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Introduction
Scientific knowledge plays an important role in building and 
implementing policies and projects and monitoring their 
effectiveness. There are many initiatives, incentive mechanisms 
and projects to motivate scientists and policymakers to work 
together. However, scientists and policymakers sometimes have 
different purposes, concerns and points of view in formulating 
and evaluating policies (Bernard et al. 2005). Scientists can 
also experience difficulties in transferring knowledge to 
policymakers because of limitations in their communication 
skills and ability to explain and provide useful products to 
policymakers (Likens 2010). In addition, while scientists need 
time to implement professional and specific research, due to 
time pressures, policymakers may have to introduce policies 
before the relevant research has been completed (Gluckman 
2018). How can we harmonize these two different purposes? 
How can we build and foster closer relationships between 
scientists and policymakers?

Based on CGIAR Research Program on Forests, Trees and 
Agroforestry (FTA) support through Center for International 
Forestry Research (CIFOR) to the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Development (MARD) in developing the Vietnam Forestry 
Development Strategy 2021–2030, with vision to 2050, this 
infobrief documents lessons learned from collaboration between 
policymakers in Vietnam and FTA researchers and provides input 
for bridging science and research in future policymaking.

From policy request to action 
research 
MARD asked FTA for support in providing scientific information, 
data and analysis on a wide range of topics the Government 
of Vietnam considered key elements for the Vietnam Forestry 
Development Strategy 2021–2030, with vision to 2050. Based on 
these needs, FTA published many papers and briefs, which the 
Vietnam Administration of Forestry (VNFOREST) used in developing 
the strategy (Pham et al. 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c, 
2020a, 2020b, 2020d, 2021a; Pham and Nguyen 2019; Vu et al. 2017; 
Trieu et al. 2020).

Bridging science and policy
Lessons learned from FTA support for the development of 
the Vietnam Forestry Development Strategy 2021–2030, 
with vision to 2050

Key messages
	• Bridging science and policy requires a good understanding of interests and working style, trust and long-term partnerships 

between policymakers and scientists.
	• Research needs to be demand driven to be more relevant for use by policymakers. Identifying the right partners, times and 

places, and delivering research products based on their interests and in a timely manner will also increase the possibility of 
narrowing gaps between policymakers and scientists. 

	• Providing easy-to-understand and accessible communication products that are well- tailored to policymakers’ preferences and 
needs is the key to scientific knowledge transfer. 

	• Programme impacts can be sustained by providing capacity building for national stakeholders, supporting national partners in 
securing funding to continue implementing activities after FTA ends, and collaborating with large-scale projects to uptake and 
replicate findings.

	• Recognizing and acknowledging the politics embedded in decision-making processes, empowering civil society to hold the 
state accountable in creating transformative coalitions for change, and maintaining scientists’ roles as independent knowledge 
brokers also play important roles in bridging science and policy.

http://10.17528/cifor/008194
http://cifor.org
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Research on potential solutions 
to support Vietnam’s One Billion 
Tree Planting Programme: 
Lessons from international 
experience

Research on opportunities and 
challenges in mobilizing finance 
to implement Vietnam’s Forestry 
Development Strategy for 
2006–2020

Research on the potential of 
REDD+ to finance the forestry 
sector in Vietnam

Research on financial resources 
for protection and development 
of mangrove forests at the sub-
national level: Lessons from 
Ben Tre, Tra Vinh and Ca Mau 
provinces, Vietnam

Research on Vietnam Forestry 
Development Strategy: 
Implementation results for 2006–
2020 and recommendations for 
the 2021–2030 strategy

Research on policy system 
overview and international forest 
classification guide

Research on policy system 
overview and international forest 
classification guide

Research on opportunities and 
challenges for forest valuation 
in Vietnam: Stakeholder 
perspectives

Figure 1. FTA/CIFOR research used for the Vietnam Forestry Development Strategy 2021–2030



No. 340
August 2021

3
No. 340
August 2021

3

Research on the role of PFES in 
financial support for the forestry 
sector in Vietnam

Research on world forestry 
development strategy and policy

Research on ten forestry trends 
in the world Vietnam needs 
to consider in the process 
of developing a forestry 
development strategy for 
2020–2030

Research on preparing Vietnam 
for new rules in international 
markets: Zero deforestation 
production and business

Research on opportunities and 
challenges for urban forestry

Research on 31 forecasts about 
the world and regional situation 
up to 2050 that the Vietnam 
Forestry Development Strategy 
2021-2030 needs to consider

Research on international 
experience and proposals to 
amend the legal framework on 
forest valuation in Vietnam

Research on mangrove 
environmental services and local 
livelihoods in Vietnam
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Figure 2. FTA report posted and published on the homepage of the Vietnam Administration of Forestry website

These scientific findings were considered key inputs for MARD 
in developing the Vietnam Forestry Development Strategy 
2021–2030, with vision to 2050, and the National One Billion 
Tree Planting Programme. FTA and CIFOR support to MARD 

is also acknowledged on the homepage of the VNFOREST/
MARD website, and in the preface of the Vietnam Forestry 
Development Strategy 2021–2030, with vision to 2050. 

Lessons learned in bridging policy 
and science 

Lesson 1. Demand-driven research: 
A Vietnamese policymaker at MARD said a common problem is that 
researchers often conduct research not derived from actual policy 
needs. He claimed that too many academic products go unused if 
they are irrelevant to policymakers’ needs. To ensure FTA support 
is driven by scientific needs to address knowledge gaps and is 
relevant for policymakers, MARD and CIFOR held regular meetings 
and discussions to understand policymakers’ needs, so that research 
processes co-produced by both parties and outcomes were 
considered directly and used by policymakers for specified political 
purposes. In this particular case, MARD developed and proposed 
policy options for submission to the Government of Vietnam in 
formulating the Vietnam Forestry Development Strategy. Each of 
these options had to be justified and accompanied by scientific 
evidence and analysis. MARD officials said they used CIFOR research 
in different ways: printing and including FTA reports as concrete 
evidence in the justification letters they submitted to higher ranking 
government officials; and distributing FTA reports themselves 
to relevant government agencies to raise awareness on newly 
emerging issues. The MARD policymaker also said, “Development 
of a policy requires scientific basis, legal basis, and lessons learned 
from on-the-ground experience, and we appreciate CIFOR’s help in 
obtaining these three elements.”

Lesson 2. Trust between policymakers 
and researchers is based on long-term 
partnerships: 
Trust plays an important role and is considered an essential 
precondition for policymakers to reach out to researchers for 
scientific input. MARD officials said that CIFOR’s position as an 
independent knowledge broker makes it a credible partner 
for MARD to work with. According to one MARD official, the 
ability of researchers to provide high quality research is a 
key factor for enhancing trust, which also requires long-term 
partnerships established over time. A VNFOREST official added 
that they often seek global experience and independent 
assessment perspectives, and as CIFOR is a global forestry 
research institution and often carries out global comparative 
studies, they consider it a good source of scientific information. 
CIFOR has worked with MARD since 2011 when it was asked 
to provide scientific evidence to support Vietnam’s Payment 
for Forest Environmental Services (PFES) programme, and 
recently received an award for its outstanding contributions 
to PFES policy development and implementation in Vietnam. 
This cooperation helped both parties understand each other, 
and the award confirmed MARD’s confidence in the scientific 
quality of CIFOR’s research and the results it can bring. This 
is why MARD approached CIFOR again for technical support 
in developing the Vietnam Forestry Development Strategy 
2021–2030, with vision to 2050.
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Figure 3. CIFOR’s contribution acknowledged in the preface of the Vietnam Forestry Development Strategy 2021–2030, 
with vision to 2050 signed by MARD Vice-Minister, Ha Cong Tuan
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National Consultation Workshop on Vietnam Forestry 
Development Strategy 2021–2030, with vision to 2050, 
chaired by MARD Vice-Minister, Ha Cong Tuan
Photo: CIFOR

Figure 4. MARD Ministerial Award to CIFOR in recognition of 
its contributions to the PFES policy

Lessons 3. Right partner, right time, 
right place: 
Identifying who researchers should engage, when and where 
researchers should engage with policymakers also play an 
important role in enhancing effective sharing of scientific 
knowledge to policymakers. Working directly with VNFOREST 
as the agencies responsible for the Vietnam Forestry 
Development Strategy 2021–2030, with vision to 2050, CIFOR 
was invited to contribute scientific knowledge and input for 
important technical discussions, policy dialogues and draft 
versions of the strategy as the bases for final approval, and 
had the opportunity to share its research findings with the 
right actors at the right time. Being allowed to participate 
in internal and close door meeting for policy makers helped 
scientists better understand the policy implementation 
context, stakeholders’ points of view on the advantages and 
disadvantages of implementing policy, and allowed daily 
exchange for sharpening policy solutions with policymakers 
(Gluckman 2018). This meant discussions and policy proposals 
became the joint intellectual property of VNFOREST and 
FTA, which also meant a higher likelihood of them being 
adopted by policymakers (EFECA 2021). It was also necessary 
to find a balance between policymakers and researchers’ 
time expectations. While policymakers need information and 
analyses for timely submission and approval of policy options, 
researchers often need more time to carry out proper, high 
quality and participatory research. It was not always possible 
to reconcile these different priorities, but under FTA support, 
VNFOREST and CIFOR consolidated and analysed lessons 
learned from existing policies on key issues that VNFOREST 
and MARD then considered for inclusion in the forthcoming 
strategy to provide timely input for MARD. While research 
often took time, and results could not always be ready for 
dissemination to policymakers when they needed it, FTA 
held regular technical discussions with VNFOREST to inform 
MARD of further analyses required to firm up MARD decisions. 
FTA also supported MARD in organising numerous national 
consultation workshops to facilitate policy dialogues where 
stakeholders could participate fully in decision making 
processes. 

Lesson 4. Provide easy-to-understand 
and accessible communication products: 
Rather than lengthy scientific reports with complex 
writing, policymakers like VNFOREST want brief and 
readable summary reports that provide key messages 
and get knowledge across quickly. To accomplish this 
wish, FTA committed significant human and financial 
resources to creating easy-to-understand communications 
products, such as policy briefs, short presentations, and 
toolboxes. This approach also helped the process of 
transferring scientific knowledge more effectively. In 
addition, as most policymakers in Vietnam have difficulties 
understanding material written in English (EFECA 2021), 
most communications and research products were 
made available in Vietnamese. This also bridged between 
international researchers and government and helped in 
overcoming cultural and language barriers. 

National Workshop on 10 years of Payment for Forest 
Environmental Services in Vietnam
Photo: CIFOR
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Lesson 5. Programme impacts can be 
sustained by providing capacity building for 
national stakeholders, supporting national 
partners in securing funding to continue 
implementing project activities after FTA 
ends, and collaborating with large-scale 
projects to uptake and replicate findings: 
To sustain programme support, FTA and CIFOR dedicated all staff 
present in the country to engaging in the national policy and 
providing technical inputs when policymakers needed them. FTA 
also put significant effort and resources into providing capacity 
building for government officials, civil society organizations, 
the media and national research organizations on research 
methodologies, skills, tools and knowledge to develop evidence-
based decision making and participate in monitoring policy 
implementation (Pham et al. 2021b). Moreover, with funding 
support from FTA, CIFOR also helped provincial governments 
request funding for applying their newly acquired knowledge 
and tools in monitoring forestry policy implementation (Pham 
et al. 2021b). By working with key donors and development 
projects, partners also adopted and replicated recommendations 
proposed by FTA across Vietnam, ensuring the sustainability of 
FTA support after the programme ended (Pham et al. 2021b).

Lesson 6. Enlarge political spaces by 
recognizing and acknowledging politics 
embedded in decision-making processes:  
Due to political goals and practicalities, policymakers do not 
always apply and use the research outcomes they obtain. 
Although scientists may produce a lot of strong scientific 
evidence, it may not always be used when doing so can 
affect the interests of powerful actors. Numbers and facts are 
not apolitical as they can also be collected, interpreted and 
presented to serve a political interest (Pham et al. 2020c). 
Moreover, although research should be policy demand 
driven, political interests might change due to institutional 
changes (e.g., new leadership), and weak coordination and 
poorly defined policy objectives can also lead to unclear 
priorities. Whose voices count is also unclear as powerful 
elites often dominate decision-making processes (Pham et 
al. 2020c). Recognizing and acknowledging these politics, 
empowering civil society to hold the state accountable in 
creating transformative coalitions for change and maintaining 
knowledge brokers’ independence were adopted as strategic 
pathways for CIFOR and FTA to enlarge the political space 
and support MARD in developing the Vietnam Forestry 
Development Strategy 2021–2030, with vision to 2050.

Conclusion 

Lessons learned from FTA’s support for VNFOREST in 
developing the forestry strategy for 2021–2030 and vision to 
2050, show that scientists and policymakers can collaborate 

effectively. To improve the applicability and transfer of 
scientific knowledge, it is essential to understand policymakers’ 
needs and have timely access to the right audiences that 
influence policy design and implementation. Communication 
products should be tailored to user needs and integrated 
into policy-making processes. However, scientific knowledge 
transfer also faces many difficulties, especially from political 
and institutional factors. The sustainability of any externally 
funded project depends on long-term investment in human 
resources, long-term collaboration to build policymakers’ 
trust to request and take up research findings, a strategic 
communications campaign and inclusive decision making.
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