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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Background 

Development of the private sector has long been recognized by governments and donors 
as the key to long-term, sustainable economic growth and poverty alleviation.  The 
private sector in developing countries, however, is often constrained by a number of 
factors including lack of education, weak technical skills, poor market access, lack of 
information, etc.  Thus, the private sector has considerable need for the expertise that 
business development services (BDS) can provide. 

Some types of BDS providers, such as accountants, auditors, website developers and 
other information technology experts, are already in high demand in Vietnam. However, 
management consulting (or management advisory) services are still in their infancy due 
to the specialized knowledge and training required, and the lack of awareness about how 
companies could benefit from these services. 

This study looks at the management consulting market in Vietnam, with a specific focus 
on those providers and services currently serving small and medium enterprises (SMEs), 
or which are likely to serve them in the near future.  Its purpose is to obtain an initial 
overview of the management consulting market in Vietnam, with the ultimate goal of 
helping MPDF, GTZ, other donors and government counterparts to identify ways to 
stimulate the consulting market so it best meets the needs of the domestic private sector.  

Main findings 

 In general, the industry for management consulting (including the functional areas of 
human resources, marketing, finance and accounting) is very underdeveloped in 
Vietnam, both in terms of the size of the market and the quality of services offered.  It 
is estimated that there are 100-150 consulting firms throughout the country. 

 Vietnamese consulting firms are generally new and small in size. The majority of 
firms have been in the business for less than five years. A typical firm has only four to 
five consultants. These share the characteristics of being relatively young, often 
foreign educated and with MBAs or BAs in Business Administration.  They entered 
the market to take the opportunities available and, to some extent, to challenge 
themselves in a new and non-traditional business. Independent consultants are mainly 
”moonlighters,” who usually have full-time jobs in foreign consulting firms, 
government organizations and universities.  They spend only a small amount of time 
on consulting work. 
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 Vietnamese consultants currently provide a wide range of services and combine 
training, temporary support services, research, etc. with consulting.  Only a few 
firms, however, are providing the kind of value-added advisory services that are 
typically defined as strategic management consulting. Most just provide support 
services (i.e., filling out tax forms, “headhunting” and bookkeeping). 

 Most Vietnamese consultants are currently serving joint-ventures, foreign firms, 
foreign-funded development projects and state-owned enterprises (SOEs).  There are 
currently only a few firms and individual consultants serving SMEs in the areas of 
core business advice.  It is estimated that around 1% of private enterprises in Vietnam 
have accessed management consulting services. 

 Vietnamese consulting firms and independent consultants are currently relying largely 
on personal contacts and informal networks to find clients, market themselves and 
recruit staff.  Most firms respond to the market in an ad hoc manner, and lack a 
strategic direction. 

 Most of the consultants interviewed for this study expressed interest in serving the 
SME market, and thought there was considerable need for their services. But they  
also indicated that the market is currently small since few SMEs are accustomed to 
using consulting services and may even distrust consultants. Since SMEs appear to 
need consulting services, it is reasonable to assume that once value is articulated and 
demonstrated, usage among SMEs will increase and the market will grow. 

 In general, Vietnamese consultants are still learning the trade, mainly as they do the 
work.  The challenges they face include lack of ability to market their services, weak 
consulting skills, and in some cases, lack of general knowledge about business.  
Many consultants expressed the desire to learn more about consulting best practices 
and to access case studies from more developed markets.  They also expressed the 
need for basic data and materials on industries as well as markets in Vietnam and 
overseas. 

Key Recommendations 

 Training.  Given the early stage of development of the industry and the relative 
inexperience of consultants, training could be an effective way to develop the market.  
Training in consulting best practices, especially on how to articulate the value of 
consulting services, could stimulate the growth of the market in general and increase 
the use of the services.  

 General capacity building.  In addition to specific training in various consulting skills 
and functional areas, a number of less experienced consultants expressed interest in 
on-the-job training and coaching by more experienced consultants and/or staff of 
development programs.  MPDF, GTZ and other projects working directly with SMEs 
should consider setting up such “twinning” arrangements between experienced 
consultants and those just entering the market.  

 Networking.  Since consulting firms and individual consultants rely largely on 
informal networks and personal contacts in running their businesses, formal 
networking could offer consultants the opportunity to share information and learn 

vi



 

 

from each other.  Formal networks could also provide the institutionalized 
infrastructure (e.g. a formal association or professional body) that would help to 
develop the consulting industry for the long-term. 

 Building service support infrastructure.  A resource center with materials on the 
industry markets in Vietnam and consulting materials such as case studies and 
industry benchmarking could help consultants improve their skills and the quality of 
their services.  

vii
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1.    INTRODUCTION  

In recent years, thanks to a variety of government reforms and the hard work and 
ingenuity of Vietnam’s entrepreneurs and their employees, Vietnam’s economy has 
grown rapidly. However, in future, maintaining this growth will be more challenging as 
competition in the global marketplace increases. In order to keep up with competitors 
world wide, Vietnam’s businesses must be constantly upgrading their knowledge and 
skills. The obvious means for doing this are education, training, membership in industry 
associations and access to information, but equally valuable can be the services of 
management consultants. 

In Vietnam, as in the other countries, there are a wide variety of management consulting 
or business development services. These range from support for core business functions 
such as decision-making, marketing, human resources development and finance and 
accounting as well as support in specific technical areas such as the management of 
information and legal issues.  Some of these services, such as accounting and auditing, 
website development and other computer-related services are already developing on their 
own in Vietnam’s large cities. But the growth of management consulting (or management 
advisory services) has been much slower because few entrepreneurs realize the benefits 
to be gained from using such services. 

Because they recognize the valuable role that management consulting can play in 
developing the capacity of private industry, both the Mekong Private Sector 
Development Facility (MPDF) and the German Agency for Technical Cooperation 
(GTZ) are interested in promoting the growth of consulting services in Vietnam. Because 
there is little information available on the extent of the consulting industry in Vietnam, 
MPDF and GTZ have collaborated in conducting a survey on the industry.  This research 
builds upon work GTZ has already undertaken, in cooperation with the firm 
Swisscontact, to determine SME demand for BDS1. 

1.1   OBJECTIVES 

The fundamental purpose of this study was to obtain an initial overview of the 
management consulting market in Vietnam, with the ultimate goal of helping MPDF and 
GTZ identify ways to help stimulate the market so it best meets the needs of the domestic 
private sector in Vietnam. The study sought to answer general questions about the 
consulting market, as follows: 

 

 
 

                                           
1 GTZ and Swisscontact. Business Development Services in Vietnam. Hanoi/HCMC, June 2002. 
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 Background information: 

 Who are consultants? 

 What is their personal/educational background?   

 What is their work experience?  

 Why have they chosen consulting as a career? 

 Industry overview: 

 What services are Vietnamese consultants offering?  

 In what functional areas are consultants offering services? 

 What is the nature of services offered?   

 What is the current status of the consulting industry?  

 Strengths, weaknesses and needs: 
 What is the capacity and skill-level of consultants? 
 What challenges are Vietnamese consultants currently facing?  
 What challenges are consultants facing in terms of providing services to the domestic 

private sector? 
 What interventions could help consultants improve their skills and capacity?   
 What would stimulate growth of the consulting market to serve the needs of 

domestic private companies?    

1.2   SCOPE AND FOCUS 

1.2.1 Domestic private companies versus SMEs 

Although we initially intended to focus on firms or individuals that serve SMEs, during 
the course of the study we found that consultants generally meant “private domestic 
enterprise” when they used the term “SME.”  This is understandable, as almost all private 
enterprises in Vietnam would be classified as SMEs by international standards2.  For this 
study, we use the terms “private domestic enterprise” and “SME” interchangeably, as 
both MPDF and GTZ primarily support the growth of privately-owned SMEs. 

1.2.2 Focus on local consultants that serve the domestic private sector 

Given the intention of MPDF and GTZ to develop the local consulting market, this study 
focused specifically on individual consultants and consulting firms that are Vietnamese-
owned and are currently offering (or in the near future likely to offer) services to 
domestic  

 

                                           
2 The Vietnamese government’s official definition of “SME” is a company that has under 10 million VND 
in registered capital and/or less than 300 employees. 
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private companies.  Thus, we did not interview staff in the local offices of foreign consulting 
firms, firms or consultants that primarily serve multi-national companies, joint-ventures, state-
owned corporations (SOEs) or other non-SME clients. Nor did we intend to include the 
consultants working for government-affiliated business promotion centers.  However, during 
the course of the data collection process, we found virtually no consultants that strictly 
specialize in serving domestic private enterprise, and thus our sample does include some firms 
and individual consultants that fall into one or more of the groups listed above. 

1.2.3   Focus on management advisory consulting services 

The focus of this study was specifically on management consulting services in standard 
business functions.  While there are many types of consulting services, we focused on four 
key categories of service that are commonly viewed as essential to every business: 1) strategic 
planning, 2) marketing, 3) human resources management and 4) financial advisory services. 

There are many ways to define consulting, and many types of consulting services available in 
Vietnam. These range from strategic planning to market research to investment linkage and 
numerous related activities.  In theory, we wanted to leave our definition of “consulting” 
flexible enough to gain an accurate picture of what exists and what can be developed, and did 
not want to necessarily impose foreign conceptions of what consulting services should look 
like in a Vietnamese context.  However, we found it necessary to agree upon a set definition 
of “consulting” to design the research, ensure that all researchers defined the concept in the 
same way in their interviews and code and analyze the data in a consistent manner.  Thus, for 
the purpose of this study, we defined “consulting services” as those services that: 

 Are of an advisory nature 

 Provide a recommended course of action  

 Have an end-product that is basically a transmittal of information (either written or verbal)  

 Are obtained by awarding a contract, grant, or any other payment of funds for services of 
the above type 

According to the above definition, consulting is necessarily different from training and 
business support services, e.g. tax preparation, software installation and bookkeeping. 
Training and business support services do not offer specific advice or recommend a specific 
course of action for a particular problem.  There are, however, close links between training 
and consulting, and we recognize that in practice, it is not always easy to distinguish between 
business support services and consulting.   
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We also recognize that there are many other business consulting services not included 
here. These include providers of legal advice, advice on information technology, and 
advice on production problems.  We intend to look at some of these types of consulting 
services in the future. 

1.3   OUTLINE OF THE REPORT 

The remainder of this report is organized as follows: 

 Summary of research methodology.  This section provides an overview of the 
research methodology with regard to sample selection, sample validity, interview 
teams and questionnaire design. 

 A snapshot of the consulting market in Vietnam.  This section provides a general 
description of the business consulting market that was the focus for this study, and it 
provides background information on the firms and individual consultants that were 
interviewed and the services they offer.  Particular emphasis was placed on 
examining the consulting market from the perspective of services to the domestic 
private sector. 

 Current challenges and constraints.  This section discusses various challenges and 
constraints faced by consultants, in particular on the challenges of providing services 
to the domestic private sector. Challenges associated with both the demand and 
supply sides of the consulting business are explored. 

 Recommendations.  The report ends by suggesting possible interventions that could 
stimulate the growth of the business consulting market in ways that are most suited to 
the needs of domestic private companies in Vietnam.  
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2.    SUMMARY OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 
As very little was known about the consulting industry in Vietnam, we tried to capture as 
much of the target population as possible by casting a wide net in our search for 
consultants.  Meanwhile, we did our best not to lose sight of our primary target market - 
the management consulting firms and individuals that serve the domestic private sector. 

2.1 SEARCHING FOR A SAMPLE OF CONSULTANTS 

To obtain an initial contact list of consultants in the market, we used a wide range 
methods and sources, including: 
 Scanning all registries of consultants - government listings, phone listings, and 

business association listings; 
 Advertising in major newspapers for consultants to participate in the survey; 
 Compiling lists of those who replied when MPDF or GTZ advertised for consultants; 
 Asking for names through business networks; 
 Reviewing the data collected for the GTZ/Swisscontact study on the demand for 

BDS;  
 Asking suppliers of consulting services to identify competitors and people in their 

networks 
 Using personal contacts;  
 Contacting universities and research institutes. 

As mentioned above, we initially did not include in our target population branches of 
foreign consulting firms, firms or consultants that primarily serve multi-national 
companies, joint-ventures, state-owned corporations (SOEs) or other non-SME clients. 
Nor did we intend to include consultants who work for government-affiliated business 
promotion centers.  We also did not include consultants in technical fields, ISO, law, etc. 
who we deemed outside the scope of this particular study. 

Having complied a list, we then called each company and/or individual on the telephone 
to try and confirm whether they provided management consulting services as defined for 
this study. Those that were clearly not part of our target population were cut from the list.  
The interview sample was then selected randomly from those names remaining on the 
list. 

2.2   ACTUAL SAMPLE COMPARED TO THE TARGET POPULATION 
Companies and individuals that we were still unsure about after the telephone screening 
were kept on our list and thus, a number of them were ultimately selected for the final 
sample and interviewed.  As a result, the consultants we characterized as “not in the SME 
market but in a parallel market” were a larger group than we originally planned. 
However, 
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by interviewing them, we gained useful insight into the shape of the consulting market in 
general and where SME consultants fit in that market.  Table 1 below breaks down our 
sample according to whether, and to what extent, they are in the SME market. 

48 out of 82 (58.5%) of the consultants interviewed were in our target category-either 
largely or partly in the SME consulting market.  Consultants that are serving primarily 
foreign companies, joint ventures and donor organizations were categorized as being in a 
“parallel market”, and those that have undertaken just one or two projects with SMEs 
were considered “incidentally” in the market.  Firms and consultants in these two latter 
categories could potentially serve SMEs in the future. 

 
Table 1: Classification of consultants according to the degree they were in the SME market  

 

 
Not in SME 

market but in a 
parallel market 

Incidentally in 
the SME 

consulting market

Partly in the SME 
market (<50% of 

clients) 

Largely in the 
SME market 

(>50% of clients) 

Number 26 8 24 24 

Percent 31.7% 9.8% 29.3% 29.3% 

 

2.3 VALIDITY OF THE SAMPLE 

Based on the thorough effort to compile a list of the target consultants and on the 
information we received from respondents about their markets, we are confident that our 
sample covers from 30% to 50% of the entire population of consulting firms. 
Since individual consultants primarily consult on a part-time basis and come from 
various types of organizations, it is much more difficult to determine the extent which 
our sample is representative of individual consultants.  We also admit to bias in our 
sampling of individual consultants. As the survey team was based in Hanoi, we originally 
identified more individual consultants in Hanoi and began to interview first in Hanoi, 
where there were fewer firms to interview.  Thus, 18 of the 28 individual consultants in 
the sample were in Hanoi, eight were in Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC), one was in Da 
Nang and one was in Can Tho.  It is likely that there are many more individuals 
consulting in HCMC than in Hanoi; however, since our intention was to gain a general 
understanding of the market rather than to have a statistically significant sample, we 
chose not continue seeking out individuals in HCMC once patterns in the responses 
clearly emerged. 
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We originally expected that there would be more individual consultants in smaller cities 
like Da Nang and Can Tho, given the lack of consulting firms in those locations.  
However, even after contacting the local universities, we were unable to identify more 
consultants, and thus believe that in fact these markets are primarily being served by 
consultants/firms from Hanoi and HCMC. 

2.4   INTERVIEWS  

Interviews were conducted by two-person teams, comprising one senior researcher and 
one note-taker.  Senior researchers were consultants with many years of experience 
working in private sector development and MPDF and GTZ professional staff.  The 
questionnaire utilized was both qualitative and quantitative in nature, and can be found in 
the Appendix. 
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3.   A SNAPSHOT OF THE BUSINESS CONSULTING 
      MARKET IN VIETNAM 

In this overview, we first provide basic background information on the sample firms and 
individual consultants who were interviewed. We then briefly present findings on the 
services and products offered. 

3.1  BACK GROUND OF THE SAMPLE 
In total, we interviewed 48 firms, 6 institutions and 28 individual consultants who 
provide some sort of business consulting service(s) to domestic private companies.  As 
mentioned above, we believe we have reached from 30% to 50% of the total population 
of consulting firms offering management advisory services in Vietnam. It is much more 
difficult, however, to estimate the total population for individual consultants, as 
explained in section 3.1.6 below. 

3.1.1 Ownership of firms 
With the exception of the six institutions that are either state-owned or non-profit 
organizations, all of the firms (48) interviewed are privately owned.  As stated above, we 
chose to exclude from the survey those consulting firms whose core business does not 
serve private domestic companies.  The ownership structure of the sample reflects the 
fact that the big players - foreign and state-owned consulting firms - generally do not 
serve the domestic private sector. There are a number of state business promotion centers 
(particularly in secondary provinces) that do provide services to domestic private 
companies, but their services are largely of a “troubleshooting” nature and not necessarily 
“consulting” as we define it. 

A typical private consulting firm is owned by several consultants.  In most cases, they are 
friends or former colleagues who have jointly set up a firm to take advantage of new 
opportunities available in the market.  

3.1.2 Size of the firms 

Consulting firms in general are small in size (see Table 2 below).  Of the firms 
interviewed, more than 30% are very small, with five consultants or less working for 
them.  Approximately two-thirds have 15 consultants or less. 

Table 2.  Size of Firms (by Numbers of Consultants) 

 1-3 
consultants 

4 - 5 
consultants 

6 - 15 
consultants 

16 - 19 
consultants 

< 50 
consultants 

Number 3 10 14 11 4 

Percent 7.1% 23.8% 33.3% 26.2% 9.5% 
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The small size of the firms partly reflects the early stage of development in the industry, 
as firms often take a number of years to grow.  The larger firms in the sample were those 
operating in areas where the market is more developed and standardized (accounting, 
auditing and market research).  

3.1.3 Years in consulting  

Vietnamese consulting firms are relatively young. The average age of the firms 
interviewed is only 2.8 years.  About 30% of the firms were established after the 
Enterprise Law in 2000.  Table 3 shows in detail the frequency of the number of years in 
consulting for both firms and individual consultants.  

Table 3. Number of working years (for individuals and firms) 

 < 2 years 2-3 years 4-5 years 6-10 years > 10 years 

Number 20 30 12 5 6 

Percent 27.4% 41.1% 16.4% 6.8% 8.2% 

The majority (85%) of firms and individual consultants have been in the consulting 
business for five years or less.  The inexperience of firms and independent consultants 
can be explained by the relatively young business sector in Vietnam as a whole.  
Consulting as a category of business service has only been formally recognized by the 
government since 2002 (Decree 87, 5/11/2002). 

3.1.4 Locations of firms and individual consultants 

Table 4 below shows the location of the sampled firms and individual consultants.  The 
majority of respondents in our sample were located in Ho Chi Minh City (around 60%), 
with about half as many in Hanoi (30%). Only a small part of our sample was outside 
these two cities. In our sampling process, we searched for consulting firms in several 
other provinces including Hai Phong and Nghe An, but were unable to find management 
consulting firms in either of these. The final sample reflects an apparent reality of the 
consulting market - a concentration in the two major economic hubs of Hanoi and Ho Chi 
Minh City, with little activity elsewhere. 

Table 4. Location of firms and individual independent consultants 

 Ho Chi Minh 
City Ha  Noi Da  Nang Can Tho 

Number 49 27 4 2 

Percent 59.8% 32.9% 4.9% 2.4% 
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3.1.5 Background of consultants (firms and individuals) 

3.1.5.1 Age 

Management consultants are relatively young.  Most of the consultants we interviewed 
entered the profession in their early 30s.  The majority of respondents in our sample are 
between 30 and 40 years of age.    

3.1.5.2 Educational Background 

Consultants that we interviewed are generally well educated.  More than 30% hold 
Master’s degrees in business administration (MBAs), many from foreign-accredited 
universities.  Another 30% have Bachelor’s degrees (BAs) in general management.  In 
general, consultants interviewed have a good command of English and a business 
management background. Some of the individual consultants reported training in a non-
business specialty, which  includes foreign language study. 

3.1.5.3 Work experience 

A number of consultants (about 30%) worked for foreign firms and left to form their own 
firms. Some worked or currently work for state agencies. Quite a few consultants are 
university lecturers and are consulting on a part-time basis. 

3.1.6  Independent individual consultants 

There were 28 individual consultants in our sample.  Most of them (26) are part-time 
consultants who also hold full-time jobs in foreign firms, government agencies, banks 
and universities.  They spend relatively little time consulting; on average they only have 
one or two clients per year.  It is extremely difficult to estimate the number of 
independent individual consultants currently operating in the market, as they tend not to 
advertise or publicize their services very widely to avoid conflict with their full-time 
employers. 

3.2   PRODUCTS AND SERVICES OFFERED BY MANAGEMENT CONSULTANTS IN VIETNAM  

It is not easy to classify consultants into different categories, as the consultants themselves 
have different definitions not only of their markets but also for the services they provide, how 
they provide them, and even differ in defining the term “consultant”.  Consultants in our 
sample (both firms and individuals) are providing a wide variety of services, ranging from 
general management consulting (i.e. strategic planning) to management consulting in 
functional areas (i.e. human resource management, strategic marketing and financial 
management) to business support services (i.e. market research, investment facilitation, tax 
advice and preparation.  We did not, as noted earlier, include technical consultants who 
provide services such as software installation or advice on production. 
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After considering all of the definitions and explanations provided by the consultants who 
were interviewed, we have attempted to group the services consultants offer into three 
general categories: 1) strategic management consulting, 2) functional management 
consulting and 3) business support services.   

3.2.1 Strategic Management Consulting 

Strategic management consulting deals with complex issues that deeply impact a 
company’s competitiveness. It incorporates the important functions of business  
management, including marketing, finance, human resources and organizational structure 
in an integrative manner to ensure the client company’s competitiveness on a medium- to 
long-term basis.  

A market appears to be developing for strategic management and strategic planning 
consulting to serve the upper-end (larger firms) of the domestic private sector.  Four 
firms in our sample are currently offering the kinds of services which could be classified 
as strategic management consulting.   

Some of the firms we interviewed are offering what they termed ”restructuring”, which, 
as the term suggests, involves redesigning different business functions in an integrated 
manner to improve a client company’s competitiveness.  The use of a consultant to assist 
with restructuring is common among former state-owned enterprises (SOEs) that are 
newly equitized, or SOEs preparing for equitization.  Private enterprises also have a need 
for restructuring when they grow to a certain size and begin to diversify.    

In some cases, we classified firms as ”strategic management consulting” when they did 
not necessarily define themselves that way. These firms generally offer a conglomeration 
of services that are not definitively defined and do not fit a market niche.  Based upon 
information such firms provided in our questionnaire and our own knowledge of this 
market, we believe that such firms have the resources to provide strategic management 
consulting as we define it, if they found customers.  

Firms in the sample that say they provide “strategic management consulting” appear to 
provide the kinds of services that are closest to “management consulting” as we defined 
it.  It is interesting that these firms see themselves as the top-end of Vietnamese 
consulting firms. They believe that their only competitors are the international consulting 
firms that currently serve joint-ventures and foreign firms. Strategic management 
consultants interviewed are generally well-educated, hold degrees from foreign 
universities, and often have experience working for foreign companies, especially 
branches of foreign consulting firms. 

We estimate that in our total sample, there was the equivalent of only 36 full-time 
“consultant persons” who were providing some sort of strategic management consulting  
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to the domestic private sector3.  In addition, only 78 private domestic firms have bought 
management consulting services from our total sample.  This is consistent with the 
finding from the GTZ/Swisscontact study that found SME’s usage of management 
advisory services to be extremely low at present.  Based on MPDF’s experience working 
in this market, we believe that the reason for low usage is due more to lack of awareness 
and understanding of the benefits, than to lack of demand.  This issue is discussed in 
section 4.2.2.2 from the perspective of the consultants interviewed for this study. 

3.2.2 Functional Specialists 

3.2.2.1 Human resource management consulting  

Eight respondents among our sample (three firms and five individual consultants) are 
providing one or more human resource-related consulting service.  The products offered 
vary from building organizational culture to designing compensation and benefit systems; 
some are linked to other support services such as training or employee recruitment and 
selection.  Among respondents, the following descriptions were given for the products 
and services they offer related to HR consulting: 
 Wage systems/compensation and benefits 

 Management systems/operation structure 

 Internal codes and policy 

 Job classification and definition 

 Recruitment and selection 

 Training plans (training needs assessments) 

 Organizational culture  

Unlike strategic management consulting, which provides general strategic advice to the 
business as a whole, HR consulting provides specific advice and products to address 
issues related to management of staff and employees.  In MPDF’s experience, SMEs in 
Vietnam are increasingly realizing the benefits of utilizing HR consulting services, and 
demand for these services is on the rise. Our study found, however, that the HR 
consulting services currently being offered to SMEs are limited in terms of both volume 
and type. 
 

                                           
3 The estimation of ”consultant persons” is based on the information provided by consultants interviewed and are rough 
estimations of labor resources working in each consulting area, e.g., marketing, HR and finance.  The number of ”consultant 
persons” in a firm working in a particular area of consulting was calculated by multiplying the number of full-time 
consultants working in the firm and the percentage of time the firm allotted for that particular consulting area.  For example, 
if a consulting firm has 17 full-time consultants, and the firm spends 20% of its total amount of time working on HR 
consulting, we calculated the number of ”consultant persons” of the firm working in the area of HR to be 3.4 (17 x 20%).  For 
an individual consultant, if (s) he spends 40 hours per month consulting, and half of that time working in HR, then we 
calculated that to equal  (20 hours = 2.5 days, or about .15 full time “consultant persons”).  The total ”consultant persons” in 
an area (e.g. marketing) in the whole sample was calculated by adding up the number of ”consultant persons” in marketing in 
all the firms within the sample. 
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We identified in the sample only 13 “consultant persons” who are providing HR 
consulting services to SMEs and only 29 SMEs served so far. The services offered to 
SMEs are generally of basic and non-strategic types, e.g. preparing job descriptions, 
recruiting, designing payment systems, and, in particular, providing training. More 
strategic forms of human resource consulting services such as organizational design, 
organizational culture development, and strategic human resource development are either 
rare or non-existent.   

3.2.2.2 Marketing consulting 

Marketing consulting is, for the most part, limited to the provision of support services 
such as market research, information provision and advertising/product promotion 
without a strategic component.  To some extent, joint-ventures and foreign companies 
have created this hole in the market, as they tend to call on Vietnamese firms to provide 
support services rather than ask them to do the strategic thinking; this is generally 
handled by firms from overseas.  

Below is a list of the services that marketing consultants in Vietnam say they are providing: 

 Strategic market planning (generally combined with some market research) 

 Marketing campaigns and implementation, which includes various components of: 

 Distribution, sales strategies/placement 

 Branding 

 Promotions and event management 

 Public relations and media services 

 Advertising strategy and design 

 Packaging 

 Foreign market entry (but not foreign product sales design) 

There are currently almost no marketing consulting services being offered to the 
domestic private sector.  Most of the services are being offered to joint-venture and 
foreign-owned firms. We identified in the sample only about 20 full-time equivalent 
consultants that do provide some services to the domestic private sector, and only 25 
private firms that have utilized marketing consulting services of one kind or another.  
According to the GTZ/Swisscontact demand-side study, many SMEs say they are using 
marketing services, but in fact they are simply getting information and advice from 
public sources such as newspapers, television and radio, and this should not be 
considered as formal consulting. 

3.2.2.3 Finance and Accounting Consulting 

Finance and accounting appears to be the most crowded service area in terms of the 
number of consulting firms and independent consultants.  Nearly one-third of the 
consultants interviewed characterized their services as finance and accounting.  Firms in 
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this category often are providing a variety of services ranging from financial advice and 
investment to tax preparation and bookkeeping. A typical firm generally provides a 
combination of different finance and accounting services.  

Based on the answers received during interviews, we classified finance and accounting 
services into the five different categories and subcategories listed below.   
 Finance strategy and analysis.  This includes ratio analysis, leveraging and payables, 

and general concerns with growth of investment and finance that are not related to 
specific investment projects.  
 Accounting. This includes bookkeeping and accounting systems, cost control and 

managerial accounting (services that are sometimes provided as temporary services 
rather than as consulting services). 
 Compliance statutory auditing.  These services are generally requested by  banks, 

listed companies and large enterprises with state shares  not the private domestic 
market. 
 Tax preparation, mainly provided to the domestic private sector. 
 Investment advice mainly for joint ventures and partnership investment, pre-stock 

market listing for large enterprises and advice for the domestic private sector on 
credit acquisition. 

Of these five, the first two are most relevant to our study.  We classify ”tax preparation” and 
”investment advice” as business support services that will be discussed in the next section. 

The essential accounting services that only now exist in some basic peripheral form in 
Vietnam are bookkeeping and setting up bookkeeping systems, cost accounting analysis 
and managerial accounting. Many SMEs use bookkeeping services as a cost-saving measure 
because they do not want to employ full-time accountants. Others use accounting services to 
make sure their books are filled in properly and to avoid confrontation with tax officials and 
other government agencies. Domestic private companies also need help from consultants in 
selecting competent accountants, and designing and installing accounting software.  

Financial management consulting services.   As in other functional areas, those 
financial management consulting services being offered to the domestic private sector are 
still limited. We can only identify one single provider of this service independent from 
others.  If other providers exist in the SME market, they are providing this service as a 
subset of financial investment analysis but this approach is backwards. The service 
should come before or as part of a general analysis of future growth prospects, rather than 
simply as part of a decision to make investments.  

3.2.3 Business Services 

Business support services are those that are not advisory in nature, and thus do not 
constitute “consulting” as strictly defined for this study.  Firms usually use business 
support services such as help with filing taxes, getting investment/loans, recruiting staff 
and bookkeeping because they do not have the resources or connections necessary to carry 
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out the work themselves.  In fact, many business support services follow on from 
consulting.  Many of the services currently offered to the domestic private sector by 
consultants fall into the category of business support services, especially those which 
required the consultant to have connections, such as tax preparation or obtaining of 
licenses. 

From the data on consulting products and services provided by consultants in the sample, it 
was not easy to separate “business support services” and “consulting services.” Market 
research, for example, could be considered “consulting” if researchers were to go beyond 
provision of information on a particular market and actually give strategic advice to clients 
as to whether they should, and how to go about, entering a certain market.  In the above 
discussion on the different types of functional consulting services, we did include a number 
of business services in each category.  Bookkeeping, for example, is one type of business 
support service that was included in the area of accounting and finance consulting. 

We identified basically two types of business support services: 1) outsourcing, e.g. 
including bookkeeping, market research, payroll fulfillment and recruitment services, and 
2) utilizing connections, e.g. tax preparation, getting licenses, getting loans/investments, 
etc.  Of these, we found that the domestic private companies tend to use tax preparation 
services and investment services most often.  These two services fall into the second type 
of service identified above - those that involve a connection and are common in countries 
where market institutions and legal systems are relatively weak. 

The number of full-time “consultant persons” identified in the sample in the two 
categories of tax and investment was 65, which is almost as many as the total number of 
“consultant persons” identified in strategic management consulting and all of the 
functional management consulting areas combined (78). 

3.2.3.1   Tax  Preparation    

Many of the consultants who said they are offering “accounting” services are in fact 
offering tax preparation services of one kind or another.  They may also be offering other 
services depending on their market - auditing if they work for JVs and SOEs, financial 
consulting (related to either tax or investment), or accounting and control systems 
(potentially linked to something else - but their bread-and-butter is tax work, as they 
understand the government bureaucracy well enough to reduce tax payments for their 
clients).  Consultants who offer tax-related services to SMEs often sell a combination of 
expertise and personal relationships with officials or tax agencies. 

In our sample, there were 36 “consultant persons” providing tax preparations services, 
who have served more than 100 SMEs.  Though this is not a large number if compared to 
the total number of SMEs in Vietnam, it is higher than in any of the other categories of 
functional consulting services (e.g. 20 “consultant persons” in marketing, 13 “consultant 
persons in human resources). 
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3.2.3.2 Investment 

We identified three main types of investment services that are currently being offered in 
the market, each of which appears to be targeted at companies of different sizes: 

Service Market 

Joint venture investments and facilitating 
partnerships 

JVs, SOEs, large enterprises 

Pre-stock market listing advice Equitizing SOEs, Les 

Credit application assistance SMEs 

Generally, client companies seem to have specific plans for investment projects, and are 
seeking to locate investors and/or complete government-required paperwork when they 
approach these service providers.   In that sense, the services needed by firms are more 
related to connections than to management decision-making.  In Vietnam, where capital 
markets are still relatively undeveloped, private companies often must borrow money 
indirectly from banks or through intermediaries who have the necessary connections to 
get the job done. 

In our sample, there were 29 investment “consultant persons” serving SMEs, and about 
100 SMEs that have used such a service.  We believe that in this case, there are probably 
more consultants offering this kind of service in the market, given its nature and high 
demand for financing. 
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4.    CHALLENGES AND CONSTRAINTS FACED BY CONSULTANTS 

 IN VIETNAM 

In this section, we present survey findings on challenges faced by consultants in general, 
with a specific focus on those challenges related to provision of consulting services to the 
domestic private sector. We first discuss barriers to and incentives for entering the 
consulting market, then describe some of the challenges faced by consultants in Vietnam. 
Challenges are considered from both the demand and supply sides of the equation.  
Finally, we briefly present consultants’ perceptions of the domestic private sector as a 
potential market. 

4.1  BARRIERS TO, AND INCENTIVES FOR, ENTERING THE CONSULTING MARKET 

4.1.1 How consultants enter the market 

Respondents in our sample gave no common reasons for entering the consulting 
profession.  It was common, however, that the majority of consultants were not 
professionally trained as such, nor did they choose to become consultants or to set up 
consulting firms after identifying clients through relationships and networks.  
In some cases, respondents worked for foreign consulting firms or donor-funded 
development projects, saw market opportunities and decided to establish firms to pursue 
them.  Others who work for government agencies and banks use their knowledge, 
personal networks and contacts to offer business services such as tax preparation and loan 
application advice. This latter group tends to serve the domestic private sector, as SMEs 
have a demand for these kinds of services.  The former group is more likely to serve JVs, 
donor-funded projects, SOEs, and the largest firms in the domestic private sector. 

Most of the respondents in our survey said that they did not initially intend to become 
consultants but did so when the opportunity presented itself.  In some cases, consultants 
who have established or joined firms are still officially employed in other organizations 
or companies.  Many of the individual consultants in our sample have full-time jobs and 
take occasional consulting jobs when the opportunity arises.  Among respondents, 10 
previously worked for foreign-owned consulting firms and four for Vietnamese 
consulting firms; all left to start their own consulting businesses.  The remainder did not 
previous have a background in consulting. 

4.1.2 Barriers to entry 

There are currently no apparent significant barriers to entering the consulting market in 
Vietnam.  Since the passage of the Enterprise Law in 2000, it has been very easy to establish  
a firm.  Starting a consulting business does not require a large capital investment; all that a 
small consulting firm needs to start up is office space and computers.   
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The bigger barrier to entry is human capital. Consulting requires various skills, including 
interpersonal, presentation, teamwork, communication and analytical skills, which are not 
easily acquired. More importantly, management consulting requires a certain level of 
management knowledge, especially modern management techniques and theories, many 
of which were developed in Western countries. At present, only a limited number of 
Vietnamese have had the opportunity to study Western management theories and 
practices.  

Another barrier to entry of the industry is networks.  Our study found that having strong 
informal networks and personal contacts was key to becoming a successful consultant in 
Vietnam.  One needs to develop his/her network before he or she can start consulting or 
establish a firm.  Many of the firms in our sample in fact were formed by groups of 
friends or former colleagues who knew each other well before going into business 
together; anyone wishing to become a consultant who does not have strong contacts will 
likely find it difficult to do so successfully. 

4.1.3 Incentives for entry 

Monetary reward serves as an important incentive for consultants to enter the industry.  
An average consultant earns about 5-6 million VND per month (USD$ 300-500) which is 
relatively high compared to professionals in other industries.  According to some 
respondents, experienced consultants can bill as much as USD $200-$300 for a day’s 
work.  Many who are working a full-time job in an organization earn extra income from 
doing part-time consulting, which brings in extra money, builds relationships and to some 
extent, increases prestige for the consultant. 

Material reward, however, is not the only incentive.  In the survey, 13 out of 28 (46%) of 
the individual consultants interviewed said that they entered the business for the 
challenge rather than for the material gain.  Some respondents said that they have offered 
consulting services to SMEs for free in some cases in order to gain experience and to 
help out friends and colleagues.  In addition, several respondents mentioned that they like 
the freedom associated with consulting; a number of them left well-paying jobs with 
foreign firms to set up their own businesses. 

4.1.4 How consultants perceive their competition 

Most respondents felt that competition was not a problem in the consulting business at 
present.  The exceptions were larger firms working in the more developed fields of ISO, 
market research and auditing.  Small firms appear to generate enough work to keep 
themselves working at capacity, and thus do not worry much about competition.  
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Many of the consultants interviewed said they did not know much about their  
competitors4.  This does not necessarily mean that they lack the ability to investigate this 
issue themselves; it may mean that they simply do not need to worry about competition 
and thus have not bothered to seriously think about it.  This is quite understandable, as 
many firms were established to fill niches in the market, have their own specialized 
marketing channels through personal connections and word-of-mouth, and thus have no 
difficulty in continuing to attract business.  In addition, the individual consultants have 
other jobs and limited time for consulting, and thus only take on work that is brought to 
them. Some respondents even felt that the concept of competition does not apply to the  
consulting industry at present  because consultants do not need to seek clients; rather, it is 
the SMEs who must seek consultants. 

 The way consultants view competition in their market indicates an undeveloped industry 
and a lack of strategic direction on the part of many of consultants.  Currently, the 
consulting market is a seller’s market, due in part to the fact that few Vietnamese 
professionals have the skills and knowledge required to be a consultant.  A limited 
number of people with business management education are, therefore, enjoying the 
market opportunities available to them.  The lack of a network contacts also plays a role 
in limiting competitive pressure - people with good skills and knowledge may still find it 
difficult to start consulting if they do not have good contacts, and these take time to 
develop.  

The nature of consulting in Vietnam is another reason why there is little competition.  A 
significant proportion of consulting involves “selling contacts” or connections; thus, only 
consultants who have certain connections with specific government agencies or 
organizations can offer these services.  It is understandable, then, that such consultants do 
not feel competitive pressure.   

Although survey respondents generally agreed that they currently face little competition, 
most saw the potential for competition in the future, as more firms enter the market.  
Consulting firms were particularly concerned about the possibility of more foreign 
consulting firms entering the Vietnam market and senior Vietnamese consultants 
continuing to leave their jobs with foreign firms to set up their own business.  If and 
when this happens, the name and reputation of the firm will become more important in 
getting clients, and consulting firms will need to become more formalized and 
professional to capture market share.  Based on interviews undertaken for this study, it 
would appear that those currently providing consulting services have no long-term vision 
of where their consulting practice is going or how they will deal with competition when it 
develops. 

                                           
4 We recognize, however, that in some cases, respondents probably do know their competitors quite well but 
simply did not want to tell us. 
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4.2   GENERAL CHALLENGES FACED BY CONSULTANTS IN VIETNAM 

Vietnamese consulting firms are mostly privately-owned SMEs, and thus share many of 
the same difficulties faced by all domestic private companies. There are, however, 
challenges particular to the consulting industry. In this section, we discuss major 
challenges faced by consultants that are particular to the industry, with a special focus on 
those associated with the demand for and supply of consulting services to the private 
domestic sector. 

4.2.1 Regulatory environment 

Most of the consultants interviewed did not see any significant obstacles in regulations 
regarding the industry.  Many of them did not even know about Decree 87, which  
regulates consulting activities in Vietnam (Decree 87/2002/ND-CP, 5 November 2002, 
on ”Consulting Business in Vietnam”).  There were, however, a few areas related to the 
regulatory environment that firms felt were a hindrance to growth of the industry, 
including 1) taxes, 2) regulations on hiring foreign consultants, 3) restrictions on 
information disclosure, 4) restrictions on human resources, and 5) legal framework for 
consulting companies. 

 4.2.1.1  Taxes 

A few consultants thought that the current tax rate (32% on profit) is too high for 
consulting firms. According to them, the consulting industry is still young, and thus 
should be eligible for tax incentives from the government.  Consultants were particularly 
concerned about the prevailing accounting practice that affects the calculation of taxed 
profit.  Consulting firms (and other businesses) that hire independent consultants often 
find it difficult to convince tax officials that the payments made to the hired consultants 
are proper expenses, because independent consultants do not have the ”red receipts” 
issued by the Ministry of Finance, and thus companies that hire them have a hard time 
legitimizing the expense.  

Other respondents mentioned the regulation that limits the amount of taxes that a 
business can deduct for services such as market research and training. They felt that this 
regulation likely discourages the use of such services by SMEs. 

4.2.1.2 Hiring foreign consultants 
According to respondents, the procedures concerning the hiring and paying of foreign 
consultants are very complicated and frustrating. Taxes were again an issue here - 
consultants said it was difficult to justify to tax officials the (normally large) amount that 
they usually must pay foreign consultants. 
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4.2.1.3 Information disclosure  

Some consultants felt that the government’s strict control of information has an impact 
on the development and growth of the consulting industry.  For example, fear of violating 
government information regulations limits the type of information that is published on 
the Internet.  As a result, consultants say it is difficult to find much information on the 
Internet about the Vietnamese economy in general, or specific industries. Consulting 
firms themselves are sometimes unsure about what they can and cannot post on their own 
websites. 

4.2.1.4 Restrictions on human resources 

Among those respondents who were familiar with Decree 87, several disagreed with the 
restriction that forbids individuals (who are not member of a consulting firm) to offer 
consulting services.  In addition, a few individual consultants mentioned that civil 
servants working in public institutions (such as universities) are not allowed to set-up 
their own consulting businesses. Respondents saw this as hindering the development of 
the industry. 

4.2.1.5 Legal framework for consulting companies 

A few respondents recommended that there should be clearer laws on the consulting 
industry, particularly pertaining to consulting partnerships and company registration.   

4.2.2 Demand-side challenges 

In this section, we discuss the demand-side challenges that consultants face in serving the 
domestic private sector. We begin our discussion with a summary on the volume of 
demand, and then present respondents’ perceptions about why the domestic private sector 
still has little demand for consulting services.   

4.2.2.1 Volume of demand 

Table 5 below estimates the domestic private sector’s current demand for consulting 
services.  These estimates are based on aggregated totals of the numbers given to us by 
respondents.  The first category consists of strategic management and the three functional 
areas of human resources, marketing, and finance and accounting. The second category 
includes tax and investment, the two major types of business support services used by 
SMEs.   

The first category of “strategic management” includes services defined as management 
consulting for this study; however, this does not necessarily mean that no business 
support services are included here.  As mentioned earlier, in many cases it is almost 
impossible to separate “pure consulting” from business support services. Many of the 
services in the accounting category (e.g. bookkeeping, auditing, etc.), for example, are 
closer to business support than to consulting as we defined it. They are included here to 
differentiate between typical business services and services that aim to correct inefficient 
market institutions and weak legal systems (e.g. investment linkages and tax payoffs). 

According to respondents, the current demand for pure strategic management consulting 
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services (including services in specific functional areas) is very low, and appears to be 
concentrated at the very top end of private companies (1000 companies or so).  We only 
identified 78 “consultant persons” serving the domestic private sector in all areas strategic 
management. Based on that, we estimated that there are only about 162 (between 150 to 200) 
“consultant persons” providing these kinds of services to the domestic private sector in the 
entire country5.  Thus, we estimate that the proportion of domestic private companies that 
have utilized management consulting (including functional) services is less than 1% of all 
companies6.  This finding is consistent with the GTZ/Swisscontact study, which found that 
market penetration of management advisory services was only 2%.  

 Table 5. The volume of demand for consulting services in terms of number of  
consultant persons working for the sector and number of SMEs being served 
 

Consulting category 

Total 
consultants 
identified 

(in the 
sample) 

Total 
consultants 
estimated 

(entire 
population) 

Total 
clients 
served       

(per year) 

Total 
clients 

served (est. 
per year, 

entire 
population) 

Percent of 
SMEs 

served per 
year (est.) 

Group 1: 
MANAGEMENT 
CONSULTING 

     

Strategic 
Management 

36 72 78 156 0.3 

Finance & 
Accounting 

9 30 19 80 0.2 

Human Resources 13 20 29 58 0.1 
Marketing 20 40 25 50 0.1 
Total in Group 1 78 162 78-151 156-344 0.0-0.37 
Group 2: 
Support services 

     

Tax 36 70-320 90 176-900 0.4-1.8 
Investment 29 43 97-139 240 0.5 
Total in Group 2 65 113-363 187-229 416-1140 0.9-2.3 

Estimated total 143 275-525 265-380 572-1484 0.9-3.0 
 

 

 
 

                                           
5 Given our exhaustive attempts at the beginning of the study to identify consultants operating in the market, we 
believe that we have interviewed about half of the entire target population. 
6 This estimate is based on the assumption that there 50,000 private domestic companies currently operating in 
Vietnam as per Enterprise Law registration numbers. 
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The demand for business support services is much higher than for strategic management 
consulting. The estimated proportion of SMEs using the services in the second category 
of tax and investment alone is much higher than that in the first category (0.9 to 2.3% 
compared to 0.1 to 0.7%). The reasons for this, as discussed above, are likely due to the 
inefficient market institutions and weak legal systems in Vietnam.  A complicated and 
inefficient tax system creates demand for tax preparation services, and an under-
developed and inefficient capital market creates demand for the kind of investment 
services offered by many consulting firms at present.  

4.2.2.2 Perception of the Consultants regarding usage of services by the domestic 
private sector: Value and Trust Issues 

We gave respondents a list of potential reasons for why domestic private companies do 
not use consulting services more, and asked them which ones they thought were likely to 
be the case.  Table 6 below summarizes the perceptions of interviewed consultants as to 
why SMEs do not use consulting services. 

 
Table 6. Consultants’ perceptions on the reasons why SMEs  

do not use consulting services 
 

Reasons No.of responses Percent 
SMEs are unable to measure/understand        
the benefits 

56 87.6% 

Benefits seem too far in the future 47 74.6% 
SMEs are unaware of the benefits 47 73.4% 
SMEs don’t trust consultants 46 68.6% 
SMEs are afraid to try new services 22 37.3% 
SMEs are unaware the service exists 21 33.9% 
SMEs  are profitable and don’t need to 
improve 

13 21.6% 

SMEs don’t feel competitive pressures 13 21.3% 
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Respondents felt that the reasons SMEs do not use consulting services are not because 
they lack of awareness, are not interested or do not have need; rather, the main issue is 
their perception of the value of consulting services.  Consultants felt that SMEs are 
unaware of or unable to understand the benefits of their services.  

Unlike many other economic transactions, consulting generally does not bring immediate 
benefits.  The true value of consulting services is difficult to recognize and often can only 
be realized at a later point in time.  Part of the consultant’s job is to convince clients of 
the benefits of the service.  

Many respondents feel that SMEs do not yet trust consultants.  The trust problem is in 
part related to the value issue until an SME understands the value of consulting services, 
uses them and gets positive returns, it is not likely to trust a consultant.  Respondents said 
that once a client has been convinced to use a service, they are very likely to request 
service again.  This suggests that some consultants might be lacking in their ability to 
articulate value in their marketing efforts.  This is discussed further in section 4.2.3.2. 

There are other reasons that have been cited for the low demand for consulting services; 
there is a perception that, in general, the price of consulting services is too high for many 
SMEs, particularly with regard to management consultant services.  Indeed, management 
consultants with strong educational backgrounds and work experience might charge 
prices that are high by Vietnamese standards. One management consulting firm in our 
sample said they charge a minimum of US $150 per consultant day, and an HR 
consultant quoted a rate of US $15 per hour. Nonetheless, our own experience in the 
market and findings from the study indicate that SMEs are willing to pay for services that 
they can see tangible,  

measurable benefits. The benefits of business support services such as tax advice and 
investment assistance, for example, can be clearly seen and measured, and thus have a 
higher market penetration. 

In addition to the reasons above, other possible explanations for why more SMEs do not 
use consulting services include: 1) they simply do not have the need for consulting; 2) 
they do not want to disclose information about their firms, and 3) consulting firms are not 
yet offering the type and quality of services that SMEs would be willing to pay for. 

4.2.3 Supply-side challenges 

4.2.3.1  Lack of specialization 
Many Vietnamese consultants, provide a variety of services, combining training with the 
provision of contacts, temporary services, and research - sometimes all to a client at the 
same time and sometimes providing these over a period of time. As mentioned earlier, in 
analyzing the data, we often found it difficult to categorize the various services offered by 
consulting firms.  Several firms with less than 10 consultants currently offer a wide rage of 
 
services, from strategic management consulting to functional consulting, including HRM, 
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marketing and financial management as well as IT and installation of accounting software. 

Consultants often do not clearly distinguish between consulting and training. Many firms 
have training components attached to the consulting they offer. There is also a lack of 
clear distinction between consulting (with the purpose of building capacity for staff) and 
training.  

A lack of specialization is an indication of the underdevelopment of the industry. At 
present, consultants are taking whatever opportunity the market offers, without 
necessarily having a clear strategy and vision for development.  Some of the consultants 
we interviewed recognize that for the consulting industry is to grow, consultants should 
specialize. As one interviewee stated, “if they want to survive and develop, Vietnamese 
consulting firms need to concentrate on those few things they do well. They should not 
try to do everything.” 

4.2.3.2 Skills and knowledge 

Based on the responses by the consultants in this study, there are three general 
skill/knowledge areas that we believe consultants could improve:  

1) marketing skills  
2) consulting skills  
3) business knowledge 

Marketing skills refers to the skills that consultants need to market themselves and their 
products and services, particularly those related to articulating the value of the services 
they deliver. Consulting skills are principally “soft” the skills needed to be an effective 
consultant, such as listening skills, presentation skills, report-writing skills, etc.  Business 
knowledge in areas such as marketing, human resources and financial management are 
necessary in order to properly advise SMEs on these functions.  

 Marketing skills  

Currently, it seems that most consultants market their activities through networking as 
well as through limited public relations and advertising.  Beyond that, a number of 
respondents appeared to be somewhat weak in marketing themselves. For example, in 
quite a few cases, interviewers felt that respondents were unable to articulate clearly what 
they do as consultants, what types of service(s) they offer, and how their service adds 
value.  When we asked consultants whether they were able to quantify the benefits of 
using their services to potential clients, many said they could only articulate the value 
after the completion of the assignment, very few could do so before.  For instance, one 
HR consultant told us that she had the new system she implemented saved a client 50 
million VND per year, but that she was not able to calculate that benefit when marketing 
her services to the client, prior to starting the assignment.  

This is probably partly due to the fact that many consultants do not need to do much 
marketing because the services they are offering are in demand. Such is the case with tax 
preparation and investment linkage services.  Nevertheless, the inability of providers to 
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measure and guarantee the value of their services and market themselves effectively, is 
certainly part of the reason why SMEs have so little interest in purchasing strategic 
consulting services.   

Consultants do seem to be aware of their marketing weaknesses.  When asked what kinds 
of support they would want from organizations like MPDF and GTZ, more than half of 
those who responded (25 of 45) felt that they needed help to improve their marketing skills.   

 Consulting skills 

Most of the consultants interviewed expressed a need for training in consulting skills, 
specifically in how an assignment should be conducted from beginning to end.  In 
interviews, we asked consultants to describe a consulting assignment they had recently 
undertaken and only a few were able to answer the question clearly. Some even felt 
uncomfortable and flustered when asked this question.  Most of the consultants currently 
in the market, with the exception of those who have worked for foreign consulting firms, 
have had no training in consulting skills.   

More than half of the respondents (44) said that they learned their consulting skills 
simply “by doing.”  Some (26), said that they had taken a course offered as part of a 
UNIDO SME development project a few years ago but none gave the name of this 
course.  Others said that they had taught themselves using books and the Internet, and a 
some noted that  their contact with foreign consultants had been instrumental in enabling 
them to set up their own practice.  

 General business knowledge 

Due to the relatively short period of time since the country began its economic reform 
process, Vietnam is still lacking people who have business education.  Many consultants 
themselves have not been trained in business disciplines. In our interviews, there were 
instances where consultants misunderstood business concepts and theories, as evidenced 
by the sometimes-confusing way they defined what they do.  Given the severe lack of 
good books and materials on business education in both English and Vietnamese, it is 
quite difficult for consultants to improve their business knowledge. 
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 Self Assessment of skills on consulting and general business and training needs 

We asked respondents to fill out a table in which they were asked to rate their own skills 
and those of the consultants working in their firms, on a scale ranging from excellent 
(“can teach it”), to intermediate (“would take an advanced course”) and weak (“would 
take a basic course”).  An aggregate of this self-assessment is shown in Table 7 below.  It 
should be noted that even in the areas where consultants feel they are particularly strong 
(their specialties), many were still interested in the opportunity for advanced study. Some 
consultants expressed a wish for basic courses in business (this was particularly true of 
managers who would like their junior staff to take basic business courses). However, that 
number is relatively small compared to the number who wish to take advanced courses.  
In general, respondents seem to view their skills in running a business to be weaker than 
their skills in consulting, though the categories are roughly comparable. 

A number of consultants said that they have looked for courses on consulting skills, 
especially how to do consulting, but have been unable to find suitable courses in Vietnam 
 



mekong private sector development facility 

 Private Sector Discussions No 15 
 
 

28

Table 7. Consultants’ self-assessment of their skills (number of respondents)   
 

 No. of 
respondents 

who said they 
can teach it 

No. of 
respondents 

who said they 
would take 
advanced 
courses 

No. of 
respondents 

who said they 
would take 

basic courses 

Skill for consulting    

General management  22 36 16 

Marketing/sales management 30 31 17 
Financial management 13 25 19 
Production/quality control 11 19 15 
Human resources management 22 31 17 
Report writing skills 25 35 16 
Presentation skills 27 31 15 
Discussion/team work skills 25 30 14 
Interviewing skills 18 35 15 
Data analysis skills 17 35 14 
Skills in using computer packages  
(accounting, statistics)  

24 23 13 

Knowledge of industry 6 14 7 
 Skills for running a business    
Marketing 19 33 15 
Office administration 8 32 11 
Facilitating forums/work shops 22 36 10 
Negotiating 18 39 10 
Change management 12 31 16 
Leadership skills 11 45 9 
Team building 19 37 10 
Time management 12 27 16 
Computer graphics 3 15 18 
Networking 8 30 15 
General computer applications 15 26 6 
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4.2.3.3 Staffing 

Vietnamese consulting firms currently face difficulties with their own staffing, especially 
in hiring and keeping qualified staff.  

 Hiring methods 

A number of consulting firms expressed difficulties in finding and hiring qualified staff. 
Qualified consultants have often worked for foreign companies and thus have been well-
paid by Vietnamese standards; therefore it is often difficult to ”lure” them to local 
consulting firms.  Though there are many new college graduates seeking work each year, 
according to several of the consulting firm managers interviewed, it would take up to five 
years to train these new graduates before they could start consulting.  Currently, firms 
often base their hiring on previous contacts and networks, or hire people introduced by 
friends and relatives.  Only a few firms said they use formal advertising as a means to 
hire staff. This reconfirms the importance of reliable networks in the field. 

 Hiring criteria and motivating staff 

In ranking their criteria for hiring staff, respondents placed personal characteristics first 
(26 responses), ahead of knowledge and education (22) and experience and skills (17).  
This would suggest that potential consultants already have a basic level of skill or that 
managers feel that new consultants can be trained, and that trustworthiness and 
professionalism are more important qualities in potential employees.   

Keeping qualified consultants is a very big problem facing Vietnamese consulting firms. 
Several managers complained that once employees attain a certain level of experience as 
consultants, it is quite common for them to leave for better jobs or strike out on their 
own.  A number of consultants also reported moonlighting for other firms, organizations, 
and on their own.    

About two-thirds of the 35 firms who answered (22), said that financial incentives are the 
key to maintaining staff, which is much more necessary a good working environment 
(10) and provision of training (1). In order to keep and motivate qualified staff, firms 
often pay a base salary as well as a commission for every contract they bring in. About 20% 
of the sample require their consultants to bring in clients and pay them a commission for 
doing so.  

 Compensation 

Although interviewers tried very hard to get clear salary structure information we were 
generally unable to do so. Some firms in the sample report paying consultants the 
equivalent of a civil servant’s salary 700,000 - 800,000 VND (approximately US $50) 
per month, while others reported salaries ranging from VND 3 to 6 million (US $200-
$400).  Many firms also give bonuses based on the effort spent on the contract, and to 
those who  
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actually bring in a contract.  The salaries listed above are those of hired staff, not of  
managers/partners, and not of individual consultants.  Because salaries are low, firm 
managers reported that it is difficult to hire and retain quality staff.  

Billing rates for consultants are much higher, but of course, consultants must cover 
overhead, salaries and other operational costs.  In addition, consultants only bill for the 
actual time worked on projects; time spent looking for work, negotiating contracts, etc. is 
essentially unpaid. None of the respondents reported being paid according to a profit 
margin or based on success.  Both firms and individual consultants reported billing rates 
of between US $30 and $100 per consultant day.  Generally the lower rates were for more 
junior consultants, easier work and/or smaller companies. Consulting firms earning at the 
upper end of the scale reported billing rates of US $200-$400 per day, though clients in 
these cases are likely larger companies. 

The compensation question may be key in deciding whether or not consultants will serve 
the SME market in the future.  It is unclear whether SMEs will be willing to pay fees that 
are comparable to what JVs and donors pay.  Our experience shows that SMEs are 
willing to pay if they perceive that they will truly benefit from the service; this re-
emphasizes the importance of consultants’ ability to articulate and deliver value. 

 Training of Staff 

Ninety percent of the firms (43 of 48 respondents) report that they train their staff.  About 
70% of firms reported offering training internally, while only a few firms hired outsiders 
to offer training to their staff.  Given that many of the firms are small, it is likely that 
training most often actually takes place on-the-job, as an apprenticeship. 

4.2.3.4 Equipment and operational needs 

 Office space 

In Vietnam, office space is relatively expensive, especially in the two largest cities, 
Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City.  Consulting firms, however, do not need a large facility 
and they appear to have no problems with office space.  Almost all of the firms in the 
sample, even the small ones, have office space and 96% are operating out of their own 
offices.  

 Equipment Used  

In general, Vietnamese consultants use standard equipment of the trade, including 
laptops, overhead projectors, LCD devices, etc. A number of firms (30 respondents), said 
they need additional equipment, ranging from better computers or laptops, information 
technology support, photocopy machines, and overhead and LCD projectors for 
presentations.  Most of the larger firms (15 or more employees) said they have all the 
equipment they need, while only about half of the smaller firms and independent 
consultants said they have enough equipment for use. 



mekong private sector development facility 

 Private Sector Discussions No 15 
 
 

31

 

 Information sources and materials 

Relevant information and materials on consulting and business disciplines are largely 
unavailable to consultants; even some consultants who have worked for foreign firms and 
thus know better how to access information, said that they are unable to get books and 
materials in Vietnam.  One consultant told us that he constantly must ask friends and 
colleagues who travel abroad or visit from abroad to bring him books on management. A 
number of consultants (about 30%) say they do use materials found on the Internet; of 
course, only those who have strong English language skills are able to do so effectively. 
Very few consultants use library resources, as libraries in Vietnam are poor.  

Respondents told us that their most urgent information and material needs are industry 
information, diagnostic materials as well as materials to help improve their skills.  Many 
expressed the need for materials and information on the consulting profession, especially 
books on how to do consulting and case studies on consulting practices in more 
developed markets.  More than half (27 of 51) expressed a need for industry benchmarks 
on both their own industry (which are currently unavailable except for accounting 
services) and on sectoral industries so that they can better understand the issues facing 
companies in various sectors.   

4.2.3.5 Certification, licensing and role of the government 

A number of consultants expressed concern that the lack of standards within the 
consulting industry has made it difficult for clients to differentiate between good and bad 
consultants.  Many believe that certification of some sort would help to ease the problem 
of confusion and help to develop the industry as a whole.  However, respondents are 
cautious about how certification should take place, and who should play the role of the 
certification agency.  On the issue of how to certify, the majority of consultants who 
answered the question (72.9%) believe that certification should be based on some type of 
test, together with other requirements such as work experience and educational degrees.    

Generally, consultants want the certification agency to be a reputed foreign organization 
or association, rather than a Vietnamese government agency.  About 40% of respondents 
did believe, however, that government should play some role in the development of the 
consulting market, although they did not specify what this role should be.  Some of the 
role that is currently played by donors (such as collecting market information and helping 
to promote consulting services) might be played by government agencies in the future.    

4.3 HOW CONSULTANTS PERCEIVE THE DOMESTIC PRIVATE SECTOR MARKET 

As discussed in section 4.2.2, there are currently few management consulting services 
offered to the domestic private sector, mainly due to the difference in the perception of 
value between the service provider and the client.  Vietnamese private firms are currently using 
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only those services that can bring them immediate benefit; thus services most often used 
by domestic private companies are business support services, especially those associated 
with contacts and connections.  There is a strong consensus among consultants that 
private firms do understand the value of consulting services. 

Some consultants, however, complained that domestic private companies have been 
unprofessional in their dealing with consultants.  In some cases, consultants say they 
have  approached private firms to introduce their services.  But after spending a 
reasonable amount of time working with the companies to identify their problems and 
write proposals for services, the SMEs simply took the ideas in the proposal and carried 
out the work themselves, rather than hiring the consultant to do the work.  Lack of 
willingness to pay fees that are appropriate for the services they request was another 
complaint about private companies.  More than a few consultants were somewhat 
doubtful about the prospects for working with domestic private companies in the near 
future. The main reason given for this belief was that private firms are not transparent in 
their operations, especially with regard to their financial operations. Without a certain 
level of transparency, consultants say they will have a limited role.  

Despite current challenges in working with the domestic private sector, the consultants in 
our survey generally see long-term potential in working with the domestic private sector 
in Vietnam. Many consultants predict that private enterprises will be their main clients in 
the future, as the economy will be dominated by private firms and joint ventures rather 
than SOEs. This is because many SOEs will be equitized in the near future. Consultants 
say that competition among businesses will become harder and private firms will have to 
manage more professionally in order to survive thus offering consultants more work 
opportunities. 
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5.    RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based upon the research findings, in this section we provide recommendations on how 
outside interventions could stimulate growth of the consulting market in a way that meets 
the needs of consultants themselves, and is most suited to the needs of Vietnamese 
private companies.  

Table 8 below summarizes the opinions of respondents as to what types of donor project 
assistance they feel would be most beneficial.  Our recommendations echo the 
suggestions of consultants’ themselves. 

 
Table 8: Assistance Sought from Donors 

 
Type of Assistance Sought Number Percent 

Materials (Overall) 

 Training Materials 

 (General : 14, Marketing: 3) 

 Info. On Industries 

34 

17 

17 

61.8% 

Training 

Marketing Support 

 Information  

 “Bridging” 

Networking 

29 

17 

11 

6 

9 

52.7% 

30.9% 

 

 

16.44% 

5.1       TRAINING FOR CONSULTANTS 

The study identifies three areas of skill that consultants need help to improve:  

1) Marketing skills (e.g. how to market themselves and their services),  

2) Consulting skills (e.g.  negotiation, presentation, proposal writing, etc.) and  

3) General business knowledge.   

It may not be practical for donor-funded projects to train consultants in general business 
knowledge, as this knowledge should be acquired from universities and work experience 
before entering the consulting profession.  Training in consulting skills, however, is one 
of the areas where international donors could have a real impact. Respondents indicate 
that they have looked for courses on professional consulting skills in Vietnam and have 
not been able to find anything suitable.  In addition to general consulting skills, the 
training should focus on how consultants should market their services, especially 
regarding the ability to articulate the benefits of their services to potential clients.   
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5.2    NETWORKING 

Promoting networks appears to be another key tool to address many of the needs of 
consultants, and organizations such as MPDF and GTZ can certainly play a role in 
facilitating these. Through a network, consultants could meet potential partners for 
starting new firms, collaborate on projects and hire new staff.  A formal network would 
also help consultants to expand their contacts, and would be a good place to begin setting 
quality standards that could eventually lead to the certifying or licensing of consultants. 
In addition, a network could be a place to facilitate mentoring, exchange of information, 
and to promote training. A formal networks could also provide the institutional 
infrastructure (e.g. a formal association or licensing body) that could form the back bone 
of the consulting industry for the long term.  

5.3   GENERAL CAPACITY BUILDING 

In addition to specific training in various consulting skills and functional areas, a number 
of less experienced consultants expressed interest in on-the-job training and coaching by 
more experienced consultants and/or through staff working for development programs.  
MPDF, GTZ and other projects working directly with SMEs should consider setting up 
such “twinning” arrangements between experienced consultants and those just entering 
the market. 

5.4   SUPPORT SERVICE INFRASTRUCTURE 

Many consulting services need to rely on relevant secondary data to offer good 
management advice.  Services such as ”standard rate and data” (how much advertising 
reach is possible in specific media per unit of spending), the sectoral information required 
for market research, names of potential investors, and information on new technology, 
etc., are all key resources that could benefit the management consulting industry.  Such 
information, as well as case studies, sample contracts, training materials and management 
education books could be made available through a resource center supported by a donor 
project.  A  resource center does not necessarily need to be physical - it could also be 
online. 
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APPENDIX 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONAIRE 

The Supply Side for Management Consulting  
Services for SMEs 

 
Interview team: 
Date: 
1. GENERAL INFORMATION 
1.1 Name of Consultant/Firm: 
1.2 Contact details:  
1.3 Position of interviewee (if in firm):     
1.4 Interviewee’s gender and age: 
1.5 Main location of business (city): 
1.6 Type of ownership of the company: 
1.7 Total number of employees in the firm 

In which:  Number of consultants/professional staff: 
    Number of support staff: 

 2. CONSULTING HISTORY  

For firm: 
 2.1 How long has the firm been in business? 

 2.2 How did it start? 

 2.3 What are the managers’ educational backgrounds (Degrees, Universities)  

 2.4 What training do the managers have? (in general) 

 2.5 What fields were the managers in before they began work in consulting? (in 
general) 

 For individual consultants: 
 2.6 When did you first start consulting? 
 2.7 How long have you been consulting? 
 2.8 What previous consulting jobs did you have before your current one? 
 2.9 What reasons led you to choose consulting?  
 2.10 What work did you do before you became a consultant?  
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2.11 What is your educational background? (Degrees, Universities) 
2.12 Do you have any specific business training? 

3. THE JOB OF “CONSULTING” 

3.1 Please describe in detail what services you provide for a client. 

(check all that apply below) 

 To help solve a particular problem 

 To offer techniques designed to improve profitability in a functional area 

 To offer a particular output that the client needs (certification, seal of approval, a 
manual or document, baseline measures) 

 To provide short-term service that the client does not know how to do or cannot 
perform due to absence (e.g., serving as a kind of ”temporary” professional service) 

 To perform a management task for a certain amount of time and allows the client to 
eliminate a full time position and replace it with short term hiring, with no benefits, 
at a lower cost  

 To serve a facilitator function when there is a need for an outsider to be objective in 
discussions 

 To work as an investigator to elicit data that the managers are unable to elicit through 
their own measurements 

 To offer a ”second opinion” on a decision, to troubleshoot or confirm a decision that 
has risk where the SME needs reassurance or review 

 To provide ongoing information services about regulations or about the market or 
about new management technologies that they can adopt 

 To build capacity with particular staff 

 To provide an answer to a question 

 To provide a set of alternatives for management to decide 

 Other.............................................................................. 

3.2  When asked to describe to the business community what you do, in one sentence, 
what do you say? 

3.3  When asked to describe to friends or family what you do, in one sentence, what do 
you say? 
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4.  THE CONSULTING MARKET 

4.1  Please describe your target market(s) for each of your main products/services ?  
(including details of main products/services, number and type of clients for each of 
those products/ services, time and resources spent on each category of 
products/services) 

4.2 Do you provide services to Vietnamese-owned, private companies (SME)? 
 No. Why not?  What would it take to get you to enter this market? 
 Yes. How many such clients have you had? and what are the key characteristics 
of these clients.......................................................................................................... 

4.3  Is there a need/problem in SMEs that a consultant could fulfill, but service is not 
yet available in the market? 

4.4  What changes and conditions necessary for you to participate more into supplying 
services for SMEs.  

5. COMPETITION 

5.1  How many competitors do you have in each service/product area? What do you 
estimate are the market shares (including companies and individuals, number of 
employees and their clients) 

5.2   How do you think it will change in the future? 
5.3  How do you compare to your competitors in terms of COST and QUALITY? 

6. CONSULTING SKILLS 

6.1  What is the process you follow when you start a consulting assignment?  Please 
describe. 

6.2  How do you present your final product/service ( eg: Reports, Powerpoint 
Presentation …)? 

6.3  Is there a follow-up after the product/service is provided?  What kind? 
      6.4      Self Assessment of Skills and Skills Needs -  

[Please fill in this page by yourself.] 

If you are independent consultants, Please tick at suitable column for each of your skills. 

If you represented for company, please fill in the number of consultant at suitable level of 
knowledge and skills. 

Please fill in blank rows if you have knowledge and skills that are not available in the table 
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 No. of 
respondents 

who said they 
can teach it 

No. of 
respondents 

who said they 
would take 
advanced 
courses 

No. of 
respondents 

who said they 
would take 

basic courses 

Skill for consulting    

General management     

Marketing/sales management    
Financial management    
Production/quality control    
Human resources management    
Report writing skills    
Presentation skills    
Discussion/team work skills    
Interviewing skills    
Data analysis skills    
Skills in using computer packages  
(accounting, statistics)  

   

Knowledge of industry    
 Skills for running a business    
Marketing    
Office administration    
Facilitating forums/work shops    
Negotiating    
Change management    
Leadership skills    
Team building    
Time management    
Computer graphics    
Networking    
General computer applications    

 

6.5      Do you regularly develop new services/products/skills on your own?  If so, how? 
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7.   STAFFING   

7.1 When recruiting consultants, you pay attention to their professional backgrounds 
or characteristics? Where and how do you find them? 

7.2 Do you provide training for your professional consulting staff?   
7.3 Do you require consulting staff to bring in their own clients? 
7.4 What incentives do you provide to your consultant staff to keep them working for 

you? 
7.5 How much do you pay your consultant staff? 
7.6  Do you have certain codes of conduct for consultant staff?   

8. OFFICE MANAGEMENT AND CONSULTING TOOLS 

8.1  Where do you run your consulting work? 
8.2  What equipment do you use in your work? 
8.3  Is there equipment you need that you don’t have? 
8.4 Do you use any packaged materials in consulting? 
8.5 What are your other consulting business assets aside from human resources (Eg., 

Library and Web page)? 
8.6 Do you use industry benchmarks?   

9. MARKETING OF CONSULTING SERVICES  

9.1 Why do you think SMEs do not use consulting services more?  For each following 
statement, please tick in one of two column on the left to show whether it is main 
reason or not. 

  For main reasons , please tick in the right column if you think that MPDF should 
act upon it. 

 

Main 
reasons 

Sub 
reasons 

 MPDF 
should do sth 

on this 
matters 

  They are not aware that this kind of service exits  
  They aren’t aware of the benefits of such services  
  The do not understand or can’t measure the benefits  
  They do not trust consultants  
  They are afraid to try a new service  
  The benefits are too far in the future for them to 

spend money now 
 

  They feel they are profitable enough and don’t need 
to improve 

 

  They don’t face enough competition, so they don’t 
need to seek an edge 
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9.2 What could be done to convince Vietnamese private companies to use consulting 
services?  

9.3 What methods do you use to seek clients? 
9.4 How do you promote your services or products?  Which comparative advantages do 

you present to your potential clients? 
9.5 What percent of your resources and/or time do you spend seeking clients? 
9.6   Do you offer your clients benefits that are measurable by money in a preliminary 

assessment?   
9.7  Could you estimate what financial benefit you have brought to a recent client? 
9.8 How much did you charge for the contract ? 
9.9 What do you base your price on? 
9.10  Please explain your fee structure and how it works. 
9.11 What methods of payment do you offer? 
9.12 How much of your work is not compensated? What kind or work (e.g. work for 

relatives, friends,) is not compensated?  Why?  Please provides specific examples. 

10 GEOGRAPHIC REACH 

10.1 What is your geographic market    
10.2 What is the extent of your geographic reach?   
10.3 What limits the reach ? 

11.  CLIENT RELATIONS 
11.1 Are there problems that you face in doing your job because of the way consultants are 

 seen? 
11.2 What happens if the client does not like the quality of your work and or how long it 

took to complete? 
11.3 Is there a standard that you can rely on to back up your claims? 
11.4 What methods do you use to persuade a client to hire you again? 
11.5 How do you handle ethical issues if you find that a client has broken the law?   
11.6 What do you tell clients you do to protect their privacy?   
11.7 What happens if one of your associates/staff breaks confidentiality? 

12 ROLES OF GOVERNMENT AND ASSOCIATIONS 

12.1 What role is there for government regulation and licensing? 
12.2 What role is there for professional association licensing and support 
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13 PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS 

13.1 What professional affiliations do you currently have?   

13.2 What benefits do they bring? 

14 LEGAL BARRIERS 

14.1 What legal obstacles do you currently face, if any? 
14.2 What legal changes would help consultants? 
14.3 What consulting services do SMEs need that are currently restricted by law? 
14.4 What changes in labor laws would  stimulate the consulting market? 

15 NEEDS OF CONSULTANTS 

15.1 Given that we want to design a program that has one goal of attracting more people to 
the consulting market (including people you could work with/hire), what kinds of 
people should we be targeting?   

15.2 What training/skills will they need? 

15.3 What materials and support would help you and other consultants provide better   
services? 

15.4 What kinds of training would help you and other consultants provide better services? 

15.5 What changes are needed to promote demand among Vietnamese private companies for 
consulting services? 

 

(Who else should we interview to fully understand the consulting market? Particularly 
free-lancers and individuals, including your partners and competitors...) 

 


