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Background  
In October 2003 the Government of Japan (GOJ) and the World Bank (WB) formally agreed to launch 
what is now known as the ‘Tokyo Development Learning Center (TDLC) Project’, on a partnership basis, 
with the GOJ committing an indicative trust fund contribution of US$25 million for five years. The TDLC 
facility was inaugurated on June 1, 2004.  
 
In a mid‐term review in 2006, a panel of external experts concluded that the TDLC had achieved its 
objectives by enhancing access by developing countries to the resources and expertise of Japanese 
institutions; enhancing opportunities for Japanese institutions to undertake outreach and forge 
partnerships with countries and institutions of other regions; and successfully adopting a 
network‐oriented, regional approach to knowledge sharing and capacity building. At that time a number 
of additional objectives were established for the second half of the project, including the strengthening 
of ‘GDLN Asia Pacific’, as a regional community of GDLN; the design and delivery of value added services 
related to knowledge exchange, blended learning and dialogues; the building of interest within the 
World Bank by developing innovative services; the securing of more paying clients by responding to 
demand; the launching of new and innovative content initiatives that included bringing together 
partners from Japan and the region; and the adoption of effective performance indicators addressing 
‘communicating impacts’ as well as the operation of facility and project management. Based on these 
achievements and refined objectives, the Government of Japan and the World Bank agreed in 2008 to 
extend the project completion date to June 30, 2010.  

Objectives of this study  
The assessment of the Tokyo Development Learning Center Project in March and April 2010 was aimed 
at documenting the major achievements, outcomes and impact of the TDLC Project as it approaches the 
end of Phase 1, in order to ensure the accountability of the project to its stakeholders and to provide a 
baseline for assessment of Phase 2. This assessment was not intended as a comprehensive evaluation of 
all dimensions of the project over the past six years. Instead, the approach that was taken focuses on key 
features and functions of TDLC in order to be able to answer a core set of questions related to the 
degree to which the TDLC Project has achieved its current goals, operated effectively and efficiently, and 
the impact it has had to date and which is it likely to have in the future. These core questions form the 
basis for this assessment.  

Methodology 
The assessment was carried out by two independent consultants, one international consultant Mr. 
Mathy Vanbuel from Belgium and one Japanese local consultant, Mr. Kunitoshi Saito, each of whom were 
selected on the basis of their expertise in the relevant domain. The assessment methodology design was 
partially based on the Re.ViCa 1 Project methodology using Critical Success Factors for assessing Virtual 
Campuses and large eLearning initiatives. The use of critical success indicators allows investigators to 
discover the strengths and weaknesses of a service, to explore the opportunities it faces, and to 
maximize its strengths. Such a methodology contributes to the overall assessment of the quality and 
perceived effectiveness of a service such as TDLC.  

Assessment Instruments  
Several instruments and procedures were used in this assessment. 
 

                                                           
1
 Reviewing Traces of European Virtual Campuses (http://www.virtualcampuses.eu) is a European Commission 

Project that uses large-scale critical success factors with evidence from the benchmarking and quality arenas. 

http://www.virtualcampuses.eu/
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Desk research: This part of the work consisted of collecting, organizing and synthesizing all 
documentation related to the work of TDLC since its foundation. All available material related to 
TDLC programs and services, including feedback from participants in courses/activities were 
synthesized.  
 
Design and completion of surveys: This aspect was aimed at relevant stakeholders and users in the 
target regions to gather information, extract observations, or to verify assumptions. In total 492 
individuals were invited to participate in an online survey that provided the independent assessment 
team with quantitative information for assessment of stakeholder perspectives. The survey targets 
included individuals from organisations with which TDLC is actively collaborating, from organisations 
with which TDLC has communicated about possible partnerships, from Distance Learning Centers 
(DLCs) from the Asian Pacific Region as well as from the South Asia Region and from Africa, and 
resource people and tutors who are collaborating in the knowledge exchange programs. 28% of 
those invited to participate effectively completed the surveys, with a higher percentage return from 
active partners (40% response rate). A total of 137 survey forms were processed.  
 
Interviews with representative stakeholders and partners: a total of 45 of these took place. They 
included representatives from the Ministry of Finance, the WB Tokyo Office, the World Bank Institute 
and the Global Development Learning Network, Japanese and overseas knowledge exchange 
partners such as Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), Asian Productivity Organization 
(APO), Foundation for Advanced Study for International Development (FASID), Asia Development 
Bank Institute (ADBI), Association for African Distance Learning Centers (AADLC) etc., project officers 
within TDLC and within partner organizations, tutors, teachers and resource persons.  

Detailed studies of selected cases: A selection of knowledge exchange activities and events 
organised by or in collaboration with the TDLC were studied in depth and case study reports were 
drawn up. These cases studies are being used to both document and make more concrete the 
information contained in this assessment. 

All the information gathered was processed during an intensive 6-week assessment period. This 
culminated in the drafting of a final report of which this document is the executive summary. The final 
report provides a synthesis of all data, observations, interpretations, and opinions gathered during the 
assessment process. 

Assessment results  
The results of this assessment are organised under three separate headings: Strategic Relevance, 
Operational Performance and Impact and Institutional Sustainability. 

Strategic Relevance  
As early as in 2006 TDLC was well on its way to achieving its initial objectives and goals: TDLC had 
established its flagship Development Learning Center and started to play its role as an active contributor 
within the East Asia Pacific GDLN. By means of its state-of-the-art technical infrastructure TDLC 
supported the knowledge sharing activities that were organised in collaboration with a growing number 
of development partners from Japan as well as from overseas, providing access to Japanese knowledge 
and expertise in development to Asia and internationally. TDLC actively marketed its services, securing 
an increasing number of clients and ongoing creation of partnerships within the knowledge exchange for 
development community as well as in developing countries. Development and delivery of content in 
partnership with organisations such ADBI, WB, JBIC, JICA, Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), FASID and APO had taken off and the number of 
programs and activities was growing steadily.  
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Furthermore TDLC had started to play a key role within the EAP GDLN not only as one of the most active 
and productive learning centers in producing and providing content but also as a key partner for many 
DLCs in the AP Region with regard to development of basic skills in DLC management, business 
development, preparation and delivery of (innovative) programs and providing opportunities to 
strengthen human resource capacity. Furthermore, TDLC contributed from its foundation to the 
establishment and functioning of the EAP regional association (GDLN Asia Pacific). TDLC provided in that 
way since 2004 a key project to enhance capacities and business opportunities, hence increase chances 
for sustainability of the EAP GDLN by playing a leadership role. 
 
TDLC has continued to provide high quality services to DLCs in Asia and the Pacific, and on occasion to 
DLCs in Africa and Latin America, mainly by providing a steady stream of high value content. Based on 
this assessment, it is evident that the TDLC Project has largely delivered on the strategic goals in Phase 1. 
It can be concluded from the successful deployment and first phase of services and operation of the 
TDLC that it has clearly met a need for a Japan-based center for knowledge exchange for development, a 
need that was felt by the main stakeholders (the GoJ and the WB) as well as within the partner 
community for knowledge exchange. A need that is updated and expressed again in the recently drafted 
business plan in which TDLC aims to become the “pre-eminent platform for the exchange of ideas, know-
how and expertise, contributing strongly to sustainable development in the Asia and Pacific region and 
across the world, especially in Africa, South Asia and Latin America, with the lessons of the Asian 
experienceέ.  
 
Furthermore, it is clear that TDLC’s goals are closely aligned with the objectives of Japanese 
development cooperation: to facilitate full range dialog between OECD, middle-income and developing 
nations, including North-South, South-South and South-North exchanges as the basis of peer-learning, 
knowledge creation and knowledge exchange and to achieve, thereby, substantial development impact. 
TDLC contributes in many ways to these objectives, but mainly by raising awareness and creating 
opportunities for Japan’s development knowledge (within Japan and in the rest of the world), by actively 
supporting regional development collaboration, by bringing innovation in respect to capacity building for 
knowledge sharing for development, by creating of strategic alliances with partners in Japan and the rest 
of world and by providing high quality services for content design and delivery.  
 
TDLC’s current business model continues to build on the above described vision and strategy of TDLC 
stakeholders, and is therefore considered appropriate, and well in line with what the development 
partner community is expecting from TDLC. Equally important for the future of the TDLC and its 
partnership community, is the fact that the underlying objective is now centered on developmental 
impact (as opposed to financial self-sustainability) with a distinct focus on program initiatives based on 
the ‘public good’ model. Cost recovery as a business model has become a secondary priority. This 
important shift is justified when taking into account TDLC’s experience during Phase 1, which has shown 
the following two facts: (i) TDLC’s approach has demonstrated to have a strong leveraging effect on its 
program partners: by demonstrating the value of its quality learning programs it convinces partners to 
contribute to programs that are of the ‘Public Good’ such as for example the MicroFinance Training of 
Trainers (MFTOT) program, the Oil Price Volatility seminar, the SME course, the Sustainable Tourism 
programs, the Nurse Education programs. In programs like these over half the budget was provided 
financially or in kind by partners;  (ii) It has proven to be difficult for a project like TDLC to achieve 
development impact while at the same time generating sufficient revenue for achieving complete 
financial sustainability. Moreover, unrealistic expectation on financial sustainability could well lead TDLC 
away from its primary mission (knowledge exchange specifically for the development community) by 
focusing too much on purely commercial activities. Therefore, it was important that the business model 
shifts towards program initiatives delivered on a Public Good model, but without neglecting 
opportunities to increase revenue generation.  
 
It remains unclear whether the prospect in the new business plan with regard to the revenue generation 
targets is realistic and here several questions emerge. Up to now, there has been no evidence that the 
type of activities planned in the current business plan have contributed in the past to the planned level 
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of revenue generation in the future. The APO Program for example provides TDLC with its largest source 
of income from activities; however, it is still heavily subsidized by TDLC despite a proportional increase in 
the recovery of expenditure (from 0.49% of revenue from APO against total expenditure of TDLC in 2006 
to 1.76% in 2009). With practically all other programs, the cost return ratio is even more 
disproportionate. Because of this imbalance, already in the last two years of Phase 1 TDLC started to 
focus more on ‘program funding’.  where program partners or sponsors are contributing financially at the 
program level, for example in the MFTOT where ADBI and AfDB provided a total of 224,935 USD in 
funding for implementing the 4th, 5th and 6th course, and localizing resource material. This evolution 
continues in Phase 2. The assumption that $2.2m out of a total budget of $17.7m over the next five 
years can be generated as revenue therefore seems overambitious unless substantial, new sponsorships 
for major programs were achieved. Furthermore, this aspect of the business plan requires a proactive 
and outward directed fund-raising strategy and a more streamlined design and deployment workflow, 
which could threaten TDLC’s ability to continue to deliver development impact, particularly in the 
context of expected transition constraints of moving from Phase 1 to Phase 2.  
 
There is also a challenge in respect to TDLC’s present type of services and programs which are still for a 
large part based on videoconferencing, but which may no longer have the same appeal in an 
environment where self paced learning and e-learning is becoming the dominant model. TDLC faces 
further challenges given both its roles as a provider of services and as a knowledge exchange institution 
in a rapidly changing technological landscape increasingly facing competition on the provision of such 
services. TDLC has demonstrated its awareness of the potential limitations of using GDLN as its exclusive 
network because of the limitations on that network and the limited penetration of GDLN centers that are 
based on capitol cities within the member countries. Therefore TDLC and GDLN AP have started already 
to proactively look for opportunities to act as a gateway with networks like INHERENT (Indonesia) LEARN 
(Sri Lanka) and PERN (Pakistan) that are well developed and offer opportunities to enter deeper into 
target constituencies, while they are also naturally linked to knowledge exchange institutions such as 
universities. Furthermore TDLC intends to place less emphasis on pure videoconferencing services and 
start to function even more as a value added service provider, that supports partner organizations with 
additional services such as design of content, media services, learner support, building of communities 
of practice, coordination and monitoring and assessment as a supplement to its traditional 
videoconferencing services.  
 
Still, there is an important potential advantage of TDLC on these emerging networks in the One Stop 
Shop type of service: from inception of the event, over design and organization, to deployment, network 
coordination and support. This however means a high load on the staff and resources within TDLC, as we 
have seen from Phase 1, as well as cost implications.  
 
With regard to the main sectors of interest, the following were identified in the assessment as key 
domains of expertise where TDLC could be an important platform for knowledge exchange: Environment 
and Disaster Risk Management (including climate change); Healthcare and Labor; Education and 
Science/Technology; Private Sector, Finance, and Public Private Partnerships. Agriculture and Food 
Security were also mentioned by the stakeholders.  The relevance of these was largely confirmed in our 
survey of the partnership community.  
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Table 1: Sector of Interest 

Operational Performance  
Current operational objectives for TDLC are organised according to the 3 pillars of the business plan; 
initiatives delivered on a Public Good Model; development and delivery of knowledge sharing platform 
as cutting-edge distance learning and services and technology leadership and network development. For 
each set of objectives, there are a clearly described set of actions and outputs clearly highlighting the 
vision and planned development of TDLC. These objectives include targets that can to a certain extent be 
measured qualitatively, and at the same time TDLC is making an effort to meet the comments received at 
the time of the Mid-Term Review to adopt effective Performance Indicators to improve not only the 
project management, the operation of the facility and resources, and the communication of impact. 
Initial indicators are provided in the Tokyo Development Learning Center (TDLC) Phase 2 Proposal (JFY 
2010 – 2014) Version 3.4 on a Project level mainly. While some programs have already started recording 
results in a structured manner, TDLC is aware of the need for and working on the elaboration of 
indicators on the program level and the implementation of an internal monitoring and evaluation 
system.  
 
Programs delivered on the Public Good model include a series of flagship programs such as the MFTOT 
and the Climate and Disaster Resilience Initiative (CDRI) programs, developing into a regular calendar of 
programs. Scaling up of the development and delivery of high-quality programs and services includes a 
strong portfolio of courses, training and peer-learning opportunities in response to demand and a 
substantial expansion of fee-earning services to key clients such as the World Bank, APO and other 
clients, especially Japanese agencies. Technology Leadership and Network Development includes the 
further development and ongoing support to a stable, high-quality and highly appreciated technology 
infrastructure in the region including the hub services, which are considered of an extremely high 
quality, and increasingly web-based and multi-media services for program support.  
 
Cost effectiveness is a priority in TDLC in much the same way as it is elsewhere, particularly in relation to 
development, where resources are generally scarce and needs are high. However, the limited analytical 
system within TDLC to record and analyze all costs related to knowledge exchange activities including 
human resources make it impossible to accurately measure the entire cost-effectiveness and has led to a 
recommendation that just such a comprehensive system be put in place.  However, it is clear that TDLC 
has put considerable effort into increasing cost effectiveness, which is borne out by the feedback 
received by the TDLC knowledge exchange partners as shown in Table 2.  
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 Partners (n=44) 
Importance of cost effectiveness in collaboration with TDLC 84.7% (SD=1.44) 
Cost effectiveness of collaboration with TDLC 84.0% (SD=1.45) 
Table 2: Cost Effectiveness as Perceived by TDLC Partners 

 
An example of how TDLC adopted a cost-effective approach is by ensuring the effective utilization of 
distance learning mode, repeatability and scalability of certain courses like the Microfinance Training of 
Trainers (MFTOT) or the Mother and Child Health Care Specialists in Mongolia. This has led to a decrease 
of the cost per learner. Further optimizing the balance between different modes of delivery has also 
helped cost-effectiveness as shown by the way in which the MFTOT program combines different 
methodologies as described earlier2.  
 
 

 

Table 3: MFTOT Growth Rate 

TDLC has also contributed to increasing cost effectiveness in its partnerships by providing services that 
are economical, for example, APO has been able to reduce its training cost per participant to 1/10 by 
using a distance learning approach.  

Impact and Institutional Sustainability 
Although that it is difficult to calculate the exact economic value TDLC programs and services have 
generated as ‘public good’ programs such as MFTOT Course, Mother and Child Health Care Specialists in 
Mongolia, and the Inter-Regional Knowledge Sharing Series on Avian and Human Influenza (AHI) 
implicitly have a certain impact on individual citizens and the society at large. Furthermore there is well 
documented evidence that TDLC programs and services have reached many countries in developing 
regions and have been able to address populations who would not otherwise be addressed, for example 
in the Mother and Child Health Care Specialists in Mongolia Program and the MFTOT Program. 
 

                                                           
2
 Miron, Gary, Impact Evaluation of the MicroFinance Training of Trainers Course, World Bank, 2008 
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The program for Mother and Child Health Care Specialists in Mongolia became possible because the 
distance learning design introduced by TDLC allowed Kitasato University to upscale this face-to-face 
training program at a manageable cost to reach out to a very large part of the target population in places 
that were difficult to reach otherwise. A face-to-face learning program of a comparable scale and scope 
would have been prohibitively expensive and heavily demanding on human resources.  
 
The report Impact Evaluation of the MicroFinance Training of Trainers Course (Gary Miron, World Bank 
2008) gives an excellent overview of the impact and outreach of this program and documents a large 
number of short-, medium- and long-term outcomes that have had an impact on the participants and 
their communities. Such impacts have included the decree to which knowledge has been acquired and 
attitudes changed due to the MFTOT Course and the extent to which a network has been facilitated. 
 
The focus group approach in Mother and Child Health Care Specialists in Mongolia provides another 
good example for monitoring impact and shows the significant level of impact this program has had 
which includes practical indications of impact like the like the lecture materials, posters and educational 
materials which were developed and which were then used for individual consultations.  
 
Not only do successful programs such as MFTOT reach a growing number of countries, programs also are 
increasingly reaching those that are often left out of the learning and training because of their 
remoteness: the Mother and Child Health Care Specialists in Mongolia program was conducted three 
times and trained in total 2,243 participants, which is equivalent to 28% of total target population of 
nurses in Mongolia3. Not only did the program reach those in the major cities but also those that are 
living further away: nurses travel on average more than 4 hours to reach the location where the course is 
organised.  
 
Little evidence was found that services comparable to those offered by TDLC are provided by the private 
sector. Where some comparisons do exist there is significant difference in the level of quality, price, and 
value for money. While several of the free services offered by organisations like United Nations 
University (UNU), African Virtual University (AVU), Open University in Japan (OUJ) do operate in the 
same context as TDLC, they are not comparable in terms of either scope, target audience or service 
provision. 
 
The relationship with the World Bank gives TDLC the valuable branding as well as a label of neutrality, 
global reach, multi partnership and quality, and has actively contributed to the promotion of TDLC’s role 
as a global purveyor of knowledge. TDLC has made an effort to utilize resources from the World Bank in 
terms of capacity development, networks and content (for example with regard to Water and CSR 
programs) but still there are opportunities to improve this collaboration.  
 
TDLC is largely recognized to have been successful in the dissemination of Japanese knowledge and 
experiences for development purposes: the leveraging effect of TDLC’s contribution and support to 
programs such as Asian Productivity Organization (APO) and the Climate and Disaster Resilience Initiative 
(CDRI) for Asian Cities has allowed these programs to scale or to expand by attracting additional funding 
or by allowing the expansion of the target audiences.  

Conclusion 
This assessment clearly demonstrated the achievements of the TDLC during Phase 1. A world class 
Development Learning Center was established, with an impact not only on the regional knowledge 
exchange activities but also well beyond. This impact is achieved by an ongoing production and delivery 
of high quality and effective knowledge exchange activities and events for development, by providing 
support to the associated partners and DLCs, which claim that over half of their activities is provided, 

                                                           
3
 Total target population of nurses in Mongolia is approximately 8,000. Note that some participants attended more 

than 1 session.   
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coordinated or supported by TDLC. This has not only contributed to the reputation of TDLC but also 
importantly to the reputation of the GDLN AP as well as the GDLN Global. The important shift in the 
business model from cost recovery towards development impact as the main priority gives the TDLC a 
clear mandate to continue to develop in this direction. TDLC ensures an important and effective 
presence of the Japanese development community on a global scale and demonstrates growing impact, 
influence and interaction in a number of countries, regions and organizations. 
 
It can be concluded that TDLC has achieved the objectives set at the beginning of Phase 1 and has 
successfully adapted its products, services, and operations according to the evolving set of objectives. 
There remains however room for improvement with regard to the reporting, documentation, monitoring 
and assessment of its activities. Improving these elements of the operation will not only contribute to an 
even higher quality of service provision but also (and more importantly) to greater awareness, 
acceptance and acclaim for the services delivered and the impact generated. 
 
 


