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Major public projects in Laos are faced with multiple challenges, including project
identification and its decision-making. Generally, an identification is an important key
identifying the potential needs and requirements for achieving the development goal.
However, the process was developed without a formal framework and assurance tools
that have been criticized for negative social and environmental consequences as “white
elephant projects” over the past few years. Considering this context, the study aimed to
develop a conceptual framework to navigate an alternative solution for the right project.
Based on contextual analysis and systematic literature review, the proposed framework
provided the process of concept development and its assurance that it could be
systematically developed in a cause-effect chain of needs. The findings indicate areas
that reflect new insights of both strategic performance and a governance system, and
reforms the decision-making process in providing new knowledge, new rules, and
procedures for effective governance.
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INTRODUCTION

Major infrastructure projects in Laos are considered at the national level as major public
projects, with relevance to many central and local organizations, and provide high benefit or
impact for driving the country’s development (Public Investment Law, 2015). Over the past few
years, many public investment projects have been criticized for negative social and
environmental consequences due to delivery of infrastructure public projects dubbed “white
elephant projects”. These projects have been modified or even stopped during the
implementation, even projects that had implemented rules and regulations. A recent
publication examined the key challenges of governing major infrastructure projects in Laos
(Mackhaphonh et al., 2019), the most important challenges occurred during “project
identification,” as important processes were lacking identification, the identification was
developed without a formal framework and insufficient attention was paid to problems
during the front-end governance. Subsequently, the publications emphasized concept
assurance to help solve a problem or satisfy a need in improving strategic performance as
an alternative solution for the right project (Hobbs and Aubry, 2008; Klakegg et al., 2008;
Garland, 2009; Müller, 2009; Morris and Geraldi, 2011; Andersen, 2012; O’Leary, 2012; Shiferaw
and Klakegg, 2012; Samset and Volden, 2016b). The process is essential to identify potential
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needs, requirements, and goals during strategic development,
and concept assurance is emphasized to ensure that public
projects can achieve strategic goals. Accordingly, the study
aimed to develop a conceptual framework on how the right
concept could be identified and ensured in a cause-effect chain
of needs. By doing this, the research considers the principle of
effective governance in defining the rules and procedures for
making decisions, then defining the development framework
and monitoring system. The findings proposed the important
process of pursuing the right project and implicating the policy
maker as well as reforming the decision-making process and
priority consideration on strategic requirements, control
functions, and alignment.

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

Qualitative research was conducted based on contextual analysis
and a systematic literature review to map the existing literature
with categorizes of data including presenting the existing issues and
ideas of project concept assurance (Grant and Booth, 2009). The
review concerns the decisions regarding the development system,

the context, requirements, and the characteristics for ensuring the
right project is undertaken. The research framework was designed
with a comprehensive procedure including elements of a
systematic process consisting of five steps (Figure 1).

Step (1): The point of departure states the front-end development
context, that research findings identified the issues of
front-end governance and strategic issues of major
infrastructure projects which had been investigated as
the important challenges that occurred in the project
identification in terms of lack of a decision-making
framework on the concept phase and the issue of
strategic alignment. The procedure was conducted as
a thematic analysis (Figure 2) that built on investigating
the governance context, getting familiar with the data
through transcription of front-end governance in using
a pattern matching technique with the initial tentative
patterns represented.

Step (2): An initial review for the existing frameworks from six
OECD countries (Table 1), including Norway, the
Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Sweden,
Denmark, and Canada (Quebec). The review

FIGURE 1 | Research framework.
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divided the key features of the concept decision into
three characteristics: elements, criteria, and function.
It is necessary as guidelines and tools to select,
analyze, and prioritize the project concept.

Step (3): Identifying the pre-conceptual framework divides it
into elements, requirements, functions, and principles
of decision-making, which is important to provide the
big picture to see the context and system of the
potential framework. The identifying process is
based on thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2006); which investigates the governance elements.
The research involved an in-depth understanding of
documents and interview data, which were
summarized and named in codes; coding describes
the texts and shorthand as keywords describes an
article. Each code will have a description. In the
second step, the codes allow us to analyze data and
compare similarities, differences, and relationships
among segments. Finally, the initial codes were
generated based on the transcripts, then combined
into preliminary themes, which were shared into
essential themes for the final summary finding.

Finally, the findings are discussed and compared to
different perspectives, e.g., OECD contexts.

Step (4): Analysis and screening based on contextual analysis
to be carried out to identify the features and criteria
from the political, administrative, legal, and social-
economic development contexts. The synthesis
technique was conducted concisely summarizing
and linking different sources in order to review
the literature on a topic, make recommendations,
and connect the data to the research.

Step (5): The idea of a conceptual framework emphasized
improving strategic performance, which can solve
both governance and strategic issues. Besides, the
literature studied provided the perspective,
knowledge, requirements, and solving concept
that other researchers conducted for the different
contexts examined in the same area. Therefore, the
construct of the conceptual framework is the most
important process that is considered from the
governance system, and the decision-making
structure, requirements, and controlling system
function during the early phase of project

FIGURE 2 | The research framework for governance context.

TABLE 1 | The front-end assurance tools of major public projects in six OECD countries.

Six OECD
Countries

Concept
assurance/decision framework

Aims

Norway Quality assurance 1 (QA1) Ensure strategic success, with evaluating effects and societal objectives
United Kingdom OGC gateway process (gateways 0, 1, and 2) Considering the need of stakeholders around the projects on how to best ensure that projects are

successful
Denmark Decision level 1 (only to road and rail projects) Provides a basis for a decision to examine certain specific alternatives and political decisions further
Sweden Strategic choice of measures (for the transport

sector)
Highlighted through the application of problems and needs relating to the functioning of which
stakeholders will be affected

Netherlands MIRT process (MIRT1) A concern with society’s needs and priorities with general strategies provides the region with
opportunities and interest to come to an agreement, such as effect amongst affected parties

Canada (Quebec) SQI and SCT (stage 1 and stage 2) Project-relevant conceptual solutions are available for selection, clarifying alternatives and funding
schemes
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development. Besides, the literature studied an idea
for improving strategic performance such as success
definition, accounting for development aspects,
aligning strategies, and allowing effective
governance, which were important strategies for
governance improvement.

WHAT CONSTITUTES THE “RIGHT
CONCEPT?”

The Success Definition
Project success was emphasized by researchers in many perspectives
(Baccarini and Collins, 2004; Bayiley and Teklu, 2016; Bowen et al.,
2007; Cooke-Davies, 2002; Diallo and Thuillier, 2005; Ika, 2009; Joslin
andMüller, 2016; Shenhar et al., 2001). It is defined as doing the right
project, meeting objectives of stakeholder satisfaction, satisfying needs,
achieving particular targets, and attaining a beneficial project
outcome, etc. (Baccarini and Collins, 2004; Ika, 2009; Joslin and
Muller, 2016; Musawir et al., 2017). Success is also reflected in the
views of “doing the right project,”which provides little benefit to users
and society. A study on project success has to define two levels,
operational and strategic success (Samset and Volden, 2014),
including the operational success targets related to time, cost, and
quality during the project implementation. At the concept level,
strategic success is affected, where the business case and
stakeholder requirements play an essential role, involving the
effects of the project’s outcomes on users and society. Its concern
with “relevance, sustainability, and effectiveness” was related to the
social aspects of prioritized needs and other possible effects for
ensuring strategic performance (Klakegg, 2006; Klakegg, 2009;
Jonny Klakegg and Haavaldsen, 2011; Samset and Volden, 2016b).

Strategic Alignment
Strategic alignment emphasizes an important activity that needs
business strategy (Crawford et al., 2008; Patanakul and Shenhar,
2012; Samset and Volden, 2012; Samset and Volden, 2016a). It
can contribute to the realization of the concept and its consistency
with the achievement of its goal, linking the project to strategic
planning and, consequently, performance (Cooke-Davies, 2002;
Morris and Geraldi, 2011; Samset, 2009; Williams and Samset,
2010). It describes the important side of the alignment between
business strategy and portfolio, program, or project objectives
(Turner and Muller, 2003). This link could allocate scarce
resources to high-priority public needs and elicit public enterprises’
desired behavior (Baum and Tolbert, 1986). It is possible to create a
link between development strategy and project objectives and control
whether project objectives are prepared based on the public’s needs
and priorities (Klakegg et al., 2008).

“New Structural Economics”
“New structural economics” has suggested a framework to
complement previous approaches for sustainable growth strategies
that facilitate both industrial upgrading and infrastructure
improvements (Lin, 2011). It considered infrastructure
improvement in developing countries as inclusive growth in the
driving force for poverty reduction, including factor and

infrastructure endowments, level-wise development, and the
corresponding industrial social-economic development structures.
The idea of concept development under the framework of new
structural economics should be considered from a strategic
development standpoint, which is based on involving industrial
upgrading and corresponding improvements of infrastructure at
each level to add infrastructure as another component in “hard”
infrastructure (tangible) and “soft” infrastructure (intangible) with the
other social and economic arrangements to facilitate its operations and
transactions.

Effective Governance
Governance effectiveness can be determined from “good governance”
requirements (Graham et al., 2003; Ochieng et al., 2016; UNESCAP,
2009; Woods, 2000; World Bank, 1992) and various measurements
have been used to evaluate effectiveness. These measurements include
meeting technical performance, such as quality, functionality, or
reliability, etc. (Hoegl and Gemuenden, 2001; Hoegl and
Parboteeah, 2007; Lee, 2008; Webber, 2008), meeting customer
and user requirements (Liang et al., 2007), meeting project goals
related to quality, and meeting market focuses (Qiu et al., 2009; Van
Der Vegt and Stuart Bunderson, 2005). The studies also mentioned
that a governance framework could solve problems that arise with
governance systems and other processes to select the right project,
checking the alignment of project objectives with government policies
and strategies, and allowing the involvement of relevant stakeholders
in the project preparation and decision-making processes. The
concept of effective governance delivers the selected project in a
way that meets the expectations of the right concept and that
institutional values and objectives can be considered in the
selection and implementation of the project’s success (Argyriades,
2006; Weaver and Services, 2007; Garland, 2009). Such governance
depends on the processes, rules, and structures of the project
governance system and how these elements support project
selection, decision-making, and implementation based on four
principles (Garland, 2009). Therefore, it is necessary to specify the
distribution of rights and responsibilities among stakeholders,
defining the rules and procedures for making decisions, defining
the strategic framework, and monitoring performance to ensure
transparency and accountability at all levels to facilitate the
project’s success.

FIGURE 3 | Elements for improving project concept.
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IMPROVING THE SUCCESS CONCEPT

The project concept is an important key to identifying
potential needs, requirements, and goals during the front-
end development phase, and concept assurance was
emphasized to ensure that public projects could achieve
their strategic success. Ensuring the right concept is based
on having clear objectives and requirements and establishing
appropriate control measures to ensure the project concept’s
quality. The literature review identified elements to ensure the
right concept and the definition of success, accounting for
development aspects, aligning strategies, and allowing effective
governance, which are essential for overall achievement (see
Figure 3).

THE PROPOSED OF A CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORK

The Elements of Decision-Making
The conceptual framework provided critical elements and
consistent methods of controlling the project development for
decision-making, it proposed the scope, theoretical aspects,
development process, screening tools, and requirements
(shown in Figure 4).

Decision-Making Process
The literature provided assurance tools in the decision-making
process to ensure the right concept from a strategic level, the key
features of the concept decision was split into three
characteristics, elements, criteria, and function for the decision
of public investment projects (Klakegg, 2009; Samset, 2010; Jonny
Klakegg and Haavaldsen, 2011; Shiferaw and Klakegg, 2012).
Then, the key elements of the overall process can be summarized
based on a review process that examines project concepts at the

critical decision points and checks the successful progress of
projects at the specified key checking points before allowing it to
progress to the next step to ensure quality of the project concept
(see Figure 5).

• Need assessment: Expressed indirectly through demands,
affected parties, and assesses relevance with their needs and
priorities, which contain the important aspects of several
objectives, linked and parallel, which shall be derived from
the needs. The analyses were divided into three main
categories: normative, market-oriented, and interest
group-oriented (Næss, 2009; Næss, 2011).

• Overall strategy: Specified based on consistent, realistic, and
verifiable immediate and long-term objectives, it defines the
project’s goal and purpose, emphasizing consistency,
realism, and verifiability. Based on contextual
characteristics, the three main strategies involve inclusive
growth, three-build (San Sang), and integrated.

• Overall requirements: These need to be fulfilled, for instance,
functional, aesthetic, physical, operational, and economic
requirements, in which the business and stakeholder
requirements play an essential role in meeting the
expected needs of users and businesses.

• Alternative analysis: Defines the zero-option and at least
two alternative concepts, specifying their operational
objectives and essential uncertainty based on the
formulated problem, according to the objectives,
values, criteria, and boundaries.

Goal Setting
The goal-setting formulated in this context often omits important
and relevant societal needs and objectives governing the choice of
the main concept solution for infrastructure development. As a
basis for analysis, consistent consideration of these important
structural components of governance, referred to within the

FIGURE 4 | Defining the elements of decision-making.
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standard policy, planning, or action learning cycles, determines
the standard structural activity components of governance
systems in setting higher-level visions/objectives and
identifying the best strategies for securing visions and strategic
objectives (see Figure 6).

DISCUSSION

How Can the Right Concept be Ensured?
The proposed framework involves processes and principles to
ensure the project concept’s quality (right concept), which did not

FIGURE 5 | Development process of the project concept.

FIGURE 6 | The process of goal-setting.

FIGURE 7 | Model of concept assurance.
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exist in the Laos’s context (see Figure 7). The alignment is
considered an important process within a business strategy
when setting the project development goal, linking the project
to strategy between business strategy and portfolio, program, or
project objectives (Turner and Muller, 2003). It focuses on
existing problems to express an undesirable condition for a
positive effect, the review processes check the critical decision
points and improve the concept’s quality, ensuring that the choice
of project concept is rational for the strategic requirements. The
framework emphasized that strategic issues arising due to the
early development process are developed without a concept of
helping or solving a problem and satisfying a need. The new
framework provides a clear decision process, and supports
efficient and effective project initiation to allow effective
governance (Garland, 2009).

Ensuring the right concept starts with improving the quality of
the concept which can be achieved through the rational choice of
a project concept considering the problems, needs, and priorities,
checking the project’s objectives, strategies, and policies against
overall requirements, and searching for alternative solutions. The
overall process of concept development focuses on “system
analysis” (Samset, 2010; Samset and Volden, 2012). Thus, need
analysis is an important tool to include the project-relevant and
politically prioritized needs of a proposed investment project.
Whereas systems analysis provides a logically coherent chain of
analysis where the problem is interpreted as a system or an
opportunity space with requirements that must be fulfilled for the
system to be functional and take into consideration the needs and
objectives of key stakeholders. In addition, the social process with
the economic and social aspects of the project, as opposed to the
technical aspects, should meet the needs of many stakeholders
within the project organization and the wider environment
(Miller and Hobbs, 2005; Samset, 2010). When the needs or
problems are identified, the choice of concept is chosen as the starting
point of several alternative proposed solutions to the overriding
problem, guided by the original problem and the expected effect. In
this context, the idea of infrastructure development under new
structural economics is essential to express an existing
development context through the principle of inclusive growth
to facilitate both industrial upgrading and infrastructure
improvements (Lin, 2011). It maps all stakeholders and affected
parties within relevant sectors of society as the point of departure,
and all relevant societal needs to be considered (Shiferaw and
Klakegg, 2012; Williams and Samset, 2010).

What Improves Strategic Success?
In pursuit of strategic success, the alignment of objectives is the basic
logical structure outlining the project by following the causal link
from the basic needs of users and society (Samset and Volden,
2016b). The proposed framework involves strategy development for
decision-makers to anticipate, understand, and drive the
development strategy to identify the goals and objectives for
better project performance (Williams and Samset, 2010). The
function of linking and alignment can reflect needs by including
several objectives to help check and control the goals and objectives
across commitments, the availability of alternatives, prioritization,
and other factors to achieve the right public projects. It is possible to

create a link between development strategy and the objectives of
projects to control whether or not project objectives are prepared
based on the public’s needs and priorities (Klakegg et al., 2008).
Alignment deals with this confusion and shows how the relationship
between the parent organization and the project affects the
development of a cause-and-effect chain. At this point, the goals
are consistent in many areas that lead to the target, and potential
needs may be expressed indirectly through the demands and needs
of affected parties, and the relevance of their needs and prioritiesmay
be assessed to better align the project concept with development
policies. Thus, strategic consideration, that is considered through
defined goals to the delivery of project results, may successfully
become a common feature of projects. In addition, the study
indicated that areas for improvement in strategic performance
include the three criteria of “relevance, sustainability, and
effectiveness” as important requirements to ensure strategic
success (Samset and Volden, 2016b).

• The research made efforts to improve effectiveness in
developing contemporary processes to facilitate the
function of achieving objectives and goals, supporting
economic development towards the growth theory, and
abandoning white elephant projects through concept
assurance.

• Improving relevance through need and problem
identification, aligning with the needs and priorities, and
aligning with development strategy are essential so that the
framework extent and objectives are aligned with the needs
and priorities of users and the affected parties.

• The development of a conceptual framework has a defined
structure and principles to improve sustainability
considering the social, ecological, and economic values
regarding express requirements, considering all relevant
stakeholders’ concerns, and increasing the investment
value, which are utilized to increase the value of the
investment when possible.

CONCLUSION

Pursuing a right public project is meaningful for major
infrastructure improvements. However, the front-end
governance in Laos lacks important processes, and projects
have been developed without a formal framework to ensure
the right concept during “project identification,” which has
resulted in “white elephant projects”. Accordingly, this study
developed a conceptual framework for concept development and
its assurance in providing an alternative solution for front-end
governance in Laos. Based on contextual analysis and systematic
literature review, the development framework explained how
initial activities could be conducted to systematically develop a
cause-effect chain of needs and problems to identify alternative
solutions, as a set of decision-making processes regarding the
governance element. The study reformed the decision-making
process and provided new knowledge, rules, and procedures to
identify more effective solutions. Identification referred to the
principle of “new structural economics”, which is a priority
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theory, to clarify the most appropriate project strategy in the
perspective of hard and soft infrastructure. It also provided the
sets of the review process to check the critical decision points to
improve the quality of the concept, ensuring the choice of the
project concept is rational for requirements of strategic
performance and the exact function to meet the following
criteria in a clear objective, provide a clear governance
structure, and support the efficient and effective project
initiation in allowing effective governance. The study provided
an in-depth solution to public investment projects at a strategic
level, implementations for policy makers in ensuring right
concept, and an infrastructure development principle for the
context of a developing country. Thus, the limit of application is
not reflected for enterprise projects and countries within a
different context. Therefore, further research is needed to
consider these frameworks in a wider context and to examine
other types of infrastructure development to cater for public
needs and priorities.
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