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Abstract
This study analyzes 324 online news articles published by five major Vietnamese state newspapers between 2016 and 2022. Besides rating the tone of each article as being positive, negative, or neutral, we also subject these articles to a rigorous thematic coding scheme; each article is read and coded nominally for whether it mentions AI-related topics such as AI ethics, risks, development, investment, AI public events, policies, etc. The analyses show the majority of news reports on AI are event-related, with 194 articles (59.8%) published about 151 unique AI-related events. Concurring with the literature on AI-related narratives, we conclude that industry actors are the main drivers of media narratives about AI. Hence, it is not surprising that the three major narratives are first, the prevailing optimism regarding AI development and application; second, the emphasis on AI development as one of the key contributors to the national stature; and third, the shallow discussion of AI ethics. We find the number of negative news items was dismissed at 4, equivalent to merely 1.23%, whereas that of neutral news items was 47, or 14.5%. Problematically, there is a stark shortage of editorial, op-ed, and in-depth feature articles explaining various ethical and social issues related to AI deployment. The AI-related ethical issues, such as privacy violations, gendered bias, etc., are merely listed as talking points and are being overshadowed by the narrative of ‘efficiency,’ ‘cybersecurity,’ ideological security,’ and ‘strategic advantage.’ Moreover, we also provide an explanation for the limited attention that AI-related ethical issues receive from government newspapers in Vietnam, attributing it to the lack of a philosophical foundation for the discussion on AI ethics and the optimistic view on AI of the Vietnamese state's journals is tied to the way the Vietnamese government is gaining legitimacy, that is, through economic developments. 
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That seems to put an end to the birds’ free ride on fresh vegetables and fruits… Running out of ideas, they seek consultation with Kingfisher. Experienced and quite updated on the new technologies, Kingfisher says: – You guys have met rivals of the 4.0 age. You would for sure fail if you didn’t study them carefully. You must do thorough research on their behaviors to find a solution.
                                      - In Bogeyman, Wild Wise Weird (Vuong, 2025)- 
1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk140058966]Artificial intelligence (AI), a term coined by Stanford Professor John McCarthy in 1955 to mean “the science and engineering of making intelligent machines,” is about programming systems, computers or machines to perform tasks, solve problems, learn, think, and make smart predictions  (Manning, 2020). The growth in computational power has propelled demand for building AI systems across the world, with the AI arms race already underway (Fatima et al., 2022; Meserole, 2018; Savage, 2020). For instance, China and the United States have fielded AI systems designed for strategic and multi-domain awareness, capable of conducting civilian and military operations in maritime, land, air, cyberspace and space domains (Price et al., 2018). The competition for strategic advantage is pronounced even in smaller powers such as Vietnam (Pham, 2019). As a developing country with a single ruling party, Vietnam is driven to embrace cutting-edge technology that would advance its strategic interests at both the domestic and international levels. 
There are three reasons for studying the case of AI development and adoption in Vietnam. First, there is an insufficient number of studies on the pursuit of AI applications in developing countries. Even the Global AI Vibrancy Tool, an interactive visualization on the global AI race developed by the Stanford Institute for Human-Centered Artificial Intelligence, contains data of only 29 countries, with the majority being developed, high-income ones (Stanford University, 2021). Another report by the Brookings Institute looks at strategic AI plans in 34 countries, which include mostly expected players such as China, the U.S., India, South Korea, Germany, and the United Kingdom (Fatima et al., 2021, 2022). However, it is reported that the adoption of AI capabilities has increased the most, from 45% in 2020 to 57% in 2021, at corporate organizations headquartered in emerging economies, which include China, the Middle East and North Africa (McKinsey & Company, 2021). As this adoption rate continues to rise in the next few years, emerging markets including Vietnam warrant a higher degree of attention. 
Second, in the global discourse on AI, the strategic rivalry between the United States and China often takes center stage, leaving smaller powers such as Vietnam in the struggle for political balance (Nguyen & Hekman, 2022a; Savage, 2020). The two superpowers are Vietnam’s biggest economic partners: China is Vietnam’s top import market while the U.S. is its leading export destination. Understanding Vietnam’s position in the global AI discourse presents insights for other emerging economies as well as developed economies in terms of outreach to a potential market.
[bookmark: _Hlk70629125]Third, in 2021, Vietnam published its first AI Masterplan in which it aspires to be “among the top four countries in the ASEAN and in the group of 60 world’s leading countries in research, development and application of AI” by 2030 (Vietnamese Prime Minister, 2021). Such ambitious targets raise questions as to whether they are practical or rhetorical given the many challenges concerning financing and human resources that Vietnam would need to overcome. Emerging economies such as Vietnam are missing from existing analyses on national AI strategies as well as the literature on AI communication.
With that said, the present research examines the case of AI communication and development in Vietnam. It has two primary questions:
RQ1: Who drives the communication of AI in Vietnam and by what means? 
RQ2: What are the AI narratives and their discrepancies in Vietnam? 
There are two reasons for studying the developments of AI in conjunction with its communication to the public. The first reason pertains to how AI representation and perception in the public domain can have a considerable impact on AI research, regulation, and reception (Cave et al., 2019; Cave et al., 2018; Johnson & Verdicchio, 2017). Governments and industry actors, working separately and together, actively influence the adoption of AI by businesses and society. Scholars highlight the issuance of legal frameworks, policy guidance and national strategic documents among the major tools shaping the public debates on AI as well as its imaginaries  (Bareis & Katzenbach, 2022; Guenduez & Mettler, 2022). In these documents, AI is frequently portrayed as a disruptive technology that is changing the fabric of human society. Such representation might inspire and enable debates, but it might also create false expectations and perceptions. In worse case, and one that is already happening, through collaboration with technology leaders and insiders, the government gains control of the narrative by surveillance, censorship, elevation of search rankings, stealth editing, retroactive revision of textual reports, deletion of unfavorable information, and so on (Duberry, 2022; Elkin-Koren & Perel, 2020; Feldstein, 2019, 2021; King et al., 2013; Wright, 2018). As AI enables governments to gain a higher degree of control at a reasonable cost, it is important to be aware of how AI is communicated to the public.
The second reason concerns the intersection of AI as a formal academic discipline and a host of other fields like sociology, anthropology, computer science, economics, and so on. A study on AI communication has the potential to reveal the interests in and understanding of AI in social, political, ethical, and legal realms. It is worth noting that, although more than 60 years have passed since the founding of AI as an academic discipline, the scholarship on AI communication remains lacking in scope and depth (Nah et al., 2020). Existing studies on media coverage of AI tend to be drawn from either Western or Chinese media content, with the focus being the economic potential and impact of AI and its ethical and governance challenges (Cave et al., 2019; Mao & Shi-Kupfer, 2021; Nah et al., 2020; Vergeer, 2020; Zeng et al., 2022; Zhai et al., 2020). Studying the integration of AI into society requires making sense of the information about AI that is being fed to us.
The research, therefore, fills a much-needed gap in the literature on AI communication in a developing setting such as Vietnam. It makes three primary contributions. First, through a mixed-method analysis of over three hundreds of online Vietnamese news articles on the concerned topic in the past five years, the research contributes empirical evidence to existing analyses on global AI reporting. Second, as the framing of AI in Vietnam is studied through the lens of national security and defense, it puts the study of AI at the nexus of politics, communication, and technology. Here, we investigate how the state’s perceived security threats and priorities contribute to shaping Vietnam’s AI communication and governance. Third, the findings highlight (i) the excessive optimistic and one-dimensional nature of the mainstream media about AI, and (ii) the marginal discussion of AI ethics. These points raise important questions about the national AI communication strategy as well as present lessons for other developing countries in a similar position.
2. Literature review
This section examines existing studies on global non-fiction AI discourse and media representations on AI development and utilization.
2.1. Global reporting trends
Existing longitudinal studies on media reporting on AI have looked at major English-language media outlets in the past 30 years to extract the growth trends and major topics. For instance, in an analysis of views and expressions about AI in articles published by the New York Times between January 1986 and June 2016, Fast and Horvitz (2017) find that AI coverage has increased sharply since 2009. Similarly, Nguyen and Hekman (2022b) track a steady growth of AI media interest in the past decade, noting the article volume nearly quadrupled from 2010 to 2015. By comparison, two other studies have observed that news reporting on AI surged after 2014 and became more fragmented in content (Vergeer, 2020; Zhai et al., 2020).
In terms of topics, studies find a set of words gaining salience across time, such as automation, autonomous driving, robotics, smart assistant, healthcare, machine learning, deep learning, algorithm, big data, speech recognition, Turing Test, computer vision, quantum computing, etc. (Fast & Horvitz, 2017; Vergeer, 2020; Zhai et al., 2020). An investigation into more than 11,000 AI-related articles published by USA Today, CNN, The Washington Post, The New York Times and The Guardian between 1980 and 2018 unveiled the correspondence of AI news to three development stages of AI history since the late 1970s (Zhai et al., 2020). The focus of news reports shifted away from the development of expert systems during the 1970s to the integration of cognitive science and psychology in AI applications in the 1980s-1990s; then, the third and current stage from the 2000s witnessed the gradual inclusion of agricultural science, materials science and immunology in AI-related reports (Zhai et al., 2020). This finding implies a clear engagement of media reporting with scientific discoveries in the U.S. Such an active dialogue between the media and academia can help better inform public understanding of AI. 
The diversification of AI news reporting and framing is similarly observed by Nguyen and Hekman (2022b) in a study of 3,089 English-language news items published in mainstream outlets from January 2010 to May 2021. Here, the authors note the transformation of AI as a research subject and topic of science fiction to one that carries practical socioeconomic, cultural and political impacts in just a few years. Meanwhile, the topic of AI ethics remains fairly new as not much was found on relevant media outlets before 2013 (Ouchchy et al., 2020).
In terms of sentiment, although studies note that AI-related discourse tends to be characterized by discussions about the benefits and potential of the technology, there lacks a consensus on the media sentiment over the long run. Some have found articles appear to be positive or optimistic (Chuan et al., 2019; Fast & Horvitz, 2017; Zeng et al., 2022) while others reported sentiment to be balanced out across time as discourse became more sensitive to risk (Nguyen & Hekman, 2022b; Ouchchy et al., 2020; Vergeer, 2020). Meanwhile, concerns about AI in the press converge toward a set of specific issues, such as the fear of humanity losing control of AI (Fast & Horvitz, 2017), the ethical challenges of AI (Ouchchy et al., 2020; Zhai et al., 2020), the risks of data bias (Nguyen & Hekman, 2022b), the prospect of mass unemployment, the third revolution warfare or a new arms race (Altmann & Sauer, 2017; Nguyen & Hekman, 2022a; Zhai et al., 2020).
2.2. Media framing of AI
Newspapers run by different organizations in different countries vary in the reporting style. It is not surprising that AI representations differ across countries because they reflect the cultural, societal and political setting in which the AI systems are grounded (Suerdem & Akkilic, 2021). Studies on media framing of AI are limited in number as well as scope. Most have been published in the past two years and rely on a single-country focus, rather than cross-cultural comparisons, with the primary method being content analysis.
When looking at only domestic newspapers in the Netherlands, Vergeer (2020) finds that certain newspapers did not report on AI-related topics which would appear to be of interest to their audiences, and that popular newspapers were more negative about AI. The reason for the negativity was attributed to the heightened attention these newspapers paid to the topics of tech giants, fake news, AI singularity, Asia as an emerging economic and technological powerhouse, rather than topics relating to the science of AI, such as deep learning algorithms, quantum computing, and autonomous vehicles (Vergeer, 2020). By comparison, examining Chinese media content, Zeng et al. (2022) highlight a lack of critical debate on AI evaluations, with industry and political actors dominating the discussions, whereas van Noort (2022) draws attention to the construction of pride, hope and fear as three primary emotions in Chinese discourse and media strategy about AI. China’s emotional appeal to its AI narratives is a strategic move geared toward reinforcing the identity of China as a global AI power (van Noort, 2022).
The prominence of industry actors and politicization of AI as a public issue is not unique to China. The framing of a future vision on AI in German media is also shown to adhere to the government’s agenda, instead of being challenged by alternative narratives within the public debate (Köstler & Ossewaarde, 2022). The finding suggests a close unity between political and industry actors in Germany. By comparison, tech corporates in the United Kingdom are found to be driving the discussion with industry concerns, and that right-leaning outlets focus on economics and geopolitics whereas left-leaning outlets highlight ethics and discrimination issues (Brennen et al., 2018). 
News framing of AI, according to an analysis on news dataset dated between 2010 and 2021 by Nguyen and Hekman (2022b), may include as many as 14 distinct frames that represent diverse aspects of AI’s impact on society. Yet, in general, no matter the geographical differences, the details of AI-related technology, including the technical aspects and ethical issues, are often presented in a superficial manner in media coverage (Nguyen & Hekman, 2022b; Ouchchy et al., 2020; Zeng et al., 2022). AI systems are increasingly positioned as a widely relevant and competent solutions to a host of public problems in contemporary society (Bareis & Katzenbach, 2021; Brennen et al., 2018; Guenduez & Mettler, 2022; van Noort, 2022). Popular among these narratives are the framing of AI systems as advanced and capable of “outperforming” or “surpassing” human expertise (Bunz & Braghieri, 2022; Curran et al., 2020).
2.3. Vietnam’s AI Masterplan
In this picture of global AI discourse, where does Vietnam stand? Similar to the development in China and the UK, AI discourse in Vietnam is politicized by nature. All media agendas are controlled by the single-ruling communist party, and thus, all discussions of AI as a technology and in relation to society need to be contextualized in the political setting. This section summarizes the actions taken by Vietnam on this AI journey.
On 26 January 2021, two weeks after the United States launched its first National AI Initiative Office (Trump White House, 2021), Vietnam issued for the first time a masterplan for developing and applying AI by the year 2030. Under the plan, Vietnam, currently a lower middle-income country, aspires to be “among the top four countries in the ASEAN and in the group of 60 world’s leading countries in research, development and application of AI” (Vietnamese Prime Minister, 2021). While the implementation details remain unclear, what is widely recognized is Vietnam’s pursuit of AI technologies is not new, and in fact, is a continuation of its on-going commitments to national digital transformation. On 27 September 2019, Vietnam’s highest leadership body, the Politburo, passed a resolution on seizing the opportunities of the fourth Industrial Revolution[footnoteRef:1], known as Industry 4.0 (Communist Party of Vietnam, 2019). The resolution was codified into a national strategy on 31 December 2020, in which Vietnam targets to have the digital economy contribute to 20% of the GDP and have 80% of its nearly 100-million people population connected to the Internet by 2025 (Vietnamese Prime Minister, 2020).  [1:  The fourth Industrial Revolution was first brought up by the German economist Klaus Martin Schwab. See World Economic Forum. (2016). The Fourth Industrial Revolution, by Klaus Schwab. World Economic Forum. https://www.weforum.org/about/the-fourth-industrial-revolution-by-klaus-schwab] 

To achieve these goals, the AI masterplan plan lays out the core tasks in five areas including law, technical development, AI ecosystem construction, practical applications, and international collaboration. The development and application of AI in cybersecurity are delegated primarily to two governmental bodies, namely the Ministry of Defense (MOD) and the Ministry of Public Security (MPS).
In line with the masterplan, both the MOD and MPS are asked to develop a national center for big data storage, cloud and fog computing. The MOD, however, should focus more on the application of AI in military-defense, particularly (i) the modernization of army equipment and weapons, (ii) the development of operational plans in national defense systems, (iii) the adoption of AI-powered preventive and rapid response to counter cyber warfare, bio-chemical warfare, as well as to (iv) rescue operations in case of natural disasters, accidents, or epidemics (Section IV.3). 
Meanwhile, the MPS should work on (i) completing the legal framework for privacy protection, human rights protection, and cybersecurity and order related to the development and use of AI, along with (ii) applying AI technologies in national security systems, such as the customs and immigration management system, the high-tech crime prevention and control system, and (iii) proposing technical solutions to prevent crimes utilizing AI technologies (Section IV.4). 
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Figure 1: A timeline of major policies and decisions regarding national security and AI development in Vietnam [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Abbreviation notes: VPA stands for Vietnam People’s Army; MOST for Ministry of Science and Technology; Govt for Government; and MPS for Ministry of Public Security. Additionally, the colors of the text indicate the type of organization issuing the document: red means the document was issued by a Party or Party-affiliated organization, black means it was issued by the legislative body of the National Assembly, and blue means it was issued by the government or government-affiliated organization.] 

The next section describes the methodology and main findings.
3. Materials and method
3.1. Data collection
Data collection was conducted through news crawling of specified search terms, namely “trí tuệ nhân tạo” (artificial intelligence), “AI,” “công nghệ AI” (AI technology), “thành phố thông minh” (smart city), and “an ninh mạng” (cybersecurity) on five online news portals. The dataset was created by querying the search keywords on the public API for metadata (e.g., article headline, date, article blurb, and URL) associated with the articles published on selected online news outlets. 
Vietnam has 807 press agencies, including both print newspapers and online news portals, all of which are controlled by the state (Quynh Duong, 2022). Given that media content is likely to be recycled across many news portals as well as be directed to deliver messages on behalf of the state (Marr, 1998), the study only collected samples from five web sites. The news outlets were chosen on two bases: (i) they must represent some official state or government organizations, and/or (ii) they must have a large enough number of visits every month. Table 1 summarizes the major characteristics of the five selected news portals for this study and the number of news items collected and coded for each outlet. In the outcome, after reading through 628 items collected based on the search key words, the authors extracted 324 items (51.5%) relevant to the topic at hand. 
Of the five outlets selected, only VnExpress was owned by a private enterprise—FPT Corporation, the largest information technology service company in Vietnam. The other four news portals were either under the direct management of the government or the party. 
Table 1. Summary of five selected news portals in the study (Source: https://www.similarweb.com/)
	
	Báo điện tử Đảng Cộng Sản Việt Nam 
	Báo Chính Phủ
	VnExpress
	Dân Trí
	Thanh Niên

	English name
	The electronic news portal of the Vietnam Communist Party
	Government News Portal
	VnExpress International
	Dan Tri International
	Young People

	Head organization
	Vietnam Communist Party
	Government of Vietnam
	FPT Corporation
	Ministry of Labor, Invalids, and Social Affairs
	Vietnam Youth Federation

	Web site
	dangcongsan.vn
	baochinhphu.vn
	vnexpress.net
	dantri.com.vn
	thanhnien.vn

	Date
	01/31/2000
	01/10/2006
	02/26/2001
	07/2005
	12/01/2003

	Traffic rank
	#830
	#720
	#7
	#20
	#26

	Category rank
	#66
	#55
	#1
	#4
	#5

	Average 3-month visits (June-August 2022)
	1.6 million
	3.1 million
	168 million
	72.9 million
	72 million

	Total items collected
	51
	96
	436
	13
	32

	Total relevant items
	44
	63
	193
	7
	17



Figure 1 details the number of articles published by each outlet by year. The reason for the unbalanced data collection is due to the limits imposed on data crawling by the news services. Certain news websites, in this case those of Dan Tri and Thanh Nien, likely limit the number of stories that the search can pull from their databases. According to Figure 1, media reporting on the topic of AI surged dramatically between 2018 and 2021. The uptrend might slow down in the next few years given that the search was closed in June 2022. 
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Figure 2. Number of news articles by each online news portal by year
3.2. Data categorization
The mixed-method study carries out a qualitative analysis of news reports on AI in Vietnam. As part of this, the two authors categorized data at a nominal level (e.g., the presence or absence of a variable), and not at ordinal level (e.g., the intensity of a variable) (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). 
First, similar to Vuong et al. (2018), all articles were manually read by the two authors and coded qualitatively as binary (yes/no) for seven subjects: (i) mention of AI challenges, risks, and obstacles, (ii) mention of AI ethics, (iii) mention of AI in development phase, (iv) mention of spending for AI, (v) mention of public events, (vi) mention of policymaking, (vii) mention of international collaboration. 
The variable for spending is tracked along three sub-categories, such as (i) whether any scholarship or financing was made for educational purposes relating to AI, (ii) whether any financial awards were made during technology competitions relating to AI, and (iii) whether any financial commitments were made to an AI-related projects, e.g., investment in an AI startup. 
Second, collected items were also coded as categorical for two subjects: namely (i) AI development/application section, and (ii) technology mentioned. 
To supplement the binary variables, we coded three sub-variables that are (i) the spending amount if mentioned, (ii) the name of the event in case of a public event, and (iii) the names of foreign countries mentioned.
Third, following previous studies on this topic (Nguyen & Hekman, 2022b; Ouchchy et al., 2020; Vergeer, 2020), all articles were coded as having a tone that was either “positive,” “neutral,” or “negative.” Positive articles discuss only the benefits of AI without discussing the drawbacks, and/or mention the challenges only in passing. Negative articles discuss only the drawbacks without discussing the benefits, and/or mention the opportunities without delving into them. Neutral articles, meanwhile, present both the positive and negative aspects of the use of AI in an almost equal manner. The purpose is to see whether reporting and discussion of AI in the media is one-sided or balanced. 
To ensure intercoder reliability, we assigned the raw data equally in a random manner and coded separately based on the explanation above. 
4. Findings and discussion
This section details the findings, compares them with the extant literature, and discusses their implications. It lays out the main drivers and tones of Vietnamese media discourse on AI and examines the prominent narratives in media reports. 
4.1. Drivers of media framing on AI in Vietnam
The finding confirms that the framing of AI in Vietnamese media is shaped by the government as much as industry actors. While the government sets the AI strategy and vision, much of its on-the-ground implementation relies on key science-technology actors, such as Viettel, FPT Corporation, VinAI, and local universities. Figure 3 illustrates the prevalence of sectors mentioned in news reports, in which the business and science-technology sectors stand out the most, followed by news reports involving actors in governance, education, and healthcare sectors. This result could be attributed to the fact that news articles crawled from VnExpress, which is owned by the tech giant FPT Corporation, take up the majority of the sample. The tech company uses the media platform to promote its interest in AI as well as to guide public attention toward the topic.
Meanwhile, the number of articles on AI in the security sector is smaller, and reports on actors in the media-communications and tourism sectors are noticeably absent in Figure 3. Only six articles were found to report on AI developments or applications in media-communications, and just one reported on AI adoption in tourism.
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Figure 3. Categorization of news items
The dominant presence of industry actors is not surprising given that previous studies in China, Germany, and the United Kingdom have also found a similar trend (Brennen et al., 2018; Köstler & Ossewaarde, 2022; Zeng et al., 2022). In the case of Vietnam, the industry actors are driving the media discourse on AI by taking the lead in organizing public events about AI on a frequent basis. This is reflected in a high volume of reports on AI-related events in Vietnam: 194 articles (59.8%) were published about 151 unique AI-related events. Of the events, 67 were seminars, forums, and conferences, 14 were tech competitions, and 10 were tech exhibitions, with the notable annual organization of AI4VN, AI Day, AI Hackathon, to name a few. Figure 4 brings attention to the detailed numbers. Here, an increase in the number of media reports on AI from 2019 onwards corresponds to increases in the number of public events on AI as well as the reports on these events.
The prevalence of event-centric reporting implies a relative lack of editorial, op-ed, and in-depth feature articles on AI. Clearly, there is not enough writing in the mainstream Vietnamese media about the science of AI. 
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Figure 4. Media reports on AI-related public events with count of events over total reports
The drivers of public discourse about AI in Vietnam can thus be summed up in three groups: (i) the government setting the national strategy and future vision (Figure 1), (ii) the industry actors actively investing and promoting public engagement in AI through public events, and (iii) the media generating public awareness of AI, as shown in Figure 4.
4.2. Vietnamese narratives about AI
This section discusses three prominent narrative strands. The constant acknowledgement of AI benefits across sectors is identified as a common building block of narrative construction (Figure 5). A widespread use of AI technologies is expected to improve the quality of life: from the mundane such as traffic conditions or stopping cheating in exams, to emergency problems such as identifying lost children or natural disaster alert systems, or to even spotting inconsistencies in the law-making processes (See Table 3 below). AI technologies are captured in the discourse of social utilities, and their usages are associated with words such as ‘efficiency,’ ‘security,’ and ‘productivity’. The pursuit of AI, despite all its difficulties, is justified because of its utility. What follows is the framing of AI as inevitable – because all socioeconomic sectors are expected to utilize the new technology, and as necessary – because developing advanced technology solidifies national strength. Such representations of AI, through frequent reporting and public campaigns, contribute to normalizing its presence and gradual applications in society.   
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Figure 5. The narratives of AI development and adoption in Vietnamese media
Narrative 1: AI is inevitable
	Here, because AI is presented as immensely useful and beneficial to all sectors, the development and use of AI in Vietnam is inevitable. Table 2 summarizes the major utility points for four sectors. 
Table 2. Summary of major themes for certain sectors as analyzed in the media reports
	
	Utility narrative
	Points of caution
	Example source(s)

	Education
	· Revolutionize teaching methods
· Enrich learning-teaching opportunities
· Improve labor force quality
	· Change nature of teacher-student relationship
· Unable to handle emotional aspect
	(Anh, 2021; Van, 2021)

	Healthcare
	· Revolutionize disease diagnosis and prognosis
· Improve patient-doctor relationship

	· Need upgraded data infrastructure
· Need better protection of personal health information
· AI impossible to fully replace doctors
	(Minh, 2019; VA, 2021)

	Law-making
	· Smart auto detection of inconsistencies in legal documents
· Assist legislative and judiciary processes to ensure impartiality
· Speed up handling of outstanding cases
	· Need human oversight
	(Hang, 2019)

	Security-defense and governance
	· Better track, detect, and control irregularities and/or those violating the laws (e.g., traffic accidents, power grid management, urban management, and criminal activities, etc.)
· Improve cybersecurity
· Develop smart city
	· Exposed to more cyber-attacks 
· Quick spread of misinformation, fake news
· Need upgraded data infrastructure
· Need more skilled tech workforce
	(Xuan, 2019, 2021)



Narrative 2: AI is necessary
The necessity of AI also follows in the framing of AI development as critical to the construction of national identity and enhancement of national stature in the global race for AI.
Given that media outlets in Vietnam are controlled and monitored by the state, it is not surprising that the reporting is politically driven. Here, AI technologies are captured in the discourse of national standing, and their development by local companies is used to promote a sense of pride, a yardstick of national capabilities in matching the big nations’ advanced technological development.
Examining the news articles reveals two priorities in Vietnam’s plan to develop AI by 2025. First, to build “make-in-Vietnam” AI products that not only meet the domestic demand but can also be exported to niche markets (My, 2021). Public writings on this aspect evaluate it as “practical” as Vietnamese AI products cannot immediately compete against those from more developed markets (Ngoc, 2018). Second, to create competitive products, the government is intent on boosting domestic capacity through investment in technological infrastructure, human resource education and training, and international networking. It is quite apparent how the role of the public and private sectors is well-defined regarding AI research and development. As discussed above, the government sets the agenda and leads key projects, including the “Digital Vietnamese knowledge system” (launched in 2018). The private sector, comprising tech companies and startups, is actively training the domestic market through frequent public events and competitions so that AI applications can be normalized in everyday life.
The normalization is carried out by industry insiders as much as by those in the education sector. Education in the field of AI still relies on local universities and colleges, even though the National Foundation for Science and Technology Development (NAFOSTED), the country’s pioneering science funder, is committed to support basic AI research projects. The NAFOSTED Conference on Information and Computer Science, organized annually since 2014, has been built as an academic community for researchers in the fields of AI, computer science, software engineering and related areas. The conference is one of many scientific seminars held every year in Vietnam and contributes to the government’s attempt to cultivate a network of 100 overseas Vietnamese scientists. Tapping into the communities of approximately 400,000 Vietnamese scientists overseas is one of the goals to bridge the technological gaps between Vietnam and developed countries (Minh, 2018). 
Here emerges a strong narrative of Vietnam looking inward to build its domestic capacity, that Vietnam is capable and attractive as a destination for AI development. This becomes more evident when examining how, even though international expertise is acknowledged as important, cooperation with international partners has been uneven. Only twelve states were mentioned in the 324 articles tracked here, with the United States, Australia, Japan, and South Korea being the most mentioned. Specifically, there are many Vietnamese scientists affiliated with U.S. higher education institutes, with many having returned and spearheaded big AI projects in Vietnam. Meanwhile, South Korea’s Naver Corporation joined hands with Hanoi University of Science and Technology to open the Vietnam AI Center in March 2021 (BT, 2021). Australia is running the Aus4Innovation, an AUD14.5 million development program, to connect Australian and Vietnamese researchers and boost collaboration in scientific innovation (CSIRO, 2022). Overall, there is a sense of pride in news reports about Vietnamese software developers and AI scientists being successful overseas and giving back to the homeland.
4.3. Narrative discrepancies
Discrepancy 1: Optimism prevails amid a lack of media-science communications
While extant studies have found sentiments in media reports about AI to be mixed between being positive and balanced, this research finds an overwhelming sense of optimism and positivity with regards to the development and usage of AI technologies in Vietnam. Figure 6 brings attention to the detailed composition of sentiments (negative, neutral, and positive) in all collected news articles over the recent years. 
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Figure 6. Sentiment analysis
Except for the year 2018 when the proportion of positive news items was 59.38% over the total items, every other year being tracked shows that proportion to be at least above 80%. Remarkably, there appears to be no items marked as negative in 2019 and 2020. In total, the number of negative news items was negligible at 4, equivalent to merely 1.23%, whereas that of neutral news items was 47, or 14.5%.
Of the small number of articles that discuss the downsides of AI development in Vietnam, one published in 2017 outlines a number of limitations in the domestic tech market, such as low demand, an unwillingness to pay a high price for AI products, and a lack of creativity driven by the tech industry’s long-standing position as a source of labor skillful in assembly work rather than creative software engineering work (Nguyen, 2017). These limitations, however, appear to have been sidelined as they are no longer visible in the media reports after 2018. 
The negative aspects covered in more recent news articles include ethical and security issues along with challenges for the government in the age of the fourth Industrial Revolution, or Industry 4.0 as it is known in Vietnam. For instance, while there is acknowledgement in the press of the anticipated utility of AI, there is heightened urgency in improving governance capability in adopting the new technologies to improve state monitoring of media-communications and the state sector overall (Hang, 2018; Lam, 2021). Another article warns users of the threats of personal data thief and cyber attacking (Xuan, 2021). Such concerns fall in line with the current literature (Nguyen & Hekman, 2022b; Ouchchy et al., 2020; Vergeer, 2020).
The modest number of neutral reports on AI in Vietnam shows a limited attempt at informing the public on both sides of AI. One potential explanation for the optimistic reporting is, because many reports are event-centric, reporters are more likely to capture the buzz and optimism of the events even if event participants might have talked about both sides of the AI issues. This finding contrasts with that of Zhai et al. (2020), which shows the American media as actively reporting and reflecting on the actual scientific developments of AI and related fields. The implication is clear: academics should look to expand science communications on AI in Vietnam as a way to complement existing media reports.
Discrepancy 2: Absence of operational investments undermines acknowledgement of AI’s importance
There lies a considerable discrepancy between Vietnam’s AI strategy and the execution of this plan. How to operationalize AI beyond its talking points remains a question. This finding is similar to what Fatima et al. (2020) discovered upon a study of 34 AI strategic plans. Governments have been shown to lack plans for operational investments and frequently fail to consider the realities of funding. 
In the case of Vietnam, collected news reports provide little to no concrete numbers on the long-term investment on AI. A survey recently reveals that investment in AI solutions companies in Vietnam amounted to just USD0.03 per capita between 2015 and 2019, compared to USD21 per capita in China and USD68 per capita in Singapore (Loh, 2020). The low spending figure on AI-powered solutions is understandable in the sense that AI applicability depends on fundamentals such as data network and digital platforms, both of which are not yet strong in Vietnam. 
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Figure 7. (above) Count of news reports on AI-related spending and (below) sub-categories of spending
Figure 7 illustrates the low number of Vietnamese news articles on investment in AI in the past seven years. Articles reporting on any kind of spending related to AI account for just 13.3% of the total sampled reports. Of these articles, 39.53% were on the financial commitments to AI-related projects, such as Australia funding USD650,000 to support Vietnam’s applications of AI solutions (CSIRO, 2022; Giang, 2020), or the Vietnamese supply chain management startup Abivin mobilizing USD1 million investment (Lien, 2019); while 37.21% were on the awards given to participants at tech competitions, and the remaining 23.26% were on scholarship or financial aid to students pursuing the field of AI. Awards and scholarships are driven by tech giants such as FPT Corporation, which is understandable given that the company uses VnExpress to promote its standing in the field. A scholarship ranges from USD800 to USD16,000 while a competition award goes from USD1,000 to USD8,000. Nonetheless, the money largely comes from private tech companies and foreign government, and not enough was reported on the government’s investment plans for AI in the short and long terms.   
Discrepancy 3: Discussion on the ethics of AI is marginal despite robust talks on AI potential.
Despite all the talks about the inevitability and necessity of AI, the study finds a lack of discussion on the ethics of AI. The number of articles mentioning AI ethics was limited to five, of which only one was wholly negative and four neutral. None of the articles present a standalone discussion of ethical issues in developing and using AI; all were reports following up an event. Four of the five events involved foreign participants, who all contributed to expanding the talking points on AI ethics.
Concerns about AI ethics in Vietnam spread across economic and legal spectrum (Table 4). In economic terms, the reports touch on the risk of a fractured labor market as the wage gap widens between the highly skilled tech workers and those less skilled. There is a shared concern about growing inequality and unfairness as AI technologies become more ubiquitous in our daily life. The inequality issue is addressed in both the domestic economy and the global economy. In legal terms, there is a balanced discussion on the importance of establishing data ethics and data protection protocols. The emphasis is on risk assessment and a clear outline of responsibilities in human-machine systems.
Table 4. Summary of five articles mentioning ethics in the pursuit of AI
	Article
	Tone
	Sector
	Occasion
	Concerns

	Lien (2021) in Communist Party Portal
	Neutral
	Science-technology
	An international seminar
	· Fracturing labor market
· Wage gap, inequality; 
· Privacy; 
· Data ethics;
· Legal framework on AI;

	Tuan (2019) in
Government Portal
	Neutral
	Governance; science-technology
	A digital economic forum
	· Human-centric technology;
· Moral and humanity values;

	Hien (2022) in
Thanh Nien (Young People)
	Negative
	Governance; science-technology
	An international seminar
	· Inequality; 
· Responsibility in decision-making involving AI; 
· Human-machine balance;

	Chi (2019) in VnExpress
	Neutral
	Business; security; science-technology
	A digital economic forum
	· Abuse of AI systems;
· Inequality;

	Xuan (2020) in VnExpress
	Neutral
	Healthcare
	A healthcare seminar
	· Infrastructure (smart technology, big data); 
· Privacy;
· Legal frameworks on AI;
· Responsibility in decision-making involving AI;



Many of the talking points are merely listed, and solutions to issues such as widening inequality, human-machine balance, abuse of AI systems, and data privacy remain a puzzle. For instance, one articles quotes then Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc (now the President), as saying that “Technological innovation must first and foremost be for humans, and about keeping good moral and humanity values” (Tuan, 2019), but offers no plan for execution. Overall, media coverage on AI ethics in Vietnam is superficial. We will discuss some of the reasons for this phenomenon. First, the most plausible explanation is the issue of political legitimacy through development, which is deeply rooted in East Asian philosophies and political cultures about the roles of the rulers (Ho & Luong, 2025; Nguyen & Ho, 2019).  Since the Doi Moi reforms of 1986, Vietnam’s Communist government has derived legitimacy from economic growth and political stability (Thayer, 2010, p. 427). Rooted in Marxist views of transforming the world through practice (Nguyen, 2019), the Vietnamese state has long emphasized science and technology as engines of progress. Recently, this focus has expanded to high-tech development, with Minister Chu Ngoc Anh (2020) affirming that science and technology are key drivers of socio-economic advancement and Vietnam’s global standing (Chu, 2020). AI is thus portrayed optimistically in Vietnamese state media as a strategic asset for national development and global competitiveness. Recently, Party General Secretary Tô Lâm called AI a “spearhead and breakthrough,” linking this optimism to the government’s drive to showcase competence and harness AI for Vietnam’s development (Nguyen, 2025).
The second plausible reason concerns the foundational nature of Marxism-Leninism as a guiding philosophy for AI integration in Vietnamese society. While discussions of ethical issues related to AI are increasingly widespread and well-known, these discussions are largely Anglo-Eurocentric and stem from several Anglo-European philosophical discourses. More specifically, Jobin et al. (2019) found that most ethical frameworks originate in the U.S., U.K., and EU, reflecting Kantian and utilitarian ideals such as autonomy, dignity, and beneficence. Marxism, by contrast, conceives freedom as collective self-realization and liberation from material and social constraints (Walicki, 1988). In Vietnam, however, Marxism–Leninism is interpreted mainly through developmental and political lenses. As Dinh Thi Phuong (2019) notes, it directs the socialist path and comprehensive renovation, while Nguyen Van Quang et al. (2024) show its continued role in shaping scientific and technological policy. Consequently, official discussions of AI ethics emphasize modernization and governance over normative or rights-based concerns. Although scholars have proposed Confucian or Buddhist alternatives (Song, 2020; Hongladarom, 2020; Lin, 2023; Seok, 2024), these remain marginal in Vietnamese media discourses, where Marxism–Leninism and Ho Chi Minh’s thoughts remain central to state ideology. Together, these factors contribute to the narrow scope of AI ethics discourse in Vietnam’s official narratives.
5. Conclusion
This study identifies the two major narratives that help normalize AI in Vietnam’s public discourse and analyzes the discrepancies laden in narratives. Here, although AI is presented as inevitable and necessary based on its utility value, Vietnamese media reporting on AI falls short of critical analyses, the science and technology of AI, and the ethics of AI. We also propose that the lack of attention for AI-related ethics comes from the lack of a philosophical foundation for the discussion on AI ethics.  And the optimistic view on AI of the Vietnamese state's journals is because of the way the Vietnamese government is gaining legitimacy through economic developments.
There are some common points with previous studies, such as the overall optimism about the potentials of AI, the prominent role of the government and industry insiders in shaping the public discourse on AI, and the lack of specific details on operational investments in both the short and long runs. Yet, the communication of AI in Vietnam also reveals two different trends, namely the event-centric nature of media reporting on AI and the low engagement between AI researchers and mainstream media. Science communications on AI should be promoted to diversify perspectives on the topic.
As Vietnamese media itself is a propaganda tool of the state, the The optimism and national pride toward the development and application of AI could be interpreted as a way of training the public to think about promising technology in a positive way. Commentaries critical of the government using AI, such as to control, increase surveillance, punish, or persecute citizens, are not allowed. However, critical writings on AI need not be attacks of the government but could start with asking questions that are missing in the current discourse—e.g., how much investment is needed, what kind of governance is expected, what kind of ethical oversight can be implemented and by whom? 
News portals owned by private tech companies such as VnExpress could increase the number of editorials, op-eds, and long-form articles explaining AI technical features and their various social and ethical implications. AI communications should also engage a diverse pool of stakeholders including scientists, legal experts, ethicists, etc., moving away from the current industry-led media reports. Better science communications can inform the public and policymakers, shaping a more balanced understanding of AI and its impacts on society in the long run (Vuong, 2018). 
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