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Business Critical Application: An IT Investment 
Dilemma at a Securities Company1 
Ha Phuong, a customer service manager at one of the top 20 securities companies in Vietnam, TX-
Securities, was responsible for testing the recently built million-dollar stock trading system to ensure it 
satisfied business requirements and trading practices at the company.  

The stock market in Vietnam experienced tremendous turbulence during the five years since 2007. Mar-
ket volume had grown five times with about 500 companies trading shares on the market. There were ap-
proximately 60 securities companies competing fiercely in a competitive stock market.  

Information Technology (IT) played a critical role in the stock trading system. Most securities companies 
ran their own stock trading system that was connected to the two central trading systems: one in Ho Chi 
Minh City (Ho Chi Minh Stock Exchange - HOSX) and one in Hanoi (Ha Noi Stock Exchange – HNX). 
These stock trading systems could cost up to several million dollars and were developed by both local and 
overseas IT service providers. IT service providers of the stock trading systems offered customized speci-
fication to each client. 

There were two main issues that Phuong had identified with the current stock trading system. First, the 
system was not designed to support the dynamic nature of the business. Core business functions had not 
been addressed into the design of the system from the start. Additional modules were developed in-house 
to save development cost and had led to ineffective alignment between business functions and the core 
system. Second, no longer a well-integrated system as originally planned, the main stock trading system 
had become over-complex and hard to manage in terms of system quality and supporting future needs of 
the company. 

Given that the company had already invested a million dollars in the current stock trading system, Phuong 
was in a difficult position. She perceived there to be 2 alternatives. First, the company could continue to 
use the current system, with a focus on better integrating various system components to match business 
requirements. She wondered if the current IT resources were capable of performing such a challenging re-
development task. The second alternative was to start with a new securities trading software application. 
That could cost even more and would require staff re-training and a lengthy testing process—as well as 
having a risky outcome. 

                                                      

1 Copyright © 2013, Informing Science Institute. This case was prepared for the purpose of class discussion, and not 
to illustrate the effective or ineffective handling of an administrative situation. Names and some information have 
been disguised. Permission is granted to copy and distribute this case for non-commercial purposes, in both printed 
and electronic formats. This material is based upon work supported by the RMIT Program Development Fund under 
Grant No. 380299-2012. 
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2 An IT Investment Dilemma At A Securities Company 

Vietnamese Stock Market 
Located on the Indochina Peninsula in Southeast Asia (see Exhibit 1 for Vietnam map), the Socialist Re-
public of Vietnam was one of the fastest-growing economies in Asia. Political and economic reforms (Doi 
Moi) launched in 1986 have transformed Vietnam from one of the poorest countries in the world, with per 
capita income below $100, to a lower middle income country within a quarter of a century with per capita 
income of $1,130 by the end of 2010. 

In an effort to industrialize and modernize the country, and to maintain stable economic growth and re-
structure the economy to enhance its efficiency and competition, Vietnam had needed huge capital of in-
vestment. Therefore, establishment and development of a securities market in Vietnam to mobilize mid-
term and long-term capital from both local and international investors into economy through debt securi-
ties and capital securities had been an urgent priority. In addition, equitization of state-owned enterprises 
would create a more open and healthy business environment. On July 10th 1998, the Prime Minister 
signed Decree No. 48/1998/ND-CP on stock and securities market and a decision to set up two (02) secu-
rities trading centers at Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. 

The Hanoi Stock Exchange (HNX) was established in accordance with Decision No.01/2009/QĐ-TTg by 
the Prime Minister on the basis of transforming and restructuring Hanoi Securities Trading Center which 
was established upon Decision No. 127/1998/QĐ-TTg and launched on March 08th 2005. On June 24th 
2009, the HNX was inaugurated as a state-owned single-member limited Liability Company with the 
Ministry of Finance as a representative. 

Being an organizer and regulator of the securities market, the HNX had organized share auctions and 
Government Bond biddings to mobilize capital for the State budget. In parallel, the HNX had operated 
three trading markets on a modern technological structure, including listed stock market, Government 
Bond market, and UPCoM (Unlisted Public Company Market). 

The ultimate goal of the HNX was to operate a transparent, equitable, and efficient market, and to develop 
new products, attract domestic and foreign investments, and prove itself as an important capital mobiliz-
ing channel of the economy, ensuring the interest of investors and market participants. 

Hochiminh Stock Exchange (HOSE) was firstly inaugurated under the name of the Ho Chi Minh City 
Securities Trading Center (HoSTC) on July 20, 2000, with two initial equity issues listed: Refrigeration 
Electrical Engineering Joint Stock Corporation (REE) and Saigon Cable and Telecommunication Material 
Joint Stock Company (SATCOM). Being the major stock trading center in Vietnam, HOSE played the 
role as the official mechanism through which new government bonds were issued and it also performed as 
the secondary market for existing bond trading.  

The Vietnam stock market had grown rapidly and dramatically, from the two stocks that were traded in 
the beginning to 586 stocks as of 2010 on both the HOSE and the HNX. It attracted a growing number of 
domestic and international investors impacting Vietnamese economy and secured its position among the 
Asian stocks markets when it became Asia’s best performing market (Hajrani, 2012). It also became a 
"crucial channel for companies that want to raise medium- and long-term capital," said Minh Giang 
Vuong, research officer at Vietcombank Securities.  

In the few years leading up to the case, Vietnamese stock traders saw weak performance of the market as 
a consequence of global financial crisis. Nevertheless, investors still believed that the market remained a 
good investment opportunity and consequently expected a recovery in the upcoming period. The future 
seemed secure as long as the investors and stock traders expanded their ability to trade stocks and boosted 
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their investments, the government supported it through clearer fiscal policies and above all, the Vietnam-
ese economy continued to grow.    

Competitive Securities Brokering Market 
The Vietnamese stock and securities brokering market focused mainly (52%) in top ten securities compa-
nies such as SSI, HSC, VNDS, ACBS, KEVS, BVSC, FPTS, VCBS, and BSB (as of 2012). The remain-
ing 48% of the market was shared by more 95 other securities companies (see Exhibit 2, 3, and 4 for some 
stock trading figures). 

In the Vietnam’s competitive brokerage market, securities companies were competing in three main areas 
to gain market share. 

1. Competitive transaction fees could be used to entice new customers. Newly established securities 
companies were more likely to gain market share by reducing transaction fees both directly and 
indirectly through cash bonus to new accounts. This form of competition was more popular in 
small and medium securities companies and mainly applied to private investors. 

2. Value-added technology was offered by securities companies to allow multiple forms of trading, 
including online transactions, SMS, or telephones, offering speedy online trading, online stock 
price listing, and stock information searching. Other technological features such as online tools in 
managing investment portfolio, interest calculation, and advanced buy and sell option were also 
used to increase customer satisfaction and adding to the competitiveness of securities companies. 

3. Financial assistance could be offered to investors as a way to win more customers. Securities 
companies allowed their customers to late pay their purchases and margin call was the main fi-
nancial incentive tool to attract customers. Margin call was a facility that would allow customers 
to trade more than the actual money available in their trading accounts.  

Investors’ Expectation 
Local investors became more sophisticated and up to date as the stock market became more comprehen-
sive. Equipped with a wealth of information on share market, improved transparency in policies and regu-
lations, stock investors were asking for professional and accurate report on market and investment oppor-
tunities. Local stock investors used to trade on the market for short term gain, reacting to the market in 
crowd syndrome. As they grew more experienced and sophisticated, they started to focus in medium and 
long term investment, especially investment funds and large private investors.  

Online Stock Trading Technology   
Online stock trading technology had become an effective tool for competing among local securities com-
panies. Feature-packed online trading applications would be applied widely to improve efficiency and 
minimize risk in stock trading. Most stock trading systems commonly offered functions such as: 

 Automatic credit granting: offered call margin (lending facility) to investors  
 Debt collection: automatically deducting debts from investors’ trading account 
 Online trading order: placed and sold shares online in real time  
 Customer management: offered complete customer transaction management including transac-

tional history, credit rating, and payment transfer 
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Such stock trading systems would be used in most securities companies and undoubtedly served as the 
major foundation for all trading aspects within the stock market.  

As for the trading venues, the faster the trading technology could act, especially the more it could achieve 
and keep up-to-date information, the more valuable to these companies—allowing them to limit the 
changes of stock prices during the transaction. Many global securities and stock exchange companies had 
realized the supreme importance of technology in stock trading since they asserted the “dramatic impact 
of technology onto the company’s financial performance” (Flinders, 2007). 

In Vietnam, the ability to access to and operate an effective online trading technology was now consid-
ered as the decisive element for every securities company’s success. To satisfy the key business needs and 
to support timely and accurate stock transactions, online trading technology therefore demanded better 
systemization and more detailed specifications that could support different business needs, both at the 
highest level of accuracy and at the lowest achievable risk.    

As the demands on securities companies rose due to its expanding operation and investors’ expectation, 
online trading technology faced some serious challenges. These included huge data volumes, higher effi-
ciency, speed of execution, and, especially, reduction in cost. Overcoming these difficulties could result 
in companies’ stock coverage expansion and remarkably better ability to track and manage stock trading.  

TX-Securities Company 
TX-Securities was established in 2006 with registered capital of 50 billion VND (around 2.5 million US 
dollars as of 2012) and recently the capital had increased six fold. The company offered a full-service se-
curities brokerage, servicing individual, corporate, and institutional clients. The company was also a full-
service provider of Corporate Finance Services in Vietnam, taking part a number of major equitization 
initiatives involving the privatization of Government-owned corporations. TX-Securities set out with the 
objective of becoming one of the top 20 securities trading companies in Vietnam, first operating with a 
model that combined discount brokerage and a boutique investment bank, and gradually expanding to 
financial market in South Pacific Asia. TX-Securities operated in two main locations: Ha Noi and Ho Chi 
Minh City. TX-Securities strived to be customer-driven and to provide the best quality service and create 
value for business partners and community alike.  

Current Stock Trading System at TX-Securities 
Being developed by one of the largest local software providers, the stock trading system at TX-Securities 
cost over one million US dollars and took more than a year to complete. The system was offered as an 
open-source core which allowed modification by the company’s IT staff. Every department connected to 
system to utilize various modules of the system. There were 4 main modules in the Stock Trading system 
(see Exhibit 5) including Customer Contract; Customer CI Account, Customer SE Account, and Cus-
tomer Order.  

a. Customer Contract (Account opening) 
b. Customer CI Account (Accounting) 
c. Customer SE Account (Securities depository) 
d. Customer Order (Trading) 

The open-source core trading system provided a limited set of standardized features only. During its op-
eration, the core trading system was unable to satisfy many business requirements. As a result, several 
additional features of the stock trading system were further developed by the in-house IT department. 
Two main modules were developed to add extra features to the core trading system. Module 1 (see Ex-
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hibit 6) was an extension to the Customer CI Account core module running on an Internet Explorer 
browser. Module 1 allowed for a much wider range of financial arrangements to customers, such as: ex-
tending credit limit, calculating outstanding debt and borrowing cost. Module 2 (see Exhibit 7) was an 
extension to the Customer Order module running on Firefox browser which showed a combined listing of 
all daily transactions for a particular broker and allowed Buy-Sell-Cancellation/Change.  

Though providing cost savings in short term, the system was somewhat ineffective in meeting the increas-
ingly complex IT needs of customers and partners. Manual overrides to system operation were frequently 
required, reducing the creditability of the system. The company’s stock trading system was operating un-
stably and was incurring unexpected errors, demanding immediate action from the IT team. This was a 
serious issue for IT management that extended across the company. 

The company had produced several mandates to address issues of software quality and specifications fail-
ing to satisfy key business needs. Reviewing key responsibilities and resources of the IT department to 
ensure that it focused on what it could do best and was properly resourced—rather than being too ambi-
tious and overreaching—became a priority. Stock trading software, one of the most critical applications in 
the company, would need to be reviewed thoroughly (including the software core that had been developed 
externally). It was recognized that the stock trading software needed to be better standardized with other 
supporting applications used within the company and better positioned to meet the customers’ trading 
needs. Even replacing the current stock trading software was considered—an option that might cost addi-
tional hundreds of thousands of US dollars.  

Issues with TX Stock Trading System 
Phuong had found major issues in the current stock trading system.  

First, the “Block” function in Customer SE Account module was having a critical error. Even though a 
staff blocked some securities in a Customer Account from being sold, a customer could still sell them. It 
was found that there was an additional unnecessary step to be completed which was not obvious to the 
system users to really block the securities. Phuong suggested the software provider to combine two steps 
in to one so that staff could complete the task more easily.  

Second, problems were also found with the Customer Order module. For example, every three seconds 
the system would synchronize customers’ stock orders (buy or sell) with the HoSTC and HNX. Under 
normal market condition, the system worked flawlessly. However, when the system was overloaded with 
a huge transaction volume, the system froze and lost connection with the central stock exchange. This 
created a highly adverse situation for customers as buy and sell orders were not completed.  

Third, the two extended modules were running simultaneously with the core system and performed dupli-
cate functions leading to system overload at peak trading time. A roll back to core system was required 
when the extended modules were not working properly. The extended modules to the core system also led 
to complexity and were hard to manage. Staff had to spend extra time and effort to switch back and forth 
between the core and extended modules. 

Fourth, essential business models had not been incorporated in the original design of the current stock 
trading system. Module 1 offered extended features for Customer CI account and module 2 offered ex-
tended features for Customer SE account. However, the two modules were not integrated with each other. 
Staff needed to use two modules simultaneously by opening separate windows to access trading informa-
tion of the same account. To make matters worse, each module worked on different browsers: module 1 
worked only with Internet Explorer, module 2 with only Mozilla Firefox. It posed a challenge for new 
staff who needed to use the system. 
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Other issues with the trading software were unfriendly system errors (see Exhibit 8). Staff using the sys-
tem did not know the meaning of the errors. The user, therefore, needed to print the screen and send it to 
the IT department, which then forwarded it to the software vendor for trouble shooting. Quite often, the 
software vendor did not provide any explanation as to why the errors happened and sometimes no solu-
tion was offered. 

Lack of Central Point of Contact for Customer Handling 
Phuong had found the current workflow between customers and relevant departments could be improved 
by reducing the intermediary layer. Developing a single contact point for handling customers’ inquiries 
regarding the online stock trading system was a major objective so that solutions could be offered to cus-
tomers’ inquiries as soon as possible. At least a designated department should take the responsibility of 
specific problems to avoid pushing around the responsibility between departments.  

For example, when a customer logged into the system during trading hours, if the customer needed to 
analyze a stock, normally the customer would call a stock broker and the broker called a stock analyst 
who then answered to the broker and broker replied to the customer. Rather than going through the stock 
broker, it would be more desirable for the customer to contact the Securities Analyst directly, so that the 
customer would get the stock report faster than before. 

Another example occurs when a customer receives an error or a problem with the online stock trading 
system. Ideally, the customer should be able to communicate directly with IT instead of calling a Broker, 
who would then invariably forward the issue to the IT department. IT staff sometimes blamed the cus-
tomer for not using the system properly or not following proper instructions. However, if the customer 
could speak directly with the IT department, it would be much easier for the IT staff to recognize com-
mon types of errors reported (and not to push the responsibility to someone else). The company would 
know there was an error in the system and fix it promptly.  

Currently the TX-Stock Trading System did not allow alteration of the workflow so that a change in the 
business model could be supported. 

Sunk-Cost or Start Afresh? 
Starting from a basic core stock trading system that satisfied most requirements for TX-Securities, TX-
Trading system had been substantially modified and customized—mostly by in-house IT staff—to meet 
ever changing trading practice. With the hindsight of saving cost and utilizing existing IT resources, TX-
Securities had resorted to in-house customization and development of new modules based on the open-
source core system offered by a well-known stock trading software provider. System flexibility and 
timely response to new business needs were quickly achieved through such an approach. However, as the 
system grew over time, it became too complex to use and synchronize across all modules and became 
inflexible to scale.  

Phuong had to consider whether the company should continue to use the TX-Trading System to justify 
the millions of investment already spent or start with a new stock trading system that could be installed to 
meet full enterprise needs and also provide room for flexibility and scalability. Below were some pros and 
cons of two options. 

Option 1: keep using the current stock trading system 

 Pros: reduces substantial re-investment into another system, no staff re-training, no re-running 
data, time saved in exploring new software and bidding cost. 
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 Cons: current system already over complex, containing modules incompatible with the core sys-
tem. There was lack of integration among the four main functions of the TX-Trading system, 
which soon became unmanageable in terms of information quality and trading process control. 
Especially, the current system lacked support for dynamic and changing organization processes. 

Option 2: investing in a new stock trading system 

 Pros: addresses problems in option 1, conforms to international standardized package which was 
already used in large securities companies. Most importantly, key business processes are sup-
ported right upfront when choosing the suitable system. 

 Cons: the company has to accept the sunk-cost lost investment in the current system. The new 
system would cost even more, require additional staff training, data testing and re-running. It re-
mains unclear if any new system that would provide the level of flexibility and customizability 
desired that could be managed and controlled so as to avoid previous pitfalls. 

Where to start next from here? Phuong picked up the phone to discuss with some major software provid-
ers in the financial trading industry.   
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Exhibit 1: Vietnam World Map 
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Exhibit 2: Market Share of Stock and Fund Certificates (as of 3rd quar-
ter, 2012) 

 

 

 

Source: HOSE (Ho Chi Minh Stock Exchange) 
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Exhibit 3: Trading Activities by Securities in 2011 

 

 
Source: Ho Chi Minh City Stock Exchange 
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Exhibit 4: Monthly VN Index Fluctuation in 2011 

 

 

 

Source: Ho Chi Minh City Stock Exchange 
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Exhibit 5: Open-Source Core Stock Trading System 
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Exhibit 6: Customized Module 1 – Customer-CI 
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Exhibit 7: Customized Module 2 – Customer Order 
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Exhibit 8: System Error Messages 
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