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Abstract

The process of economic innovation in Vietnam since the late 1980s presented its
human resources in the private sector with constant challenges in terms of continuous
improvement for operating effectiveness and efficiency. The challenges have been
met by substantial investment of resources in business and management training.
Returns from this training, however, have not received due attention. The study sets
out to examine the reality of acquiring and utilising business and management
training in local private businesses in Ho Chi Minh City, the country’s economic
centre. In doing so, the study is expected to provide a better understanding of the
characteristics of business and management training in Vietnam, and how this human

resources development activity assists private businesses in a transitional economy.

Based on Kirkpatrick’s evaluation framework, findings of the study revealed not
only different approaches to business and management training but also the limited
effects of the training on the trainees and private companies. Knowledgemania, or
training for the sake of pursuing knowledge, was still very prevalent among the
group of ‘Oriental’ companies whilst a more practical approach towards training
aimed at meeting explicit business objectives was adopted by companies exposed to
Western management practices. The research revealed that among the factors
facilitating or hindering learning transfer within the case study companies, the ability

to manage the training process and cultural values were the most influential.

The research study also introduced two refined frameworks for training evaluation,
aimed at small family and larger private businesses respectively. These refined
frameworks incorporate not only the spirit of simplicity and practicality of
Kirkpatrick’s framework but also relevant contextual factors. These frameworks are,
therefore, able to serve as evaluation tools to reveal both training outcomes and spot
the opportunities to further improve management of training. The experience and
process of developing the frameworks gained in this research may assist future

researchers when undertaking training evaluation in other business contexts.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Vietnam, after the collapse of the communist system during the late 1980s, remained
a communist state, and has managed to stand firm with its ideology for nearly twenty
years. It is among the rare countries still run by communist governments nowadays.
More surprisingly, it seems that Vietnam, along with its big brother China on which
it has always kept a watchful eye, is growing very quickly in terms of economic
development. To date, this is clearly attributed to a decisive economic innovation
policy, popularly referred to as doi moi, when the country was on the brink of
collapse. In retrospect, the innovation has not only rescued the communist state but

also conveniently led the country to a period of great economic growth.

Since the transition from central planning, basic elements of the market-economy
have been installed. The fundamentals and principles of a free market have been
introduced and accepted. Nowadays, though still under a communist regime,

Vietnam is considered to have a complete market economy in operation.

Developments in Vietnam over the transitional period have been characterised by
gradual changes introduced to the market and businesses over time. There was no
disruption in every respect of the transitional society. The remains of the old
economy can still be observed in the state sector. The private sector on the other
hand has forged ahead when it had experience with and more freedom to adapt to the
market. Along the way, training and education have helped in transforming the
economy. As early as the late 1980s, modern Western management science was
introduced in state universities. Business training gradually became popular as more

sophisticated, contemporary subjects hit businesses wave after wave.

Nowadays, business training is a lucrative industry. It provides services to businesses
of all sizes, most popularly in the form of public evening classes for managers and
employees who want better functionality and career advancement opportunities. As
long as companies remain competitive and do well in business, along with the stable
and growing Vietnamese economy over the last two decades, training was never put

in question about its influence on business performance.

Vietnam is still a developing country in essence, even with dangers of being left
behind economically by neighbouring countries, so resources must be looked after

carefully. Compared to other capital investments in business, training may not take
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up immense physical resources. However, when business training became popular,
and personal investments into the activity are taken into account, total social loss as
opportunity costs would be considerable if training were not able to benefit
businesses and employees as expected. The issue would be more critical for small
businesses because of their limited resources as is usually the case. Research into
training for small, private businesses and especially the effects of business training in
those settings would be instrumental in directing this HR development effort more

effectively.

A primary review does not show that training and training evaluation for businesses
in Vietnam so far have been covered adequately. On a broader scope, they have not
been attended to appropriately within transitional economies. Perhaps the importance
of the matter has not been recognised, or maybe the common wisdom about
invariably positive outcomes of training prevailed. In either case, as mentioned
above, taking stock of business training may profit businesses, training institutions
and trainees in terms of realising the value of training and investing their resources
more efficiently. On the other hand, reviewing the effects of business training in an
oriental transitional environment may benefit academic researchers as well. The
research may contribute to developing an appropriate method of training evaluation
in this specific business context. Furthermore, data from the research may be used for
making comparison of effects of training conducted in other western business
settings. Therefore, lessons learned in terms of the appropriateness of training
content, the way training is conducted and evaluated, issues of migrating western
contemporary business training to a transitional environment, can be drawn. So this
research is set out in the hope of benefiting business practitioners and academic

researchers alike.
1.1. Research Aims

To serve the purposes of discovering the training impacts on Vietnamese private
businesses as well as identifying the success and failure factors of business and

management training for that specific group, the research aims are as follows:

First, the thesis sets out to review theories of training evaluation as well as empirical
research on the subject. The critical review and examination of the topic are intended

to help in defining appropriate analytical tools for use in the later stages of the
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research. In particular, a framework for evaluation is developed to undertake the
management training evaluation set out in this research. Under the review, different
types of impacts of training on business performance and how these were revealed in
smaller businesses are given due attention in order to build the foundation to

undertake training evaluation in the Vietnamese context.

Second, the thesis aims to portray the current range of training activities inside
private companies in Vietnam. It looks into the process of training from start to
finish, from pre-training period to post-training, and from training purposes to
training results. It also sets out to explore the roles of companies’ management, their
employees, and the training institutions in transforming classroom knowledge into
work performance. This is achieved by exploring training-related activities inside a
set of selected private companies. This is also a stepping stone, planned to supply
data for identifying the factors that influence the relationship between business

training and companies’ performance.

Third, the thesis identifies training outcomes and impacts on the trained people and
the businesses under research. This is to assess the benefits of training in relation to
training efforts made by the trainees and investment from the organisations. In this
inventory, the negative effects, if manifest, are also taken into account. The aim is to
illustrate the full range of effects, including those explicit and welcomed, as well as
those unrecognised or not welcomed. Time and financial constraints prevent
longitudinal research in order to identify more long-term training effects, but the
research aims at revealing most of those effects existing in businesses up to the time

of the field visit.

Finally, the thesis seeks to answer the question of what factors contributed to
facilitating or inhibiting the process of interpreting knowledge into actions after
training in the specific Vietnamese private business environment. In other words, in
addition to fulfilling the previous third aim of illustrating the training results, the
thesis aims to provide an explanation of the magnitude of success and failure in the
companies under research in the utilisation of training to improve business
performance. This ultimate aim is to draw some practical experience or lessons
learned about what to focus on in order to get the best out of training in the context

of private businesses. A by-product as a consequence of achieving the last aim is a
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refined analytical tool which may be used to practise training evaluation for

businesses, evaluators and researchers.

In realising these above-mentioned research aims, a set of research questions and
sub-questions is to be prepared. The complete list of questions can be found later in

the chapter on research design.

Realising the above aims, in terms of contribution to knowledge, the study is
expected to provide a better understanding of the characteristics of business and
management training in Vietnam, and how this HR activity assists private businesses
in a transitional economy context. A critical review of the literature on training
evaluation, theoretically and empirically, is also provided. A conceptual framework
for training evaluation, hopefully useful for both academics and practitioners,
relevant to business environments of transitional economies, in other settings in
terms of culture and socio-economic condition, is another product of the study. In
addition, even though qualitative inquiries have not been popular as an approach to
social research among Vietnamese academics and researchers, this study has
nevertheless been planned in this direction. Significant results from this study might
encourage local researchers into the areas of business training and HR development
employing this research strategy, which could be appropriate to provide insights into

their research issues in the cultural low-context environment.
1.2. Organisation of the Thesis

In realising the research aims, the thesis is presented in two parts. Part One,
consisting of the first four chapters, addresses theoretical aspects of the research, and
Part Two, consisting of the remaining chapters, covers mostly field research and

empirical issues.

After this introductory section, Chapter 2 presents the context of Vietnam, its
transition to a market economy for an overall presentation of the national and
economic context before addressing the business training issues. The chapter
presents Vietnam as a special case among prior members of the communist bloc, that
accepted a market-driven economy while maintaining the existing political system. It
concludes by listing the implications in terms of human resources that the country

and its people have to face in order to integrate the market into its economy.
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Chapter 3 looks into the development of theories on training and training evaluation.
This is essentially an inventory of concepts and tools for training evaluation that
were developed and used up to the time of the research. These tools are to be
critically reviewed in order to identify their advantages and disadvantages so that
hopefully an improved evaluation model can be developed and applied in this
research study. Besides, findings on training evaluation in the reality of business are
also discussed to gain understanding of the practice and inventory the plausible
outcomes of training to inform the field data collection. The review of evaluation in
reality also gives an indication of how training contributed to business performance

in reality.

Chapter 4 is dedicated to designing an appropriate research strategy to address the
research aims. The conceptual framework as well as the research questions are to be
discussed in detail in this chapter. Based on the nature of the questions, the research
design and data collection methods are identified, presented and justified. Possible
limitations of the design and obstacles during the data collection phase are identified

and measures to overcome these obstacles are suggested.

Given the complexity of training evaluation issues, especially the process of
translating novel classroom knowledge into actions, and the number of parties
involved in the process, multiple case studies are considered as a suitable design, and
the in-depth interview with selected training ‘players’ is the major data collection
method. Qualitative data analysis is key in interpreting the research data and

answering the research questions.

Part Two of the thesis includes the individual case studies, cross-case analysis and
conclusion chapters. Each company under research is presented in a separate chapter,
in which industry and business backgrounds are illustrated. The organisation of
training in every company is introduced, leading to the emergence of major internal
training issues/problems. Evidence from sources inside and outside the companies is
used to illustrate and substantiate the emerging issues. Based on each company’s
background information and opinions/accounts from the staff as well as the
management, a primary explanation of the training phenomenon in that company is

given.
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The penultimate chapter, a cross-case comparison, forms the major component of
Part Two. In this chapter, the conceptual framework developed earlier is put into
application. Data from the individual cases are compared to obtain more general
insights about the practice of management and business training in small business in
Vietnam, and the effects on business performance. Based on the framework, analysis
of the advantages/benefits and disadvantages/impairments from training on the
companies is conducted. From the results of the analysis, factors influencing the
outcomes and impacts of training are identified. The chapter applies training
evaluation theory to the set of rich field data to generate a conclusion about the

general picture of business training for small businesses.

The final chapter summarises research objectives, recapitulates the major findings of
the study and cross-references these with the literature on training evaluation. It also
provides reflection on research methodology, contribution of the research in
theoretical and practical perspectives, points out the limitations of findings and

indicates opportunities for further research.
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2. TRANSITION AND THE CASE OF VIETNAM

One of the most remarkable political phenomena in the world by the end of the
twentieth century was the disintegration of the communist system in the Soviet
Union and Central and Eastern Europe. Together with the vanishing of the bipolar
world, the former communist states started a transition process away from the
communist ideology. Vietnam is among a few countries where the communists
remain in power. The success of Vietnam during the early stage of economic
transformation provides an example of a unique transitional model where gradual
economic reform combined with minor political changes led to substantial growth.
However, though the Vietnamese people have experienced profound changes and
enjoyed important results of the open-door policies, Vietnam has not been recognised
as a nation that is competitive because of its human resources. Transition and
especially economic transformation have worked to keep the country from collapse,
but to fully exploit the advantage of the market economy, besides governance, the
business community also has to adapt to the new environment. This chapter reviews
the literature on the transition of the communist system, the characteristics of the
Vietnamese transitional process and draws implications of the changes for its human

resources.
2.1. The Transition of the Communist System

After the revolutionary period of the end of the 1980s to the early 1990s, only China,
Vietnam, Laos, Cuba and North Korea were left as communist states, and each had
its own socio-political model and direction for survival and development (Riedel and
Turley, 1999). These countries themselves have experienced a different
transformation at different levels socially, politically, and economically. Europe
nowadays no longer has any communist regimes. Classical communism currently

exists in only two countries: Cuba and North Korea.

The following section provides an overview of transition from a range of

perspectives, and the future of the countries under transition.

The major change occurred during 1989-1991 when the whole Soviet bloc in Europe
experienced the breakdown of the ruling communist regimes. Poland and Hungary
started the change in early 1989 and the formal disintegration of the Soviet Union in

1991 marked the end of communist power. The collapse of communism necessitates
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the journey to another socio-economic model for former communist states, and this is

the start for ‘transition.’

It was recognized since the beginning of the process that there is no consensus in the
literature on what should be termed ‘reform,” ‘restructuring,” ‘transformation,’
‘transition,” or ‘revolution’ (Kornai, 1992). Nonetheless, Pickles et al. (1998) point
out that transition is an attempt to construct a form of capitalism on and with the
ruins of the communist system. Two issues are to be highlighted here: a form of
capitalism; and the lingering of communism, at least temporarily. If this definition is
acknowledged, then with transition, the basic characteristics of capitalism are applied
in the new states, and they still have to live and work with the remains of the old
regimes for a while. Hare et al. (1997) suggest another definition, that transition is
the shift from centrally planned economies controlled by one-party communist
regimes to democratic, market-type systems. Here, the characteristic of the target of
transition as market-oriented was emphasised. The absence of market characteristics
in the formerly centrally-planned economy contrasts it substantially with the
economy under transition in particular. Transition is considered to exist if there is a

significant market signal'.

Lavigne (1999) suggests that insofar as the word is concerned, transition means
transitory, and hence temporary. The issue of whether temporary or permanent
transition is emphasised is related to whether transition is a stage, or state, or process.
The reality is that fifteen years after the collapse, the former communist states were
at different levels of transition towards a market economy and albeit the impacts of
the market could be found in most, if not all, countries, some are still considered as
transitional countries. Lavigne (1999) otherwise contradicts herself in suggesting,
“transition may well never be over,” mentioning the gaps between developed and
transitional countries. In addition, Stiglitz (2002) argues that the economic transition
in Central Europe and the former Soviet Union is far from over. From the economic
perspective, this latter argument is quite convincing as some countries achieved only
a poor economic performance in the last decade. They were even involved in social

and political crises on many occasions as economic outputs fell for a long time after

"In this thesis, ‘transition’ is understood as the total changes in all aspects of a society away from the
communist ideology while ‘transformation’ is used for the evolution of, say management, as the result
of transition.
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the beginning of the post-communist era (Jeffries, 1993; Lavigne, 1999; Holmes,
1997; Stiglitz, 2002).

To Holmes (1997), along with the transition in progress or ‘crystallizing,” former
states have to attain a certain level of development to be considered as having left
communism behind. Therefore, the destination lies ahead and consequently,
transition is a temporary phenomenon. Even though it has been lasting for more than
a decade, eventually it would terminate. The end of transition is literally ‘like “the
West,” politically, economically and socially’ or ‘perceived to have arrived and
settled at this destination - or even at some other’ (Holmes, 1997). It is also reflected
in the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development exercise in 1994 (cited in
Hare et al., 1997) completing a checklist in which level of transition completeness of
a country was measured by level of privatisation of banking institutions, enterprise
transformation, market, trade... However, considering the case of China, which has
been experiencing (successful) transition for a quarter of a century so far, it is by no
means politically similar to the West. Another case in point is the former Asian and
Islamic republics of the former Soviet Union, where signals of dictatorships and
cleptocracy prevail. The state of transition therefore is a relative term, as long as it is
seen as ‘creative destruction,” where an old economy is terminated by a new one

(Stiglitz, 2002).

Holmes (1997) argues that not all countries had to experience all stages of the
transition, or follow a predetermined sequence of such a process. Since the big
collapse, the implementation of transition proved to be diversified. The main streams
of implementation consist of ‘gradualism’ (e.g. China, Vietnam, Poland, and
Hungary, supported by the World Bank) and ‘shock therapy’ (e.g. Russia, Czech
Republic, supported by U.S. financial institutions and the International Monetary
Fund). While gradualism gives priority to social and economical stabilisation, shock
therapists recommend swift privatisation of the economy. After more than a decade,
gradualists proved to have advantages over shock therapists in economic growth,

social stability, poverty reduction and equality (Stiglitz, 2002).

Many have argued without reaching consensus on the pace and sequencing of
economic change (Holmes, 1997; Alexander et al., 1994; Lavigne, 1999). It is
exactly there that the discussion of whether or not the target of transition is

capitalism emerges. There are experts such as Kornai (1992) who stresses that ‘there
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can be no comprehensive and consistently radical transformation in other spheres
while the key feature of the old classical structure, the Communist Party's power,
remains.” The debate has seen others put forward a ‘third way’ solution for former
communism states. In between of the two extremes of communism and capitalism or
along another dimension, there are possible models of a ‘dual system’ (Kornai,
1992); ‘forced market socialism’ (Nuti, 1993); ‘the mixed post-socialist transition
economy’ (Chavance, 1994, cited in Lavigne, 1999) corresponding to the magnitude
of liberal economy. A system that combined the innovation and efficiency of market
economics with socialism's ideals of fairness and the pursuit of social justice as
described by Alexander (1994) is to some extent market socialism and judged as a
utopian model. However, the opposition to the feasibility of variants of market
socialism can be found widely, such as those of Stiglitz (1993), Kornai (1993), and
Holmes (1997). The search for a feasible model did not stop when Alexander (1994)
proposed discussion on a ‘fourth way’ by proposing particular legal and economic
institutions that are asserted by being more concrete and less utopian. Considering
developments so far, countries following gradual reforms seem to have achieved
better performance than those committed to swift and profound reforms. However,
even the most cautious countries have to refuse the centrally-planned economy and
pursue a specific type of market economy to enter transition; in itself this was a
radical change to formerly communist states, irrespective of whether it was shock or

not. In fact, there was ‘shock’ in any reform and resistance to change is inevitable.

The death of communism lies at the centre of its fundamental principles. And the
most important point for transition is introduction of a free market, as Pierson
(1995:80) observes that ‘even the most centralized command economies had
recourse to (albeit grossly distorted) markets in labour and consumer goods and if
social democracy is admitted as a form of socialism, it is clearly a form in which
markets have a central place’. In reality, countries in transition following either the
shock or gradual approach and all have accepted the market mechanism. In addition,
besides the disintegration of the old bloc is the integration in the world market, and
the new participants have to learn and accept a new set of rules (Wang, 1996, Quelch
and Dinh-Tan, 1998). Producing to international quality standards, relaxing state
subsidies and opening the market to foreign competitors, and business transparency

are among the new requirements of the new economy. Therefore, knowledge and
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skills for businesses to operate in the market environment is one of the necessities

during transition.
2.2. Transition in Vietnam

The transition in Vietnam is genuinely different from any in Eastern Europe or in
China. Vietnam did not allow the full migration from communist ideology as in
Europe, while the transition itself was not the result of the implementation of
regional pilots decided by policy-makers from the ruling party as in the case of
China. Transition in Vietnam can be characterised as gradual, cautious and bottom-
up changes, while socialism has always been maintained as the sole, predominant
ideology of the country. The following section discusses the process of transition, its
achievements and challenges, and highlights characteristics of the transition in

Vietnam.
2.2.1. The Evolution of Economic Transformation

Many authors state that officially the transition in Vietnam started from the sixth
congress of the ruling Vietnam Communist Party in 1986 (Jeffries, 1993; Williams,
1992; Kamoche, 2001). This preceded the fateful collapse of communism during
1989-1991. It was in this congress that the party admitted ‘severe mistakes’ of its
leadership in redeveloping the economy after the Vietnam war (1954-1975), and
started the changes towards a market orientation. The year 1986 was, however, only
the official landmark of the commencement of economic renovation, or ‘doi moi’ in
Vietnamese. After a period of gloom at the end of the 1970s when the euphoria over
the military victory encouraged the leadership of the country to follow a centrally-
planned economy with utopian socio-economic targets, the genuine transition in
Vietnam started. ‘Fence-breaking’ (or xé rao’ in Vietnamese) activities were carried
out by people at the grassroots level and then made official by directives from state
management (Fahey, 1997; Williams, 1992; Fforde and de Vylder, 1996). While for-
profit enterprises were not considered legal, instead of merely fulfilling the State
plans and operating within the designated boundary for insufficient return, people
tried to gain more income from ‘informal’ activities. Under the form of experiments,
and implemented by reform pioneers in a number of places, goods could be
exchanged or sold on grey markets to raise cash for other materials or incentives for

workers. In agriculture, peasants gradually extended the private plots while working
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less on cooperative fields, and had more products to sell for their own pockets. These
initiatives had not been set off from the top, but gradually permitted when they were
retrospectively recognised as solutions for the weak economy. Emphasis on heavy
industry was relaxed while light industry, foreign trade and the production of
consumer goods were extensively encouraged (Fahey, 1997; Fforde and de Vylder,

1996).

After 1986, central planning coexisted alongside market-type relations (Williams,
1992) and the first ever foreign direct investment law was promulgated in 1987. In
1989, central planning came to an end and market-determined factors were
promoted. Resources were to be traded on the free market at fair prices. Heavy
subsidies from the state in terms of distorted price inputs were totally abolished and
the decision-making process became based on market-determined factors. Foreign
economic relations also experienced a boost when the government abandoned its
centralised control and adopted an ‘open door’ policy, to ‘make friends with all
countries.” Since 1989, the authorities started to formally allow non-state sectors to
participate in the economy even though opportunities to access official investment
were rare. The early 1990s witnessed the merger of some 3,000 state-owned
enterprises, and the dissolution of a further 2,000 (Williams, 1992). The private
sector and market-orientation were officially recognised in the main legal document
of Vietnam, the Constitution, in 1992 though the state and collective sector were still
seen as fundamental (Jeffries, 1993). Central planning was due to end in 1989.
However, it was not until 1993 that Vietnam experienced substantial growth when
changes enacted at the beginning of the 1990s such as interest rate reforms, de facto
privatisation of State assets, and rationalisation of companies in the state sector
started to have their impacts (Fahey, 1997). Meanwhile, the communist party strictly
maintained its power, even though its role in running the economy was unofficially
intended to be reduced. Fahey (1997) noted that the maintenance of the socialist
ideas in the Constitution merely bore a political meaning and did not reflect the then

sentiment with regard to the emerging power of the market.
2.2.2. Achievement and Issues Facing the Economy after Doi moi

Reforms have brought about major achievements for the Vietnamese economy. Doi
moi made it one of the fastest growing countries in the 1990s (Dollar, 2001;

Williams, 1992; Fahey, 1997; Fforde and de Vylder, 1996) and it continued so in the
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2000s. GDP growth rates during the 1990s and throughout the 2000s (official data
from Vietnam General Statistical Office, and IMF) present impressive achievements:

the rates remained well above the 5% level, except for 1999 (see Table 2-1).

Table 2-1: Vietham GDP Annual Growth Rate 1996-2006

Year GDP (US$ billions) | Real GDP growth (%)
1996 24.7 9.3
1997 26.8 8.2
1998 27.2 5.8
1999 28.7 4.8
2000 31.2 6.8
2001 32.5 6.9
2002 35.1 7.1
2003 39.6 7.3
2004 45.5 7.8
2005 53.1 8.4
2006 61.0 8.2

Source: World Economic Outlook Database, IMF, 2007

Twenty years of economic transition helped Vietnam to escape the group of most
under-developed countries. During the 1990s, Vietnam ranked fifth in the world on
GDP per capita annual growth rate (UNDP Human Development Report, 2001), and
the absolute value measured by purchasing power parity (PPP) method reached US$
3,070 in 2005.

Doi moi has introduced significant changes to Vietnam’s economy (see Appendix 1:
Milestones of transition in Vietnam). The principles of a free market have gradually
been applied, accepted and officially recognised as the country’s future development
direction. Economic achievements in national production growth, export volumes,
hunger elimination and poverty reduction (HEPR) have attracted international
interest. International donors and financial institutions considered Vietnam a reliable
partner. Foreign direct investment increased over the years, reaching USD 20 billion
annually in the mid 2000s. Vietnam’s diplomatic and economic ties with

neighbouring countries, the western powers, its old allies and international financial
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institutions have been strengthened. Besides, the legal foundation and political
commitment have gradually been developed, facilitating progress toward a market

economy (Vo, 2004).

However, one of the most important achievements of doi moi was the recognition
and development of the private sector. The long familiar roots and latent market-
economy seeds have helped to create and maintain entrepreneurship, which had
existed before the country’s reunification in 1975 (Zhu, 2003), and provide the
people with opportunities to experience the market mechanism. In reality, the
transformation to a market economy materialised rather smoothly with little
turbulence. In the picture of transition since the beginning of doi moi, besides the
consistent inflow of foreign direct investment, the rapid development of the private
sector in the Vietnamese economy was phenomenal. Officially recognised and
equally competing with other sectors in principle, the Vietnamese private sector
emerged as an arena for a generation of new entrepreneurs to make their careers. The
role of the private sector has been recognised by many authors including Dapice
(2000), Cohen (2004), Dollar (2001), Riedel (1999), McKenzie (2000), and Leung
(2006). The private sector was hailed by its contribution in job creation, significant
investment in the economy, share of GDP, and provision of efficient services the
State could not cover. Nowadays, while the State sector is maintained by the official
media as the ‘locomotive’ of the economy but having troubles to cope with increased
competition, the private sector is very dynamic, adaptive to market changes and

really a very important contributor.

Vietnam continued to maintain strong growth towards the end of the 2000s.
However, the challenges to the economy are also significant. Its economic growth
seems to be desirable for many countries but there were voices of concern, for
example as regards poor economic policies, weak economic institutions, low
investment saving rates, and lack of export competitiveness (Dollar, 2001; Thayer,
2000). This is partly reflected in the contribution to exports by industry, with
dominant shares from natural resources, or labour-intensive ones, as illustrated in

Table 2-2.
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Table 2-2: Vietnam export contribution by industry in 2006

Industry Percentage
Crude oil 20.8
Coal 23
Rubber 3.2
Rice 3.2
Coffee 3.1
Marine products 8.4
Garments 14.6
Footwear 9.0
Handicrafts 1.6
Electronic goods and components 4.3
Other 29.5

Source: Vietnam Country Report, IMF, December 2007

The competitiveness of the Vietnamese enterprises still ranked low in the world
chart. The World Economic Forum ranks Vietnam at 76 out of 127 countries on the
business competitiveness index, while in terms of sophistication of company
operations and strategy, Vietnam was at 79/127 (Global Competitiveness Report
2007-2008).

As for government’s role, issues related to policies were most frequently mentioned,
as observed in Freeman (2001), Dollar (1999), and Litvack (1999). Foreign authors
and international donors urged for further and more comprehensive reforms.
However, the party’s main focus has been directed to maintaining political stability,
and inertia on economic issues has been exposed (Thayer, 2000; Kamoche, 2001;
World Bank Annual Report 1997). Dollar (2001) warns that, by ‘conditional
convergence’, if Vietnam does not take further reforms, the country’s high growth
rate will decelerate, and Vietnam should tackle this ‘apparent anomaly’ (i.e.

substantial growth vs. poor economic institutions) to sustain economic development.
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At the business level, a number of problems are still to be resolved. Among them are
a lack of market experience and management expertise, lack of credit channels for
private enterprises, and limitations in modern technologies (Tran, 2001; Duong,
2002). In addition, the serious shortage of skilled labour has made Vietnam less
competitive than neighbouring countries (Collins, 2005). Just one third of enterprises
were satisfied with the qualification of their recruits (Truong and Le, 2004).
Weaknesses in terms of technology and business practices have been widespread in
both the state and private business sector. So besides the achievements due to timely
economic reform, very basic disadvantages still linger to challenge further economic

development in Vietnam.
2.3. The Characteristics and Implications of Transition

As discussed above, the process of transition in Vietnam was initiated from the
grassroots level (Fahey, 1997; Fforde and de Vylder, 1996). Vietnam’s economic
transformation did not follow any ‘big bang’ theory. This distinguishes Vietnam
from other countries under transition. Compared to the top-down method from
neighbouring China, the bottom-up approach in Vietnam arrived at a similar
destination: a mixture of a communist regime and a market-driven economy. In other

words, 'the party plus capitalism equals socialism' (Watts, 1998).

Of the two basic transitional dimensions, i.e. ‘marketisation’ and ‘privatisation’,
Vietnam performed substantially well on the former, as Williams (1992) recognised.
Even before the formal economic transformation commenced, the market economy
had existed in essence. The market has existed in Vietnam for quite some time prior
to the launch of doi moi in the form of spontaneous grey markets to exchange food,
agricultural products and ration tickets (Fahey, 1997; Fforde and de Vylder, 1996;
Williams, 1992). However, as for the aspect of privatisation, the State showed itself
to be rather watchful and hesitant (Kamoche, 2001). The imbalance between
marketisation and privatisation manifests special political and economic
characteristics. Though Dollar (2001) identifies and warns of decreasing growth
unless further institutional reform is implemented, alongside China, Vietnam
presents the paradox of transformation under communism with major economic
achievement. It is uncertain whether Vietnam can continue with communist rule,
mixed with the operating mechanism of a market economy, or there will be a radical

political reform (Warner et al., 2005). But from the above two points, it seems that
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further changes will continue happening in the economy as it progresses towards a
fully fledged market economy, as economic achievements have proven to fortify the

power of the communist party.

Beside the opportunities doi moi has been bringing about, the challenges of
effectively competing with rivals outside the country’s border, coping with
international laws and regulations and benefiting from globalisation require Vietnam
to have transparent and effective economic policies, a competition-enabled business
environment, adequate infrastructure, and competitive human resources particularly

(Mallon, 1993; McDaniel et al., 1999; Dapice, 2000; Thayer, 2000; Dollar, 2001).

Therefore, people in the business environment have to make adjustments and the
country is constrained by a dearth of well-trained managers (McDaniel et al., 1999;
Neupert et al., 2005). On the face of it, business operations since transition have been
adopting a more market-led approach, and the advantage is that Vietnam has never
lacked the ‘spirit of entrepreneurship’ (Fforde and de Vylder, 1996). Nevertheless,
some skills required for the market economy were novel to the labour of the
transitional age. Besides, companies’ businesses were extended to broader fields and
geographical locations. Gradually, western concepts in business and management

such as corporate culture, business ethics and brand management emerged.

Therefore, besides taking advantages of the newly open economy, the Vietnamese
firms had to update their human resources with skills to maximise profits rather than
fulfilling State plans (Zanko, 2003). These practical skills ranged from basic
communication, interpersonal, problem solving skills, and using foreign languages to
more sophisticated ones at the firm level like strategic management (Neupert et al.,
2005). Moreover, new activities have been added, such as marketing and sales, and
customer service. Furthermore, the need for the firms’ capacity in data collection,
data processing and decision-making as well as handling legal matters was increasing
(Sidel, 2003; AusAID, 2000; Vo, 2004; Gerrard et al., 2002; Kamoche, 2004;
Neupert et al., 2005). On the other hand, the function of some activities has been
redefined, enlarged, and augmented, such as human resource management, and
finance management (McDaniel et al., 1999; Gerrard et al., 2002). In addition, new
opportunities and business partners meant new markets, cultures, customs,
languages, and updated knowledge of the specific regulation of specific markets.

Therefore, domestic firms encountered significant challenges in building and
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maintaining the free-market skills of their staff. In comparison with the pre-transition

period, these are completely new and challenging tasks.

Arising from the requirement to update entrepreneurial skills (McDaniel et al., 1999;
Friedman, 2004; Kamoche, 2001), the transition has brought about new educational
opportunities. At the least, joint ventures brought new lessons to old domestic firms
(Kamoche, 2001). The door to the West is open, and market economy concepts have
been widely adopted in training and education. Not surprisingly, after doi moi,
business-related faculties have the largest number of enrolments and volume of
entrants in Vietnamese tertiary education. This is partly reflected in the statistics of
university enrolment 1998-2003, where faculties of business administration had the

most students registered.

Beside the opportunities, the threat of competition, not only domestically, but also
internationally (Cohen, 2004; Cohen 2002; Wattanapruttipaisan; 2003) brought about
the need for better skills in business and management. Businesspeople had to
upgrade their skills to adapt to the competitive environment and training was one of
the important solutions to solve the problem. A new set of skills has been defined
and needs to be achieved as a necessary condition for capable human resources to
develop. Acquiring and updating skills are a continuous practice, which can be
observed in the new Vietnamese society (Quelch and Dinh-Tan, 1998; Kamoche,
2001; Truong, 2003). Furthermore, in a society where education and degrees have
always been respected (Moock et al., 1998; McDaniel, 1999), the pressure to update

knowledge for better opportunities is expected to continue for years.

From the points presented above, transition in Vietnam revealed new requirements
for the skills of human resources. These requirements have been partly met by
numerous training activities initiated by both business and individual programmes.
Business and management training has developed strongly into a substantial market,
in which the private sector showed an evident training need (McKenzie, 2000). The
Asian Development Bank’s programme assessment (2005) considers that demand in
the market of business support services which include training, consultancy and
advisory services is expected to grow as business standards are raised, and
competition intensifies with accession to the WTO. Management training has
gradually been recognised as potential for business (McKenzie, 2000), especially

those in the more dynamic private sector. An examination into business and
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management training activities of the Vietnamese private sector during transition
would be necessary in order to make clear how they helped the businesses and how
the businesses would utilise business training better. The next chapter will discuss
the role of business training and training evaluation issues before discussing the

methodology to accomplish the research aims.
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3. TRAINING AND TRAINING EVALUATION MODELS

Human resources are widely recognised as an important asset of firms. Unlike other
types of resources, once developed and utilised appropriately, human resources
become unmatchable competitive advantage because of their inimitability. Firms can
build core competences (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990), which enable them to compete
effectively, through their human resources. Though unlike physical assets, core
competences do not deteriorate but grow when applied and shared. Consequently,

they need to be nurtured and protected.

Training is a critical activity of HR management, contributing to the improvement of
the firm’s human resources. Training is not only a solution for short-term skill
shortage, but is also a strategic function in nurturing the human resources of a

company.

Nevertheless, training without evaluation is like an investment without estimation of
return. Evaluation of training has been considered a constant need in human resource
development. Efforts have been made to streamline training evaluation, and
Kirkpatrick’s model is one of the leading and most important contributions in this
undertaking. The model, even though having a number of revealed shortcomings, is

still a straightforward and useful guideline for conducting evaluation.

The chapter will consequently review the importance of human resources to
businesses as well as discuss the approaches, process and benefits of training. The
major part of this chapter will be dedicated to analysing Kirkpatrick’s model of
training evaluation, the predominant tool in the field, its variants and other evaluation
frameworks. Particularly, Kirkpatrick’s model is to be described and discussed
thoroughly with the views of its exponents and critics. Empirical research studies
applying Kirkpatrick’s model will also be reviewed with a view to evaluating the
lessons learned from applying the model in practice. Finally, based on the analysis
undertaken on the various training evaluation models, conclusions on theoretical

issues and evaluation practice are drawn.
3.1. Human Resources and Business Competition

By and large, the importance of a capable human resource for a country or for a firm

has been widely recognised (Pfeffer, 1994; Senge, 1990; O’Reilly and Pfeffer, 2000;
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Peters and Waterman Jr., 1992; Carlzon, 1987). As a result, since 1993, the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has annually been ranking countries by
Human Development Index (HDI) instead of the monetary-biased GDP alone.
Current wealth makes a country highly admired; nevertheless it is the human factor

that enables it to enjoy prosperity in the long run.

In the 1991 World Development Report, the World Bank recommends countries
under transition to ‘invest in people’ to sustain economic and social progress. Five
years later, the 1996 World Development Report reiterates the importance of
developing ‘a skilled and adaptable workforce’ to sustain economic growth, after the
transitional economies had enjoyed tremendous economic gain in the early period of

transition.

To compete and grow well in the market economy, where competition is the core
concept, besides other physical and organisational infrastructures, the human
resource is an important factor. The reality that management gurus praise the virtues
of investing in people and treating employees as the fundamental to attain
competitive advantage is commonplace. Among the most famous names are Pfeffer
(1998), Ulrich (1997), and Prahalad (1995). From a resource-based perspective,
according to Holbeche (1999), there are three types of resources that can bring about
competitive advantage: physical capital, organisational capital, and human capital. At
least, human capital is given the same importance as the other two resources.
However, Pfeffer (1994) recognises that traditional sources of competitive advantage
like land or technological supremacy are less important when many countries can
display equal advantage in some aspects. The same argument can be found in Reed
(2001), where he argues that in the economy nowadays, the importance of land and
capital is limited, and it is people who are the determinant of commercial success.
Consequently, these talents are well paid, hard to recruit, and difficult to retain as
their values are appreciated more than other types of capital. Porter (1980) in his
model of value chain analysis recognises human resource management as an
important support activity adding value to all other activities in the primary process.
One can observe the progress of the recent fast development in technology, but only
the companies with talent, effective management structure and enabling culture that

are involved in and facilitate change can enjoy sustainable growth.
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Furthermore, the ability to coordinate individual skills and resources to create value
is the most desired property for any company. Prahalad and Hamel (1990) suggest
that the ability to mobilise internal human resources is the solution to achieve
advantage in the future. Organisations increasingly compete with each other on the
basis of effective people management and development by tapping into the ideas of
workers and organising their work in more effective ways (Marchington and
Wilkinson, 2003). Hence, the secret lies not only in individual capability or the
existence of talents in companies, but also in the working coordination and
management that facilitate continuous improvement and lead to success. On the
whole, the recent research of Wright et al. (2003) reveals that human resource
practices are significantly related to operational measures of performance, as well as
operating expenses and pre-tax profits. Meanwhile, Tyson and Fell (1995) assert that

“the future will see a world based more on skills than on organisations.”

In the history of human resource management, there existed the belief that the nature
of employees was to be lazy, requiring constant direction and supervision from the
management (theory X). By contrast there was theory Y, which assumes that human
nature is self-directed, taking responsibility and willing to take on initiative. The
“human” in “human resource” makes it the most special resource, where creativeness
determines the level of value added during the production or service process. In
addition, the potential of human resources can be upgraded through education,
training and development. The dynamic nature of the human resource in
development makes it hard to control or manage. But when the human resource is
mastered, its potential is unleashed and the benefit is significant. The well-known
industrial manager and leader of General Electric, Jack Welch, was frequently quoted
as saying: “an organization's ability to learn, and translate that learning into action
rapidly, is the ultimate competitive advantage,” (Krames, 1997:67). Besides, the
intelligent combination and interaction of human resources create synergy, so human
resource management proves to be rewarding, but also demanding. The involvement
of culture as a factor in human resource management makes it even more challenging
than ever (Schneider, 1997). And as long as technology still tries to find a perfect
replacement for manpower in production and services, the human resource is

indispensable.
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Buckley and Caple (2004) assert that in order for a company to achieve success, lead
and survive, companies have to (i) diversify and continuously create new products;
(i) review organisational structure; (iii) master technology; and (iv) focus on
customers. No matter which aspect is examined: be it production and operations,
research and development, sales and customer service, ultimately, a capable human
resource must be secured, or effectively selected and nurtured. Naturally, upgrading
and maintaining high-quality human resources rely significantly on training, learning

and development.

According to Reed (2001) and Collin (1997) to learn is to change, and change is
needed for maintaining or improving organisational effectiveness (Hayes, 2002).
Stewart (1999) argues that the training function can impact positively and thoroughly
on the management of change. Hence, it is clear that training and development are
crucial to business in the marketplace nowadays. On the other hand, the role of
training and development are of more importance when inadequate learning
capabilities limit most change initiatives (Senge et at., 1999). More generally,
Harrison (2000) puts it: “Developing people is a critical process whose most
powerful contributions to the business are to do with productivity, performance,
knowledge development and organisational process” (p.1). Besides, the development
process also benefits employees, when it enhances their competence, growth,
adaptability and continuous employability (Harrison, 2000; McKenna and Beech,
2002).

Because of the importance of this special asset of the firm, the following section
provides a brief discussion on some of the basic forms of developing human

resources.
3.2. Training, Education and Development

The concepts of training, education and development are not easily and clearly
differentiated (Buckley and Caple, 2004; Stewart, 1999; Harrison, 2000, Collin,
1997). Some recognise the interchangeability of the usage of these terms (McKenna

and Beech, 2002; Collin, 1997)

With reference to a number of sources, the following definitions are thought to be

most systematic and concrete.
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Training is a planned and systematic effort to modify or develop
knowledge/skill/attitude through learning experience, to achieve effective
performance in an activity or range of activities. Its purpose, in the work
situation, is to enable an individual to acquire abilities in order that he or she

can perform adequately a given task or job. (Buckley and Caple, 2004, p.5)

Education is a process and a series of activities which aim at enabling an
individual to assimilate and develop knowledge, skills, values and
understanding that are not simply related to a narrow field of activity but allow
a broad range of problems to be defined, analysed and solved. (Buckley and
Caple, 2004, p.6)

[Development] is used to denote learning experiences of any kind, whereby
individuals and groups acquire enhanced knowledge, skills, values or
behaviour. Its outcomes unfold through time, rather than immediately, and they

tend to be long-lasting. (Harrison, 2000, p. 2)
Another definition of development is as follows.

[Development] as part of an overall human resource strategy means the skilful
provision and organisation of learning experiences, primarily but not
exclusively in the workplace, in order that business goals and organisational
growth can be achieved. Such development must be aligned with the
organisation’s vision and longer term goals in order that, through enhancing the
skills, knowledge, learning and innovative capability of people at every level,

the organisation as well as the individual can prosper. (Harrison, 1997, p.7)

Similarities from the above concepts can be drawn. All focus on concepts of
knowledge and skills. ‘Learning’ exists or is implied in the four definitions. All of
the definitions have the common aspect of acquiring knowledge. Training and
development concern the organisation and work environment, whilst education has a

broader implication: the foundation for development in the future.

The impacts of education and development tend to be long-term, whereas training
seems mainly to bring about immediate impacts and is more job-related. However, it
is not to say that training does not provide long-lasting effects. On the other hand, it
is likely that training can help raise performance and maintain it at a new level

(provided that opportunities for application of training contents exist), while the
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effects of education and development are likely to materialise only after a certain
period of time. Education and development give way to innovation, rather than being

a solution for an immediate issue as is the case with training.

Buckley and Caple (2004) suggest that there is an interrelation of education and
training where levels of ability, knowledge and skills acquired in either process are
influenced by those acquired with the other previously. Besides, they also recognised
an important concomitant: planned and unplanned experience, which forms a vital
component of Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle. Stewart (1999) proposed, in agreement
with Harrison (2000), the model of human resource development (including planned
interventions and learning process), which allows education, training and

development to be encompassed within the concept of human resource development.

Based on the models of Buckley and Caple (2004), and Stewart (1999), the human

resource development process is depicted in the following figure:

Figure 3-1: The human resource development process

Training Planned and Learning of
Education < » unplanned » individuals and
Development experience organisations
v >
Facilitate Knowledge
»{ Direct »| Skills <
Manage Values
Attitudes
Behaviour
"| change

Source: Adapted from Buckley and Caple (2004) and Stewart (1999)

There are several points which can be drawn from the above process. First,
knowledge, skills and attitudes in the business environment are the result of not only
formal training or education, but also from facilitation and learning. Therefore,
knowledge and skills depend not only on what the trainer delivers, but also on the
trainee’s reception (e.g. ability, attitude, needs...), and the organisation’s facilitation.
Second, experience has a role in building the knowledge, skills and attitudes of the

trainee besides official training. Third, skills and knowledge are not converted into
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behaviour change automatically, but again under facilitating effects from the
organisation. So when the process is under review, these factors and actors have to

be taken into consideration.

The ultimate rationale for human resource development is to develop core
competence (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990), ensuring survival and advancement of the
organisation (Harrison, 1997), or supporting the achievement of organisational
objectives through ensuring appropriate and effective learning (Stewart, 1999).
Hence, the objectives of human resource development are both long-term and short-
term. Theoretically, the achievement of the above objectives is conditional to
successful human resource development, which depends on time, on in-house human
resource management capability, on financial resources committed, on corporate
business strategy, and so forth. While education has been usually provided before
one takes one’s first job, and it is frequently the responsibility of the individual to
improve upon it, development tends to be reserved for potential management
personnel and requires significant time, financial investment and other management
efforts. Therefore, training is left as one of the keys not only to solve the immediate
performance issues of companies but also to play a more long-term strategic role
(Buckley and Caple, 2004). The development process observably embodies training
or training is an indispensable part of the development process (Collin, 1997).
However, training itself performs a meaningful function for organisations and has an

interdependent position among others in HRM that is worth separate study.

The subsequent section is dedicated to several aspects of training in the work

environment.
3.3. Training — Benefits, Approaches and Process

3.3.1. The Benefits of Training

In theory, training potentially benefits both individuals and organisations, provided

that training is well-planned and conducted effectively.

Benefits to individuals can be divided into two categories: intrinsic and extrinsic job
satisfaction. Intrinsic benefits materialise when the employee performs his/her task
more easily and better, and has opportunities to enjoy the new work experience. The

extrinsic benefits relate to better financial reward due to improved performance after
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training and opportunities for promotion inside and outside his/her work settings

(Buckley and Caple, 2004).

Benefits to organisations are yielded from different perspectives and any list of
benefits from training is not likely to be exhaustive (McKenna and Beech, 2002).
Buckley and Caple (2004) emphasise the fulfilment of immediate and strategic
objectives of the firm with the assistance of training. From the view of the
management of change, Stewart (1999) lists the benefits of making people issues
known to decision makers; helping managers to develop capacities to deal
successfully with change; enabling managers to develop their own staff; obtaining
employees’ commitment to change; identifying further training needs stemming from
additional knowledge and skills; encouraging individuals and the organisation as a
whole to examine the current performance and operating environment. From the
organisation development view, training is seen as a long-range, planned and
organisation-wide effort to improve an organisation’s health, problem-solving, and
renewing processes. From the organisation culture view, training helps in cascading
new values and attitudes down the organisation ladder, therefore stimulating the

creation of a ‘learning organisation.’

Those above-mentioned benefits reiterate the importance of training once
implemented effectively to the trainees at work, and for the organisations as a whole.
When the organisation is better off, its people gain further intrinsic and extrinsic job

satisfaction.
3.3.2. Training Approaches

The effort to align training to the overall organisation strategy is popularly
encouraged and seen as a premise to attain competitive advantage. Buckley and
Caple (2004) stress that the long-term effects of training can only be realised when
training is explicitly linked to the corporate mission or purpose. From this point of
view, any change in business strategy needs to be reflected accordingly in changed
training programmes. Management have to regularly review the company’s training
policies, training needs and training outputs from the top level. This, nevertheless,
may potentially conflict with individual’s training needs to fulfil their own career

path when training is considered from the top-down direction.
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Holbeche (1999) provides more insights into this business - training linkage when
arguing that training must be an integral part of human resource strategy, and this
strategy in turn must be aligned to business needs. The business strategy determines
the skill set of the people that the company has to obtain. A strategy focusing on the
product life cycle needs to build the human resources that understand and are
competent to manage at each stage of the product cycle. A strategy of differentiation
will be interested in human resources with creative and innovative skills. A business
following strategic intent will need people of specific competencies to help compete
effectively. With a certain direction, a review of the existing skill base and
identification of the missing resources will provide the company with an overall
picture of training needs and a foundation for formulating a training programme that

complements the business strategy (Holbeche, 1999; Rae, 2002).

Garavan (1997) simply argues that if human resources development strategy is not
integrated into strategic planning, it only maintains organisational stability rather
than facilitates changes in the organisation. This is not enough when a company
desires growth. This is why Mayo and Lank (1997) suggest that the pace in HR
development should be greater than the pace of change. And in analysing the training
function of a company, a critical part is on the linkage of training and corporate

strategy.

The issue of the linkage between training and business strategies leads to different
approaches to training. As mentioned in section 3.2, beside the short-term effects,
training, when conducted effectively and directed well, also brings about long-term
effects. Those two types of effects correspond somewhat to the two approaches of

training: reactive and proactive, as classified by Buckley and Caple (2004).

The reactive approach to training is mainly referred to as an immediate performance
problem-solving solution. Because of the existence of a problem and an emergency
that requires remedial action, sometimes training is not preceded by an inspection to
answer two basic questions. Whether or not training is the appropriate solution for
the problem? Is training the unique solution for the problem, and if this is not the
case, is it the most economic solution for the performance problem? Therefore, to
secure the effectiveness of training of this type, and to avoid wasting training
investment, companies have to investigate the performance problem to verify

whether training is an alternative, and if so, the only one.
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The proactive route to training, in contrast, focuses on future changes in
organisations, in view of the coming changes in the business environment or
transformation in the firm strategy that requires preparation of the staff. The first
question mentioned above is still valid. However, as this type of training concerns
future anticipated change requirements, the process has a different start compared
with the reactive route. A deliberate environment scan with reference to company

vision and business strategy is required.

Buckley and Caple (2004) assert that no matter what approach is taken, the link
between training and organisational objectives is not likely to exist in many
organisations. Without careful pre-training investigation, the outcome of training
cannot contribute significantly to a performance problem and, unfortunately, trainers
are the most likely party to be blamed. Buckley and Caple (2004) argue that it does
not always need a comprehensive study to identify a performance problem and verify
the need for training, sometimes just several professional interviews can do. And
once training is confirmed as the potential solution to the problem, it is then the

question of design, operation and evaluation of the training process.

A closer examination of the training process can help elaborate the steps of training

and the relationships between different steps.
3.3.3. The Training Process

Like any other management process, the basic components of a training process
include: training needs identification/planning, design, delivery/implementation,
evaluation of effectiveness. Although variations are possible, however, these four
main components are commonplace for any systematic training process. Figure 3-2

depicts a simple cycle of training (Stewart, 1999; Buckley and Caple, 2004).

Figure 3-2: A simple cycle of systematic training

Investigate

/ training needs \‘

Assess effectiveness Design training
of training

.\ Conduct /

training
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Source: Buckley and Caple (2004)

Further elaboration of the above basic cycle can be found in Blanchard and Thacker
(1999), where ‘development’ is inserted between ‘design’ and ‘conduct’ training; or
in Harrison (2000) where ‘training needs establishment’ and ‘design’ are conducted
beside setting up training purposes and objectives, identifying profile of people
involved, selecting training strategy, and selecting learners. Bee and Bee (1994)

propose a full ‘training wheel,” as follows.

Figure 3-3: The training wheel
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Training

needs
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Source: Adapted from Bee and Bee (1994)

The model of Bee and Bee (1994) incorporates and starts with the business needs to
secure support from the organisation and provide the precise benchmark for
evaluation at the end of the process. Two common aspects can be drawn from the
above suggested processes: the close relation of business objectives and training
needs; and training as a managerial process. The evaluation of any type of business

training cannot ignore either of the two issues mentioned above.

With its important function in maintaining the effectiveness of a company’s
operation and in achieving business competitive strength, is the image of training in
organisations definitely well-regarded? In fact, training departments are not highly
appreciated in organisations, and training is rarely seen as an investment rather than a
cost. Training programmes are seen as ‘acts of faith’ (Spilsbury, 1995; Hussey,

1988), and in the case of trimming expenses due to recession, training outlay is
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among the most likely candidates for cutting. On the other hand, training is also seen
as a panacea for any performance problem, whereas many times the problems lie in
organisational structure, process supervision or ineffective motivational policies. One
of the reasons that training does not have the praise it deserves is the difficulties in
justifying the effects it brings about. The situation can be worse when the work
environment after training is not maintained in a fashion that reinforces and
consolidates skills obtained, so that they are quickly lost. Besides, training is seen as
taking precious time from production, and a position in the training department is
typically for pre-retired people rather than competently performing staff. So it is
understandable when people in organisations brand training as cosmetic, or an
‘internal public relations exercise.” Even more unfortunately, when performance is
not improved as expected, one can always argue that training was not effective rather

than training was not the solution (Buckley and Caple, 2004).

The assessment of training effectiveness after training has been delivered is defined
and has its separate position among all components of the training process reviewed
above. The training process will be deficient when the waste in training goes
unnoticed without training evaluation. It closes the loop and starts a new cycle of the
process. After discussing the role and different ways to nurture human resources with
an emphasis on training, the next part of this literature review will examine all

aspects of evaluation of training effectiveness in the business context.
3.4. Evaluation of Training Effectiveness

3.4.1. Evaluation

The necessity for evaluation in management processes has already been widely
recognised (Rossi et al., 2004; Clarke and Dawson, 1999; Shaw, 1999; Patton, 1982;
Chelimsky and Shadish, 1997). Evaluation is an important function to provide
feedback to any management process. Evaluation in general identifies the weak links
in the management process and provides opportunities for process improvement.
Evaluation can as well serve as a gatekeeper for justification of investment and
selection of investment options. It is also recognised with the role of “knowledge
generalisation” (Rossi et al, 2004; Chelimsky and Shadish, 1997) and
“reconceptualisation” when giving a new look to a familiar problem (Weiss, 1972).

Besides, evaluation also brings about auxiliary or hidden organisational effects such
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as added politics impacts, public relations (Rossi et al., 2004), or for mobilising
support (Weiss, 1972). In essence, the literature recognises the role of evaluation in
answering two core questions (i) has the management process delivered what had
been expected (summative evaluation), and (ii) is there room for improvement of the

evaluated process (formative evaluation)?
3.4.2. Evaluation of Training

As for any management process, training ends with the evaluation of the process
itself and, more importantly, the outputs and impacts of training. Those two functions
are termed process evaluation and outcome evaluation by Sels (2002). The roles of
training evaluation can also be found in the work of Aragon-Sanchez et al. (2003),
Sels (2002), Bushnell (1990), and Holton (1996). In general, conducting training
evaluation can help justify the use of resources allocated for training; identify
opportunities to improve training quality in the future; assist in solving organisation’s
problems when reviewing training needs and solutions; and justify the alternatives in
training implementation. Easterby-Smith (1986) summarises the roles of evaluation
in three keywords: proving, improving and learning. Training evaluation also helps
in receiving feedback to recognise changes in training needs and other aspects of the
training context (Reay, 1994). Practically, evaluation of training is an evidence-based
justification of the existence of the training department in organisations (Buckley and

Caple, 2004; Reay, 1994; Kirkpatrick, 1996).

Given the importance of evaluation as the last component in the training process and
as a key opportunity for training improvement, training evaluation theory has been
developed over the last fifty years. The pioneer in this development is Donald
Kirkpatrick, who in 1959 proposed a simple four-level model to evaluate a training
programme. His model has been well received and applied to evaluate training and
development programmes until recently (Tamkin et al., 2002; Bassi and Cheney,
1997; Bernthal, 1995). Kirkpatrick’s model since its birth also received significant
criticisms due to its over-simplicity and its loose structure. Based on Kirkpatrick’s
initial work, a number of four-level model variants have been built aiming at a
comprehensive and practicable model for training evaluation. Besides, a few models
unrelated to Kirkpatrick’s, taking different perspectives in evaluating training, have
also been proposed. Nevertheless, Kirkpatrick’s classic work is still considered as the

foundation for training evaluation with the advantages of its practical and simple
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nature. The following section is dedicated to the analysis of Kirkpatrick’s four-level

model, and its variants as well as other training evaluation methods.
3.4.3. Kirkpatrick’s Four-Level Model

Originally, Kirkpatrick used “step” instead of “level.” Later, the steps were referred
to as “levels” (Kirkpatrick, 1996; Alliger and Janak, 1989) and the literature has used
“four levels” when referring to Kirkpatrick’s model. Following this model, training

evaluation starts affer a training programme has taken place and finished.

Level 1: Reaction. Evaluation is conducted to measure how participants feel about
the various aspects of the training programme they have just attended. This level
includes measures of participants’ ideas about the training programme
administration, the topic, the trainer, the schedule, and so forth. The participants’

reaction is usually collected by the use of “customer satisfaction” questionnaires.

Level 2: Learning. Evaluation is conducted to measure changes in knowledge, skills,
and attitudes due to training. Training programmes provide participants with either
background knowledge, concepts, principles, or update them with new skills or
change their attitudes, or all of the above-mentioned objectives. This level of
evaluation identifies the changes usually by the use of a laboratory/classroom

performance test.

Level 3: Behaviour. Evaluation is conducted to measure changes in the participants’
on-the-job behaviour as the result of training. This has to detect changes in behaviour
that can be attributed to training. The changes can be identified and measured using

different methods of observation or review of productivity data.

Level 4: Results. Evaluation is conducted to measure the final effects on
organisational performance due to training. These effects include changes in sales
volume, profits, cost savings, employee turnover, or product quality improvement.
This level of evaluation includes methods of cost analysis, quality review or return

on investment (ROI) analysis.

Kirkpatrick’s model is summarised in the following table.



Anh Phan, 2008, Chapter 3

Table 3-1: Kirkpatrick’s four-level model

35

Level |Evaluation Evaluation Examples of Relevance and
type (what is [description and |[evaluation tools |practicability
measured) characteristics and methods
1 Reaction e Reaction e c.g., 'happy ¢ quick and very easy
evaluation is sheets', to obtain
how the feedback forms not expensive to
delegates felt | o also verbal gather or to analyse
about the reaction, post-
training or training surveys
learning or
experience questionnaires
2 Learning e Learning e Typically relatively simple to
evaluation is assessments or set up; clear-cut for
the tests before and quantifiable skills
measurement of | after the less easy for
the increase in training complex learning
knowledge - e interview or
before and after observation can
also be used
3 Behaviour e Behaviour e observation and | ® measurement of
evaluation is interview over behaviour change
the extent of time are typically requires
applied required to cooperation and
learning back assess change, skill of line-
on the job - relevance of managers
implementation change, and
sustainability of
change
4 Results e Results e measures are individually not

evaluation is
the effect on
the business or
environment
by the trainee

already in place
via normal
management
systems and
reporting - the
challenge is to
relate to the
trainee

difficult; unlike
whole organisation
process must
attribute clear
accountabilities

Source: Chapman (2005)

After nearly forty years since its introduction, when revisiting his model, Kirkpatrick

(1996) noted that it had been widely used because it was simple and practical.

Similar comments can be found in Tamkin et al. (2002), Alliger and Janak (1989),

Aragon-Sanchez et al. (2003), and Tennant et al. (2002). Due to its straightforward

nature, the four-level model has become the standard in the field of evaluation

(Holton, 1996; Bramley and Kitson, 1994) and the most popularly applied (Phillips,
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1991; Donovan et al., 2001). Besides the simplicity and practicality, the model’s
strength was also recognised in its focus on the changes in behavioural outcomes of
the learners involved in the training (Tennant et al., 2002). The four-level model has

been a dominant tool for training evaluation for forty years after its introduction.

Despite the model’s advantages of simplicity and practicability, since the outset, it

has received several fundamental and recently increasing criticisms.

Kirkpatrick’s four-level model implies a hierarchy of levels, and the levels are
causally linked. Kirkpatrick (1996) affirms that the higher the evaluation level, the
more difficult, complicated and expensive the practice. In addition, he believes
evaluation at the higher levels is more important and meaningful than that at the
lower levels. However, Alliger and Janak (1989), by comprehensively reviewing
research studies since the introduction of the four-level model, cautiously study these
above implications and assumptions in the four-level model and conclude that (i) it
i1s not necessary that the succeeding level is more informative than the previous,
because it is not necessary for all training to effect changes at all four levels, (ii) a
weak to average degree of causality exists following the link from one level to
another, and generalisation about causality should be made with care. Interestingly,
they propose an alternative model of linkages between levels (see Figure 3-4), where
reaction is irrelevant to other higher levels; learning induces both behaviour and
results; and behaviour and results are causally interdependent (behaviour is
reinforced when results have been observed as improved). However, the causal
linkages in this model, as well as the conventional one, were not empirically verified.
One of the reasons for the weak positive correlations between levels is possibly the

noise from factors like motivation, or environment for transferring learning to work.
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Figure 3-4: Traditional and alternative causal linkages in Kirkpatrick’s model

Results —® Results
T T
Behaviour Behaviour
T T
Learning — Learning
Reaction Reaction
Causality in hierarchical model Alternative model of causality

Source: Alliger and Janak (1989)

One of the other significant criticisms of the model comes from Holton (1996) who
argues that Kirkpatrick’s model is just a taxonomy of outcomes from training, rather
than a real model with complete elements and relationships between them. He argues
that the four-level model does not take into account some important intervening
variables that affect the learning process and the process of transfer of learning into
the workplace. Those variables include trainee’s readiness and motivation, training
design, or the factors that reinforce knowledge and encourage application on the job.
He states that no evaluation model can be validated without measuring and
accounting for the effects of intervening variables. Holton also reiterates Alliger and
Janak (1989) about the causal relationship among levels not being empirically tested.
However, the points of Holton (1996) on taxonomy versus model would not be of
much concern to training people and organisations in practice. Kirkpatrick (1996) to
some extent accepts Holton’s argument, however stating that ultimately it is the

usefulness of the model in reality that counts.

Similar to Holton’s (1996) opinion on intervening and environmental variables being
not taken into account, Tennant et al. (2002) argues that Kirkpatrick’s model does
not cover the stages of analysing business needs, training design and development.
This argument is also echoed in Donovan et al. (2001) who mention that the model
does not specify the factors that reinforce training outcomes in the workplace, as well

as the individual motivation of the trainees.
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In contrast, looking at the nature of Kirkpatrick’s model, Tamkin et al. (2002) argue
that this model is for training evaluation rather than for evaluation of the training
and learning system. So the aims of the model are to cover a range of immediate to
distant responses to training. This argument raises the issue of Kirkpatrick’s model as
a tool for evaluation of training outcomes only, or for comprehensive evaluation of a

training programme.

Besides, several faulty assumptions and interpretations of Kirkpatrick’s model, as
well as the difficulties of the evaluation process are identified by Bernthal (1995),
who exposed several faulty assumptions in applying the model, and comments that
Level 4 should not be superior to other levels; while evaluation at Level 1 and Level
2 can provide some of the most useful information because those outcomes are often
the easiest to measure and change. They are, moreover, affected the least by the
intervening factors. At the other extreme, Holton (1996) considers Level 1 evaluation
of no value and suggests eliminating this level from the model. He cites the research
findings of Warr and Bunce (1995), Noe and Schmitt (1986) and Alliger and Janak

(1989) to argue that the trainee’s reaction has no significant relationship to learning.

Bernthal (1995) also warns of the likely ambiguity in findings when conducting
evaluation, and argues that evaluation value is not definitive. In addition, regarding
evaluation difficulties, Stokking (1996) and Abernathy (1999) comment that
evaluation of effectiveness on Level 3 and Level 4 is difficult because training is
only one of the relevant causal factors. This is one of the major challenges to training
evaluators, to separate effects from training and non-training effects, especially at the
behaviour and performance levels. This also reinforces the need to integrate the study
on environment and intervening variables in the course of evaluation. In addition,
even when it is possible to measure immediate financial benefits of training at Level
4, it is equally useful to examine the impacts of training on intermediate and long-
term perspectives. Therefore, indicators like sales, profits after tax, and employee
turnover should be augmented by those on industry/sector performance like inter-
company ratios, or market share. Pettigrew et al. (1990) suggest that firms which
apply more ‘soft’ criteria in evaluating training, concerning intermediate and ultimate

benefits, may be those most prepared to invest to improve learning capacity.

All in all, several conclusions can be drawn from the discussion of the advantages

and disadvantages of the predominant Kirkpatrick’s model. The four-level training
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evaluation model is a comprehensive training outcomes evaluation tool. It is simple
and practical to implement, and help practitioners to have an overview in evaluating
a training programme. On the other hand, it is not appreciated in implying evaluation
as a hierarchy, associating different values to different levels, and the higher the
evaluation level, the higher the value to the organisations. The implied causal
linkages leave organisations satisfied with positive results from evaluating at the
lower levels (reactions) in the laboratory environment (learning) and assured that
they would naturally lead to positive results at the organisational level. Besides,
partly because of its simplicity, the outcome-based model fails to take into account
the intervening variables that facilitate learning transfer (i.e. translating knowledge

into actions in the workplace environment.)

Therefore, a number of modifications to Kirkpatrick’s model (including the
guidelines and improvements from Kirkpatrick himself) as well as originally
formulated theories have been introduced. Hashim (2001) quotes Phillips (1991) as
acknowledging there have been more than 50 models available. The following is a

brief description of and comment on a number of significant models.
3.4.4. Variants of The Four-Level Model
Hamblin five-level model

With a model closest to Kirkpatrick’s, Hamblin (1974) keeps the first three levels
similar to those of Kirkpatrick’s: reactions, learning, and job behaviour. The results
level of Kirkpatrick is divided into two: organisation and ultimate value to form the
total five-level model of Hamblin. Organisation level relates to the effects from
behaviour on the functioning of the organisation: quality improvement, morale
development, labour turnover, absenteeism reduction and so forth. Ultimate level
relates to the financial benefit or cost-efficiency of training. Unlike Kirkpatrick,
Hamblin explicitly expresses the cause-and-effect linkages of training effects

between the levels of his model.
CIRO framework of evaluation

Proposed by Warr, Bird and Rackham in 1970, CIRO (Context, Input, Reaction,
Outcome) expanded the training process backwards to include examination of the
organisation’s operational situation (context) and information about resource

availability for training (input). Reaction level is the same as Kirkpatrick’s, and
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outcome level is divided into: immediate, intermediate, and ultimate outcomes
corresponding to learning, behaviour, and results of the four-level model. Containing
both process and outcome evaluation, the CIRO approach is recommended for

evaluation of management training programmes.
The five-level ROI framework

The author of this framework is known for his concentration on return on investment
(ROI) analysis of training throughout his writing. Phillips (1991) maintains his
model quite similar to Kirkpatrick’s, but adds a fifth level named ‘return on
investment’ considering the financial benefits of training in comparison to its cost.
The first level is named ‘reaction and planned action’ to include training participants’
plans for applying what was obtained from the training programme. The fourth level
named ‘business results’ measures improvements at business level like

product/service quality, customer satisfaction.
The organisational element model (OEM)

Kaufman and Keller (1994) note that Kirkpatrick’s model was for training
evaluation, and they want to have a robust model for other types of development in
organisations as well. They expand Kirkpatrick’s model backwards to include needs
assessment, planning evaluation, expected results evaluation, review of availability
and quality of resources. They also add one level forwards assessing the societal

consequences of training. The OEM model consists of the following six levels:

e Input: the availability and quality of human, financial, and physical resources

(reaction)

e Process: the perceived acceptability and efficiency of method and processes

(reaction)
e Acquisition: individual and small-group mastery and competence (learning)

e Successful application: individual and small-group utilisation within the

organisation (behaviour)
e Organisational results: organisational contributions and payoffs (results)

e Societal consequences: societal and client responsiveness, contributions, and

payoffs.
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Table 3-2 presents a mapping of the different elements of Kirkpatrick’s model and its
major variants. In general, the modifications to the four-level model call for inclusion
of ‘pre-reaction’ steps (review of organisational context, degree of business needs,
training strategy alignment) and ‘post-results’ steps (explicit return on investment

analysis, societal impact of the training activities).

Table 3-2: Comparison of Kirkpatrick’s model and its variants

Four-level Five-level CIRO ROI OEM
Kirkpatrick Hamblin Warr et al. Phillips Kaufman and
Keller
Context
Input
Reaction Reaction Reaction Reaction and | Input/Process
planned action
Learning Learning Immediate Learning Acquisition
outcome
Behaviour Job behaviour | Intermediate Job application | Application
outcome
Results Organisation | Ultimate Business Organisational
outcome results results
Ultimate value Return on | Societal
investment consequences

Source: The researcher’s compilation
3.4.5. Other Models

A number of models taking approaches other than that of Kirkpatrick’s have been
introduced in the literature. Some of them embed a thread of linkages along the

learning transfer process, while others focus on discrete components of evaluation.

Holton’s model (1996) based on Alliger and Janak (1989), and Dixon (1990)
research showing controversial relationship between ‘reaction’ and ‘learning,’
proposes the omission of evaluation of ‘reaction’ in his model, because it is not

considered a direct outcome of training. The important contribution in this model is
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the inclusion of primary and secondary influences on outcomes to be evaluated,
based on Noe’s (1986) framework. Primary influences include individual ability,
motivation and environmental categories. Secondary influences include those that
affect motivation. The conceptual evaluation model can be found in the following
Figure 3-5 and the complete evaluation research and measurement model can be
found in Appendix 2. Holton (1996) recognises that in applying this model, a large
amount of data has to be collected, and the validation of relationships in this model
requires sophisticated statistical techniques. Parts of the empirical evidence on the

intervening variables affecting training outcomes can be found in Donovan et al.

(2001) and Boselie et al. (2001).

Figure 3-5: Holton’s conceptual evaluation model

Secondary Influences

|

Motivation elements Environmental elements

\ 4

Qutcomes Learning Individual Performance

A

Organisational Results

Ability/Enabling Elements

Source: Holton (1996)

Pulley (1994) proposes responsive evaluation, which is a customised tool to
communicate effectively evaluation results to decision-makers. From customer’s
point of view, Pulley suggests that different decision-makers have different ways of
receiving and responding to information, so that evaluation should be tailored to fit

the needs of decision-makers. The stages of responsive evaluation are:
e Identify decision-makers
e Identify information needs of decision-makers

e Systematically collect both qualitative and quantitative data
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e Translate the data into meaningful information
e Involve and inform decision-makers on an ongoing basis.

The evaluation perspective from the viewpoint of customers has support from a

number of authors like Abernathy (1999) and Bernthal (1995).

Kaplan and Norton (1996) suggest that measuring innovation and learning has the
same importance as measuring financial standing in evaluating a company’s
competitive position. The process aims to balance business management by
measuring across four different perspectives: finance, customers, internal business

processes, and learning and growth.

Besides, one can mention other perspectives in training evaluation such as Input-
Process-Output (Bushnell, 1990), organisational culture approach (Lewis and
Thornhill, 1994), or evaluating training against business criteria (Bramley and
Kitson, 1994). Other practical techniques for training evaluation can be found in

Newby (1992) and Rae (2002).

Training evaluation models differing markedly from Kirkpatrick’s generally take the
environment variables into account, in other words, are very context-specific. The
evaluation strategies are tuned depending on the audience of the evaluation, while the

linkage between training outcomes and business objectives is emphasised.
3.5. Training Evaluation in Practice

Abernathy (1999) reviews the practice of evaluation and notes that training
evaluation is currently conducted the same way as it has been for many years. She
also quotes McEvoy and Buller as mentioning that written guidelines for evaluation
have remained consistent over time and across authors. This view recently was
repeated by Sloman (2004), who insists that the fundamental approach to training
evaluation has scarcely changed for nearly half a century. Although Sloman
recognises the contribution of the classic four-level model, he appreciates the
complications and severe difficulties in conducting training evaluation at higher
levels of the model. Therefore, in his view, the practice of evaluation of training
effectiveness at result level should give way to efforts to align business goals to
training programmes. This sounds rather radical, yet reflects the dilemmas in

evaluation practice.
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It is popularly recognised that the evaluation of training effectiveness following the
four-level model of Kirkpatrick is the most popular in literature and in practice
(Bassi and Cheney, 1997; Donovan et al., 2001). The reason for this popularity is not
only its simple and intuitive nature, but also the embedded commonsense causality
logic from training to reactions, learning, behaviour and performance. It is believed
that many organisations consider they are already better off in operations and
performance when the final tests and the course-end questionnaires show positive
scores and favourable reactions. To them, performance must be improved though
only positive reactions mostly about course administration and logistics are
confirmed. However, as mentioned above, theoretically, there are doubts and calls
for reservation in making such causal linkages. Even worse, evaluation is considered
the least well-conducted aspect of all training activities (Lewis and Thornhill, 1994;

Aragon-Sanchez et al., 2003).

Nevertheless, it has recently been recognised that training evaluation has been
conducted more carefully and strategically than in the past (Bassi and Cheney, 1997)
though there is still more talk than action (Spilsbury, 1995; Hashim, 2001). The span
of evaluation, while mainly overlapping the steps Kirkpatrick recommended, are
more diversified considering a broader scope of stakeholders in addition to survey
and feedback forms. A noticeable trend in training evaluation is the introduction of
intervening, or mediating environment factors into the evaluation model, following
the theory of Mintzberg (1973), Schuler and Jackson (1987), and suggestions from
Holton (1996).

The following review is to provide an overview about training evaluation in practice,

and findings from research at each level of training outcomes.
Level 1: Reaction

This is the most practised evaluation step (Gordon, 1991; Bramley and Kitson, 1994;
Hashim, 2001; Sloman, 2004). Vu (2004) presents a case of evaluation practice that
embodies all training effectiveness measures at Level 1. The traditional tools for
collecting data at this level are questionnaires, or comment sheets or reaction forms.
One review by Hashim (2001) indicates that this type of data collection is
implemented by more than 80 per cent of training institutions. Many times dubbed as
‘happy sheet’ or ‘smile sheet’, the reaction questionnaires, especially right after the

training course, usually produce very positive results. Though frequently
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administered on an anonymous basis, feedback received from the reaction form
about training is favourable about the training especially when the trainees are
sponsored to attend. The evaluation in this level is more meaningful for aspects such
as satisfaction, enjoyment, training administration, logistics, training topic, or
teaching method, rather than suitability of training topics, the usefulness of
knowledge obtained from the training, or plan to apply the new skills into work
environment. Therefore, the interpretation of training effects from this level needs to
be cautious, and is more useful in terms of improving the training organisation,
curriculum, training delivery for courses in the future, rather than gauging the
knowledge improvement of the trainees, or predicting the behaviour changes when
they return to work. Decisions on retaining or dropping the outsourced
trainers/training institution have to be based on further data than the result of the

evaluation at this level.

Kirkpatrick (1996) however defends the value of reactions data, asserting that the
information from trainees’ reactions helps in improving design and delivery of
training courses in valid ways. In practice, trainees’ reactions are found to have
certain associations with learning and work behaviour, but provide little predictive
value to long-term transfer of learning. Tan et al. (2003) identify a relation between
‘cognitive reactions’ and employee learning and behaviour. Interestingly, they find
negative ‘affective reactions’ (enjoyment) best predict employee learning. Alliger et
al. (1997) find the trainee’s perceived usefulness and enjoyment associated with
subsequent job performance with modest correlation indices of .18 and .07
respectively. However, the longitudinal research by Warr et al. (1999) indicates that
there is no significant correlation between reactions (Level 1) and job behaviour
(Level 3). Only connections between perceived usefulness, perceived difficulties,
motivation (Level 1) and learning outcomes (Level 2) were identified. With similar
findings, Axtell et al. (1997) argue that perceived relevance/usefulness of the course

appears to have an indirect effect on later use of new skills.

In general, the value of reactions evaluation is not well recognised. The practice of
reactions evaluation is exercised because of its convenience and habit, rather than for
systematic follow-up after the training courses. Anyway, the efforts of analysis of
data at this level may provide some insights into forecasts of training worth to

organisations.



Anh Phan, 2008, Chapter 3 46

Level 2: Learning

Evaluation on the level of knowledge, skills, or techniques taught in the training
courses account for the second largest exercise in training evaluation (Bassi and
Cheney, 1997). Sometimes, evaluation at this level also focuses on the attitudes or
values of the trainees as in the case of equipping the trainees with a new attitude
toward a special communication technique (Warr et al., 1999). The evaluation at this
level is rather straightforward: to measure what remains with the trainees after
training. The most frequent methods used are pencil-and-paper or demonstration of
the ability to operate equipment. It is not to say that it is always that simple when it
comes to measuring knowledge of disciplines like communication skills, marketing,
or human resource management. In such cases, training evaluation has to rely on
techniques like role playing, simulation, or case studies. The inclusion of both pre-
training and post-training in evaluation is ideal for measuring knowledge as the result
of training, though evaluators frequently measure only post-training indicators as

they just want to validate that trainees have reached a certain predefined standard.

Guerrero and Sire (2001) explore the French training environment and establish the
linkages between training motivation and satisfaction (Kirkpatrick’s Level 1) and
learning (Level 2). They also establish the reverse linkage, when the trainees’

learning has effect on their satisfaction (from Level 2 back to Level 1).

Alliger et al. (1997) report the consistently low association between trainees’
reactions and their learning. In their empirical study of the first three levels of
Kirkpatrick’s model, Warr et al. (1999) identify the predictive value of trainees’
reactions to learning scores, that echoed the study of Alliger et al. (1997). However,
reactions are not significantly associated with later job behaviour. The possible
intervening powers of trainee characteristics, learning strategies, and transfer climate

are mentioned.

The real work environment, with the organisational factors affecting trainees, cannot
be found in the laboratory environment during training. Therefore, the prediction of
improvement in the workplace from learning data cannot be made explicitly and the
further step of behaviour change evaluation is necessary. On the whole, evaluation at
the learning level helps organisations to ensure the course’s pre-defined learning
objectives are met, and the interpretation of scores at the end of the training course

has to be made in a cautious manner.
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Level 3: Behaviour

Behaviour after training includes the expected changes in job performance or the
result of ‘learning transfer.” As reported by Bassi and Cheney (1997), evaluation
practice in this level is much less frequently exercised than at the previous two
levels. Methods applied in this type of evaluation usually include supervisor ratings
before and after training (Warr et al., 1999) or observation. Self-assessment,
performance record review or peer review may also be employed. The main concern
from the researchers is the poor rate of transformation of knowledge obtained from
training courses into actual behaviour changes in the work environment. Several
research studies confirm this apprehension, and the arguments are mainly about the
favourable or unfavourable factors in the work environment to maintain or

discourage behaviour change.

Warr et al. (1999) identify a significant relationship between trainees’ learning
confidence and support climate with changes in job behaviour. There is no
significant relationship between immediate learning and job behaviour changes.
Hence, the mediating environmental factors play a greater role than the obtained

knowledge or skills in Level 3 of Kirkpatrick’s model.

The longitudinal research of Axtell et al. (1997) concludes that factors which
promote initial transfer of learning, such as perceived relevance/usefulness of
training, have an indirect effect on later use of acquired skills. It also reveals that
those with more autonomy in their jobs are more likely to apply the new skills. Time,
another dimension related to transfer of learning, is examined in this research. The
authors conclude that the application of skills and knowledge in the workplace is not
significantly different between one month and one year after training. The role of
autonomy given after training is added into the set of factors affecting behaviour

change after one year.

Another research study by Santos and Stuart (2003) reveals that those who perceived
training as leading to higher pay or better promotion prospects are more likely to
induce learning transfer. The likelihood of transfer has no relationship with the
perceived intrinsic benefits of training, such as increased organisational commitment
or motivation (largely contrary to the research of Axtell et al. (1997) mentioned
earlier). The research also reveals a significant association between the trainee’s

satisfaction with pre-training and post-training activities and the extent of returning
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to the old behaviours on the job during the post training phase: who had been

dissatisfied reported lower levels of behaviour change after training.

The specific research reviewed above cannot be representative of the general issues
of behaviour changes after training as they are conducted on several specific types of
training and enterprises. Nonetheless, the role of the environmental factors has
always been highlighted and validated so that the generalisation of ‘more learning

equals more transferring’ cannot be easily or simply applied.
Level 4: Results

The training evaluation at this level has received increasing interest from academic
authors as demonstrated by the availability of the recent empirical enquiries. Many
believe that only at this level does the training reveal whether it pays off and is not a
cost but an investment (Kirkpatrick, 1959; Bee and Bee, 1997, Phillips, 1991). For
different reasons, few companies assess value of training at the fourth level. The
reasons for significant but less practised evaluation at this level include the
difficulties and costs associated with data collection and interpretation at this level,
and the delay in training - behaviour change - performance that requires a long-term
evaluating perspective. Training is obviously only one of the many factors affecting
organisational performance. Therefore, the separation of training effects and others is
difficult. Besides, the lack of some standard measurements in terms of performance
(e.g. hidden costs, potential benefits of training) makes contrasting training costs and
training benefits ineffectual. To make the situation worse, benefits from training also
include intangible dimensions in addition to the financial figures. Last but not least,
the measurement of performance improvement is usually reported for the whole
organisation rather than being attributed to an individual, so the calculation of effects
of training by a person after being trained seems to be impossible. Perhaps, for the
above-mentioned difficulties, there is more research on the impacts of human
resource practices as a bundle (where the training function is embedded) upon firm

performance than those on the impact of training alone.

In general, most empirical research suggests positive linkages between (strategic)
human resource management practices and firm performance (Huselid, 1995;
D’Arcimoles, 1997; Wright et al., 2003; Boselie et al., 2001; Bae et al., 2003; Park et
al., 2003; Li, 2003; Paul and Ananrathaman, 2003; Rodriguez and Ventura, 2003;
Richard and Johnson, 2001; Chan et al., 2004). In particular, training is also found to
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be more or less related to operational measures of performance (Aragon-Sanchez et
al., 2003; Cosh et al., 1998; Storey, 2004; Jones, 2004; Ng and Siu, 2004). From the
empirical research results, the positive effects of human resource practices as a whole
(‘synergistic system’ as mentioned by Park [2003]), on firm performance is found
rather solid, while the relationship between training and performance is not always

significantly proven.

Most research relies on cross-sectional rather than longitudinal work (Boselie et al.,
2001), so that it is rather difficult to establish the causal relationships between human
resources practice and training in particular, and the outcomes. Therefore,
calculations of correlation between training and performance are utilised, and
different regression models are applied to predict changes in firm performance
associated with training and human resource practices. The methods of measuring
firm performance vary among research reports. Little research considers the benefits
to companies in terms of monetary units. Difficulties in collecting sensitive data on
firm financial performance partly explain the paucity of research using such
measurement. Another reason for not using financial measures mentioned by Bae et
al. (2003) is that different accounting standards can make research comparison
misleading. To overcome this specific type of difficulties, some utilise data from
statistics in existing business databases from specialist organisations or censuses (Li,
2003; Jones, 2004). Usually, perceived financial performance indicators (i.e. firms’
subjective opinions of their financial position, or their position in comparison to
those of competitors), measured on a Likert-scale are employed to represent firm
performance (Paul and Anantharaman, 2003; Bae et al., 2003). Other performance
measures include company market value, market share, productivity, customer

satisfaction, product/service quality and so forth.

Again, the role of control and/or contingency variables is of interest to a number of
researchers. Boselie et al., (2001) in reviewing a repertoire of research studies, argue
that control variables found in organisational characteristics (firm size, technology)
and personal characteristics (age, income level, position in organisation, etc) can

explain much in such relationship research.

Figure 3-6 summarises the common measures of performance and the contingency

variables found in recent empirical research.
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Figure 3-6: Common measures of firm performance and contingency variables

Firm performance

Operational performance Financial performance
e Productivity e Growth in sales
e Quality e Net profit
e Market share e Return on investment
e Operating costs e Tobin’s q
e Employee turnover
e Speed to market
o Customer satisfaction 4
A
Organisational Individual
e Size e Motivation
o Age o Age
e  Working climate e Basic education

Contingency variables

Source: The researcher’s summary from various research studies

The majority of empirical research studies focus on a specific sector, with samples of
companies of the same size, in which small and medium sized companies received
most attention. There are several research studies looking at companies from
different countries to identify the effects of human resource practice (Bae et al.,
2003; Park et al., 2003; Boselie et al., 2001), or training (Aragon-Sanchez, 2003;
Storey, 2004) on firm performance in different contexts. However the results seem to
be convergent. The review of various studies by Boselie et al. (2001) confirms the
positive impacts of human resource practices, including training activities, on firm
performance (see Figure 3-7). The relationships among human resource activities,
outcomes and performance in this figure are all positive. It is also notable that there
is reverse causality where (better) firm performance has an encouraging impact on
human resource management activities: better performance enables more strategic

human resource activities.
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Figure 3-7: HRM activities in relation to outcomes and performance
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Recruitment/selection Employee satisfaction Profit
HR planning Employee motivation Market value of the
Rewards Employee retention company
Participation (counterpart of Market share
(consultation) turnover) Increase in sales
Internally consistent Employee presence Productivity
HR bundles (counterpart of Product/service quality
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Contingency and/or control variables on:

Organisational level: age, size, technology, capital intensity, degree of
unionisation, industry/sector, etc.

Individual level: age, gender, education level, job experience, nationality, etc.

Source: Boselie et al. (2001), synthesised from various research findings

Some detailed findings specifically related to training can also be highlighted from
the human resources management — performance research. D’ Arcimoles (1997) notes
that training might enhance economic performance, in so far as it partly contributes
to personnel satisfaction and commitment. Paul and Anantharaman (2003) identify in
their research into the Indian software industry that training has no direct effect on
financial performance, but on employee productivity. Investigating the Chinese soft
drinks and electronics industries with census data from 1996, Li (2003) suggests that
better employee education leads to better firm productivity. Rodriguez and Ventura
(2003) study Spanish firms in manufacturing industry and find that development
practices significantly and positively relate to overall firm performance. By

reviewing recent studies, one can conclude that human resource bundles including
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development practices consistently demonstrate a favourable relationship with

subjective and objective company performance measures.

Concerning the recent research which was dedicated to exploring the impact of
training activities themselves on firm performance, Table 3-3 provides an overview

of these research descriptions and results.
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Table 3-3: Summary of studies of training impacts on firm performance

53

Authors Cosh etal. (1998) | Aragon-Sanchez et al. | Ngand Siu (2004) | Jones (2004) Storey (2004)
(2003)
Method Quantitative Quantitative Quantitative Quantitative Review of multiple
Longitudinal Longitudinal studies
Geographical | UK UK, Netherlands, Portugal, | Shanghai, China Australia UK, compared to
target Finland, and Spain Canada,  Finland,
Germany, Japan and
US
Sector Manufacturing and | Multi sector Manufacturing Manufacturing Multi sector
business services
Sample size 1,640 457 485 871 N/A
Firm Small firms Classified as SMEs SOEs and Classified as SMEs | Mostly SMEs
characteristics 10-250 employees Non-SOEs Private companies
with fewer than 200
employees
Findings Training may Training significantly Both SOEs and non- | Training is The evidence
influence related to effectiveness, SOEs obtained a relatively relating
business survival not profitability positive return consistently management
and performance | On-the-job training, in- from devoting concomitant with training to small
for SMEs of a house training with in- resources to SME growth. firm performance
certain size, or in house trainers most managerial A two-way is equivocal.
certain time related to effectiveness training. relationship exists | Econometric
periods, but not and profitability No contribution to between training methods linking
others. Short outside courses have productivity was and development, training
Impact of training negative effects on found in response and SME participation to
on survival is profitability. to spending performance. small firm
positive, however money on performance

not statistically
significant.

technical training.

produce weak
findings.
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The relationship between training and performance is not found as consistent as that
between human resource practices and performance. Research findings in the UK by
Cosh et al. (1998) and Storey (2004) do not always or are cautious to support a positive
relationship between training and performance while researchers elsewhere like Jones
(2004), Ng and Siu (2004), and Aragon-Sanchez et al. (2003) suggest that training helps
the firm improve its performance in different perspectives. The roles of the contextual

variables have to be studied carefully to produce linkage generalisation.

Aragon-Sanchez et al. (2003) find that training on business policy, management, market
knowledge, group working and job safety affect performance the most. They also find
that ironically the less planned training activities are, the better the human resources and
quality indicators. This is contrary to findings from Jones (2004) who asserts that SMEs
on the low growth pathway appear more likely to adopt an informal, ad hoc approach to
training and development. However, they agree that on-the-job training positively
influences firm performance the most. From the view of a transitional economy, Ng and
Siu (2004) argue for the benefits of management training to both types of firm: state-

owned and non state-owned enterprises.

By and large, from the results of different studies, one has to be cautious in establishing
the causal linkages from training to firm performance. The specific nature of business
context makes such generalisation risky. As Storey and Westhead (1997) argue, many
studies are just ‘snapshots’ of firms in specific geographical areas, and the impacts of
training are not assessed in enough time. Jones (2004) as well as Boselie et al. (2001)
agree that the likelihood of reverse linkage (i.e. performance — training) should also be
considered. Meanwhile, following the universal belief about the benefits of training, as
well as the importance of human resources as a competitive advantage, firms are relying
on training as an answer for performance issues. Storey (2004) therefore warns that
efforts in promoting the benefits of training to owners/managers in order to increase

formal training are misguided.

Research findings are favourable to the notion of the positive impact of training on
organisation performance. However, the study of training impacts at the third and fourth

levels of Kirkpatrick’s model has to take into account the contingency variables
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associated with study targets in order to justify the improvement of firm performance as

a result of training.
3.6 Summary

This section summarises the main points derived from the literature review undertaken

in this chapter which focused on theories and practice of training evaluation.

With regard to training evaluation discussed in the literature, it was considered to be the
weakest link among all activities within the training process. Meanwhile, researchers
and practitioners alike, nevertheless, continue with their endeavours to improve training
evaluation and develop ‘best practice.” The quest for more efficient training evaluation

continues.

Having reviewed the literature on training evaluation, Kirkpatrick’s four-level model
emerged as a dominant tool in this field since its introduction. The strengths of the
model lie in its simplicity, intuitive, modular, practical and straightforward nature
(3.4.3). These advantages enable practitioners to start at any single level, at the same
time communicate without difficulties with all parties involved in evaluation. However,
the weaknesses of the model have also been recognised as focusing solely on the post-
training phase and training outcomes, neglecting the whole training process and
environment factors that possibly influence learning transfer, and the characteristics of
different people directly delivering and receiving knowledge through training. Yet
Kirkpatrick’s model was still the most popular instrument for training evaluation, and
there have been a number of improvements to the model to overcome its shortcomings

(3.4.4).

Empirical research data show that consistently, HRM activities as a whole were found to
be contributing positively towards a firm’s performance. However, the positive
relationship between training and performance was not always justified, or more training
did not always mean more learning transfer (3.5). Therefore, the training — firm
performance relationship appeared to be quite complicated requiring appropriate designs
and research in order to achieve a thorough understanding of how training contributes to

the firm’s business.
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In terms of methodology, the empirical studies reviewed in this chapter were mostly
cross-sectional research conducted by quantitative approaches. It is noticeable that
establishing the causal relationship between training and outcomes at various levels was
problematic because of the difficulties in defining training and outcomes, collecting
sensitive data, and isolating the effect of training on performance among influences from
other sources. Furthermore, several environmental factors were also included in these
research studies and were proven to contribute to the training — performance relationship

3.5).

The literature review also revealed that most of the research on training evaluation has
been conducted largely in Western developed countries. There were quite a number of
studies on HR management and development practices in Asia, emerging economies or
developing countries (3.5), but those on training evaluation outside the developed part of
the world were not readily available. Given the less than robust linkage between training
and performance, and the effects of environmental factors on learning transfer (as
mentioned in the previous point), research into training evaluation issues in Vietnam
may help researchers as well as practitioners to gain new and valuable insights into the
subject. Furthermore, Chapter 2 has described Vietnam as a unique transitional
environment, where modern business and management knowledge are very much in
demand. This, together with the lack of research on training evaluation in developing
economies, makes researching training outcomes in the Vietnamese context using
Kirkpatrick’s model an interesting research focus that will make a contribution to the

field.

The next chapter is dedicated to developing research questions, an appropriate design,
and addressing methodological issues for this research. In view of the points drawn from
the literature, a context suitable framework for training evaluation is needed to explore
fully the results of business training in Vietnam. Besides, decisions on the key training
issues to be investigated and the corresponding data collection, analysis and presentation

methods are also to be made. Those will be discussed in the next chapter.
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4. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Issues and major models of training evaluation have been discussed in the previous
chapter. The prevailing model and its shortcomings as well as inputs for improvement
have been identified. Kirkpatrick’s model which embodies noticeable advantages is
worth developing to better attend to one of the major issues in human resources

development.

In this chapter, based on more detailed analysis of Kirkpatrick’s work and other inputs, a
comprehensive model for training evaluation is proposed. The proposed model is to be
used as the main tool to examine the results of business training for private enterprises in
Vietnam. The model is constructed from the literature as a tool for evaluation in a
general business context in the first place. It can be universally applied because the
model’s elements and their relationships are general initially. This research study as a
consequence is first to benefit from the new model by utilising it to find the answers to
the research questions in the specific Vietnamese business environment. It is hoped that
by the end of the research, a fine-tuned model is obtained with potential of application in

similar business settings.

The remaining part of the chapter is dedicated to the development and discussion of

research questions, research design, data collection and analysis methods.
4.1. A Comprehensive Model for Training Evaluation

To evaluate a training programme comprehensively, both summative and formative
perspectives of evaluation have to be taken into account, as discussed in 3.4.1. The
review of training outcomes helps to determine whether or not training delivered what
had been expected. It concerns more or less measuring the impacts that training has
delivered. At the same time, concerning the process of training, with reference to the
resultant training impacts, a carefully conducted evaluation can help to reveal the
opportunities for improvement (Reay, 1994; Hussey, 1988; Sels, 2002). Kirkpatrick’s
model provides the framework only for the requirement of measuring outcomes at
different levels. Therefore, a more general model will be developed to serve both

outcome evaluation (for which Kirkpatrick has laid the foundation in his model) and
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process evaluation (Sels, 2002). The following discussion is to establish such a model,
based on the re-examination of the advantages and disadvantages of the classical work

of Kirkpatrick and inputs from his critics.
4.1.1. Kirkpatrick’s Model Revisited

Over 40 years of practice have revealed the model’s advantages and disadvantages. The
classical evaluation model by Kirkpatrick has been universally utilised (Phillips, 1991;
Donovan et al., 2001; Bassi and Cheney, 1997; Bernthal, 1995), and it has been exposed
to have a number of weaknesses besides strengths. The outstanding characteristics of
Kirkpatrick’s model lie in its intuition, simplicity, practicality, comprehensibility,
communicability, and hence evaluators and others involved in the evaluation can rapidly
get familiar with and put the model into practice. These advantages enable evaluators to
gain a better understanding of and collaboration from the parties under evaluation. The
model guides evaluators on what questions to ask at each level, and indicates several
suitable measures of training outcomes. Bates (2004) suggests that the model’s focus on
post-training outcome measures greatly reduces the number of variables with which
evaluators need to be concerned. Besides, the higher Kirkpatrick’s evaluation level, the
more difficult the practice, but due to the independent nature of each level, the model
can even be applied partially. However, the categorisation of outcome levels provides
little help in signalling the complexity of the journey from training to organisational
performance, and the evaluation practice. The extent of levels of evaluation following
the classical model depends on the evaluators’ and companies’ commitment, skills,

resources, and availability of relevant data.

The four levels proposed by Kirkpatrick have not always been considered as a real
model. It was argued to be a taxonomy or classification, and had significant theoretical
limitations (see 3.4.3). So, it could serve as a guideline or an evaluation list rather than a
detailed framework for conducting evaluation. Then, following Kirkpatrick’s guidelines,
evaluators have to create their own tools in practice. The proposed modification and
further development of Kirkpatrick’s model in the literature aim to achieve a
comprehensive and, hopefully, more practical training evaluation framework. The

important contributions include those of Phillips (1991) — inclusion of the fifth level of
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ROI analysis, Warr, Bird and Rackham (1970) — the OEM, CIRO models, including
context and inputs into analysis, and Holton (1996) — the introduction of the contingent

variable class.

The introduction of ROI analysis into the model however brings about a new dilemma
rather than a solution. It is always desirable to justify the positive impact of training on
the bottom line. Training expenses may be considered futile unless justified by financial
returns and evaluation should be considered unfinished until reaching this level (Phillips,
1991). However, no matter how robust the financial accounting system is, a bottleneck
still exists in separating improved company performance and benefits due to training

from those induced by other sources.

Another problem of ROI analysis regards the comprehensive calculation of the actual
costs and opportunity costs of training. The sensitivity of performance and financial data
needed is an obstacle in gathering complete data for calculation. Further difficulties can
be enumerated here as hidden costs, differences in accounting standards (discussed in
3.5.) Therefore, ROI analysis in this case is for reference only rather than a reliable
indicator, and one has to bear in mind possible distortions of ROI. ‘Level 5° of ROI
analysis complements Kirkpatrick’s work to form a comprehensive checklist rather than

adding practicality to the model.

Another phenomenon in evaluation is the comments on Level 1 — Reaction, considering
it a ritual after training that provides limited information for assessing training impacts.
Nevertheless, this is the most exercised procedure in training reality because of the
simplicity of the task, habit of the trainers/training organisers, and their inability to go
beyond this level. Analysis and utilisation of information on reactions are likely to be
superficial (Johnson, 2004). Trainers can even manipulate the answers on the trainee
feedback questionnaires. For instance, favourable exam marking by the trainer during a
training course may lead to favourable feedback in the ‘happy sheets’ by the trainees in
return. Empirical research studies show the loose relations between reactions and
training impacts at other levels. It is pointed out that the prediction of training impacts
based on trainee reactions — Level 1, is not always valid (Alliger and Janak, 1989). From

the perspective of the training providers, or customer-service point of view, information
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on reactions is very useful for improving consequent training courses. From the
company point of view, reactions from the trainee may reflect the effectiveness of the
selection of the training partners and partly express the individual needs of the trainees.
Therefore, reactions data are useful provided that they are not from the ‘smiling sheets,’
gather more than just the traditional administrative data, and are analysed properly.
Anyway, empirical research studies have always suggested caution in interpreting data

on trainees’ reactions.

For the other levels of the classical model, one may ask the following question: when
training impacts have been comprehensively assessed at the Results level, is it necessary
to evaluate impacts on Learning and Behaviour levels? Or, when training impact
evaluation at the Results level is impossible, what is the value of the evaluation at
Learning and Behaviour levels? The empirical research studies give several warnings
here (Alliger and Janak, 1989). Examining Learning, Behaviour and Results individually
helps to track the training impacts at individual, business unit, and organisation levels,
and therefore gradually justifies training efforts. Connecting them in a chain of training
impacts indicates the facilitation of organisational learning in relation to training, as well
as level of knowledge retention and desired practice in organisational operation.
Therefore, the sole evaluation of training impact at the highest level is not sufficient. In
reverse, when Results evaluation is unachievable or not reliable, learning and behaviour
can serve as useful indicators, better predicting organisational results (Alliger and Janak,

1989).

To sum up, performing a sound evaluation at every level as proposed by Kirkpatrick
might be more valuable and practical than trying to establish a causal chain between the

levels.

It is also noted that because the Kirkpatrick model has been considered a classification,
or taxonomy of evaluation, evaluation is limited in each level without examining the
relevant variables with potential effects on training impacts. These variables can partly
provide explanations of the corresponding training outcomes. Moreover, the classical
model started after training delivery has finished, and the whole pre-training process is

overlooked. If the training evaluation follows Kirkpatrick’s model without consideration
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of factors important to the firm such as business strategy, business training needs,
individual trainees’ training needs, the conclusion may not be robust enough. It provides
only the measures of training impacts in a predetermined direction, without indicating
whether the training delivered is what the company and the trainees need, whether or not
the training strategy is appropriate, and whether training is the solution for the
company’s performance issues. Following Kirkpatrick’s model, if return on training
investment is positive, the company may pursue training the same way with the same
trainers and for the same trainees, without recognising that other training areas, other
training content, or another solution other than training can help the company achieve
better performance, possibly at a lower cost. Therefore, several other evaluation models
and practical guidelines introduce the important step of reviewing the pre-training

process (Warr et al., 1970; Rae, 2002).

Besides, except for the period of training delivery in a laboratory environment, the
outcomes of training are realised in the real work environment. Therefore, training
evaluation has to take into account the influences of work environment factors. A
majority of research studies largely focus on identifying or confirming the effects of
those factors. Widening the evaluation perspective, one also has to take socio-economic
and cultural aspects into consideration because those predate and accompany training,
and are both influential and dynamic. Selecting the relevant variables depends on the
specific business context, but there are conventional and confirmed variables, e.g.
personal characteristics, cognitive ability, organisational commitment, training
motivation, link to organisational goals as compiled by Holton (1996) with significant
relationships to the levels of training outcomes. Thus, the inclusion of the facilitating
and inhibiting factors relating to training outcomes might be another improvement for

Kirkpatrick’s model.
The discussion above leads to the proposal for the following general model.

4.1.2. The Proposed Model

A typical model has to embody a number of components: elements (constructs),
relationships, boundaries, system states, deductions about the theory in operation, and

predictions about elements (Klimoski, 1991). Kirkpatrick’s four levels are not a
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complete model, but provide stepping stones for a more complete training evaluation

model.

Basically, the proposed model is developed based on the classical four-level model and
adjustments suggested by Holton (1995). Since Reaction has been revealed to be of
controversial value to indicate the results of training, only the last three levels of
Kirkpatrick’s model are kept at the core of the proposed model (but Reaction is
rearranged and discussed later). The results are evaluated under the influence of the
training-related actors, namely trainer, trainee, and organisation. The interactions of
these actors start from the beginning of the training cycle and last even after training has
been delivered. Therefore, the main training related activities are included in the model,
represented by the training cycle and the learning transfer process. All are embedded
into a broader environment, where the relevant factors: Socio-culture, Legal, Economic,
Political and Technological (SLEPT — environment analysis model [Pettigrew, 1992])
and specific characteristics of the industry are analysed. Retaining Kirkpatrick’s
classical elements (Learning, Behaviour Change, and Results) and with the introduction
of intervening factors, the proposed model retains the straightforward nature of
Kirkpatrick’s work and at the same time is augmented with the power to validate
training evaluations. The abridged version of the proposed model is depicted in Figure

4-1.

Figure 4-1: Proposed training evaluation model — abridged version
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Source: The researcher’s compilation
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The model incorporates both the pre-training components of the training cycle and post-
training learning transfer process so that it offsets the shortcomings of the four-level
model in neglecting contextual factors. The model is presented in such a way that the
outcomes of training have direct relations to and are moderated by the characteristics of
the pre-training process and external factors. These characteristics are identified by
reviewing the literature in the previous chapter and consideration of specific contextual
factors. The full version of the proposed model is presented below and detailed

discussion about the model is also given.
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Figure 4-2: Proposed general training evaluation model
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In the core of the proposed model are the three constructs of the four-level model:
learning, behaviour change and organisational results, reflecting the learning transfer
process. The linkages among these three constructs will be examined, but in essence,
this examination is conducted with reference to the moderating effects of the context
and characteristics of the actors. The Reaction level from the original four-level
model is not omitted but integrated in the Training Audit function of the training
process. The evaluation of trainees’ reactions is usually conducted right at the end of
any training course. The previous work of Alliger and Janak (1989) suggests using
reactions as moderating factors to learning, rather than one of the outcomes of
training. Moreover, reactions were not empirically proven as a reliable predictor of
other outcomes, so the trainees’ reactions after training courses will be considered for
formative evaluation purposes (i.e. how to modify training to maximise its potential

contribution to individual and organisational effectiveness).

As analysed in the previous part (4.1.1), it is virtually impossible to have reliable
calculations of ROI for training activities. Therefore, ROI analysis is not included in
the model at level 5, nor is considered as a function of the evaluation practice at

Level 4 - Results.

In the proposed model, three actors involved in pre-training and post-training periods
are included: the organisation (the management and internal business environment),
the trainee, and the trainer. They are all included inside the recurrent process of
training, from needs assessment to training audit. The involvement of each actor is
significantly different in the pre-training and post-training periods. The trainee’s
changes in knowledge, skills and attitudes are developed significantly in the
classroom and his behaviour changes happen in the workplace. However, the role of
the trainer is supposed to be limited mainly in the classroom during training delivery.
Meanwhile, the role of the organisation, mainly in facilitating an enabling transfer
environment, is crucial to the process as well as the outcomes of training (Bates,

2004).

Ideally the involvement of trainer, trainee and organisation exist throughout the pre-
training process. This ensures that the needs of the organisation as well as the
individual would be addressed by training. This secures the relevance of training
content, or customises the content to the specific group of trainees. This helps the

organisation to create favourable conditions to help its trainees to translate
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knowledge into work practice. Hence, in the proposed model, the roles of the three
actors will be examined at each step of the training process to provide a better

explanation of the resultant training outcomes.

The outcomes at the three levels are evaluated in connection with the relationships of
the players and their attributes. The attributes examined are those regarded of most
importance, selected after reviewing the existing research studies. Besides, some
specific characteristics of the business under evaluation might be included. Hussey

(1988) provides a set of basic attributes for consideration.

Figure 4-3: Actors’ attributes affecting the effectiveness of training

Trainer Participant Organisation
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¢ Quality of course
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teaching method

e Motivation

e Intelligence

e Expertise
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o Attitude of managing
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e Trainer skills of the initiative participants’
e Trainer personality e Perceived relevance supervisors
¢ Physical facilities of the initiative o Attitudes of
for course e Learning style participants’
e Other claims on subordinates
time e Knowledge of subject
of

superior/subordinates

Source: Hussey (1988)

At the learning level, outcomes are largely influenced by the interaction between the
trainer and the trainee in the classroom environment. The existing empirical studies
show that learning depends on ability, level of motivation of trainers and trainees,
individual needs of the trainees, the trainers’ skills, and training facilities. Ideally,
learning level is measured before and after training to identify changes, and the
expectations of the trainers and the trainees have to be taken into consideration.
However, it is not usually achieved in reality when the course-end examinations are

usually used to screen the trainees for deciding on a certification award only.

Behaviour change happens when the trainee has returned to the real work

environment. The level of behaviour change is essentially influenced by motivation
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and facilitating/inhibitating factors in the work environment. If individual needs and
expectations in applying new learning into practice are met, as facilitated by the
immediate supervisor for instance, the possibilities to attempt and maintain positive
behaviours are considerable. The role of the trainers is more limited at this level, but
it is likely to have a certain influence when their assistance is another source of
motivation that makes the trainee more confident. If the training course includes
sections of planning for the trainee’s change when returning to work, the role of the
trainers needs to be examined. The trainers may provide follow-up technical
assistance to the trainees in the areas that work supervisors or managers may not. The
role of the organisation, from HR personnel or senior managers, is of a different
importance as they can help the trainee to feel secure in transferring knowledge to
work. Therefore, all three actors contribute to behaviour change and will be analysed

at this level.

Once training matches business strategy, it is then realistic to link behaviour change
and results. At this level, the two players to be examined are the trainee and
organisation. As mentioned earlier, the ideal measure of the ultimate results from
training for firms is the quantifiable improvement in financial data. Reliable
information on this feature is not likely; therefore the use of several proxies showing
training outcomes at this level is necessary. The proxies include output, sales,
employee turnover, wastage saved, rate of accidents, sales per employee, market
share, stock values. Furthermore, a number of qualitative indicators are also useful,
like the competitive position of the organisation after training, opinions on perceived
organisation image, capability to design, development and introduction of new

products to market, and corporate values. (Aragon-Sanchez et al., 2003)

The modular characteristic of Kirkpatrick’s original work is preserved in this new
proposed model. Focus can be directed at any level, be it learning, behaviour or

result, as long as the appropriate environmental factors are taken into consideration.

The model is developed with the intention of embodying the total aspects of training
evaluation into a framework. This proposed model provides a general framework for
training evaluation. In practice, the evaluation design has to take into account the

specific evaluation environment, and the availability of various data sources.
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4.2. Research Questions

The focus of this research study is on the evaluation of business and management
training provided to private businesses in Vietnam. To evaluate the effects of
business training, the comprehensive model developed above based on the core of
Kirkpatrick’s work will be employed. As discussed in 4.1, comprehensive
explanation of the training effects on the organisation and its members cannot be
achieved without insights into the training process. Therefore, a part of the research
will be dedicated to an examination of the training process currently practised in

Vietnamese businesses.
In essence, the research study seeks to answer the following four research questions.

1. For what purposes do private businesses in Vietnam pursue short-course

business and management training?

2. How have the training-related activities been implemented in Vietnamese

businesses?

3. What are considered the outcomes — in terms of trainee personal behaviour
and organisational results — of short-course business and management

training for Vietnamese private businesses?

4. Which factors specific to trainees, trainers and businesses respectively are
considered to affect the outcomes of short-course business and management

training identified in Question 3?
Once having answered the above questions, the following points are addressed:

1. The (probable) issues Vietnamese private businesses want to solve by

training (from question 1).

2. The reality of training practices in Vietnamese private businesses, levels of
commitment, investment, involvement in training of different parties

(question 2).

3. The general assessment of effects of business and management training on

Vietnamese private businesses (from questions 2, 3).

4. Implications drawn for Vietnamese private businesses seeking business

training and training providers (from questions 2, 3 and 4).
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5. Ways to attain better business training support, to acquire more quality

training, and better business results (from questions 2, 4).

The following diagram summarises the areas of interest of this research within the

broad topic of training evaluation.

Figure 4-4: Summary of research questions
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In order to answer the above general research questions, detailed sub-questions are
devised focusing on the training needs of Vietnamese enterprises, the reality of the
training process in Vietnamese enterprises, perceived training outcomes, facilitation
of and hindrances to the learning transfer process. In order to collect data related to
these sub-questions, research instruments will be developed including self-
administered questionnaires, semi-structured interview guides and lists of document

reviews used for data collection in the field. The specific questions are presented in
Table 4-1.

Table 4-1: Specific research questions
1. The rationale for business training

1.1 What is the nature of the firms’ human resource and HR development?
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1.2 What are the general and industry requirements for business training in

Vietnamese private businesses?

1.3 How does training prepare a company’s human resources to better cope with

competitors?
1.4 How have firms been approached by training service suppliers?

1.5 How have firms been performing? What have firms been expecting from training

in certain areas?
1.6 How much resource is allocated for training in comparison to other investments?
2. Review of the training process

2.1 How is firms’ training strategy described? How do firms align business training

and business strategy? How have training needs been identified?

2.2 To what extent are firms involved in deciding what and how training will be

conducted?

2.3 In what way are employees supported to attend business training? How is the

collaboration between firms and training institutions perceived?

2.4 How is the assessment of training conducted and how are the assessment results

utilised?
3. Considered outcomes of training
3.1 After training, how do changes happen in employees’ performance of their work?

3.2 How are trained employees compared to corresponding untrained employees in

terms of performance in training-related activities?

3.3 To what extent does training solve firms’ problems?

3.4 What are the benefits and losses of trained employees to the firms?
4. Factors affecting training outcomes

4.1 To what extent does discrepancy between firms’ and individual training needs

exist and how do firms and their employees view those?

4.2 To what extent are the identified organisational and individual training needs

satisfied?
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4.3 To what extent do trainees find the training delivery suitable, and how does it

compare to their expectation?

4.4 Technically, how relevant do the trainees find the training content for application
at work? How much of the knowledge acquired can be applied at work? What is the

role of trainers in the knowledge transfer process?

4.5 What are the official and unofficial measures taken to encourage the trainees to
apply what is learnt in practice? How do firms and their employees overcome the
pressures preventing employees from transferring knowledge into work and what are

the results?
4.6 To what extent are firms ready to adapt to changes induced by training?

4.7 What are the problems firms and trainees face in the learning transfer process?
4.3. Research Design

The function of a research design is to ensure that the evidence obtained enables
researchers to answer the initial question as unambiguously as possible (de Vaus,
2001). Bickman et al. (1998) assert that research design is the logical linkage
between research questions and data collection and analysis activities, assuring the
complete research agenda to be completed. Although there are a limited number of
classical and standard research designs (i.e. case studies, experimental research,
cross-sectional research, or longitudinal research), Bickman et al. (1998) argue that
the process of research design typically involves the development of a hybrid,
reflecting combinations of designs and other features, that can respond to multiple
study questions, resource limitations, dynamics in the research context and other

constraints of the research situation.

The answers to the research questions substantially rely not only on the guide of
evaluation theory and description of the context itself, but also on the reflection of
the actors’ understanding and interpretation of their training, learning and transfer
environments (e.g. the alignment of business and training strategies, the firm’s
practice of training assessment). A substantial mix of personal experience,
projection, interpretation, judgements besides facts and figures are to be recorded and
analysed. Therefore, the phenomenological approach (May, 2001) is appropriate for
guiding this research study.
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Considerations of the conceptual framework presented in Figure 4.2, general and
detailed research questions and research practicalities lead to the specific research

design discussed below.
4.3.1. Rationale

Multiple case studies are employed as the principal research design for this study.
Justification for the selection of research design can be found in (i) the essence of the
research questions, (ii) the importance of the context of the research issues, (iii) the
complexity of establishing causal relationships among research variables and (iv)
limited existing knowledge of the research issues in the new context. The design is
also decided considering the scope of this individual study, resources available, and

practicalities in terms of data collection, which will be discussed later on.

First, the research questions have a considerable focus on describing training-related
activities in Vietnamese private business, as well as delineating the recognised
effects of training at individual and organisational levels. Besides, the research
questions also deal with exploring the organisational perspectives of training benefits
as well as the contributing factors to training outcomes. For these purposes, the case
study is considered an appropriate research design. Yin (1993), Bickman et al.
(1998), Dixon et al. (1987), de Vaus (2001) and Clarke and Dawson (1999) agree
that case study design is suitable for an exploratory study (although not only this type
of study).

Second, as discussed in section 4.1, for investigating the research issues, context is
extremely important. A considerable part of the research is concentrated on the
unknown factors affecting the results of business training. Outcomes of training are
believed to have relationships with the training process, the training related actors,
the pre- and post- training internal environment, and the external environment
encompassing various business, legal, socio-economic, technological, political and
cultural variables. Outcomes of training will be examined in a broad and elaborated
context. Again, the case study can be well utilised for such a research situation, as
case studies are designed to study wholes rather than parts (de Vaus, 2001). Clarke
and Dawson (1999) stress that concentrating on measuring intended outcomes alone
can lead to the unintended effects of the investigated programme being overlooked.

In the current study, the importance of reflecting the pre- and post-training context



Anh Phan, 2008, Chapter 4 73

has been emphasised besides exploring the training outcomes. Putting the issues of
training effects in the Vietnamese high-context social environment, coupled with the
unique corresponding transitional management environmental characteristics — e.g.
harmony and egalitarianism versus competitiveness, control versus empowerment,
lack of strategic role for human resources and absence of active employee
participation (Zhu, 2002; Warner et al., 2005) — requires the study of all training-
related aspects. Filtering out the influences of such aspects in order to have a
controlled examination of training effects is not the focus of this study. In contrast,
the major purpose of this study is to identify what has significant impacts on business

training outcomes.

Third, as discussed in Chapter 3, an outstanding dilemma in investigating the impacts
of training is the difficulty in identifying and isolating training-generated impacts
among those from other sources. This complexity leads to difficulties in establishing
accurate causal relationship between training and outcomes on individual behaviour
as well as on organisational performance. Experimental research is believed to be the
best design to adequately prove or reject a causal hypothesis (Dixon et al., 1987;
Rossi et al., 2004). As opposed to other areas of evaluation, it is usually impossible
to control effectively experimental samples when evaluating educational
programmes using experimental design (Clarke and Dawson, 1999). So far, most
research studies only attempt to investigate and discuss correlations between training
and corresponding effects on companies (Aragon-Sanchez et al., 2003; Jones, 2004);
and employ quasi-experimental designs. On the other hand, the case study is argued
to be appropriate for initial hypothesis testing (Dixon et al., 1987), so it can be
employed to explore if training really introduces changes in individual behaviour,
and organisational performance. Furthermore, case studies are suitable for not only
descriptive purposes but also explanatory ones (de Vaus, 2001). Cases analysed
under a common framework can be compared to arrive at a better level of
generalisation. As concluded at the end of Chapter 3, the exploration of other
contributing factors and the analysis of how they affect to training outcomes are
essential in the area of training evaluation. Following this perspective, case study
design is a suitable strategy as it helps in describing the process of learning transfer
as well as answering the question of what factors are facilitating or obstructing that

process in the context of Vietnamese private businesses.
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Finally, numerous research studies have been conducted on the topic of the effects of
training in Europe and North America (Aragon-Sanchez et al., 2003), but particular
knowledge of the issue in a transitional economy - Vietnam - is very limited or non-
existent. Hypotheses or research propositions cannot be specific enough to allow the
utilisation of designs other than case study. Moreover, the proposed conceptual
framework depicted in Figure 4.2 is rather general with only broad processes and
institutions identified. For clarifying the learning transfer process and identifying the
potential affecting factors, rather than examining the magnitude of known factors
which suits experimental or survey design, the case study is a more realistic choice.
Again, the focus on context and the exploratory nature of this research determine the

case study as the appropriate design.

Besides the above theoretical rationale, the practicality of data collection is an issue
of concern. By nature, this is an individual research project so resources are limited.
Experimental design requires the highest degree of control of non-experimental
variables. Clarke and Dawson (1999) cite Parlett and Hamilton (1976) demonstrating
the difficulties of ensuring the integrity of a before-and-after research design to be
maintained throughout the course of an evaluation of educational programmes.
Clarke and Dawson (1999) also mention Guba’s (1972) critique of scientific
techniques for continually producing results that contradicted the experiential
observations of educational practitioners. In Vietnam, information of company
business training activities is not uniformly archived based on regularly collected
data. Therefore, the retrospective longitudinal study design is not feasible. In view of
the delay effect of learning transfer where it takes some time, especially in business
training, for training effects to materialise; and because of limited time for fieldwork,
a prospective longitudinal study design is not selected. The design of a cross-
sectional survey has also been taken into consideration, but previous empirical
research studies recognise a noticeably low rate of responses (mail survey response
rate of 7.5% in Aragon-Sanchez et al. (2003), 5% in Chan et al., (2004)). Although
the response rate is significantly improved when interviews are employed, cross-
sectional design has the weakness of covering just limited aspects of the research

issues.

In conclusion, the logical appropriateness of case study is the important contention

for selecting it as the basic elements of the research.



Anh Phan, 2008, Chapter 4 75

The unit of analysis in this research is domestic private enterprise. It covers
enterprises in different forms: household businesses, micro registered businesses,
joint-stock companies, limited companies. In Vietnam, the majority of these
businesses and production establishments fall into the category of small and medium
sized enterprises (SMEs) whose registered capital is less than VND' 10 billion® and
average number of annual employees is less than 300. Conversely, in Vietnam the

term SME is mainly used to refer to the private sector.

The economic role of the private sector has been widely recognised in Vietnam
(Gerrard et al., 2002), where it contributes more than 40% of gross domestic product
(see Table 4-2) and is the biggest job creating sector absorbing the majority of the
1.2 million people entering the labour market each year. Nearly one third of the total
investment in the economy comes from the private sector and the share has increased

steadily in recent years (VCCI, 2004).

Table 4-2: GDP structure by Economic Sectors (2003)

Sector Contribution
State and public sector 39%
Foreign invested enterprises 19%
Domestic private sector, in which: 42%
Household business 82%
Formally registered enterprises 18%

Source: SME promotion site (http://www.sme.com.vn) accessed on June 1, 2005

General and management training for businesses is an expanding market, given the
needs for updating skills and knowledge in the changing environment and the
outdated official training programmes (Pham, 2003; Ho et al., 2003; Nguyen, 2003,
McKenzie, 2000). Though training supply is considerably affected by state and
foreign subsidised sources (Pham, 2003), the demand for knowledge from the sector
makes business training and development a promising market (McKenzie, 2000).
Studies on the aspect of training effects can significantly contribute to this emerging
area. Therefore, domestic private businesses are taken as units of analysis in this

research.

! Vietnamese dong — Vietnamese currency unit
% Approximately USD 650,000 at the time the decree was promulgated.
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For the decision between a unique case study versus multiple case studies, the latter
is selected, for the following reasons. Normally, a single case design is less
compelling, giving less insights than multiple case designs (de Vaus, 2001). Studying
a single case, one cannot conduct any comparison necessary to test or to develop a
theory. On the contrary, using multiple cases helps researchers to identify specific
conditions under which the building of theory may or may not hold. The purpose of
this research is a better understanding of factors affecting outcomes of training in a
specific Vietnamese business context. At the end of the research, a revised version of
the model proposed in Figure 4.2 is expected to be achieved, and multiple cases are
better suited for this intention. Moreover, neither single case nor multiple cases focus
on statistical generalisation but theoretical generalisation. To arrive at a justified
theory using the method of analytic induction (Robinson, 1951), the use of multiple
cases is essential. Yin (1998) recommends from four to six cases to be studied in a
research study undertaking theoretical replication. Thus, this research will recruit for

investigation at least four private companies involved in business training.

The concept of embedded units of analysis (Yin, 1998; de Vaus, 2001) will be
applied in examining every single case. Data associating to different sub-units of
private businesses (i.e. the three training-related actors: training service provider(s),
trainees, and organisational management) will be collected. At the time of research
design, the potential of collecting quantitative data of every sub-unit is considered,
and in case it is practical, the cases are analysed based on the combination of

qualitative and quantitative data.
4.3.2. Limitation of the Design

The main concern of case study design is its power of generalisation or external
validity. Even the utilisation of analytic induction cannot ensure complete
generalisation power. However, the case study distances itself from other designs in
its theoretical generalisation direction: building theory rather than statistical assertion
about the research objects (Yin, 1998; de Vaus, 2001). Besides, there are a number of
measures to enhance generalisation power when conducting case study research.
Major characteristics of the cases used in the research will be contrasted with the
known population characteristics to highlight similarities and differences. Selection
of cases will be made in such a fashion that maximises the typicality of the cases

chosen (Gomm et al., 2000). In addition, boundaries of the cases will be drawn as
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clearly as possible to specify the transferability of the application of theory
established from the study.

4.4. Methods of Data Collection, Analysis and Presentation

Case study design accommodates a variety of data collection methods (Clarke and
Dawson, 1999; Yin, 1998; de Vaus, 2001). As de Vaus (2001) generally puts it, any
data collection method can be used with case study design as long as it is practical
and ethical. Moreover, he argues that one of the distinguishing features of the case
study is that multiple methods of data collection are often employed. Furthermore,
Yin (1998) maintains that case studies can involve both quantitative and qualitative

data, and the most desirable case studies are likely to use both types.

Interviewing is particularly popular with qualitative researchers. Interviews will be
used extensively as the major data collection method for this research. Because of the
need for in-depth understanding of business context, the interview is believed to be
the most suitable method. Interviewing facilitates the researcher to detect relevant
information and quickly clarify the important issues (e.g. the effect of organisational

HR policy on trainees’ behaviour change) interactively on the spot.

Yin (1998) maintains that case study interviews are of an open-ended nature. The
nature allows the interviewees to mention freely what they consider succinct and
relevant to the concerned issues rather than confine themselves into limited
answering options. Besides what is discussed, the attitudes and non-verbal signals of
the respondents are also captured and can reveal substantial information for judgment
of the importance of the issues. This is considered useful and essential in the
Vietnamese high-context communication culture. By wusing open face-to-face
interviews, the exploratory and descriptive aspects of all four research questions will

be addressed.

To preserve the open nature of interview and at the same time to retain the focus of
the research issues, semi-structured interviews will be conducted. While such
interviews let the interviewees expand upon their answers, they also allow the
interviewers to probe for more information at crucial points, to ensure the total
aspects of an issue or sub-unit are covered, and to maintain uniform structure across
cases. Semi-structured interviews are intended for all the three actors: trainer, trainee

and company management. The concern of a Hawthorne effect (biased responses



Anh Phan, 2008, Chapter 4 78

received when interviewees feel their status promoted when included in research) is
minimised by providing the interviewees with information about the very nature of

the research study.

When possible, quantitative data are collected within a case by questionnaires
administered to the trainees, peers and direct supervisors. A wealth of descriptive
data in comparable format from this instrument may enable the researcher to obtain a
foundation of the business context (e.g. level of supervisor-trainee communication
about a pilot project to apply new skills) as well as training outcomes (e.g. number of
attempts to apply new skills). Within a case, given a rather common business
environment, when information is needed on perceived values of training or rating
the difficulties in learning transfer, questionnaires may provide quantitative data
appropriate for analysing and identifying issues of concern from the trainees’

perspective.

Another important source of information is documentary materials available to the
researcher. These comprise both primary documents from the firms under study and
training service providers directly related to the firms’ training activities, but also the
secondary ones from various sources like Vietnam General Statistical Office,
Department of Planning and Investment, industry reports, and legal documents.
These documents provide necessary understanding about the socio-economic,
business and legal context in general as well as the operating environment of the
firms in particular. Besides, they can provide evidence of firm performance and
individual trainees’ productivity. The training related activities and the learning

transfer process will be examined in light of those collected documents.

A blend of methods of data collection will be employed in this research. Methods are
determined in consideration of studied objects. Industry, business history contextual
information are essentially gathered from documentary sources. The training process
will be reviewed based on information from interviews with trainers, management,
and trainees. The trainees will also be requested to fill in questionnaires revealing
their views of the learning transfer process. Trainers and management are
approached by interviews while the trainees are also surveyed through
questionnaires. The mixed data collection methods are used to explore the views of

different actors on the importance of environmental variables, the training process
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and the resultant learning transfer process as outlined in the conceptual framework.

Methods of data collection are summarised in the following table.

Table 4-3: Synthesis of data collection methods employed

Processes | Environment The training Learning transfer

Actors facilitating/hindering | process process/ training

factors outcomes
Trainee Interview Survey Survey

Interview Documentary review

Trainer Interview Interview Interview
Organisational | Interview Interview Documentary review
management Documentary review Interview

All in all, the most comprehensive data possible are to be gathered for each case
under study, utilising different data collection methods. The support and discussion
of multi-method research and triangulation (either data or theory) have been widely
recognised (Clarke and Dawson, 1999; Yin, 1993; Brewer and Hunter, 1989). The
application of data from multiple sources provides more confidence in conclusions in
the case of findings convergence. Where findings from different sources diverge,
there is an opportunity to have insight into the issue by further investigation. Issues
in the research are viewed from different angles by different actors, and data
collection is made using various methods. Discrepancies of information are very
likely because of the informants’ standing and (possibly) data collection methods.
However, a range of methods and perspectives are believed to be more constructive
for analysis and drawing conclusions when training and post-training reality are

clearly reflected and research purposes are communicated.

An approach to research targets was first made to training service providers because
of their knowledge and experience of companies engaged in training. They were
introduced to the whole research aims and data collection plan. The training service
providers and the researcher then discussed the selection of an appropriate customer
company from a list of potential candidates, whose criteria on form of ownership
(private), labour, adequate number of trainees, and relevance to the current research
would meet the research’s aims. Data from the training service provider was gathered
first. Then, by way of introduction by the training service provider, the customer

company was contacted as the second step, and working sessions scheduled. After
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collecting data from the management levels, the trainees were approached for
interviews and filling in questionnaires. Selecting interviewees in companies with a
large number of trainees was made on a random basis. Initially, the sequence was:
trainer, company management, and trainees; but during the research process, time
was built in to enable trainers and management staff to be re-contacted for obtaining
further information or verification on arising issues. The strategy of asking for
reference from the training agencies was to ensure cooperation from the local private
businesses, which are not very familiar with this type of research approach, namely
to have a researcher working inside the business for an extended period of time (a
couple of weeks). This approach was intended to facilitate the data collection process
as it was hoped that people from the businesses would be more open and give out
meaningful information to the researcher whose trust was established in advance
through the relationship with training service providers. Naturally, the researcher was
concerned that such introductions might lead to being given access to only
‘exemplary’ businesses and trainees, as the Vietnamese habit of ‘6t dep khoe ra, xdu
xa day lai’ (show only the good side, hide the bad side) is still very prevalent. This
was overcome by being completely open to the training agencies, businesses and
trainees/interviewees about the research objectives, eliminating any doubt about
gathering competitive business intelligence or leaking confidential company
information. Furthermore, participants in the study were duly communicated about
the purposes of the research, assured of anonymity, informed that the company is in
agreement with the research being carried out, and that company data would be
protected. Ultimately, the researcher played a role in deciding which private
businesses and trainees to interview using the necessary networks (quan hé) available

to gain access.

The cases are studied consequently by the researcher to facilitate theoretical
replication from case to case. The investigation conducted by the sole investigator
leads to better consistency which enables comparison among cases. In this case,

using a single investigator also improves the reliability of data.

De Vaus (2001) cautions about substantial time spent on well-executed case studies.
In addition, it is of little point to obtain a representative sample when the aim of this
research is theory building rather than statistical generalisation. Considering time

allocated for the whole project and the fieldwork, the inclusion of training service
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companies into the research sample is primarily on a convenience basis and
accessibility. Selection of the training customer companies is made following
consultation with the training service provider, to identify the most suitable
companies. Besides being private businesses, the companies selected have to possess
diversified characteristics in terms of organisational culture, workforce, operating
industries, and performance that enable multi-dimension comparison. The limitation
of this approach of case selection is compensated by efforts to generate a full

description of the context.

The geographical area of this research is Ho Chi Minh City, which is familiar to the
researcher. Ho Chi Minh City is the economic centre of Vietnam, where the private
sector expanded the fastest in recent years. GDP per capita of the city is 3.75 times
higher than the national level. The average annual growth rate was 11 percent during
the period 2001-2005, 1.5 times higher than that of the whole country. The non-State
sector of Ho Chi Minh City accounts for 25 percent of the country’s total,
contributing 30 percent of the city’s total industrial output and 78 percent of its retail
sales (VNA, 2005). The need for business training has been recognised (McDaniel et
al., 1999) and measures have been undertaken to meet the need (McKenzie, 2000). It
is estimated that there are at least 50 business training service providers in Ho Chi
Minh City. The research into domestic private enterprises in the city can provide
substantial understanding of outcomes from business training to this group and inputs

for refining the model of factors affecting the results of training.

Pilot research was planned before commencing case study data collection. The pilot
is traditionally used for idea generation, preparation, methodology improvement and
rehearsal for the main field work. Furthermore, the pilot helps the researcher to
justify the relevance of the specific research issues, test and further develop research
instruments, capture arising issues, and review the feasibility of approaching trainers,
companies’ management, and trainees (Bickman et al., 1998). The pilot also aims to
refine the applicability of specific business and research terminologies when
communicated with people related to the research. The difference in culture and
language notably in the Vietnamese context in particular (McDaniel et al., 1999;
Napier, 2002), would be addressed after the pilot test. As pointed out by Gerrard et
al. (2002), ‘using a Western-derived instrument to measure work-related values in an

Eastern setting was limited, because the instrument did not capture the true values of
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the subjects being studied’ (p.155). The lack of appropriate technical vocabulary of
management training in Vietnamese as well as the subtle regional differences in
language patterns had already been highlighted by McDaniel et al. (1999). The
quality of translation of the research questionnaires from English (original) to
Vietnamese could also be assessed in the pilot. The ability of a large number of local
people able to use English at different levels (McDaniel et al., 1999) provided an
alternative for giving a better explanation during interviews. The pilot study closely
followed the research plan drafted above to identify the latent design shortcomings. It
was also an opportunity to review and obtain a more practical schedule of time and
expenses dedicated to the fieldwork. Since the case study method is argued to be a
continuous blending process of data collection and analysis (Miles and Huberman,
1994), the researcher was able to begin these activities with the pilot. Data collection
for case studies officially commenced after details of strategies and instruments have

been reviewed and improved.

The pilot research was conducted before and during the earlier stage of the
fieldwork. The pilot consisted in testing the research instruments, e.g. questionnaires
and data collection guides among the researcher’s acquaintances within the academic
environment who were familiar with the subject area as well as those who were in
business. From the feedback received from the participants during the pilot, data
collection guides (see Appendix 4) became more robust as more diverse ideas were
incorporated, the pilot also helped improve the researcher’s interview skills. Also a
small informal group discussion was arranged with a few people who worked for
businesses of different industries so that the main research questions could be
discussed in general, and the feasibility of approach small businesses directly without
introductions from training agents was reassessed. During the pilot, preliminary
information about the training market, current training subjects on offer, supplies and
demands of business and management training were gathered to give the researcher a
useful overview before approaching private companies and training agencies. The
collection of such general information was garnered essentially from visits to State
business assistance agencies. In all, the pilot phase was instrumental in preparing the
tools and the mind of the researcher before the main data collection phase. From the
pilot, the researcher had an overview of what would be expected and were ready for

what would be unexpected from the field. Since the interview guides as well as the
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skills of inquiry for qualitative data were tested and refined with different types of
interviewees (i.e. trainer, manager, and trainee), the researcher gained more

confidence and was ready to start with case study data collection.

The presentation of the individual case studies will follow Stake’s (1995) outline.
Basically, it is a description of the business as well as training context and one by
one of major training issues emerging from the company followed by the analysis to
provide accounts for the research questions. Further detail of the outline is introduced

at the end of the next section of ‘Introduction to the Cases.’

Above, the methodological and operational issues preceding fieldwork have been
discussed. An important conceptual framework has been developed. Part Two of the
thesis follows with overall information about data collection in the field, and

preliminary background data of the companies under research.



PART TWO:
FIELDWORK AND

DATA ANALYSIS
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Introduction to the Cases

Fieldwork and case studies data

Fieldwork for this research was conducted entirely in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi,
Vietnam from July 2005 to January 2006. Following the sample selection strategy set
out earlier in Chapter 4, five training service providers were chosen through personal
contact as well as randomly from those appearing on newspaper listings. Their
introductions resulted in the researcher being able to contact five training corporate
customers. Data for the case studies was collected during company visits and
interviews with staff, who had experienced training, managers and owners of those
five domestic private companies and their training service providers. In order to
achieve diversity in the units of research, companies of various capital and labour
sizes, industries and other business characteristics (age, level of organisational
structure development, level of experience with training) were targeted, provided that
they were both private and domestic. All the selected companies were headquartered
in Ho Chi Minh City, and four out of the five companies served primarily domestic
customers. The companies were in different manufacturing and service industries: a
hospital, an electronics trading and service company, a software outsourcing
corporation, an office wood furniture manufacturer, and a garment company.
Organisational structures of the companies were of great dissimilarity, from very flat
to heavily hierarchical. Size of the workforce also varied considerably, from as few
as 30 to over 500 employees. The training service providers were also of diverse
backgrounds working for state universities, foreign assisted training programmes, the
Chamber of Commerce and Industries’ training school, and the training division of a
city business association. The real names of the companies and their training partners
are withheld to preserve anonymity and the confidentiality of their human resources
and operation strategies. Names of the interviewees are also not revealed, their
biographical data are given in Appendix 6. The companies are summarised in Table

II-1, following the sequence of the researcher’s visits.
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Table 11-1: Basic characteristics of the case companies and the number of interviews conducted

Company Year Labour Product/Industry # Interviews Training # Interviews with
Case founded | size with company | partner Trainer/Organiser
staff
One SourceCode 1997 500+ Software/ 6 University centre 1
Co. outsourcing services
Two ClothPrint 1990 100+ Children’s apparel, 2 Training school 2
Co. garments, cloth of Vietnam
printing Chamber of
Commerce and
Industry
Three | Stream Co. 1996 60+ Uninterruptible 5 Foreign assisted 2
power system/ training
distribution and programme
warranty service
Four WoodFurn 2001 30+ Office wood furniture 3 City’s Youth 1
Co. Entrepreneurs
Association
Training Division
Five EyeHealth 2002 60+ Ophthalmic surgery/ 7 University centre 1

Co.

health care

86
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Basic information on the studied companies and the interviewed staff is as follows.
Case One is constructed on data collected from SourceCode Co., a fast developing
software outsourcing company serving solely clients in developed countries. In the
three years before the fieldwork, the company won major outsourcing contracts with
renowned customers and continuously expanded its staff to meet the demand.
Notably, training in ‘soft skills’ that facilitate collaboration among programming
teams has been accordingly promoted besides technical and other management
training courses. Interviewees of this case include the top manager, two training
managers, and three trained staff as well as a manager cum trainer of a university
training centre.

ClothPrint Co., a small garment company with its training reliant on the courses
offered by the training arm of the Vietnam Chamber of Commerce and Industries
(VCCQI), supplies the data for Case Two. It is a typical Vietnamese small private
manufacturing business where the key positions were all confined to the owner’s
family members. The management of the company attended several training courses
on basic business start-up and management organised by a branch of VCCI. The
informants include the company manager and his deputy, as well as two master
trainers/training organiser.

Case Three is built on the interviews with the trained staff and managers of Stream
Co., an authorised supplier of uninterruptible power supply (UPS) devices made by
Taiwanese Star International for the Vietnamese market. The company has recently
invested heavily for many staff to attend various training courses in the hope that
upgrading staff knowledge would result in business improvement. One of various
courses the company acquired was offered by a foreign-assisted training programme,
whose mission is to support small and medium sized businesses in Vietnam. In total,
there were seven interviews conducted for this case with the trainees who held
managerial positions in different departments and branches, the deputy manager, and
two trainers/course organisers. Although the top manager and several other staff
were approached, meetings did not materialise, particularly because the company
was in the busy year-end time and moving to new premises.

Case Four is developed from the materials from WoodFurn Co., a small company
producing wooden office furniture serving the needs of working space in Ho Chi
Minh City and neighbouring provinces. Being a member of the city’s Youth

Entrepreneurs Association (YEA), the owner of the company was introduced to
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several training courses on business management skills, in which he and a few of his
staff then participated. In total, four interviews were conducted with the business
owner and his two staff as well as a trainer from the city’s YEA.

Health Co. is a private ophthalmic hospital opened by an overseas Vietnamese who
expected his staff to have professional service skills through various high-end
training services. Several prevailing short training courses from prestigious suppliers
were acquired for the hospital staff, and one of them was from a training centre of the
business management faculty of a leading university in Ho Chi Minh City. The
researcher discussed specific business training and its effects with the managing
director of the hospital as well as six of his staff and one of the trainers. Data from
these interviews contribute to the formation of Case Five.

Besides the information from the interviews conducted with people from the five
case companies and their corresponding trainers (30 in total, detailed in Table II-1),
broad training issues were also discussed with several managers of other companies
and State business training assistance officers (11 altogether). From these
discussions, further contextual knowledge about training in the city’s and national
private businesses was obtained. Table II-2 below summarises the distribution of all
interviews conducted during the fieldwork.

Table 11-2: Consolidated data on informants of the research

Fieldwork Cases Others

contacts Company | Trainee Training Business | Training
partner

Top manager 5 - 2 2 3

Middle 4 11 5 1 5

manager/trainer

Staff - 3 - - -

Total 9 14 7 3 8

Grand Total 30 11

On the whole, the companies under research and their staff cooperated favourably
with the researcher and provided ample data for analysis. The research issues of
training practice, results and evaluation were discussed as exhaustively as possible
with every interviewee based on their own training experience and perceptions. The

interviews ranged from 45 to 90 minutes, and contacts for research purposes were
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maintained with several interviewees after the fieldwork. Interviewees were selected
on the basis of having attended short business training course(s) at least three months
earlier than the interview date. To obtain the most reliable data possible, most
meetings were arranged outside the interviewee’s working place, and privacy was
maintained throughout all interviews.

Data collection by questionnaire was once attempted with the seemingly most
supportive company, and though the test phase proved the questionnaire was
workable. However, as too few people were willing to participate, the method was
abandoned. Relevant documents about business and training activities were also
gathered from the companies as well as the training service providers.

Data analysis approach

Each of the five company data sets is to be analysed separately before a cross-case
comparison is performed. The analysis template is based on Stake’s ‘Outline of a
case study report,” as cited in Merriam (1998) and modified accordingly for the
purpose of this research. The original outline can be found in Appendix 3. The
adapted approach adopted for single case analysis by the researcher consists of four
parts and is summarised below.

After a brief Introduction about the case comes the Business Profile, in which
includes the company’s history and business development as well as the areas of
business focus and strategy. This part also highlights the development and reality of
human resources of the case. Mainly it is the extensive narrative description which
further defines the case and its context.

The major part of the case is devoted to examining Training Activities and
Outcomes, in which first training situation and related activities are described in
detail. Then the emerging issues, based on the interviews with the case informants
and relevant documents, are consequently developed and discussed. This is where the
stories and accounts from the informants are categorised and contrasted to
underscore the issues the company was facing. Comparison of data from different
parties inside and outside the company for confirming or disconfirming training
concerns is undertaken here as well. Discussion about training and outcomes,
facilitators and inhibitors of learning transfer, i.e. affirmations corresponding to the
research questions, are made at the end of this part.

The final part of the case studies is dedicated to Conclusions, which summarise the

identified training issues and the resulting outcomes for the case company.



Anh Phan, 2008 90

Following the outline described above, the research aims are generally covered when
the company’s training purposes are exposed, training activities are described, and
the initial explanations about the extent of training impacts are made. Meanwhile, the
levels of Learning, Behaviour Change, and Results of the original Kirkpatrick’s
model embedded in the proposed evaluation framework, are also addressed when the
training outcomes are identified.

Following the individual case study, the researcher then undertakes a cross-case
analysis where the main themes are examined (see Chapter 10). In particular, training
issues or problems extracted from the five individual cases, and the initial reasoning
and explanation for theses issues are considered as the major findings from the cases.
This is then followed by a cross-case analysis which compares and synthesises those
findings, classifying and reorganising them into major categories that correspond to
the different layers and elements of the proposed evaluation model. Tables will be
used primarily to present and compare themes emerging from the single cases. The
most popular initial themes will be highlighted and developed in order to address the
research questions. More details on the strategy adapted for the cross-case analysis
will be given at the beginning of Chapter 10 (see 10.3).

The following sections will examine data on each company’s training and outcomes

in turn, before the cross-case analysis is conducted.
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5. CASE ONE: SOURCECODE CO.

5.1. Introduction

The introduction of the Internet to Vietnam in 1997 facilitated online connection and
collaboration with business partners the world over. New opportunities for the
software industry were then presented by international companies with outsourcing
orders to take advantage of local software developing skills at very competitive

prices.

SourceCode Co. was established coincidentally in that very year to provide services
to the emerging demand. Aiming to serve solely the international market, the
company had managed to survive the dot com burst there during the early 2000s and
developed very rapidly after 2004. In this industry, keeping staff updated with ever-
changing technical development is crucial. However, facilitating teams of engineers
to collaborate effectively on a large number of projects is also important. An
influential training department was set up, a training process was standardised, and
an atmosphere of personal development through training was created. SourceCode
has been focusing on the training of ‘soft skills’ since the quick expansion of its
human resources and development project size, and reaping positive results. Training
was said to help the company to communicate and negotiate better with its
customers, cut costs, and provide the managerial staff with confidence in project
management. Nonetheless, training was believed to have potential that had not been
adequately capitalised since necessary facilitation was not fully appreciated and
implemented thoroughly inside the organisation. Learning transfer was largely

dependent on staff’s personal initiatives.

The case study will provide a window into SourceCode’s training related activities,
describe training outcomes and discuss the effects of several factors believed to have

influenced the process of learning transfer.
5.2. SourceCode Business Profile

5.2.1. Company History

Established in 1997, SourceCode has been a privately owned company to date.
Located in Ho Chi Minh City, it started with a small-scale contract to perform

software tests for a big telecommunication customer in North America. The contract
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was unexpectedly won by family relationship with one of the customer’s staff, and
since then SourceCode has specialised in fulfilling outsourcing orders from a number
of large companies abroad. During the early 2000s, SourceCode also had to
withstand the burst of the dot-com bubble. It survived, maintained its core technical
human resources, and started to win more contracts when the software market
revived. In recent years, the company enjoyed rapid growth and became one of the
biggest names in the IT industry of Vietnam. It provided software services of all
kinds: from adding new functional modules to existing products to development of
new software packages; from product testing to product enhancement, technical
support and network integration. SourceCode’s expertise spanned from development
of classic business applications to the areas of modern telecommunication
technology. Its clients were 100% from overseas markets, including well-known
companies in the United States, Japan, Australia, Singapore and Canada. The
company size and annual revenues have kept growing at a very impressive pace in
recent years. Its number of software engineers at the most blistering period increased
by 75% a year, and revenue was reported to expand 50% per annum. The company
had a strong team of management and it has recently broken the boundary of 500

employees.

SourceCode has become well-known in Vietnam, and also been recognised in the
international outsourcing market. The company was considered an ideal employer for
IT graduates who wanted a career in software development, as it immediately
provides them with practical technical experience and puts them in a genuine
software project environment. At the international level, it was regarded as a reliable
partner with ‘offshore software outsourcing best practices,” on par with the favourites

like Tata and Infosys from India.

At the time of the fieldwork, the company was in the middle of various expansion
plans. New buildings were constructed to provide working space for the expected
doubling in workforce by 2010. Legal procedures and lobbies were also followed to
gain permission to open an own college in order to have a stable supply of engineers

for the forthcoming projects.
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5.2.2. Industry Context and SourceCode’s Business Focus

The lucrative global software outsourcing business was said to be a worth over Euro
46 billion in 2006 (Ferguson, 2007). Vietnam was first ever ranked on the world
outsourcing market at 20 among 25 countries in 2004 by A.T. Kearney, a leading
global consultancy firm. Though the country managed to maintain a gross growth
rate of outsourcing revenue of nearly 50% since then, so far it could enjoy only a tiny

fraction of the world market value, at USD 70 million in 2005 (Kazmin, 2005).

In Ho Chi Minh City alone, about 650 local companies with 20,000 engineers were
reported to participate in the software industry (Stocking, 2005). It was observed that
salary for local software engineers in the industry had been doubled recently, and
Vietnamese companies still enjoyed an advantage as this expense was only two

thirds the level of the closest Chinese competitors.

Recognising the importance of the ICT sector in general and the potential of the
national young human resources, the Vietnamese government provided full support
to the sector in terms of infrastructure and policies. So far, the government has
invested to establish seven out of eight software parks in the major cities to provide
working and training facilities to the IT businesses and human resources. Those
clusters have been equipped with the best possible transportation and communication
infrastructure, advantageous space rent rates, and enjoyed some joint marketing
efforts. The support of the government was also reflected in the application of tax
incentives for software businesses and their employees, as well as the development
of a legal framework on electronic transaction and intellectual property rights.
However, significant concerns remained about human resources supplied for the
industry: experts constantly complained that university graduates did not possess the
right skills and all needed retraining before actual deployment. The imbalance
between HR supply and demand existed mainly because technical training
institutions were not able to provide quality engineers while businesses have always

been yearning for more capable staff.

With the favourable condition in terms of connection, market potential, and
government support, software outsourcing has been confirmed as SourceCode’s
mission in the next five to ten years, as the chairman revealed. Its vision was ‘To be

one of the top telecom R&D outsourcers and help put Vietnam on the world map of
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offshore development.” The prospect of launching original products designed and
developed under the company’s own name has been deliberately declined. The local
market had been once considered, however, concerns about underdeveloped market
size and the risks of software piracy made the company decide to serve exclusively
foreign customers. SourceCode had an R&D department, not for the purpose of
creating genuine innovation but only to stay updated with promising technologies in

order to serve the customers with such specific requirements in the future.

SourceCode’s delivered customer values were regarded as the results of reduction of
development and maintenance costs with high-quality and low-cost solutions. The
values were ensured by the company’s best practices of software development and
project management, the capacity of its staff to work across languages and cultures,
and leveraging time zone differences. The company has been certified by various
quality control organisations to comply with general and industrial quality
management systems (e.g. ISO 9001, TL 9000 for telecommunication and CMMi for
software development). Besides these international procedures, SourceCode itself
has succeeded in developing its own ‘Business Management Framework,’ in which
all business activities were driven to achieve customer satisfaction through a series of
stages and decision points. This commitment and actions regarding quality have been

considered crucial in SourceCode’s business proposition.

Besides the prime promotion of external customer satisfaction as most service
businesses, the company also attended to its internal customer satisfaction. The
working environment was reported to appreciate creativity and personal

development, and value pride in work and collaboration.

In short, SourceCode has put every effort to take full advantage of the local human

resources to ensure quality products and achieve customer satisfaction.
5.2.3. Human Resources

As in any service business, for a software outsourcing company, one of its most
critical assets is the human resources. A local privately-owned company, with rapid

expansion of staff, nowadays SourceCode had a rather complex structure.

The organisational structure of SourceCode is depicted in the following diagram.
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Figure 5-1: SourceCode organisational structure
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The company had a board of management and a board of advisors which consist
primarily of foreigners and Vietnamese educated abroad with rich local business
experience. It clearly influenced the way the company was being run and the
strategic and operational measures taken to navigate it to the leading positions in the
outsourcing business. Besides, the recognised management team helped to attract and
gain confidence from potential customers and employees. However, in essence, it
was the family members who started the business in 1997 that had the most

significant influence and power in running SourceCode.

The majority of SourceCode’s staff were software engineers who had graduated from
top local universities. Since 2003, SourceCode experienced quantum leaps in its staff
size. To meet the sharp increase of orders from foreign customers, SourceCode
recruited substantially in the last few years and faced fierce competition from other
outsourcing firms to attract fresh capable engineers. It started to frequently organise
open days as well as company presentations and promotional activities to technical
universities beside Internet advertisements. It was observed that the new recruits
usually needed a period of updating with new technical development tools before
being employed in real projects. The most dynamic unit of SourceCode was
outsourcing projects, consisting of software developers, team leaders and a project
manager, with project size usually varying from 25 to 40 people. More complicated
and larger orders may entail over 50 engineer projects. The engineers were structured

around outsourcing projects to work closely with customers, and moved from one
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project to another. Furthermore, the engineers were encouraged to be specialised
technically with the tools they used and in the functions they participated in in the
software engineering process. Therefore, the structure of the management of larger
projects became more layered and heavier. Following the international standards in
software development required a well structured organisation, so the structure of
software projects became more and more complex and stronger management was
required. Coordination among projects was overseen by the senior managers. So far,

the proportion of staff in management positions in SourceCode was 20 percent.

Departments peculiar to technical companies like R&D and Intelligence Security
were also in place to keep up with technical progress, as mentioned above, and make
sure accumulated intellectual assets were not distributed outside without proper
authorisation. The business development department had not played an important
role in the past, but recently it was staffed with more marketing people as

competition has made business more difficult.

To coordinate and manage the training activities for SourceCode’s staff, a separate
unit called ‘Training and Resource Development Centre’ (TRDC) was instituted. The
existence of the position of training manager in local software companies was
claimed to be popular, but a separate training unit like that of SourceCode was not.
The training department was considered a very important unit that facilitated quality

HR development for incoming orders.

Engineers of SourceCode were not the highest paid in the outsourcing industry in the
city. However the company still managed to maintain its attraction to both
experienced engineers as well as novices, and the company managed to keep the
attrition rate rather low. It was just 3 percent, half the rate for the industry. The
average age of the software engineers in SourceCode was 26 and, surprisingly, in an
industry where male engineers were believed to be the overwhelming majority, 40

percent of the technical staff here were female.
5.3. SourceCode’s Training Activities and Outcomes

5.3.1. Training Overview

SourceCode explained its success as the result of ‘heavy human resources investment
and superior customer service.” The chairman of the board asserted that the company

would stay in the software outsourcing industry focusing on the foreign market rather
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than engineer and market its own products, and this business strategy was well
communicated to the staff. SourceCode notably seemed to maintain perfect
alignment of the training focus and its long-term business direction. The areas of
training under concentration were English, software engineering technical skills, and
‘soft” skills. Practically these areas aimed at serving the overseas customers,
improving the effective collaboration inside and among teams of software

developers, and the technical nature of the company expertise.

A separate department dedicated to all training activities in SourceCode was claimed
to be unique among local outsourcing businesses. Its roles included coordinating
training demands from projects, periodically organising in-house training courses,
screening training offers from service providers as well as identifying quality trainers
to arrange long-term cooperation on an individual basis. At the time of the fieldwork,
it was a ten-man department, but the head of training revealed that it would soon
expand up to 50 as staff size was soaring. A new training process was also developed
incorporating specific training needs assessment as well as post-training evaluation.
An internal source revealed that SourceCode would spend up to USD 700 per person
per year on training and in the long term, it has prepared to open its own university to

satisfy the projected employment needs.

Communication in English was considered a hurdle for the young software engineers
though their technical skills were on par with engineers from any other country, as
the chairman observed. Language courses were organised on a regular basis for the
staff. They were facilitated by different tactics like having an English speaking day

weekly or the policy of using English exclusively when communicating by email.

Attracting local engineers to meet the growth of the company in the recent years
resulted in compromising some quality of the recruits. The SourceCode training
manager said, ‘We took the top 10 or top 20 graduates from the established technical
universities a few years ago, now we have to accept top 50, or top 100.” However,
technical expertise has not been a major concern for SourceCode or other businesses
in Ho Chi Minh City’s outsourcing industry. Opinions from leaders of all software
businesses converged in considering the upgrade of technical skills for the new
engineers unproblematic. A general manager of another leading outsourcing
company pointed out, ‘after two months of working with the more experienced, a

newly-minted university graduate can work on a software project... In fact, the local
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universities have provided their students with a rather good basic software

development background, we just have to equip them with the current technology.’

In this regard, SourceCode relied greatly on in-house, on-the-job technical training
where the more experienced transfer their working knowledge to the newcomers.
With detailed processing procedures following recognised international standards,
the project managers were confident of their technical training’s effectiveness. This
type of training was mostly conducted in-house and regularly complemented by
business placement, for about 100 engineers a year, to clients’ sites to build the

expertise in the latest technologies.

What many leaders from the top IT companies also recognised in their staff was the
lack of ‘soft’ skills which enabled them to work together effectively. Besides,
assuming management responsibilities when the majority of middle managers have
only technical background was a fresh challenge in any outsourcing company.
Therefore, alongside the growth of the company, SourceCode has recognised the
issue and focused its training on different non-technical skills. For a start, all new
employees had to attend a compulsory course, where they learned about the new
working environment, code of conduct, general etiquette on discussion, presentation,
brainstorming, time management, and teamwork. These specific ‘soft’ skills were
then cultivated in each employee through further in-house short courses by in-house
trainers or visiting speakers. These training courses were opened on a regular basis

and considered opportunities for colleagues to develop social bonding.

When an employee climbed up the organisational hierarchy, he was provided with
more sophisticated training, which focused on skills of leadership and management.
For team leaders and project managers, SourceCode has established sets of
designated skills believed to help the incumbents to perform their management tasks.
They also started to have the opportunity to attend short courses outside the company
where they got hold of more profound and extensive knowledge (e.g. marketing)
which was not available in-house. A case in point was the course named ‘Effective
management skills,” offered by a training centre of a leading university in
management. The course covered subjects like problem solving, communication,
conflict management, negotiation, personal management and development, which
were asserted to help ‘[the company’s] development of capacity and practical skills

to solve specific business problems creatively.” The course was designed to be
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learner-oriented, consisting of activities like case study and group discussion,

teamwork, and role playing which were considered novel to many participants.

The pursuit of ‘soft’ skills was not peculiar to SourceCode. It was of interest for
many businesses with large software projects. SourceCode’s management maintained
that this area of training would continue to be a focus as long as they still operated in
the outsourcing industry. In fact, English and ‘soft’ skills were of greater concern to
the management than building technical capacity for their staff. Among the middle
managers, there was a trend to improve their managing capacity, by both official

corporate training and self-learning plans.
5.3.2. Emerging Issues of Training

5.3.2.1. Practical Gaps and “Soft Skills’ Training Needs

A survey in 2005 conducted by QTSC, the first city software park, into the supply of
human resources in software engineering revealed considerable weaknesses of the
local engineers who had lately graduated from universities. Nearly half of them did
not have specialised technical skills, over 40 percent did not have teamwork skills
and were poor in foreign languages. Over 40 percent were said to be lacking in
presentation and communication skills, and nearly a third lacked confidence. In
particular, nearly three quarters of the interviewees were said to have had no real-life
project exposure. Predictably, SourceCode’s chairman reckoned that they could take
in only 15 to 20 percent of fresh university graduates though the company was in

constant need for more engineers.

Quality of local university outputs in general was always controversial and retraining
was obvious in order to prepare new staff for their new jobs. However, as mentioned
earlier, SourceCode’s new recruits seemed to catch up with technical requirements
very quickly by learning from the experienced colleagues during daily work.
Training in skills to collaborate effectively among the engineers on the other hand
was much more difficult. SouceCode observed that the ‘soft’ skills were of crucial
importance but quality training service providers were difficult to find. Meanwhile,
such skills had never been developed by universities. Furthermore, the traditional
teaching, training and learning style inside universities in the past did not facilitate
the experience and skills of teamwork, groupwork or collaborative working. The

official education system did not provide the students with basic and practical skills
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to complement academic knowledge. The chairman of the company claimed that
‘There is no organisation dedicated to such training... the newly graduated people
did not have such skills. We know that they are completely ordinary skills, but no
school offered them.” The situation improved recently since university education was
under public pressure to foster practicality and innovation, and more diverse training
courses were offered publicly. However, ‘soft’ skills were still a rare quality in the

workforce.

Serious software outsourcing projects could not be handled by a talented individual
anymore. Requirements to finish sophisticated orders in SourceCode called for
organised teams of experts. To facilitate technical engineers to work together
successfully required training in the skills that seemed exotic to them in many cases.
SourceCode’s chairman noted that even the hired employees with years of work
experience elsewhere were not found fully equipped with the essential skills to

collaborate in multi-phase engineering processes in his company.

Interviews with other member of the company’s management as well as other leaders
of outsourcing businesses all reflected the concerns about the absence of these skills
rather than technical capacity. Managers at lower levels also echoed that training in
these skills had proven to be indispensable and helped their staff collaborate
effectively in their projects. Together with English, ‘soft’ skills were of high priority
in the company’s wish list. While a lack of tailored training supply existed, they had
to rely on their own training first. Many considered the company’s standardised
‘soft’ skills training programme their valuable property, which was protected by a

highly confidential policy.

The gap in the ‘soft’ quality of supply and demand of the software engineers was
therefore an important driver for training in SourceCode. For the engineers as
members of the software development projects, the immediate objective of training
was to close the gap and quickly enable them to work together effectively. Managers
at higher levels received a little more sophisticated training, essentially about people
management. For instance, team leaders had one day’s training with further
orientation on management when promoted. Meanwhile, project managers expressed
their constant desire for further training in management, although they did not seem
very well aware of which specific areas they had to concentrate on. In fact, all

managers involved in projects were from the ‘technical side,” and managing people
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was a brand new subject. Training for team leaders and project managers, about 20
percent of the workforce, was hence a challenge of equal importance as providing

collaborative working skills for the grassroots engineers.

In short, the current human resources supply which was deficient in the essential
skills of teamwork and management created huge training needs, and SourceCode
has partly addressed those by in-house programmes. The initiative was totally in line
with its business focus. But provision of more sophisticated management skills for an
expanding number managers at different levels remained a challenge for the

company when in-house expertise was inadequate.
5.3.2.2. “‘Soft’ Training and Organisational Experience

Large investment in management training besides technical training was proposed by
SourceCode’s management as a strong ground for their customers’ confidence in
doing business with the company. The commitment of the company to training was
also reflected in financial investment per engineer, where the proportion for soft
skills and management training was believed as large as that for technical training. In
terms of moral support for management training, the interviewed staff described the
issue as ‘hottest,” ‘urgent,” and of ‘high priority,” so that they were all behind the
movement to equip the necessary knowledge for themselves and for their staff. The

departing training manager summarised,

How to prove to our customers that SourceCode is still a top business partner?
We have just two solutions: we have to have good relationships [with
universities and inside the industry], have the ability to attract talent; and

secondly it is training. We are willing to provide training...

Besides, the company preferred a ‘promote from within’ policy rather than recruiting
managers from outside, so that most staff, when first promoted to leading positions,
had little experience of managing. Short training was considered basically a means to
build confidence in the new managers and team leaders. The new managerial staff
seemed to pick up the basic skills and made good progress in their new roles. It also
appeared that the issue of career development was taken into account by the

management, and training played an important role in this process.

In reality, the importance of management and ‘soft’ skills training emerged and was

gradually recognised recently. The appreciation of the skills to work together and the
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trend to provide such training has appeared not only in SourceCode, but also in the
repertory of software outsourcing businesses visited during the fieldwork. This area
of training was made available to SourceCode’s staff around two years before the
fieldwork. The emphasis on management training came up with substantial moves
such as developing standardised ‘soft’ training categories and contents, developing a
standardised training process, and preparing for an own college to meet the

company’s own needs.

The moves provided rich data on and experience of management of training
activities. On the face of it, these activities showed commitment of the management
on training issues. In practice, they contributed to providing the workforce with a
uniform background of knowledge. The training department was established and
personnel for the department would be added in proportion to organisational growth.
The head of the department himself was directly in charge of management and soft
skills training. However, the training department was considered lacking in people
with capacity and experience to carry out the professional tasks in the new process,
e.g. conducting surveys of training needs, and evaluation of effects. Therefore,
training in SourceCode was inclined towards providing the knowledge believed to be
useful for the people without measures to improve the precision of investment and

justify the outcomes.

The training process was in place in time to correct this in principle. But in reality, as
the training manager revealed, the training process was far from perfect in
application. For instance, training requests were initiated by the project managers.
However, necessary skills to identify training needs were absent among those
managers so that they were not sure whether or not they had filled the gap of

management and soft skills for their people. As the training manager explained:

In many cases, when we sent out requests... we asked about needs, the senior
managers just followed their own hunches. They felt that [the staff] needed this

point, that point, and sent the staff up for training.

Furthermore, identifying training needs had been considered as the traditional
function of HR people, and the overlap of that job has not been resolved. The
training department therefore was not able in assisting projects to overcome the

problem of identifying staff’s training needs.
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At the other end, training evaluation was a novel step just introduced into the
standardised training process. Basically, the new training process required the
administration of evaluation form right after training and a review three months later.
However it has not yet been practised due to mounting workload and lack of
expertise. The people in charge in the software projects found themselves confused
in proceeding with the new procedure. The principle of conducting evaluation was
set out in the process, but the project managers did not have the tool, a ‘monitoring
system’ as one manager said. As they confessed, they were more familiar with
software development than training related activities. Hence, building one’s own
capacity in the ‘learning by doing’ fashion was the norm, especially in the training
evaluation step, and so it is not certain that in the end they acquired the necessary

skills. The training manager commented:

I am not able to observe them directly. They contacted me, and I provided them
with certain materials... they asked me how to conduct evaluation of the skills
of their staff, to develop their staff... I provided them with such materials... but
how they proceed in reality, I don’t [know]...

The introduction of the training department and the training process reflected the
response of the management to an emerging area of focus. On the other hand, it
exposed some technical and training management problems which had to be
addressed by better coordination and development of needed capacity. SourceCode
has matched the challenges in principle by undergoing major moves in allocating
staff and designing a framework. In fact, only few have recognised that it required

specialised skills in training management to operate and benefit from the process.
5.3.2.3. A Favourable Corporate Culture

The overall policy to put emphasis on ‘soft’ skills and management training in
SourceCode was supported by an encouraging business environment. After years in
business and under the influence of the Western style of management, the company
was able to establish its own corporate culture, which promoted openness and
teamwork, learning and sharing, personal values and professionalism as well as

practicality and initiative.

First and foremost, the spirit of teamwork and cooperation has always been

cultivated. At work, staff were especially encouraged to be collaborative within
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