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Foreword
Viet Nam has enjoyed two decades of reform and 15 years of sustained economic growth. Household surveys
suggest that the distribution of income has remained stable, at least in comparison with other rapidly growing
economies. Yet the experience of other East Asian countries suggests that a relatively equal inter-household
income distribution may conceal growing intra-household inequality. A rigid gender division of labour, wage
inequality, unequal access to education and training and unequal distribution of the burden of domestic work,
child care and caring for other family members mean that the costs and benefits of economic development are
not shared equally between women and men.
The Government of Viet Nam has assigned a high priority to the third Millennium Development Goal of promoting
gender equality and empowering women. Considerable progress has been made in school enrolments and
increasing women’s participation in legislative and representative bodies. However, much work still lies ahead.
Viet Nam is ranked 87th out of 144 countries included in the UNDP Gender Development Index. The time has
come to translate the commitment of the Government and other development partners into concrete actions.
This document is the product of an effort to achieve better coordination and consistency towards our common
objective of gender equity in Viet Nam. The research team has carried out extensive consultations with
Vietnamese experts, civil society organizations, donors and United Nations agencies, and they have distilled
the results of these discussions in an articulate and succinct statement of priorities. We would like to thank all
of the agencies and individuals who have taken part in the consultations for the spirit of solidarity that has
informed this exercise.
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Executive Summary
This Thematic Discussion Paper identifies key priority areas and specifies concrete indicators of progress in
support of the implementation of Viet Nam’s gender equity strategy. The paper is based on an extensive set of
consultation exercises involving national gender specialists, scholars and representatives of government
agencies, civil society organisations, donors and United Nations agencies. The objective of the consultations
was to distil policy priorities in connection with the formulation of the Socio-Economic Development Plan
2006-2010, subsequent rounds of the multi-donor Poverty Reduction Support Credit and other development
programmes.
Understanding the dynamics of gender relations requires an appreciation of Viet Nam’s rapidly changing
economic conditions set against slower moving shifts in cultural norms. Gender roles in Viet Nam are heavily
influenced by the country’s Confucian past, agrarian social structures, the country’s experience of war and
socialist orientation. The transition to the market and increasing interaction with the world outside have contributed
to changes to traditional gender roles, expectations and perceptions.
Based on the consultations, the paper identifies five priority areas. The first, gender in the productive economy,
is central to women’s lives. Women in Viet Nam have a long tradition of participating actively in the labour
force. However, similar rates of economic activity between women and men conceal marked gender inequalities
in economic opportunities, returns to labour and the allocation of time and workloads. Men dominate senior
positions across the economy and women workers are concentrated in labour intensive industries with little
opportunity for advancement and higher wages. For women to participate further policy must address the
quality and prevalence of training and education as well as entrenched discrimination in schools and at work.
Achieving gender equity in the work place will require a focus on ‘care’. Although the constitution of Viet Nam
states that husbands and wives have the same responsibilities, women carry much of the burden of domestic
work as well as being primary carers of children, the ill and the old. At the same time they contribute equally
to the productive economy. Access to quality childcare is essential to support women in their professional
lives. The professionalisation of social work is needed to care for children, the infirm and old and to provide
extra help to those disadvantaged by the changes in society and in the economy.
The third and fourth priority areas are women’s reproductive health and domestic violence. The growing rates
of abortion, the phenomenon of son-preference in some provinces and often risky sexual behaviour by the
young require attention. Domestic violence was the issue on which there was most consensus in the
consultations due to increased recognition and growing intolerance of inaction. Eliminating violence against
women and addressing women’s reproductive health are prerequisites to economic and political empowerment.
The final priority area is women’s participation in public decision making. While women are not a homogenous
group and do not necessarily share the same priorities and interests, they make up at least half of the
population and are likely to articulate issues and concerns that male dominated decision making bodies may
overlook or marginalise. Increasing women’s involvement requires policies to address women’s ability to achieve
positions in decision making bodies as well as their capacity to contribute.
There are no clear divisions between the five priority areas and successful policy must consider several cross
cutting issues. More attention must be paid to the collection and publication of gender-disaggregated data and
other information relating to the status of women and girls in Viet Nam. This information is needed to help
researchers and policy makers arrive at a more comprehensive and powerful analysis of the economic, political
and social aspects of gender inequality. Many participants in the consultations highlighted the gap between
legislation and implementation, pointing to the need to link policy formation to political action and leadership
more explicitly. In every consultation awareness was highlighted as perhaps the most important issue. Raising
awareness within society and in the key decision making and agenda setting bodies will ensure that the
priority areas receive the attention they require.

Introduction: Objectives of the Paper
The Government of Viet Nam is currently finalising its Socio-Economic Development Plan (2006-2010). It has
also been engaged in active dialogue with the donor community on the principles, contents and objectives of
various sectoral and local plans and strategies in connection with MDG monitoring and subsequent rounds of
the multi-donor Poverty Reduction Support Credit (PRSC).
Government agencies and donors have noted a widening gap between the aspirations expressed in various
gender equity strategies and plans and the availability of concrete indicators to monitor the extent to which
these are actualised in planning processes and outcomes. This partly reflects shortcomings in existing data
collection instruments and processes. It is also indicative of the need to sharpen the focus of existing strategies
with reference to nationally-agreed targets, to the achievement of the MDGs as well as to existing analyses of
gender inequality in contemporary Viet Nam. As the ADB (2005) notes, ‘there is a general feeling that the lack
of cohesion between different government, donor and civil society stake holders about the priority issues is
causing gender to fall off the policy agenda in Viet Nam’ (p. 1).
The aim of this paper is to identify key priority areas together with concrete indicators to serve as the basis for
a gender equality strategy to guide donor-government dialogue in connection with the national planning process,
the next round of the World Bank’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Credit and reporting processes related to the
MDGs. The recommendations in the paper are based on an analysis of the research literature and policy
documents relating to gender equity in Viet Nam together with consultations carried out by the authors. Over a
three-week period the authors met with a wide range of people who work routinely on gender issues in Viet
Nam. The following list is not comprehensive but gives and indication of the range of opinions canvassed. In Ha
Noi we met with representatives of all major development agencies, international non-government organizations
(NGOs), local NGOs, the National Committee for Population, Family and Children (NCFPC), National Committee
for the Advancement of Women (NCFAW), the Women’s Union, academics, researchers and young people. In
Hue we consulted representatives of the Women’s Union, Hue University and local NGOs working in the central
region of Viet Nam. In Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) we met with local NGOs, NCFAW, the Women’s Union, women
entrepreneurs, the HCMC People’s Committee, MCMS Labour Union, academics and researchers from the
National University and the Southern Regional Center for Social Sciences. All of the individuals consulted were
encouraged to speak freely about the areas that they believe should be prioritized by donors and by government.
We recognise the limitations of this exercise in terms of breadth of our coverage and potential biases. For
example, we relied on people who work with rural women, ethnic minorities and other disadvantaged communities
to represent their views rather than consulting directly with these groups. Our intention was not to produce a
national, comprehensive survey, but instead to synthesize current debates and discussions for a wider audience.
Moreover, we have relied heavily on the existing scholarly and policy-oriented literature , which we hope will at
least partially compensate for the limits of the present set of consultations.
The paper is organized into three parts. The first part consists of a discussion of gender issues in the context
of social, political and economic change in Viet Nam. The analysis of gender in Viet Nam must be rooted in a
thorough understanding of the realities of life for Vietnamese men and women. This is particularly true of
policy-related research that seeks to contribute to the gender equity strategies of government, donors and civil
society organizations. Part 2 sets out the five priority areas identified on the basis of the consultations and
literature review. A set of ‘cross-cutting’ issues relevant to all five priority areas is discussed in Part 3. Appendix
1 lists some of the issues that were raised during the consultations but that were not included, together with
the reasons for their non-inclusion in the list of priorities. In Appendix 2 we briefly outline a programme of
research to strengthen the analytical basis of the gender equity strategy, addressing gaps as well as
recommending new directions.

Criteria for defining ‘priority’ areas
Gender inequality is a crosscutting issue, relevant to all of the various dimensions of development and with
ramifications for all development goals. There is, therefore, no shortage of policies relevant to the promotion of
gender equality. However, the challenge for the team was to select a limited number of priority areas to provide
a coherent core to the donor-government policy dialogue over the coming years. Our intention is not to discount
1

other issues that donors and civil society organisations consider important, but rather to identify a common
core agenda. The team therefore gave considerable thought to the appropriate criteria for the selection of priority
issues.
From a policy-strategic perspective, issues that resonate with current government thinking on socio-economic
policy stand a greater chance of implementation than those that have not yet been incorporated into the
mainstream of the policy discourse. This suggests that priority should be given to gender related interventions
that have a direct bearing on pro-poor growth, which has emerged as a core concern of government’s policy
documents (Box 1).
Box 1: Policy priorities
‘The goal is to develop at a significant and stable pace, lifting the country out of the low income group, creating
more high productivity and better quality jobs, improving people’s material and spiritual life in the orientation of
sustainable development.’ (Draft SEDP 2006-2010)
‘Broad-based, high quality and sustainable economic growth, focusing first on structural transformation,
diversification of agricultural production, and the development of professions and trades, creates more
opportunities for small and medium enterprises to develop and to generate the non-farm employment needed
to raise the income of the poor.’ (Comprehensive Poverty Reduction and Growth Strategy, which is Viet Nam’s
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper or PRSP)

At the same time we recognise that the agenda for gender equality could not, and should not, be reduced to
a purely instrumental consideration. There are likely to be issues that do not necessarily fit in with official
priorities, but which nevertheless demand attention as a matter of urgent need or on human rights grounds.
From a gender-strategic perspective, we have therefore sought to prioritise interventions that, in our view, will
bring about the greatest possible impact in terms of gender equality. The magnitude of the impact could be
measured with respect to the number of people likely to benefit from the policy change. Alternatively, it could
reflect the existence of secondary or multiplier effects of the policy, for example possible synergies between
women’s productive and reproductive roles. Impact could also be gauged in terms of the degree to which the
policy addresses underlying causes rather than the outward manifestations of gender inequality.
The consultation exercise allowed us to explore a range of different issues in order to identify those considered
most important by researchers and the sections of the donor community, government, and civil society that
work most intensively on gender issues on the ground. These groups and individuals are most likely to act as
champions of efforts to take this agenda forward. Although it is never possible to achieve unanimity on priorities,
there was nevertheless sufficient agreement on priorities among the various individuals and groups to discern
the basic elements of a common agenda.
Box 2: The gap between policy commitments and outcomes: views from the consultations
‘The government is formulating a law on gender equality. But we find that when they are really serious about
getting something done, they don’t rely on paper policies.’
‘Domestic violence is against the law, but the problem is implementation. We have beautiful laws but there are
problems of social perceptions, judges have their own interpretation.’
‘We need an accountability framework to make sure that officials implement policy.’
‘There is too much attention given to developing Plans of Action for women, but not enough on follow up and
implementation.’

One of the recurring themes of the consultation exercise was the frustration expressed at the frequent failure to
translate policies into action or to enforce the law (Box 2). This may explain why there was a great deal more
emphasis on practical measures (some of which, although not all, are already officially adopted as government
policy) than on new policies or laws. Few participants were aware of the proposed new law on gender equality.
While those who were welcomed the law, they expressed concern that it would in the end represent yet one
more example of the ‘symbolic politics’ of gender and would not result in concrete outcomes. They drew
attention to the critical need for more attention to the institutional arrangements needed to implement the law.
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Part 1: Continuity and Change in Viet Nam
The political economy of Viet Nam is changing, and these changes have major implications for the lives and
livelihoods of Vietnamese men and women. But there are also important continuities. Some of the changes
relate to the transition from central planning to a ‘socialist-oriented market economy’ and the opening up of
large swathes of the economy to international competition. The major source of continuity is the dominance of
the Communist Party, not only in political life and government but also in significant areas of the economy and
society. Also showing considerable resilience in the face of major changes are the norms, values and customs
governing gender relations, although here too there is evidence of change. In this section we briefly sketch
some of the key dimensions of continuity and change in the economy and society as these provide the basis
on which our strategic priorities have been selected.

1.1 Gender and work in Viet Nam: an economy in transition
With the adoption of the policy of doi moi (or renovation) in 1986 Viet Nam began the transition from a planned
to a market economy. The government’s share of economic activity and employment has declined and private
waged work and self-employment have gradually expanded. Viet Nam is increasingly integrated into the world
economy, and the country’s export performance in agriculture and labour-intensive manufacturing has contributed
to a sustained period of rapid economic growth.
Economic growth has been accompanied by a reduction in the headcount rate of poverty from around 60
percent in 1993 to 29 percent in 2002 (World Bank 2003). However, employment growth has lagged behind
economic growth (two compared to seven percent per annum since 1986) and the quality of new jobs is a
major concern of government (UN 2004, p. 14, SEDP 2005). As a result, the decline in poverty has not been
evenly distributed. Various factors such as educational attainment, household size, ethnicity, geographic
location and the urban-rural divide help to explain variations in the incidence of poverty.
Agriculture still accounts for a large share of total employment, but with around 1,000 persons per square
kilometre of agricultural land, the farming sector is one of the most overcrowded in the world. In 2002 36
percent of rural households subsisted on incomes below the poverty line, as compared to six percent of urban
households (Government of Viet Nam 2005, p. 18). Employment in agriculture has declined from 71 percent in
1995 to 57 percent in 2005, while the corresponding figure for industry and construction has risen frm 11 to 18
percent over the same period. Jobs in services now make up 25 percent of the labour force (SEDP, p. 18). The
public sector also accounts for a falling share of total employment, down from 14.5 percent in 1989 to nine
percent in 2004 according to the General Statistics Office (GSO).
Given the sizeable gap between rural and urban incomes, many rural people choose to migrate, collectively
and individually, to urban areas in search of betterpaid work. Before doi moi, migration to the cities was strictly
controlled through a system of residential permits requiring migrants to register with the municipal authorities.
Restrictions on migratory movements have eased considerably, although it is still necessary for migrants to
obtain residential permits at their destinations. Urban dwellers accounted for 24 percent of the population in
1999, a rise of 46 percent since 1989.
Women in Viet Nam have a long tradition of participating actively in the labour force. This was pointed out by
Boserup (1970) based on her analysis of census data from the 1960s. According to the 1993 Viet Nam Living
Standards Survey (VLSS), 90 percent of adult women and men had participated in the income-generating
economy in the preceding year (Desai 1995). More recent surveys document nearly identical rates of labour
force participation for men and women. In 2002 85 percent of men and 83 percent of women were in work
(World Bank 2003). Rates of underemployment also appear to be similar and declining for men and women.
Between 1993 and 1998 it is estimated that underemployment fell from 64 to 52 percent for women and from
59 to 53 percent for men (Haughton et al. 2001).
However, similar rates of economic activity conceal marked gender inequalities in economic opportunities,
returns to labour and the allocation of time and workloads. These are summarised in various indicators of
gender disadvantage. The first indicator of disadvantage relates to the gender distribution of employment by
5

sector and occupation, in other words the horizontal segregation of the economy. Outside of the own-farm
sector, women are more likely to be found in self-employment and men in salaried or waged work. Fifty-seven
percent of men and women are employed in farming, and 23 percent of women and 18 percent of men are
engaged in off-farm self employment (for example, grocery shops and handicrafts). Yet 41 percent of men and
only 24 percent of women are found in waged employment (for example, construction, mining and transport).
Data on wage employment show further evidence of gender segmentation. Men tend to dominate in waged
work in fishing, mining, quarrying, electricity, water and gas provision, transport and communications. Women
make up the majority in light manufacturing, health and social work. At the same time, the Enterprise Survey
(2003) shows that the concentration of women in female dominated industries is not as pronounced as the
concentration of men in male dominated industries. In other words, men are more dispersed across the
occupational structure than women, an indication of their greater options. Men tend to be employed in state
and domestic private enterprise while women make up the majority in foreign invested enterprises: 70 to 80
percent of workers in the textile, garment and footwear industries are women.
A second indicator of disadvantage relates to the gender distribution of employment across the occupational
hierarchy, or the vertical segregation of labour. Here it is evident that men tend to predominate in higher status,
better paid forms of employment with greater scope for decision making while women are concentrated in
poorer paid, less prestigious forms of work with little scope for skills development or promotion. As Table 1
suggests, men hold the overwhelming majority of leadership positions and higher professional and technically
qualified jobs. Women predominate in lower level services and unskilled jobs.
Table 1: Job category by gender (%)
Nature of work

Women

Men

Leadership

19

81

High professional

41.5

58.5

Middle professional

58.5

41.5

Staff

53.1

46.9

Individual services, guards, shopkeepers

68.7

31.3

Agroforestry, fishery, fields

37.6

62.4

Craftsmen and related workers

34.7

65.3

Equipment installers/operators

26.9

73.1

Unskilled work

49.8

50.2

Total

48.4

51.6

Source: ‘Achieving the Millennium Development Goals. Report of Viet Nam’ Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, Ha Noi, 2005

Even within female dominated sectors, men predominate in the higher ranks of the occupational hierarchy. For
instance, within the female dominated teaching profession, women make up 100 percent of teachers at the
pre-school level, 78 percent of teachers at the primary level, 68 percent at lower secondary level, 56 percent at
upper secondary level and 41 percent at high school and college level (Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 2005, p.
43). The majority of heads of educational institutions at all levels are also men. In the health sector, more than
70 percent of commune level health workers are women, but most directors of health care stations and centres
are men. In the social sciences, while 45 percent of staff are women, around 95 percent of directors of
research institutions are men.
A third indicator of disadvantage relates to inequalities in returns to labour. The growing openness of the
economy appears to have increased returns to education in the 1990s. While this is likely to have benefited
men who have higher levels of educational attainment, one study also suggests that public sector downsizing
has led to a decline in the gender gap in earnings in both public and private salaried employment controlling for
years of education, work experience, ethnicity and location (Rama 2001). This result, however, is confined to
salaried employment in formal establishments, and even here the gender wage gap remains large and significant.
Moreover, it does not address the question of which women have benefited. State-owned enterprises have
shed older women who have found it more difficult to gain entry into private firms than younger women. More
recent data suggest that wage differentials persist, with women earning less than men in all sectors. According
6

to data from the 2002 Viet Nam Household Living Standards Survey (VHLSS), women’s average monthly
wages are 85 percent of men’s. In agriculture the corresponding figure is 66 percent and in industry 78 percent.
While gender inequalities in returns to labour reflect a combination of factors including differences in educational
attainment, skills and work experience in addition to pure discrimination, each of these dimensions underlying
gender inequality needs to be addressed.
A fourth indicator of disadvantage relates to unequal work loads, a reflection of the fact that women’s active
participation in the productive economy has not led to a reduction in their domestic work and contributions to
the care economy. Data from the 2002 VHLSS found that women are overrepresented among those reporting
between 51 to 60 hours per week of work, and even more so among those reporting over 61 hours per week. In
depth studies suggest that women in rural Viet Nam typically work 16 to 18 hours per day, around six to eight
hours more than men (Government-Donor-NGO Poverty Working Group 2000). Even more recently, NCFAW
(2005) found that while women and men spent similar hours in production and business, women spent 2.5
longer than men performing housework every day in urban areas and 2.3 times in rural areas. Fifty-five percent
of respondents said that wives took care of children; three percent said that husbands did and 38 percent said
that the responsibility was shared. In the case of caring for sick family members, 52 percent said it was the
wife’s role, four percent said it was the husband’s and 33 percent said this role was shared.
There are other possible indicators of disadvantage but they have not been quantified. There are no reliable
statistics, for instance, on informal economic activity in Viet Nam, although this is recognised to be an increasingly
significant source of employment (ADB 2005). Defined as paid domestic work and the production of goods and
services for own use, GSO of Viet Nam estimates these activities accounts for between 15 and 20 percent of
GDP (cited in ADB 2005). However, this is not a satisfactory definition. It is also likely that women constitute a
larger percentage of the informal labour force. Here too, there is evidence of gender segregation (NCFAW and
others 2005). Men tend to work on construction sites and as motorbike and cyclo drivers while women work as
seamstresses, street vendors, domestic helpers and sex workers. According to one study, women working for
wages in handicrafts and food processing or in self-employed food vending were the least well paid of all
occupations (earning around 550,000 VND a month in 2001) (Kabeer and Tran Thi Van Anh 2001). Clearly there
is a need for better collection of data on these activities if the economy of Viet Nam is to be better understood.
However, based on existing knowledge, various factors have been put forward to explain why women occupy a
disadvantaged position in the economy (Box 3). They refer to their lack of skills and training, to their poor
access to credit, to the double burden imposed by their responsibilities in earning a living and caring for the
family, their limited role in decisionmaking and to the various forms of discrimination that impede their economic
advancement. We will return to some of these in our discussion of policy priorities.

Box 3: Explaining women’s disadvantage in the economy
‘Economic renovation has given women the opportunity to engage in higher productivity activities and raise their
incomes. However, a general lack of skills, low level of technology, reduced access to credit, limited access to
training, competing responsibilities for domestic maintenance and reproduction tasks and limited say in
fundamental decisions made in the household severely restrict women’s ability to become successful farm
entrepreneurs’
‘Sex segregation within the labour market tends to restrict women’s access to higher income and higher prestige
positions and sectors… Women’s lower participation in training and education in the technical fields tends to
exclude them from jobs and professional careers in the promising field of high technology or restrict them to
assembly work or other untrained positions. As Viet Nam moves towards modernisation and greater role for
technology, the country will face a growing need for a flexible labour force with technical, managerial and high level
skills which women are unlikely to be able to provide… Insufficient labour market information and poor linkages
with vocational and professional training and higher education limit employment, human resource development
and education forecasting. Furthermore job recruitment and promotion practices discriminate against women in
the labour market and limit women’s access to technical and non-traditional occupations and higher position.
Such barriers to entry and promotion restrict women’s real choice regarding areas of study to those in which they
expect to be restricted in terms of finding employment’ (Taken from NCFAW 2000, pp. 15, 33 and 35).
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1.2 Gender and values in Viet Nam: a culture in transition?
Changes in the economy will inevitably have repercussions on society and everyday social relations. However,
some aspects of social relations are more resilient than others. Gender appears to be one of them. An
understanding of the ways people’s everyday understanding of gender roles are informed by received cultural
norms and adapt to external influence and economic change will shape our analysis in Section 3.
Gender relations in Viet Nam at the present time are a compound of norms, values and practices inherited
from a distant ‘Confucian’ past as well as a more recent ‘socialist’ one, together with changes associated with
the current period of transition to the market and integration into the global economy (Werner and Belanger
2002). Strong cultural traditions, often centred on patriarchal norms about family and gender roles, continue to
prevail despite being increasingly at odds with the economic reality of the lives of women and men. Gender
relations are, in other words, in a state of flux with attempts to assert older patriarchal norms concerning
gender roles through reference to imagined or real ‘tradition’ and ‘custom’ coexisting with increased opportunities
for women to participate alongside men in the economy and society.
In international terms, Viet Nam performs well in terms of its GDI ranking relative to its per capita GNP. It was
ranked 89 out of 146 countries in 2002, scoring well above many other countries at similar levels of economic
development. Socialist polices enshrined gender equality in the constitution of Viet Nam and the commitment
to gender equality is reasserted in many of the policies of the government.
At the same time, men continue to be seen as the primary breadwinners. Women have primary responsibility
for housework and child care and are expected to maintain family harmony and happiness (Long et al. 2000).
However, they are also expected to contribute to household livelihoods. The result is not only that women’s
workloads far exceeds those of men, with implications for their health and physical wellbeing, but also that
women experience considerable anxiety and stress stemming from their attempts to balance conflicting social
expectations. They also have limited time and energy left to participate in social activities, additional learning
and local democracy.
Research from a number of different sources provides insights into the values and expectations held by men
and women in Viet Nam and their implications for the gender division of labour and responsibilities within
society. We summarise some of these findings because they were reaffirmed in various forms in the course of
our consultations, suggesting the continued relevance of social norms and values in shaping priorities and the
behaviour of men and women.
One 1998 study into beliefs and attitudes on behalf of NCFAW highlights some of these contradictions (Franklin
1999). The study revealed that both women and men expected the ideal woman to have the four traditional
virtues (to be hardworking, beautiful, wellspoken and wellbehaved), but both also expected them to have the
modern virtues of knowledge, social awareness and the ability to earn money. The ideal man according to men
was strong, respected in society and supported his family while women believed that the ideal man was one
who loved his family, was better educated than his partner and commanded respect in society.
As far as the advantages of being a woman were concerned, both men and women placed women’s motherhood
role and their special bond with their children as most important, followed by the government’s recognition of
women’s issues (in the form of the Women’s Union and International Women’s Day). In terms of the disadvantages
of being a woman, women cited their lack of free time and poorer health status as the most important while men
pointed to women’s poorer health, disadvantages in finding work and their limited social life.
In terms of the advantages of being a man, men prioritised their better health and strength followed by their
decisionmaking roles. Women however prioritised men’s ability to relax and have leisure time, to study and
travel and their advantages in finding jobs and getting promotions. As for the disadvantages of being a man,
men felt that to live up to social expectations associated with masculinity brought them in greater contact with
‘social evils’ while women pointed to the burden of men’s responsibilities as family provider.
Asked what they wanted to change most about their situation, 77 percent of women wanted more free time
while 72 percent of men wanted to avoid pressures to engage in ‘social evils’. Finally, and despite the difficulties
that they mentioned in carrying out their dual responsibilities ‘on both sides of the doorway’, all the women in
the groups consulted placed paid work as their most important priority. Unemployed women expressed their
desire for a job. None of the women interviewed expressed the desire to leave work and stay at home.
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Another relevant source of information is the Viet Nam component of the World Values Survey which was
conducted in 2001 with a sample evenly divided between women and men (Dalton and Ong 2001).1 The survey
provides insights into attitudes in a context of change. Respondents were asked to identify the most important
aspects of their own lives: family, friends, leisure, politics, work, religion and service to others. The majority
chose work but the percentages were lower than elsewhere in the region: 57 percent in Viet Nam compared to
65 percent in China and 58 percent in South Korea. However, a much lower percentage selected leisure as
most important compared to these other countries: seven percent compared to 12 percent in China and 23
percent in South Korea.
Unfortunately, the published analysis does not disaggregate these values by gender. However, it does report
on attitudes relating to gender. According to one study, 48 percent of the population believed that men had
more right to employment than women in situations of job scarcity (other possible responses, including
‘neither men nor women’, ‘disagree’ or ‘don’t know’, are not reported). Men were more likely to adhere to this
belief. Eighty-six percent of the population believed that women needed to have children in order to fulfil their
social role, an opinion that did not vary greatly by sex. On the other hand, 97 percent believed that both
husband and wife should contribute to household income (with men somewhat less likely to hold this belief).
This compares to 89 percent in China and 79 percent in South Korea.
Another relevant study is the 2004 Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth (SAVY) carried out by the
Ministry of Health (MOH) with a nationally representative sample of 7,584 young people aged 14 to 25, of
which 3,789 were women. Fifty-eight percent of young men and 52 percent of young women in the sample had
ever worked for pay while 38 percent and 33 percent were currently working for pay. The mean age at first work
for both was roughly the same at 16.5 years. Thus work patterns were very similar for both groups. However,
while both groups expressed positive expectations about their future in relation to family life and jobs and
control over their own lives, young women were generally less positive than men (75 percent believed that they
would find a job they liked compared to 80 percent of men) and expectations were generally lower among
ethnic minorities (76 percent of men compared to 64 percent of women).
The most important aspiration expressed by young people for the future related to employment and career (50
percent), economic success (23 percent) followed by general happiness, family and contribution to the country.
Table 2 disaggregates these aspirations by gender. The table suggests that young women prioritise employment
and careers even more than young men, although young men put somewhat greater emphasis on economic
success.
Table 2: Gender differences in aspirations for the future by young people (percentage of those surveyed)
Male
Employment/career
Economic success
Family and parenting
General happiness
Contribution to country
Other

48
25
10
7
9
1

Female
51
22
8
12
5
2

Source: SAVY 2005

Finally, the most important government action believed to improve the lives of young people was access to
opportunities for employment and work, mentioned by 41 percent, followed by increased educational opportunities
(29 percent). Employment opportunities also featured most frequently as the second most important action by
government (21 percent) followed by education (nine percent).

1

The World Values Survey was carried out in Viet Nam with a nationally representative sample of 1,000 adults of whom 49
percent were male and 51percent female.
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1.3 The significance of work in the lives of women
A number of points can be made on the basis of these attitudinal surveys. The first is the resilience of certain norms
and values that have defined masculinity and femininity in the Vietnamese context. Highly gender differentiated
notions of what it is to be a man or a woman draw on long standing traditions and customs but they are also
moderated in some cases, exacerbated in others, by values associated with ‘modernity’. Such values, beliefs and
norms have to be considered when designing strategies to promote gender equity in Viet Nam.
The second important point is the centrality of work in the lives of both men and women of all ages. While
motherhood is an important source of satisfaction for women, they are expected, and they themselves expect,
to contribute to family income. This gives rise to the need to balance conflicting sets of aspirations and
expectations. Similarly men are under pressure to conform to prevailing notions of masculinity, even when
these expose them to hazardous activities. Men also recognise their own privileges at work but feel burdened
by their responsibilities for the family. However, despite the double burden of working for a living and caring for
their families, the majority of women valued access to paid work and would like some of the advantages that
men enjoy in terms of access to jobs and promotion at work. For younger age groups, employment and career,
along with economic success, constitute the most important aspirations for both women and men and they
singled out government action on employment opportunities as the most important priority.
While paid work clearly features as a high priority for women in different age groups, there do not appear to be
studies that explicitly investigate why this might be the case given the persistence of the ‘male breadwinner
ideology’ also in evidence in these attitudinal studies. It may be the case that, given the long history of female
economic activity in Viet Nam, such activity is as critical to the construction of women’s gender identity as
their caring responsibilities.2 In a society in which both women and men have traditionally worked, and in an
economy in which opportunities for private economic advancement are becoming more important, it is essential
for both women and men to work in the interests of family prosperity. Whatever the reasons, it is clear that
access to paid work is as much a priority for women as it is for men. In the interests of both equity and
efficiency, policy measures should ensure that they are competing on a level playing field.
Gender inequalities in the economy were flagged in all the consultations carried out for this study as a key
source of women’s disadvantaged status and a key route through which their situation could be improved.
For some respondents, access to ‘decent work’ was the precondition for the struggle for gender equality in
all other areas, including the struggle for shared responsibility for housework (Box 4). This is, of course, a
version of the widely documented relationship between women’s access to an income of their own and their
greater capacity to exercise control over their own lives. It was also the first priority for NCFAW’s Strategy
for the Advancement of Women.
Box 4: Women and paid work: a precondition for equality?
‘Women need jobs to meet the most basic of family needs. A job also makes them more knowledgeable about
the world. To get a job, they need training. They need to be knowledgeable, to have a job, to be economically
independent, to have something in hand. Only then can they ask for respect from men and equality with them.
The first priority for women is to be trained to do a job’. (Women’s Union member, HCM City).
‘Constraints to women’s empowerment included access to jobs, land and credit’. (Representative of bilateral
donor agency).
‘Employment is the route to other economic opportunities’. UN Working Group member
‘Economic independence is an important condition to establish the equality between women and men, therefore
being set as the first goal in the National Strategy for the Advancement of Viet Nam’s women to 2010.’ Socialist
Republic of Viet Nam (2005, p. 45).
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For instance, a 1996 study of rural livelihoods in two districts in Viet Nam that collected qualitative information on the contributions
made by women and men found that the idea that women contribute on an active basis to households earnings was presented
as an unquestioned, ‘natural’ dimension of what they did (Kabeer and Tran Thi Van Anh 2001). A later study explored in greater
detail some of the reasons that women in the urban economies in Ho Chi Minh City and Ha Noi took up paid work. Their reasons
varied from the desire to reduce the economic burden on their parents, needing money for their own survival, the desire to
improve their households’ standard of living and, in some cases, to feel a greater sense of self-reliance and independence
(Kabeer and Tran Thi Van Anh 2001).

1.4 Looking to the future
Viet Nam is undergoing a process of comprehensive change. Policy priorities for the promotion of gender
equity must address current conditions and also anticipate future problems and opportunities. As the economy
becomes increasingly integrated into global markets, new norms, values and possibilities will proliferate,
bringing with them new opportunities but also new kinds of vulnerability.
The country has made considerable progress in opening up the economy to international competition. High
literacy rates relative to other countries at similar levels of development, together with an egalitarian distribution
of land, have spread the benefits of growth widely. Women have benefited from new opportunities in export
industries although the jobs are not of high quality and do not generate skills that can be easily transferred
across sectors.
As the economy grows the range of economic opportunities will broaden, both domestically and internationally
to the extent that Vietnamese workers are drawn into global labour markets. Sustaining future growth rates will
increasingly depend on improving skills and technology and moving into higher value added products and
stages of production. However, evidence from East Asia and parts of Latin America suggest that moving into
more capital and skill intensive industries is frequently associated with a ‘de-feminisation’ of the labour force
as high skilled men replace low skilled women.
The East Asian crisis was a reminder of the vulnerabilities associated with global integration and provided an
impetus to develop ways to protect workers in the enumerated and unenumerated sectors from sudden income
loss. Accession to the WTO will draw greater attention to labour standards as another element of social
protection with a particular focus on the enforcement of accepted standards.
The increased mobility of workers, with women constituting a greater percentage of both internal and international
migrants, is likely to present new challenges for the protection of vulnerable workers. Urbanisation has given
rise to news sets of problems classified as ‘social evils’ including growing numbers in sex work (often disguised
as massage parlours, karaoke bars and ‘hospitality’ work), drug addiction, alcoholism, homelessness, begging
and homelessness among children and youth. Although the prevalence of HIV/AIDS is still low in the general
population (around 0.51 percent of 15 to 49 year olds at end 2005), it is much higher for injected drug users (30
percent) and sex workers (6 percent). Highly mobile occupational groups, such as truckdrivers, are also
vulnerable. As elsewhere, stigma and discrimination hamper efforts to control the spread of HIV/AIDS as does
the absence of the kinds of professional skills that would help deal with growing social problems more generally.
Economic growth can contribute in important ways to gender equity. However, the relationship is not automatic
and depends on the government’s capacity to put in place and implement a forward-looking strategy to prepare
women to participate on equal terms with men in the new economy and protect them from some of its risks.
Such a strategy would entail, among other things:

•

Dismantling the legal and social structures of discrimination and combating oppressive practices that
currently hold women back in politics, the economy and society;

•

Promoting equality of access to education and training to ensure women can compete on a level playing
field;

•

Enabling women to balance work and life commitments in order to enhance their wellbeing and agency,
particularly by providing support for women’s care responsibilities;

•

Putting in place measures that will allow women to participate in collective decision-making processes
at different levels of society, including increasing women’s participation in policy making and government
bodies.
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2.1 Policy priorities to promote gender equality in the productive
economy
It is evident from government policy documents that the broad based generation of economic opportunities
through the growth process is recognised as both the means by which growth is translated into poverty reduction
and the route through which all sections of the population can contribution to future growth. The structure of the
economy has already changed considerably during the course of the transition process. Employment in agriculture
has declined as the labour force has shifted into industry, construction and services, and the share of the labour
force in the public sector has declined relative to the private sector and self-employment.
The main factors currently inhibiting the achievement of ‘broad-based, high-quality and sustainable economic
growth’ are low levels of technology and skills for both women and men throughout the economy, the failure of
economic growth to generate commensurate growth in employment (seven percent compared to two percent
per annum since 1986 (UN 2004, p. 14)) and the poor quality of new forms of employment (SEDP). As we have
seen, while women have taken advantage of many of the new opportunities generated by the process of transition,
they have done so on disadvantageous terms which, on the one hand, restricts their ability to realise their full
potential in contributing to sustained growth, and on the other, restricts their ability to benefit from it.
Of the various factors that have been put forward to explain gender disadvantages in the economy, our policy
recommendations focus on three that were identified as critical in the course of our consultations: gender
inequalities in access to skills, gender discrimination in law and practice and gender inequalities in child care
and domestic work loads. We deal with the first two sets of issues here and take up the question of ‘care’ in
the following section.

2.1.1 Promotion of education, knowledge and skills: closing the gender gap
We focus on the issue of skills as a priority area because it was widely singled out as a key factor restricting
women’s economic opportunities; because it cuts across all sections of the labour force, regardless of waged
or self-employed status; and because it has been highlighted in the government’s own policy documents. In
addition, it is likely that well-designed skills development that translates into marketable credentials and
betterpaid work opportunities will promote women’s ability to claim other economic resources, including their
legally recognised property rights and better credit facilities.
It is also important to note that the promotion of skills is expected to increase in importance with economic
growth as outlined in the SEDP (Box 5). As was pointed out in a recent report, ‘as the country moves towards
modernisation and a greater role for technology, it faces a shortage of technical and higher level skills… Sex
segregation by discipline means that the country is drawing on only a fraction of the educated population to
provide those technical and higher level skills’ (Tran Thi Van Anh and Le Ngoc Hung 2000). The same point was
made during the consultations: ‘The government has got to prepare its labour force pro-actively for what is to
come in the future’.

Box 5. Employment and training issues in the SEDP
The SEDP aims to provide employment for over eight million labourers between 2006-2010, including six
million new jobs, of which 50 percent go to women. It also commits to ‘increase the number of trained women
in the labour force’. (p.88).
The SEDP notes the ‘poor quality and productivity of laborers, limited ratio of professional and technical staff…
especially the shortage of skilled technical staff… The poor quality of exported labour has made their integration
and competitive capacity (in terms of qualifications, physical health, foreign language fluency) weaker compared
to other labour forces in the region’ (p. 39).
‘Vocational training will be offered to 7.5 million labourers, of which 25 to 30 percent will receive longterm
training’ (p. 54). There is emphasis on quality, skills and technology as the key to productivity growth in all
sectors: agriculture, industry and services.
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The importance of skills development to women in all walks of economic life— agriculture, off farm enterprise
and wage labour— was also highlighted in NCFAW’s (2000) grassroots consultation exercise and situation
analysis. High levels of training are required to not only expand the range of economic options but also to
increase women’s ability to rise up the occupational hierarchy and to take up managerial and decisionmaking
responsibilities. Investment in skills can also act as a form of productive ‘social protection’ in the context of
globalisation as workers may be required to move out of declining areas of the economy and into emerging
sectors. Finally, as Box 6 suggests, the need for training is expressed by very different groups of women in the
economy.
Box 6. Training needs by diverse groups
A survey of 450 women (and 30 children) who had been, or were vulnerable, to being trafficked in Ha Noi reported
that 54 percent believed that vocational training and employment information would expand their economic
options (Support Centre for Vulnerable Women and Children 2005).
A study of the priorities for policy action identified by small and medium women business owners reported that
55 percent identified specialized training for women entrepreneurs as the most important priority, 49 percent
identified access to loans for small business and 38 percent identified new skills training for those starting up
in business (Mekong Private Sector Development Facility/International Finance Corporation 20053).

The gender biases which lead to low levels of skills among women relative to men begin early in the schooling
system. Viet Nam has achieved extremely high levels of primary school enrolment for both boys and girls
(around 94 percent in 2003-04), but somewhat lower levels of completion of primary education (around 82
percent). Gender disparities are generally low, however gender gaps in schooling may be increasing among
the poorest 20 percent of families (see Nguyen Nguyet Nga 20004) while overall levels are much lower, and
gender gaps greater, among the ethnic minorities.
One problem lies in the influence of gender stereotypes in the school curriculum and choice of studies.
Textbooks in both social and natural sciences reproduce stereotypes related to gender, ethnicity, social and
cultural behaviour and communicate gender differences and inequalities in capabilities and predispositions.
These, together with norms and pressures in the wider community, lead to gender segregation in the choice of
specialisation, with many more female students in education and the social sciences and many more male
students in technical disciplines in engineering and agronomy.
Educational choices made early in life influence occupational choices later and shape access to other training
opportunities. In addition, inequalities in the skills acquired in the educational system are reinforced and
exacerbated by the existing system of training. Viet Nam has a well-established system of training and
extension work, with vocational training centres in every province and training normally made available after
primary and lower secondary education. MOET and MOLISA are responsible for vocational, technical and inservice training and out-of-school vocational and technical training programmes are sponsored by MARD and
other agencies.
Table 3 confirms that while technical and higher education levels are very low in Viet Nam for both women and
men, women are disadvantaged relative to men. This disadvantage continues: between 2001 and 2002, 2.9
million people were provided with vocational training, but only 30 percent were women.
A 2005 survey (4,176 individuals, of which 46.5 percent were female) on gender issues conducted by the Viet
Nam Academy of Social Sciences provides further confirmation of gender biases in training opportunities. In
terms of ‘professional skills’ it reported that 16.3 percent of men had acquired skills through school education
compared to 9.9 percent of women and 13.9 percent of men had on the job training compared to 9.7 percent
of women. A slightly higher percentage of women than men acquired their skills through self-education (38
percent compared to 36.5 percent). Sixteen percent of men had been given the opportunity to upgrade their
skills on the job as compared to ten percent of women.
3

4

The study was presented at a seminar held in October 2005 by the Mekong Private Sector Development Facility (MPSDF) of the
International Finance Corporation (IFC), in partnership with the Viet Nam Women's Union and the Gender-EntrepreneurshipMarkets (GEM) of the IFC.
Nguyen Nguyet Nga 2000, cited in Tran Thi Van Anh et al. 2000

Percent of total
population

Female

Male

No technical skills

92.4

52.8

47.2

Technical training

2.3

26.8

73.2

Vocational training

2.8

53.3

46.7

College, university

2.4

41.7

58.3

Post-graduate

0.1

24.5

75.5

Level of skills

Source: Tran Thi Van Anh and Le Ngoc Hung (2000): Tables 5.14 and 5.15

SAVY data suggest that women’s disadvantage in skills acquisition is being reproduced among the younger
generation of workers. As we have seen, work was assigned the highest priority among young people interviewed
regardless of age, gender or rural-urban location. However, the study reported very clear gender differences in
terms of participation in vocational training: in the 22-25 age group for instance, 51 percent of urban males had
participated in vocational or job training compared to 38 percent of urban females. Within the rural cohort, 30
percent of males and 25 percent of females had received training. Ethnic minorities were the most disadvantaged
as a group: only 5.2 percent had received vocational training compared to 21.2 percent of Kinh.

Box 7. Training
‘Vocational training is easy to carry out but after the course, women do not necessarily find jobs as a result of their
qualifications. The training given is very short term and very basic.’ (Interview with NCFAW, 2005).
‘Women tend to be excluded from the promising technological labour market. Female staff account for 15
percent of those with higher education in information technology, 16 percent in material technology and 10
percent in automation. In the information technology and the manufacturing sector, women comprise over 65
percent of the total production force. However, almost 100 percent of these women are employed as assembly
workers with most of the technician jobs held by men.’ (Tran Khanh Duc 2000 cited in Tran Thi Van Anh and Le
Ngoc Hung 2000).

Sex segregation is also evident in the kind of skills acquired by women and men. A report on gender issues in
education and human resource development noted that 40 percent of participants in short-term vocational
training courses carried out in 1999 were women (Tran Thi Van Anh and Le Ngoc Hung 2000). They were to be
found in particular courses: they made up 100 percent of participants in sewing, hair dressing and hotel related
training. Men made up 80 percent of participants related to jewellery (jewellery design and production are
considered mechanical skills and appropriate for men), around 90 percent for electronics courses and 100
percent for vehicle repair and electrical mechanics. Of 35 occupations for which training is offered in vocational
training centres women predominated in nine occupations, men in 16, and women and men participated
equally in ten occupations. However, the training available often fails to provide skills suited to expanding skill
and technology-intensive sectors. Women are also neglected in agricultural extension and training, although
they spend 30 percent of their total labour efforts in agricultural self-employment compared to 20 percent for
men (UN 2002). Data from MARD show that women make up only 25 percent of training programmes on
animal husbandry and ten percent on crop cultivation (NCFAW 2000). Moreover, extension services do not
respond to the needs of women farmers: staff tend to be male, to communicate more with men in the belief that
men are the main decisionmakers and often rely on commune officials, male household heads or the Women’s
Union to pass on information to women. Extension services do not cover the processing and marketing of
agricultural products, activities often carried out by women. Training for extension workers tends to be traditional
with technical orientation and very little attention to communication skills.
In response to these various indicators of disadvantage in the acquisition of skills and knowledge, NCFAW
recommends measures to increase women’s participation in technical fields of study through quotas and
scholarships as well as the elimination of restrictions on women’s participation in all areas and levels of
education and training. However, simply expanding the provision of training and ensuring greater participation
by women is not sufficient. More attention has to be paid to the content of training for different groups of
entrants into the labour market as well as for those already in work. Training for women farmers to promote the
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productivity of their efforts in crop production, animal husbandry and so on, for small, medium and larger
business owners, for professional women working in the public or private sector, for wage labourers entering
new areas of the economy will entail imparting different kinds of skills and knowledge.
Follow up measures to training are also needed to ensure that these programmes achieve their objectives. A
system of monitoring would help to track cohorts of men and women in the labour market after they have
completed training courses.
More generally, better linkages are needed between the training provided to both women and men and the
changing nature of the economy and labour markets. More private sector participation in the design and
delivery of training is one alternative. Training should equip women and men to manage new technologies and
to compete in skill-based areas of work. Furthermore, women need training to equip them to succeed in a
range of endeavours including less conventional skills such as managing businesses, negotiation skills,
collective bargaining, leadership and building self-confidence.

2.1.2 Ending discrimination against women in the labour market
Although social values play an important role in restricting women’s economic advancement, both state and
private sector employers could do a great deal more to challenge stereotypes and counter prejudice. The
evidence suggests that state action in Viet Nam frequently reinforces discrimination. This is evident in the
provision of state training. Little is done to encourage women to participate in technical and technological
fields and some of the state sectors restrict enrolment in their universities to men (MOET 2000 cited in
NCFAW 2000). As one respondent told us: ‘The sectoral approach to tertiary and technical education has not
served women well. Each ministry has its own university, transport, trade and so on, and those who get trained
get a job in that sector. However there is very segregated access to these training opportunities and hence
wage employment data shows a corresponding segregation.’
Gender segregation in access to training opportunities is reinforced by the attitudes of employers. An analysis
of Lao Dong (Labour) newspaper advertisements in the first quarter of 2000 indicated that 26.7 percent of the
jobs advertised specified only male candidates and these tended to be in engineering, information technology,
automation and the oil and gas industry (NCFAW 2000). Around 13 percent of jobs specified only women.
These were in teaching, medicine, interpreters and secretaries, accountants, marketing and unskilled workers.
Such genderbiased advertising is likely to discourage women and men from seeking jobs that challenge the
gender segregated nature of training. Box 8 provides an example of a typical advertisement exemplifying
gender discrimination placed by an institute of the Ministry of Health. The advertisement states bluntly that
women and men can apply for pharmacist jobs, but that women must have ‘good or excellent’ university
degrees while men need only ‘average or higher levels’.
Labour legislation was passed in 1994 (and amended in 2002) to protect workers during the transition to a
market economy, and a special section was devoted to the interests of women workers. Yet the extent to
which the Labour Code benefits or disadvantages women workers was raised repeatedly in our consultations.
A common perception was that women workers from different socio-economic groups had not been consulted
in the formulation of the Code. The relative absence of women in leadership positions in the country’s trade
unions and their restricted role in industrial relations during the transition to the market raises questions
concerning the extent to which the trade unions have taken on board the concerns of women in emerging
industries. Available studies suggest that trade unions are not particularly active in these sectors (Kabeer and
Tran Thi Van Anh 2001).
Various aspects of the Labour Code distinguish between women and men on grounds that could be seen as
discriminatory. It was reported that for many entrepreneurs, male as well as female, abiding by the Labour
Code could raise the cost of employing female workers and hence act as a disincentive. The issue was also
raised in the NCFAW’s situation analysis:
‘Viet Nam has a large set of ‘protective’ labour policies towards women employees… such as retirement
benefits, maternity benefits and exclusion of women from certain sectors deemed to be unhealthy or
dangerous. While labour policies to protect pregnant women, for instance, are certainly warranted and in
the interests of women as well as society, the cost of comprehensive protective policies should not be so
high as to form a disincentive for employers to hire, train or promote women. Women are also restricted

Examination for Recruitment of Government Employees: National Institute of Drug Quality Control (Vien Kiem
nghiem) Ministry of Health
Eligibility criteria and number of employees to be recruited:
Thirteen pharmacists with a good or excellent university degree for women or an average or higher level university
degree for men, to be recruited as researchers working on drug quality control or cosmetic product quality
control. Applicants should not be more than 30 years of age.
Two female college-level pharmacists with good or excellent college degrees to be recruited as technicians
working on drug or cosmetic product quality control. Applicants should not be more than 25 years of age.
One specialist to work as personnel manager, with a university degree in Mathematics-Informatics and Financial
Accounting. Must have experience managing labourers and salaries.
One male technician to raise animals for testing, with a college degree in agriculture, specializing in Veterinary
Science.
Deadline for application: 30th September 2005.
Time of the examination: Between October 15th and October 30th 2005.
Contact address: Department of Organization and Administration, National Institute of Drug Quality Control,
48 Hai Ba Trung, Ha Noi, Telephone: 04.8256926.

by labour laws from working in fields that are considered dangerous to their health. Laws should not
restrict the choices of occupations that are available for women’ (pp. 9, 18).
The report also recommends a review ‘of the labour legislation to ensure that it does not make it too costly to
hire female workers so that employers will discriminate against them’ (p. 20).
There was uniform opposition to the idea of an earlier retirement age for women among all the stakeholders
interviewed for this project.5 While it was recognised that women – as well as men – working in heavy manual
labour might prefer an earlier retirement age, respondents felt that women and men in intellectual work acquire
greater experience and skills with age. It was pointed out that women’s promotion prospects and training and
skills development opportunities were undermined by their shorter working life. The consultations produced a
strong consensus that the retirement age should be the same for both women and men with the option for
retiring earlier extended to both. Equalisation of the retirement age is also recommended by NCFAW (2000).
A recent decree by the Ministry of Home Affairs provides another example of how age discrimination codified
in the country’s legal system legitimates its reproduction in state policy in ways that constrain women’s
access to opportunities. A recent decision deals with criteria for funding government employees to go abroad
for training financed by the national budget.6 In Article 3 it says, ‘for those who are in the target group for further
promotion [to leadership positions] … the age is not over 45 for men and not over 40 for women…’.
Within the private sector, labour legislation could also act against the interests of women workers. We were
told that many women entrepreneurs did not want to employ women because of labour law requirements, such
as setting up crèches. Although there were financial incentives (tax breaks) for employing large numbers of
women, no one had appeared to receive any.
A review of the Labour Code in consultation with women workers is urgently needed in order to identify
provisions that act against women’s interests as well as those that are required for women’s protection. The
proposed new Law on Gender Equality may solve some of these problems. In contrast to the Labour Code,
5

6

A study by Rama (2001) cites a survey carried out by the Women’s Union in 1998 of 151 men and 151 women either working
in the administrative and production units of state-owned enterprises and government agencies or else retired. More women
than men claimed that early retirement adversely affected their status but they made up less than half of the interviewees. The
majority of interviewees said that early retirement led to lower pensions and that early retirement was of greater economic
benefit to women.
Decision No. 104/2005/QD-BNV, signed by the Minister of Home Affairs on October 3rd 2005.
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Box 8: Advertisement from New Ha Noi (Ha Noi Moi), September 6th 2005 (translated from Vietnamese)
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which restricts women’s occupational choices in a market where they are already confined to a limited number
of sectors and occupations, the draft Law on Gender Equality contains provisions that seek to expand the
possibilities available to women through the introduction of quotas in public sector employment. Where these
allow women to enter professions and occupations from which they have so far been explicitly or implicitly
barred, such action would go some way towards reducing labour market segmentation. Quotas may be the
only way to break down barriers to women’s occupational choices and career prospects in an environment in
which such barriers are taken for granted. The relevance of this approach to ‘good governance’ will be touched
upon later in the paper.

2.1.3 Simplifying registration procedures with a view to their abolition
Migration out of the countryside has been on the increase during the doi moi period for a variety of reasons.
The de-collectivisation and commercialisation of agriculture have released rural labour, while new opportunities
have emerged in urban areas including in new export industries. Higher incomes in urban areas are another
strong incentive to mobility, which has also been facilitated by the development of transport systems and
mass media.
The household registration system (ho khau) establishes four categories of households, and regulates access
to public services, formal sector jobs, land use certificates, bank credit and the right to register a motor vehicle
on the basis of these categories. Households holding permanent registration (KT1) and migrants within the
same district (KT2) have full rights. Temporary registration (KT3) permits are granted for six to twelve months
with the possibility of extension. Migrants who do not possess a household registration book or who are not
registered (KT4) can remain in temporary accommodation for one to three months. KT3 and KT4 households
face higher costs for health and education services, electricity and water. They are not eligible for benefits
under the Natonal Targeted Programmes for poverty reduction.7
According to Dang Nguyen Anh (2001), the main flows of migrants to urban centres since doi moi have been
from the poorest regions. Data from the most recent population census indicate that 5.5 million people moved
from one province to another between 1995 and 1999 or had no fixed address in 1999. The largest population
outflow was from the north central coast region. Thirty seven percent of recorded migrants were rural to rural
migrants, 26 percent were urban to urban, 27 percent were rural to urban and only 10 percent were urban to
rural. Rural to urban migrants tended to be young, unmarried and female. Migration tended to be associated
with an improvement in their occupational status. Temporary migrants earned less than residents and longer
term migrants but they were far more likely to remit money regularly back to the countryside. Survey data from
2001 covering HCM City and Ha Noi indicate that migrants without permits were most likely to be found in
casual waged labour and to earn less than migrants with permits and even less than longer term city residents
(See Table 4). Anh argues that the procedure of having to obtain a residency permit acts as a form of discrimination
against migrants limiting access to basic services and permanent work contracts.8
Export of labour from Viet Nam has increased in recent years and the government is now formulating its labour
export policy. About 400,000 Vietnamese currently work abroad in around 40 countries (Enterprise Forum, No.
32, 18/4/03). Every year migrants in the labour export programme remit around US$1.5 billion to Viet Nam, the
equivalent of the contribution of tourism to the economy. However, only 36 percent have technical qualifications
and they are mainly men. The percentage of women increased from 28 percent in 1992 to 37 percent in 2003
7

8

The household registration system is governed under Decree No. 108/2005/ND-CP of 5 September 2005, which amends
Decree No. 51/1997/ND-CP of May 10, 1997. Decree 108 reduces the minimum stay regquirement for registration from five to
three years and allows people in some forms of rented accommodation to apply for KT1 status. However, the new decree
retains the basic structure of the household registration system.
However, according to an official of Ho Chi Minh City GSO, ’in 2004 we had a mid-term census in HCM City because of large
fluctuations in population. We found that education and schooling has improved compared to 1999, increasing from an average
of 6.5 years to 7.7 years. Secondary graduates increased from 50.2 to 58.3. At the primary level, poorer families may give
preference to boys but at tertiary level, enrolment rates have increased more for girls. However, vocational orientation for girls
is given less emphasis. In 2004, KT3 and KT4 accounted for one third of the population of the city and 36 percent of school age
children among KT3 and KT4 are in school. Migrants have changed the demographic composition of the city, and there are many
more women than men in the younger age groups. However, migrants lack technical skills. They generally join the garment
sector where they receive minimal training. We need to pay more attention to providing them with technical skills in their home
areas to reduce the numbers who need to migrate’.

According to 1998 VHLSS, the average per capita income was VND 71,000 per month in rural areas of the Red
River Delta and VND 330,000 in Ha Noi (nearly five times higher). The annual per capita income in HCM City was
US$690, more than triple the national average of US$220. Two thirds of the wealthiest 20 percent of the population
lived in urban areas while 90 percent of the poorest population quintile lived in rural areas (data from World Bank
1999).

Table 4: Comparison of monthly earnings of women workers by residency status (2001)
Average monthly earnings (000 dong)
Permanent residents

Mean

894,35

Nos.

470

Temporary residence permit

Mean

607,74

Nos.

578

No residence permit

Mean

587,86

Nos

147

Survey: Ha Noi and HCM City (from Kabeer and Tran Thi Van Anh 2001)

and 54 percent in 2004 (VASS 2005). The main destinations of women are Taiwan, Malaysia, South Korea and
Japan. Sixty-four percent are found in personal and social services while the rest work in light industry (such
as garments and electronics).
Men and women who migrate abroad often do so through official channels and are not necessarily poor.
However, the poor, and particularly poor women, are more likely to migrate or be trafficked through illegal
labour export companies. Poverty and ignorance of legitimate channels of recruitment leave many women
vulnerable to exploitation (Do Thi Nhu Tam et al. 2003 cited in ADB 2005). Similarly, there are fears that women
who are entering arranged marriages with foreign men, usually from Taiwan, are being lured by false promises
of the lives that await them (Tam 2003).
As Dang Nguyen Anh (2005) suggests, the government should recognise explicitly that ‘the high level of
internal migration is a long term feature of development in Viet Nam’ (p. 62). The current system of registration
of migrants reflects an older system that was based on controlling many aspects of people’s lives. The need
to register movements of people will remain a concern of the government. Yet we know from both national and
international data how difficult it is to control population movements if the benefits of migration are perceived to
be significant. As the consultations in HCM City suggested, the most effective way to moderate the desire of
migrants to move is to provide them with technical skills and access to credit in their home areas. Better
information about registration procedures is also needed to enable migrants to exercise their rights at their
destinations. Simplifying the registration procedure and de-linking it from the provision of government services
would reduce discrimination against migrants. Registering migrants could continue to help the government
plan urban infrastructure and services, even as the system shifts towards the use of incentives rather than
controls to manage population and labour flows.
Less is known about the situation of international migrants and hence the support they require. They are likely
to need better information on the details of employment, cultural differences, official procedures and forms of
protection and legal redress in national law and from the Vietnamese embassy at their destination countries.
Legal protection for many international migrants is non-existent, even those using formal channels. More
research is needed to disentangle voluntary migration from trafficking and to identify the kinds of problems that
migrants face and supportive measures that all international migrants require, particularly women.
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Box 9: Why people want to migrate to urban areas
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Alongside the activities of the productive economy are a range of activities that relate to ‘care’ work, which are
necessary for the survival and wellbeing of the population. Many such activities are undertaken as unpaid work
by women within the domestic sphere. These activities encompass the maintenance and wellbeing of
economically active members of the family but also care given to those who are either dependent because of
their age (the very young and the very old) or who are unable to care for themselves for reasons of illness,
addiction or physical or mental disability. These unpaid responsibilities are part of women’s double burden of
work and contribute to their limited ability to exercise economic options in the wider economy.
In the public domain care work takes the form of public health services and the provision of childcare. However,
it is likely that greater attention will have to be paid in the future to the professionalisation of other dimensions
of care work. As Viet Nam moves to a market-based economy, and the government’s willingness and capacity
to regulate many aspects of individual and family life diminishes, people will be increasingly exposed to new
ideas and experiences, and lifestyles will diversify as a result. Some of these ideas and experiences will be
positive—in the sense that they help women and men to realize their full human potential—but some will be
negative. What has been described as ‘the gradual shift to markets as arbitrators of values’ has had an impact
on many aspects of social relations, including gender relationships. Many of the changes that have been
lumped together by the government under the label of ‘social evils’ can be seen as products of this new, riskier
environment. However, the language of ‘social evils’ implies behaviors that attract moral condemnation and
demand a punitive response. Such an approach does not deal with the roots of these problems or the various
pressures and stresses that give rise to them. The social evils approach also offers retribution rather than
rehabilitation to people caught up in self-destructive behaviours. There are therefore two kinds of care work
which policy makers need to pay attention to: support for women’s unpaid work within the home and support
to professional approaches to dealing with social problems.

2.2.1 Supportive measures for women’s care responsibilities
Women generally work longer hours than men because, along with their economic responsibilities, they also
take primary responsibility for care work within the home. Childcare responsibilities carried out in the prereform era by government-subsidized crèches have now been ‘privatized’, which in effect means that they have
become part of women’s unpaid work within the home. Studies using three cohorts within the family suggest
that since 1975 there has been very little change in the domestic division of labour. While both women and
men agree in principle that domestic work should be shared, this does not appear to translate into practice
when women are in paid work (Knodel et al. 2004).9
Women’s domestic and childcare responsibilities came up repeatedly in the consultations as a constraint, not
only on their economic options but also on their capacity to participate in a wide range of activities, including
training and further education, village meetings, political decisionmaking and social life. Earlier we have cited
evidence that a higher percentages of men received on-the-job skills upgrading than women. According to the
survey in question (VASS 2005), childcare and domestic responsibilities appeared to be major constraints in
taking up training opportunities.
Interviews with representatives of NCFAW suggest that while a lack of suitable qualifications prevented women
from rising in the management hierarchy, their familial responsibilities made it impossible for them to attend
courses that would allow them to acquire these qualifications. In some provinces (HCM City, Dong Nai and Ha
Noi) financial assistance has been given to women to enable them to attend, but greater attention needs to be
paid to upgrading the childcare system, not just in factories but also within the community.
Betteroff women are able to purchase services to substitute for them in their reproductive work and there is a
growing, and largely unregulated, market in domestic services. For poorer women, on the other hand, the need
9
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However, while Knodel et al. (2004) conclude that this testifies to a ‘long-standing cultural tradition regarding the position of men
and women within the family’, it should be noted that inequalities in the domestic division of labour is not unique to Viet Nam. To
a greater or lesser extent, it is to be found in most societies; even those that perform extremely well on international indicators
of gender equality, such as Sweden (Swedish Statistical Office 2004). The main difference between these countries is the
size of the gender gap in working hours rather than its existence.

to earn a living may lead to a decline in the quality of care received by their children and by other family
members, including the elderly (Beresford 1997).

However, on their own, campaigns are not sufficient to change longstanding attitudes. They must be backed
up by practical measures that address women’s work loads, including investment in smallscale, labour saving
domestic technologies, improved access to clean water and energy projects. The promotion of grassroots
participation in community based development could provide a route to ensuring that such projects are given
greater priority (see below). In addition, the Labour Code could be altered to allow for recognition of paternal
responsibilities through the extension of paternal leave. At present only mothers are allowed leave to take care
of newborn or sick children.
Box 10. Development of kindergartens and nursery schools in national policy
‘Kindergartens and nursery schools, especially in rural areas, play a crucial role in helping the poor to access
public services and reduce poverty sustainably. They also help children to develop themselves and be cared for
properly, reducing their malnutrition rate, developing their intellectual skills and enabling them to go to school at the
appropriate age. At the same time they provide girls with more opportunities to go to school instead of having to look
after their younger siblings; families with very young children can increase their working time or search for jobs. By
1998, 26 percent of total communes had kindergartens and 77 percent had nursery schools; the rate of kindergarten
attendance is four percent and nursery school attendance is 40 percent. However, rates are much lower in the
Central Highlands (two percent and 25 percent) and in the Mekong River Delta (1.5 percent and 14 percent). The
State is now researching and developing suitable mechanisms for the development of kindergartens and nursery
schools, especially in remote, isolated and ethnic minority areas.’ (CPRGS section 3.5)

The most immediate and urgent need is the provision of quality childcare support for women. This is recognised
in the CPRGS (see Box 10). This commitment can be monitored to ensure that it is coupled with research to
explore the quality of provision and the implications for the domestic burdens of women as well as female
children.
However, over the course of the consultations, the issue of care work assumed a significance beyond the
issue of women’s domestic work burden. One set of implications is recognized in government policy. As noted
in Box 10, quality preschool care for children can help to prepare them for school and compensate for
shortcomings in the care they receive at home.
Our consultations suggest that policies relating to care work have further ramifications. Urbanization and the
expansion of waged and salaried employment among women as well as men has led to growing demand for
domestic services of a more general kind. As we noted this is being met by women with low levels of education
and skills, and may constitute a growing area of employment for this segment of the female work force. Many
of the women who are migrating abroad in search of work end up in domestic service but it is not clear under
what conditions and what forms of protection they enjoy. The treatment of domestic service as a form of casual
and unskilled labour will lead to the growth of an unregulated, badly paid and unprotected ‘underclass’ of
workers and will also fail to provide employers the quality of service that they require. Viet Nam’s increasing
wealth has created demand for a qualified and regulated workforce of domestic service providers. This implies
proper training in childcare and household work. It also implies a role for employment exchanges to meet
international and domestic demand for such workers and to regulate employer-employee relations.
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A multi-faceted strategy is needed to help to reduce women’s domestic burden. Public campaigns have a role
to play but they have to be backed by resources and commitment. The constitution of Viet Nam states that
husbands and wives have the same responsibilities, and campaigns have sought to educate people on the
principle of equality within marriage, including sharing housework. The 1986 and 2000 Marriage and Family
Laws reaffirm equal responsibility for household chores and child care (see Knodel et al. 2004).

2.2.2 Professionalizing care work in the public domain
Beyond the need for professionalized care services to help working women manage their domestic
responsibilities, a broader need exisits for professional social work services. Care work includes various kinds
of domestic services and care for children, the elderly, the ill and disabled as well as services to address many
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of the problems currently labelled ‘social evils’. The evidence suggests that they problems are growing, and
while this may simply reflect better data collection, it may also signal real changes in the fabric of social life.
Such changes include the withdrawal of the state from various aspect of personal and family life, growing
inequalities among regions and socio-economic groups and the opening up of Vietnamese society to global
influences, including norms, values and aspirations. Some of the negative aspects of these changes are
captured in a the surveys and cited below. Although the data may not be very reliable, and are likely to
underestimate the scale of the problem, they do help draw attention to important phenomena that are
underreported in the literature and mass media.
Statistics released by NCFAW (2005) document 1,684 cases of child exploitation in 2000 and 1,913 in 2001.
Sexual exploitation accounted for 53 percent of cases, the rest included murder, intentional harm and children’s
involvement in crime. Exploitation of girls made up 64 percent of the cases. According to statistics provided by
the Ministry of Public Security, rape of adolescent girls as a percentage of all rape cases increased from 15
percent in 1993 to 31 percent in 1996 (Centre for Population Studies and Information 2003). The number of drug
addicts in detoxification centres was 38,461 in 2001 and 43,782 in the first nine months of 2004. The number
of sex workers was estimated to be 30,600 in 2003. Trafficking in children and women appeared to be on the
increase in various forms. Seventeen percent of female sex workers were adolescents (Centre for Population
Studies and Information 2003). However, many women and children do not inform the police so the actual
incidence is unknown. It was also suggested in the consultations that thousands of Vietnamese women and
children are tricked into going abroad on the pretext of marriage or adoption or on the promise of jobs, but that
many of these people end up in commercial sex work and other exploitative forms of labour.
At present the government’s responses to these social problems are mainly legalistic and coercive. Drug
addiction, unregulated domestic work, sex work, gambling and so on are dealt with through top-down efforts to
eliminate these practices. Drug users remain registered as drug users for the rest of their lives, making it
difficult for them to find work. Women are disproportionately represented in these new areas of social vulnerability.
They need professional care, help and support to deal with alcohol and drug abuse within the family, domestic
violence, rape, husbands who have unprotected sex with sex workers and single parenting which is often
associated with male migration and depression. Young women will need help and guidance in making
contraceptive choices that protect them from unwanted pregnancies and abortions.
Currently, such problems are dealt with by mass organizations like the Women’s Union who have a long
tradition of working with government but are less experienced at community work or providing the counselling,
dignity and support that vulnerable people need.
The creation of the institutions and traditions of professional social work would meet other needs that are
likely to develop over time such as supporting people living with HIV/AIDS, the elderly poor and street children.
The government can play an important role in promoting the development of training courses in colleges and
universities and in bringing together national and international organizations with experience in this field. This
issue was raised at a recent workshop held by the Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affiars (MOLISA) and
UNICEF and by NGOs and researchers in the course of our consultations.10

10
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See papers presented at the National Workshop on Direction for Development of Social Work in Viet Nam, 29 August 2005
organised by MOLISA and UNICEF.

Reproduction has received a great deal of attention in Viet Nam because of the government’s objective of
population control. The decline in fertility rates from 3.8 in 1989 to 2.1 in 2003 (VCPFC 2005) reflects the
government’s determined efforts to bring population growth in line with economic growth in a country in which
the population is five times largers than it was 85 years ago. By way of comparison, world population has
grown 3.6 times over the same period. Viet Nam’s age distribution is changing as a result, with a decline in the
population of under ten and a gradual increase in the numbers of elderly people.
The evidence also suggests major improvements in maternal health over the past decade. The results of the
Viet Nam Demographic and Health Surveys (VNDHS) in 1997 and 2002 suggest a dramatic increase in the
use of pre-natal health services, from 71 percent in 1995-97 to 86 percent in 2000-02 (cited in ADB 2005). The
average number of health consultations by pregnant women has gone up from 1.9 in 1999 to 2.5 in 2003.
These improvements in access to maternal health care have helped to reduce the maternal mortality rate from
120 to 80 per 100,000 live births between 1990 and 2005 (Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 2005, p. 55).

2.3.1 Reducing maternal deaths and abortions
However, concerns remain regarding the uneven distribution of access to health services between rural and
urban areas and across different regions. In 2002 only 38 percent of pregnant women in rural areas had an
opportunity to consult with a doctor as compared to 85 percent in urban areas. Fifteen percent of births in rural
areas were not attended by a qualified health worker compared to only three percent in urban areas. Maternal
mortality rates vary considerably across regions from a low of 46 per 100,000 live births in the Red River Delta
and the South East to a high of 411 in the Northern Mountains and 199 in the Central Coast.
Unacceptably high rates of abortions and menstrual regulations and worrying evidence of a rise in sex-selective
abortions are also concerns. The decline in fertility rates reflects a concerted effort on the part of government
to implement a two-child policy and to promote family planning methods. Contraceptive prevalence is high
(75.3 percent in 2003) with 63.5 percent using a modern method of family planning (VCPFC 2005).
However, while most women in the reproductive age group know at least one method of contraception (VNDHS
2002 cited in ADB 2005, p. 37), reproductive choice remains limited. According to the Population Change and
Labour Force survey 2003, 57 percent of currently married women aged 15 to 49 and using contraception
relied on inter-uterines devices (IUD). The rest relied on the rhythm method or withdrawal (14.2 percent), birth
control pills (11.4 percent), condoms (7.5 percent), female sterilization (6.9 percent), male sterilization (0.5
percent) and a variety of other methods.
The high reliance on IUDs reflects the government’s vigorous promotion of this method. But IUDs are not
necessarily the most suitable method for all women who want to control their fertility. High reliance on IUDs
has been linked to increased gynecological health problems such as reproductive tract infections (UN in Viet
Nam 2002, p. 44). The conclusion of a joint assessment undertaken in 1999 by national and international
experts was that ‘[w]eakness in the provision of information and counselling on contraception, as well as
constraints in the range of available methods, contribute to high levels of unwanted pregnancy’ (ADB 2005, p.
38). This is, of course, as much an issue of access to counselling and social workers as a health issue.
Table 5: Abortion rates for married women aged 15-49 (mean numbers per woman)
2001

2002

2003

National

1.30

1.08

1.47

Urban

1.71

1.14

1.66

Rural

1.16

1.05

1.41

Source: Draft MDG Report 2005 Table 5.5
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The limitations of current family planning efforts are reflected in extremely high rates of abortion and menstrual
regulation and their apparent rise in recent years (see Table 5). Abortion rates were higher in urban than rural
areas but the rise was evident in both areas. Abortion rates also vary across the country. In 2002 the lowest
rate was 0.28 in the South Central Coast and the highest 4.45 in the North West (VCPFC 2005).
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According to the VNDHS 2001-02, current rates implied that 20 percent of pregnancies among married women
aged 15 to 49 were terminated by induced abortion or menstrual regulation. However, these estimates are
likely to be biased downwards because they exclude abortions by unmarried women. Other estimates based
on Ministry of Health data suggest that unmarried women accounted for 30 percent of total abortions in 1998
(cited in ADB, p. 38). This indicates that 46 percent of total pregnancies were terminated in 2002.
These estimates suggest an extremely high reliance on a method that is not necessarily conducive to women’s
health. The VNDHS (2002) found that 50 percent of women reported health problems following a pregnancy
termination. MOH (2003) found that 30 percent of reproductive health centres are unable to manage complications
associated with abortion (cited in UNDP 2003). According to one estimate abortion complications account for
12 percent of maternal deaths (UNDP 2003). As the ADB report points out, ‘more knowledge and choice of
modern contraceptive methods would better service the health needs of women in Viet Nam’ (ADB, p. 38).
A number of studies point out that men should be included in the government’s family planning efforts (CPSI
1998). NCFAW and others (2000) find that most family planning campaigns continue to target women, and
mainly married women. The perception appears to be that women are responsible for family planning although
in reality both single and married men typically exert control over family planning choices. Women have
reportedly been beaten for using contraception without the their husbands’ ‘permission’ (cited in UN in Viet
Nam, p. 45).

2.3.2 The growing problem of sex-selective abortion
Independent of the larger problem of maternal deaths and high levels of abortion is the emergence of sexselective abortions in a number of regions in Viet Nam. While Viet Nam has always had a culture of sonpreference, it has not yet reached the levels evident in China and South Asia. However, there is worrying
evidence that this is changing.
Recent analysis of the 1999 Census shows that 13 out of 64 provinces reported higher than standard sex
ratios at birth. Compared to the standard of around 106 males to 100 females, ratios of 120 are reported in the
northern Thai Binh province, 124 in Tay Nguyen (Central Highlands) Kon Tum Province and 128 in Cuu Long
(Mekong) Delta province of An Giang (reported in Viet Nam News, September 22nd 2005). Several other provinces
show alarmingly low sex ratios.
In a context where fertility rates have been declining rapidly, the desire to have a son appears to be leading to
an increased reliance on sexselective abortion and abnormally high ratios of boys to girls at birth. Couples with
two daughters are being given privileged access to credit to dissuade them from trying for a son. The phenomenon
of unbalanced sex ratios at birth is fairly well advanced in the neighbouring countries of Taiwan, South Korea
and China, and needs to be dealt with as early and firmly as possible before it assumes similar proportions in
Viet Nam. Reports of back-street abortions in the newspapers in some areas are further cause for concern.
Limited access to abortion in staterun clinics for sex-selection or for teenage girls (see below), could give rise
to a large, underground trade in back-street abortions.

2.3.3 Addressing sexuality and reproduction among the young
Sexuality and reproduction among the young was also highlighted in the consultations as an area in need of
attention. A good starting point would be a recognition that sexual activity does occur among young unmarried
men and women and to extend advice and support to these groups. A number of recent studies provide useful
information on the changing attitudes of the young. These studies make clear that while in the past premarital
sex was rare in Viet Nam and subject to social disapproval, young people today are getting married later but
engaging in sexual relations earlier. Premarital sex is now no longer a rare occurrence (Centre for Population
Studies and Information 2003). While attitudes towards premarital sex may be changing, there are still marked
gender differentials. According to SAVY data, 41 percent of young men thought premarital sex was acceptable
if both partners were willing compared to just 22 percent of women.
SAVY findings suggest that one in three single urban men in the 22 to 25 age group are sexually active before
marriage compared to only four percent of women. In rural areas, the figures were 26 percent and three
percent. The differentials probably reflect a combination of factors including underreporting by young women
(because of continuing cultural stigma associated with premarital sex) and young unmarried men having sex
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This issue of sexual activity among adolescents was explicitly raised in our consultations in HCMC (see Box
11). Qualitative research also highlights the need to review changing values and beliefs about sexuality among
the younger generation (Gammeltoft 2002; Belanger and Hong 1999). Belanger and Hong’s study, based on
interviews with 20 young single women in Ha Noi who had had abortions, suggests that young women may
treat sex as an aspect of courtship in the context of a committed relationship but may not use contraception
because of a lack of knowledge or the belief that contraceptives are for married women. Eight of the 20 women
interviewed had had more than one abortion. The study stressed the need for greater awareness of sexual and
reproductive issues among young people to promote joint and equal responsibility as well as greater openness
to the provision of family planning advice and services to young people.
While the Poverty Task Force (2002) recognized the problem of access to contraception there is clearly more
at issue than provision alone. Given cultural mores surrounding premarital sex, it is not surprising that pregnant
young women may not seek formal medical services. According to the World Values Survey, 60 percent of
Vietnamese stated that ‘abortion was never justifiable’, a view that is likely to make it even harder for young
single women to seek the termination of pregnancies. This signals an important role for social advice and
counselling along with service provision. As the officials cited in Box 11 point out, there is a pressing need for
better sex education in schools, an issue raised by students in Ha Noi University, who reported that sex
education was provided in schools by biology teachers who treated the issue with great embarrassment and
did not provide useful information to students.
Box 11: On adolescent abortions
‘The abortion rate is still very high here, particularly among adolescents. From our daily work in the hospital we
see this as a pressing problem. We come across many cases of pregnancies and abortions among 13 to 19
year olds: some of them may have had two or three births. Statistics show us that the number of abortions in this
age group is increasing. We are very concerned about girls’ awareness of sexual matters. They may have sex
with boys from the same schools or they may meet young men through the internet. Some don’t know who the
father is or why they got pregnant. It is the responsibility of family and school to provide these young people with
the information they need. The sex education provided in school is not practical and is unlikely to help them avoid
pregnancy. There should be somewhere for them to go to find answers to their questions. We have to provide
reproductive health support to these young people to prevent them from getting pregnant but also to discourage
early sexual activity’. (Consultations with government health official, HCMC)
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with sex workers and older women. Around 21 percent of sexually active single young men reported that they
have had sex with a sex worker. Only half of the single, sexually active population in the sample had used
contraception at first sex. While a high percentage of them reported using condoms, there is evidence to
suggest that young people account for a large share of those contracting HIV: about 60 percent of people living
with HIV are under 30 years old and adolescents aged 13 to 19 accounted for ten percent of cases in 2001
(Centre for Population Studies and Information 2003).
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Domestic violence was the one issue prioritized in all consultations and the issue on which there exists the
widest consensus. It is unlikely that it is a new problem in Viet Nam but the extensive media attention granted
to the issue suggests a new willingness to address it. In the Comprehensive Poverty Reduction and Growth
Strategy (CPRGS) approved by the Prime Minister in 2002, domestic violence was officially recognized for the
first time as an obstacle to development in Viet Nam. Viet Nam’s Development Targets (VDT) within the Millennium
Development Goal (MDG) framework includes the reduction of women’s vulnerability to family violence.
Domestic violence is a not problem that is unique to Viet Nam. International research shows it to be a
worldwide phenomenon, affecting between 20 and 50 percent of women. According to a recently published
global study commissioned by the World Health Organisation, one in six women is a victim of domestic
violence (WHO 2005). Social acceptability of domestic violence, the policies to deal with it and the enforcement
of laws and policies vary from country to country. While the inequalities of power embodied in gender relations
are increasingly acknowledged as the structural roots of domestic violence, more immediate explanations
reflect the culturally specific manifestations of gender relations. Vu Manh Loi et al. (1999) offer one set of
explanations (see Box 12). In her study, Le Thi Quy identified four factors: economic stress, low education and
‘vestiges of feudalism’ which give men a privileged status, harmful social practices such as drinking and
gambling, and mental illness. The absence of a male child and conflicts with in-laws also featured as causes.
Box 12: Explaining domestic violence in Viet Nam
‘The reason domestic violence exists is because of deep-rooted attitudes regarding socially and culturally
prescribed roles, responsibilities and training of men and women. It is generally assumed that women are
responsible for maintaining peace and harmony within the family, and in family relations women are considered
subordinate to men. Conversely, men are viewed as hottempered with less emotional control, traits that are
exacerbated by the consumption of alcohol. Drinking is an accepted male characteristic and seen as a necessary
part of men’s role in representing their family socially. Although gender equality and freedom from violence are
guaranteed under the law, attitudes perpetuating inequality and violence persist in most communities, and in
institutions entrusted with overseeing and implementing the law’ (Vu Manh Loi et al., p. i)

A Population Council report found that domestic violence occurred in families from all education and socioeconomic levels. A large survey carried out in different parts of the country found that the two most important
(and often interrelated) factors associated with domestic violence are economic hardship and alcohol
consumption. Loi et al (1999) note a correlation between poverty (as measured by self-ranking) and the
incidence of violence. They suggest that couples struggling to make ends meet are under greater stress, more
likely to be in debt and more likely to report male alcoholism, all factors associated with violence. Other
factors include conflicts relating to sexual matters, children’s upbringing and relationships with relatives and
friends and anti-social behavior such as gambling, drug abuse. More educated couples reported lower levels of
verbal and physical abuse and forced sex. In addition, households in which both husband and wife are earning
an income and contributing to household expenditures report lower levels of violence.
The consequences of domestic violence are mental as well as physical. Violence results in physical injury and
damages health: ‘…rather than a succession of isolated incidents, domestic violence is often a long-term,
chronic condition which has substantial cumulative effects on a woman’s overall wellbeing.’ (Vu Manh Loi et al.
1999, p. 2). In addition, acts or threats of violence against women instil fear and insecurity and curtail their
capacity to exercise agency and realize their potential, thus contributing to the reinforcement of gender
inequality within the home and in the wider society. ‘The fear of violence is a permanent constraint on the
mobility of women and limits their access to resources and basic activities’ (Ibid., p. 1). Women in constant
fear of abuse adjust to minimize it. Violence thus prevents women from exercising agency and therefore
represents a violation of their human rights.
Data on violence against children appears to suggest that the incidence in Viet Nam is low: SAVY reports that
only 1.5 percent of girls and 2.9 percent of boys report incidents of domestic violence against them. A VASS
survey reports a higher incidence: 12 percent of female respondents and 13.4 percent of male report that they
have beaten their sons. Six percent of men and women report beating their daughters. However, the effects of
domestic violence on children have to be factored into the analysis. A study by UNICEF found that the majority
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The consequences of violence are not confined to the private domain. The incidence of domestic violence
complaints in the criminal courts is increasing (Tran Quoc Tu 1997 cited in United Nations 2002, p. 48).
According to the draft Family Strategy 2004-2010, a survey in Ha Noi, HCMC and a number of other provinces
found that 60 percent of divorce cases were due to physical maltreatment of wives by husbands (CPFC 2005
cited in ADB 2005, p. 7).11 At least one study makes the link between the effects of such experiences to feelings
of fear and shame among children and to child homelessness (Nguyen Xuan Nghia et al. 1995 cited in Michaelson
2004). Communitybased research on trafficked women supported by the Asia Foundation in Ha Noi finds a link
between the experience of domestic violence and the extent to which women are ‘willingly’ trafficked.

2.4.1 Greater public recognition of the problem
While there are a number of different ways to deal with domestic violence, the belief that domestic violence is
a private matter to be resolved within the family is a major hurdle that must be overcome before progress can
be made. At present, the law stipulates that spouses should not hurt, persecute or ill-treat each other in any
way and there are strict penalties for violators. However, if the injury is not severe the husband is not taken to
court, and in general the law is only rarely enforced. Nor is it clear whether the law applies to marital rape.
Explicit criminalisation of marital rape would send out an important signal on the unacceptability of the use of
force within the family.
The Committee for Social Affairs of the National Assembly is now working on a draft law but the fate of the law
is still being debated. A legal clarification as to what constitutes domestic violence and its scope would be an
important step. The Women’s Union’s awareness raising efforts have not yet brought the issue into the public
consciousness. There is a need for more men to speak out against it, particularly Party leaders and Provincial
People’s Councils. Agreed indicators on domestic violence are needed to monitor trends over time as a basis
for policymaking.

2.4.2 Strengthening official and community capacity to deal with domestic violence
Those taking part in our consultations believed that the Women’s Union did not have the expertise or experience
to provide victims of domestic violence with the professional care and counselling that they need. Women are
often reluctant to admit that their injuries are the result of domestic violence and many health clinics are
reluctant to treat victims of violence. Care workers who come into contact with victims of domestic violence
need specific training, such as those trained by a project in Gia Lam district in Ha Noi to ask patients explicitly
about the causes of their injuries. Nurses and doctors already receive training in reproductive health issues
and, as often the first to deal with the effects of domestic violence, would benefit from training on how to deal
with and treat victims. The police also need to be trained to deal with the issue although most families do not
turn to the police except as a last resort.
The Women’s Union is currently responsible for dealing with the problem at the community level. However,
there was dissatisfaction expressed in our consultations by their focus on ‘reconciliation’, rooted in their
concern to keep families together and divorce rates down, leading to the possible neglect of the rights and
wellbeing of abused women and children. Greater interaction between the Women’s Union and non-government
organisations (NGOs) may lead to a greater willingness to experiment with different approaches, a few of
which are already being tried. Ha Noi Health Services, for example, has set up a Women’s Refuge and the
government, with the support of Plan International, is piloting a hot line for family violence in Ha Noi. Three
people have been working on the hot line for the past year and already feel the service is overloaded.
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Policy priorities to end domestic violence

of children interviewed have witnessed domestic violence, generally fathers beating mothers. While adults
often express the belief that children are not harmed by such experiences as long as the violence is not
directed at them, children themselves believe the experience to be damaging. As one of our discussants put
it: ‘When children see their mothers beaten, they are injured inside’.

Divorce rates in Viet Nam are low, a reflection of the social disapproval attached to it. One source reports that 0.7 percent of
men and 1.9 percent of women are reported as officially divorced or separated (GSO 2005) while another reports that four
percent of women are divorced or separated (VCPFC 2002). However the social stigma associated with divorce may result in
largescale underreporting.
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Within government the National Committee for Population, Family and Children (NCPFC) has primary
responsibility for dealing with domestic violence and are working with local government to develop responses.
One province wants to create a domestic violence task force equipped with their own uniform and logo to instil
respect for their authority. Building shelters for battered women was considered too expensive. Instead the
taskforce would remove violent husbands from the family home or impose penalties to shame them. In a
number of villages in other locations, domestic violence has been included in village law.

Policy priorities to end domestic violence

More comprehensive information and experimentation are needed to discover the most effective approaches
from the perspective of both women’s rights as well as community support. More men must be involved in
efforts to tackle domestic violence and, most importantly, women must be empowered and reassured that
violence is a violation of their human rights.
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The final priority issue raised in our consultations is women’s participation in public decisionmaking. While
women are not a homogenous group and do not necessarily share the same priorities and interests, they
make up at least half of the population and are likely to articulate issues and concerns which male-dominated
decision-making bodies may overlook or marginalise. There is evidence from elsewhere [for evidence from
India (see Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004)] to support this contention. There is also some evidence from Viet
Nam, which we cite below. In addition, women’s absence from collective decision making bodies raises
questions about the nature of democratic participation encouraged and promoted by society.
In the Vietnamese context, women’s presence in the political sphere is inversely associated with the level of
government. Women make up 27 percent of the directly elected National Assembly. This is higher than
elsewhere in the region and has been achieved through legislative quotas combined with the efforts of the
Women’s Union and NCFAW. However, with a few exceptions, women in the National Assembly tend to
participate in the ‘softer’ social committees rather than in the more strategic committees such as Foreign
Affairs, Finance and Economics.12
Local government is made up of three levels: provincial, district and commune. Each level has a People’s
Committee and a People’s Council. Members of the Council are elected and then select members for the
People’s Committees. The Committees have day-to-day decision making powers and are supervised by People’s
Councils that meet at least twice per year. Women tend to be better represented in the Councils than on the
Committees.
In the 1999-2004 term, women made up 22.3 percent of the provincial People’s Councils, 20.1 percent of the
district Councils and 16.6 percent of the commune councils. Once again, quotas supported by activities
undertaken by the Women’s Union and NCFAW have increased the percentage of women candidates elected
to the People’s Councils in the current 2004-2009 term. Targets set by NCFAW for 2010 (28 percent at
provincial, 23 percent at district and 18 percent at commune) will require enormous efforts if they are to be
accomplished, particularly at the provincial level.
Women are better represented in public administration, making up around 70 percent of the civil service
(Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 2005). However, they hold very few leadership positions. From 1997 to 2002
only 12 percent of department directors (or equivalent) and eight percent of deputy directors were women. In
state-owned enterprises, only four percent of general directors or deputy general directors were women (GSO
2005). A survey found the following constraints to women’s promotion within MARD (Tripodi 2004):

•
•
•
•

Leaders do not believe female staff have the capacity or time for duties in more senior positions;
Lack of motivation and self-confidence among women;
The attitude of husbands: many women do not want to be promoted in order to avoid disagreements with
husbands and troubles in family life; and,
The lower promotion age for women (50 years compared to 55 for men) and early retirement age (55 for
women and 60 for men) restricts the pool of women suitable for promotion.

The implementation of the Grassroots Democracy Decree (Decree 79) provide examples of the possibilities for
greater participation in public decisionmaking at the local level for both women and men. These experiences
also highlight constraints faced by women and socially marginalized groups. The decree is intended to provide
a framework to promote democratic participation at the local level, ‘to allow citizens to know, to discuss, to act
and to monitor socio-economic development’. Surveys suggest that the decree has helped to promote local
level participation, increasing trust between people and government. Oxfam have found that local level
consultations improve local government effectiveness.
On the other hand, there are many examples of weak or non-existent attempts at consultation. There is
evidence to suggest that gender, ethnicity and poverty explain inequitable or uneven participation. Even when
women do attend meetings, they often do not participate actively. In many cases, poor women and ethnic
12
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2.5 Policy priorities to promote women’s political participation

Of the 61 full-time MPs currently sitting on central committees thirteen are women represented as follows: Ethnic Minority (1)
Legal (1), Economics and Budget (1), Culture, Education and Youth (4), Social Issues (4), Science, Technology and Environment
(1), External Affairs (1) and Defence (0).
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minorities do not hear about meetings or are prevented from participating by low skill levels. This remains the
case even when discussions are relevant to their immediate interests, such as poverty-reduction projects and
resources.

Policy priorities to promote women's political participation

2.5.1 Active promotion of women’s participation in policy, politics and leadership
Viet Nam’s Development Goals (VDGs) within the MDG framework recognize the need for increased women’s
participation in public life:

•

Increasing the number of women in elective bodies and in government bodies at all levels (national,
provincial, district and commune);

•

Increasing the participation of women in agencies and sectors at all levels by an additional three to five
percent in the next 10 years.

However, according to our interviews with NCFAW, increasing the participation of women in policy and politics
remains the organisation’s greatest challenge:
‘According to the National Strategy for the Advancement of Women, we are focusing on education,
employment, women in politics, health care and the machinery for the advancement of women. The most
difficult of these is how to increase the number of women in politics and leadership. We can achieve
some of the targets on the other issues. But this one is most difficult.’ (NCFAW official).
Party membership is related to electoral success but there is insufficient research on who joins the party and
who rises within the party hierarchy. Quotas have resulted in some success in increasing women’s participation
in both political and administrative roles, but they are no guarantee of women making an active contribution.
According to one participant in our consultations, ‘the crucial issue is to train staff so that more women can be
introduced into management levels. They need more training because after graduating, they begin to fall
behind as a result of their double burden of work. How are they to close the gap in knowledge and skills while
still carrying out their domestic responsibilities?’ Our consultations repeatedly raised the issue of follow up to
NCFAW training courses. Few attempts have been made to discover the degree to which training courses
provide women with the expertise and leadership skills they need. Unless feedback is built into the system,
training on its own will achieve very little.
However, according to NCFAW, domestic responsibilities make it difficult for women to attend training courses
let alone grassroots forums. This brings us back to the question of male attitudes and the need for childcare
facilities. As noted earlier, provision of quality childcare is a precondition for women’s participation in all
spheres of society, not only the labour market.
Altering male attitudes is a different kind of challenge. There is a case for extending the responsibility for
encouraging women’s participation in public life beyond the Women’s Union and NCFAW to other mass
organizations such as trade unions, farmers’ unions and the youth union that have more direct access to their
male membership. The first challenge will be to address attitudes among men within the mass organizations
themselves.
A tendency also exists to see the Women’s Union as the only source of women leaders. Yet other sectors and
groups also have talented women. A more pro-active strategy from the Politburo and throughout the Party
apparatus would help overcome male resistance at lower levels.

Box 13: Gender issues in local participation
‘At the beginning of the meetings, the men said that we women know nothing to vote about so let us do it.’
‘In the village meetings, women selected kindergartens, but men selected electricity line rehabilitation. We
persuaded the men that electricity supply in our village was adequate but we are lacking a kindergartens so why
should parents make a good living but let their children stay stupid?’ Women’s representatives from Huong Do
Commune, Huong Ke District, Ha Tinh. (Review of CBRIP and Northern Moundains Poverty Reduction Project,
World Bank).
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In addition to efforts to promote women’s participation in the political/administrative arena, there are some
practical lessons on grassroots participation to be drawn from the Community-Based Rural Infrastructure
Project currently implemented by the Ministry of Planning and Investment with World Bank support (MPI/
World Bank 2004). The project promotes community-based participation in rural infrastructure development,
with specific attention to women and ethnic minorities. The project requires one man and one woman to be
appointed from each village to represent their village on the Commune Project Co-ordination Committee.
While not all those so elected have the necessary skills, the report notes that the process provided a valuable
learning experience to those who would otherwise not have participated. A higher percentage of women than
men attended the project meetings, suggesting that the policy of actively encouraging their participation is
paying off. However, focus group discussions suggest that women are still not always able to secure their
priorities in project selection. Many women give priority to water supply, schools, kindergartens and other
projects that met the daily needs of families. However, they come under considerable pressure from community
facilitators, village representatives and commune leaders to vote otherwise. As the report says, ‘considering
the general poor health status of children in poor communities that many organizations attribute to poor
sanitation and lack of clean water, it is difficult to accept, for example, that community meeting houses should
be prioritized over pure water projects’ (p.23).
While women are still not taking leadership roles in grassroots decision-making forums, their presence not
only helps to establish their public participation as an established norm of community life but also increases
access to jobs generated by these projects and the development of leadership skills. However, as the review
stresses, external pressure and explicit internal procedures are essential to achieve such outcomes.

Policy priorities to promote women's political participation

2.5.2 Learning from experience
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Part 3. Cross cutting concerns
As stated at the outset, the main challenge in developing a set of priorities is to select key areas for the
coming years. We have attempted to do this in the previous section. However, we have also identified a
number of cross cutting issues that are common to all five priority areas.
The first relates to awareness raising. It was repeatedly pointed out in our consultations that concern for
gender equality could not be taken for granted among those responsible for formulating and acting on policy.
Any new or existing policy direction had to be accompanied by efforts to raise the awareness of the public and
policymakers of the rationale for particular strategies. Given the power of the leadership in Viet Nam, creating
political will at higher levels was seen as fundamental to the success of new initiatives.
The second issue is the role of data and information, specifically the availability of, access to and use of
information. The first challenge is to ensure the production of gender disaggregated data on critical issues. The
second relates to access to available data. At present, according to our interviews, researchers have to
‘purchase’ the gender disaggregation of government data. Such information is necessary not only for evidencebased policy and planning but also to raise public awareness through advocacy and campaigns. It should be
freely and easily available to researchers and the public.
The issue of specific challenges faced by ethnic minorities was also raised. Many of the inequalities that we
have prioritised in this report are more serious among ethnic minorities and efforts to resolve these issues
require approaches specific to the problems faced by minority groups.
The fourth and most widely mentioned cross cutting issue was implementation. Many participants in the
consultations questioned the value of new laws, new policies or new strategies when existing legislation and
initiatives were not properly implemented and lacked an effective accountability structure. Although NCFAW is
responsible for the promotion of gender equality, some of its own members expressed frustration with the
Committee’s institutional arrangements, limited budget and inexperienced or uncommitted staff: ‘Our mandate
is large, but our resources and capacity are limited’. For another participant, ‘NCFAW appears uncertain about
its role. They mainly produce plans but do not oversee their implementation. On the lower level committees,
members do not know they are members of the CFAWs, and they do not attend meetings. No one is being
held accountable for developing an agenda for women’s advancement’. A review of the role, mandate and
resources of NCFAW and its organizational structure is needed if policies on gender equality are to achieve
their intended result. The gender equality law would be little more than a symbolic gesture in the absence of
adequately empowered and resourced implementation machinery.
The role of the Women’s Union was also discussed. While there were recognized advantages to having a
mass organization representing women, there were also some disadvantages. Female leadership at the local
level tends to be drawn primarily from the Women’s Union rather than on the basis of individual merit. All
issues that relate to women are seen as the sole responsibility of the Women’s Union. However for many the
involvement of other mass organizations such as the Farmers’ Union or the Youth Union would be more
appropriate.
At the same time, the Women’s Union has limited capacity to reach out to men, including young men, on
issues in which they have an important role to play such as HIV/AIDS and other reproductive health matters.
In other words, other institutions and organizations need to be involved in the promotion of the larger project of
gender equality and women’s empowerment rather than a single state-run organization.

37

Conclusion
Developing strategies to promote gender equality is challenging because of the cross cutting nature of the
issue. Gender is relevant to all sectors and all levels of development. In attempting to identify priorities,
therefore, we have tried to focus on changes with the potential to improve the quality of life and productivity of
livelihoods for significant numbers of men and women; to address causes rather than symptoms; but also to
address symptoms where these constitute serious violations of human rights. We have also tried to focus on
practical measures and concrete proposals, prioritizing the implementation of existing laws and policies rather
than recommending new ones.
The starting point of the analysis is the widespread observation, supported by empirical evidence, that Vietnamese
women are as economically active as men but remain responsible for the bulk of domestic work and child care
and are trapped between the conflicting expectations of traditional norms and values and those generated by
a rapidly changing society seeking to assert itself in the global economy. We have also taken on board a range
of studies testifying to the importance of work as well as motherhood to women in Viet Nam.
In the area of the productive economy our recommendations aim to promote women’s economic potential and
their ability to break down some of the barriers that at present confine them to limited segments of the labour
market. Education, skills and training geared to the needs of both a changing economy and a changing
society are key, but there is also a need to address existing forms of discrimination in the legal system and to
address the needs of vulnerable groups in the labour market. We have prioritized migrants as example of such
a group, but note that there are many others whose situation deserves serious attention.
We highlighted the changing meaning of ‘care’. We suggested that the issue of care, and of the need for
professionalized care, requires a fresh perspective. Priority needs to be given to the question of ‘care’ in the
more widely used sense of the word: women need childcare support and domestic help in order to participate
equally in the economy and priority needs to be given to ‘care’ in the sense of the new professional skills and
expertise required to deal with the social pressures, strains and problems that all transitional societies face.
Viet Nam has not experienced the scale of social disruption that has been experienced in the former Soviet
Union, but it is nevertheless facing rising social problems, many of which involve changing meanings of gender
and gender relations.
The other set of concerns relate to the area of ‘body politics’: sexual and reproductive health and rights and the
question of domestic violence. In some respects these problems are not new but are gaining a new significance.
Some issues, such as teenage abortions and sex-selective abortions are relatively new and need attention
before they assume greater magnitude.
Finally, we addressed an area which is, in many ways, central to the achievement of gender equality but is, at
the same time, the most challenging: women’s participation in the collective forums in which key decisions
are made that affect their lives and communities. While quotas have gone some way towards increasing
women’s presence in the political structure, it remains a relatively small presence. Here, along with the more
obvious strategies of training women for leadership, we have found lessons from experiments in grassroots
democracy that may provide the basis for building women’s participation from the bottom-up.
In all of this, political will at senior levels is critical. As we have noted, ‘awareness raising’ was identified in our
consultations as an important precondition for many of the policy priorities that we have identified. This represents
an acknowledgement that strategies for the promotion of gender equality have to address deep-seated ideas
and preconceptions about gender relations and norms of masculinity and femininity in a society. Strategies to
change attitudes therefore go hand in hand with strategies to change policies and resource allocation. In the
context of Viet Nam, the commitment of the political leadership would go a long way towards providing the
signals and incentives necessary to address some of these prejudices and biases.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Other key issues on gender equality
Vulnerable groups
We have opted to focus on the conditions which give rise to vulnerability rather than focus on vulnerable
groups. However, concerns were expressed about the situation of specific groups and the need to address the
specific nature of their vulnerabilities. Migrants, both internal and external, were one widely mentioned vulnerable
group. It was suggested that unregistered migrants faced discrimination in access to jobs and services and
that their children were likely to be at a disadvantage in relation to schooling. There were also concerns that
other groups, including migrants, engaged in sexually exploitative forms of work. Sex workers more generally
also constitute a vulnerable group.
The conditions under which officially exported female labourers are working, the unofficial migration and trafficking
of women and the increasing percentages of women in arranged cross-border marriages were also flagged as
emerging areas of concern but there was need for more information in order to ascertain who and which groups
constituted a vulnerable group.
While female-headed households have not emerged in Vietnamese statistical data as poorer than the rest of
the population, qualitative findings consistently highlight them as a vulnerable group. There is also evidence to
suggest that households that rely primarily on women’s earnings (female maintained households) may be
poorer than the rest (Kabeer and Tran Thi Van Anh 2000; Scott 2003). Such households are also likely to be
most vulnerable in the face of failures to implement the land decree, as the loss of the male breadwinner is
likely to leave them landless.

Industrial relations and the problem of occupational health and safety
The role of trade unions in industrial relations was felt to be a problem area. As one participant said, ‘trade
unions are not very active. Everyone is being encouraged to work and there is a push for wage labour. However,
the Women’s Union seems to be spending all its time looking for projects since it does not get any funding.
There are 40,000 new enterprises and only 330 labour inspectors for the whole country’. As the Viet Nam
Confederation of Labour is a weak negotiator many issues turn into industrial disputes. This is exacerbated by
the unions, still part of the party structure, seeing their role as agitating for higher wages in the foreign-owned
sector. Ultimately, more attention is being paid to company codes of conduct than to national labour laws. The
failure to observe even the most basic labour standards (such as number of hours worked daily) contributes to
a trend in which large numbers of women workers leave their jobs, often failing to return after the Tet holidays.
Occupational health and safety was raised repeatedly as an issue in our consultations. It was felt that the
nature of health and safety hazards differed for women and men, with men more likely to be found in dangerous
forms of work, such as on construction sites and welding without protection, while women tended to be in
forms of work which carried a higher risk of muscular-skeletal disorder or exposure to toxic materials. The
various studies on this issue need to be collated before gaps in knowledge can be identified and policy
responses designed.

The Land Decree
There was a great deal of discussion about Land Certificates. Ensuring that women’s names are on Land Use
Certificates has been adopted as one of the four targets on gender equality in Viet Nam’s Development Goals.
It was pointed out to us that progress reports ceased to mention this issue: ‘There was an agenda to address
the land issue, but no implementation strategy or follow up’. While newly issued certificates might have
women’s names on them, getting certificates re-issued costs time and money.
It was also felt that customs and attitudes continued to disadvantage women in the countryside. Women did
not feel self-confident enough to insist on having their names on the certificates. Research is needed to find
out why women stopped asking for their names to be put on land certificates.
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Appendix 2: Proposed research agenda
The volume of research on gender issues in Viet Nam has increased markedly in recent years, and the quality
of these studies have also improved dramatically. However, gender-related studies in the social sciences are
still relatively new, and a good deal of basic research still needs to be done. This brief appendix does not
attempt to provide an exhaustive list of essential gender-related studies, but rather highlights a few areas of
pressing need in line with the five priorities that we have outlined in the report.
Data requirements: As noted in Section 3, the lack of availability of gender-disaggregated data was raised in
the consultations as an important constraint on research and policymaking. One useful exercise that would
help stimulate and direct gender research in Viet Nam would be a review of on-going data collection efforts by
government, researchers and others and the availability of gender-disaggregated statistics. Such a review
could be published from time to time as an aide to researchers, policymakers and civil society, and as a guide
to future data collection efforts.
A particularly pressing data need in Viet Nam is a systematic, high quality and gender-disaggregated labour
force survey to complement existing household and enterprise surveys. The labour force survey should pay
adequate attention to seasonality, migration, labour in the non-enumerated sectors and wages. Modules
would need to to be included to address specific issues such as the availability of child care, payment of
minimum wages and detailed information on domestic work.
Women’s productive role: A quick assessment of available studies suggests that considerable scope exists
for improving our understanding of gender in the economy. Studies are needed to examine, among others:

•

The relationship between women’s access to land, income and education and intra-household outcomes;

•

Research on women in the informal or non-enumerated economy;

•

Rural to urban and rural to rural migration, including motivations, conditions of life and work, the role of
brokers and agents, implications for children, remittances and return migration;

•

International migration trends, vulnerabilities specific to international mirgrants, the economic and social
impact of remittances;

•

The gender implications of vocational training and other forms of training, including gender segretation,
the relationship between training and access to jobs, promotion prospects, wages, and working conditions;

•

Coerced migration, including trafficking, sex work, cross-border marriages, and links to geographic
disadvantage and ethnicity;

•

The gender provisions of the Labour Code and the extent to which these help or hold back women,
including the views of workers and employers, the degree of implementation and enforcement and the
costs and benefits associated with specific provisions such as equal retirement ages and more
comprehensive maternity leave.

Changing approaches to ‘care’: Research is needed on the several dimensions of care discussed in the
report, including the provsion of childcare and support for care within the home, as well as the professionalisation
of care provision in society. The costs and benefits of public support for childcare needs careful assessment,
both from the perspective of women’s position in the labour market and the impact on young children.
Women’s reproductive role and health issues: Although reproductive health issues are better researched
than some other areas, pressing needs still exist, including:
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•

The social and economic reasons for high rates of abortion;

•

The incidence and causes of sex-selective abortions.

Women and domestic violence: The widespread concern about violence is accompanied by a lack of information
on incidence, trends and causes. A prerequisite to serious research is therefore comprehensive data on the
extent, responses and consequences of domestic violence. If public action on this is to be monitored, a
nationally representative data base is needed. Existing smaller scale studies on the causes and consequences
of domestic violence provide a good base, they need to be built on to strengthen understanding. Assessments
of various efforts to address violence are needed to gauge effectiveness and inform policymakers.
Women in the political process: This is a new area of research in Viet Nam which promises to yield
important insights on women’s position in the political system and society more generally. Some specific
issues include:

•

The constraints to women participating in the political structure at various levels, including individual,
cultural, systemic and institutional dimensions;

•

The characteristics of women who are active in the political process at all levels, and those of women
who are not but would like to be;

•

Case studies of good practice and measures that have contributed to progress.

A number of other equally pressing topics were mentioned in our various consultations. Our intent is not to
exclude research topics, since the field remains extremely open and just about every aspect of women’s lives
and gender relations in Viet Nam is in need of careful study. We offer this brief list more to stimulate the
research community—and not just ‘gender specialists’—to investigate these fascinating and hugely important
questions relating to economic, social and political life in Viet Nam.
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