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Summary report

KEY MESSAGES
• Labour migration (migrating out of their place of origin for economic or employment purposes)1 shows 

an increasing trend among ethnic minority (EM) communities and has contributed largely to increased 
household income and reduced multi-dimensional poverty. Policies supporting migrant workers should 
be integrated into the local socio-economic development and multi-dimensional poverty reduction 
plans in EM areas, based on a system monitoring migration flows at grassroots level that is yet to 
be developed. There should be components/activities to support EM migrant workers in the National 
Target Programmes (NTPs). “Paid jobs” should be one among important indicators to measure multi-
dimensional poverty, including in EM areas. 

• Vocational training models and contents should be renewed to meet the actual needs of EM migrant 
workers (e.g. outcome-based vocational training based on requests by businesses; training on soft 
skills and jobs suitable for those working far from home). There should be direct support for export 
labour migrants in addition to the support for businesses/enterprises. 

• Communication methods should be renewed in a way that provides useful and necessary information 
for EM migrant workers. Examples include communication via people in the same ethnic group who 
have already migrated or multi-media communication. Potential risks in remitting by EM workers 
should be managed and reduced by developing safe remitting methods via e-payment. Support 
should also be provided through the development of saving accounts or saving models for migrant 
workers at destination and for the ones who return home.

• Policies on migrant workers need to take into account the gender factor; and supporting programmes 
need to set gender-disaggregated targets. Social security policies should be synchronised (e.g. 
interconnected management which is not based on the household registration books) so that 
female migrants, the elderly and children as family members of migrant workers are not left behind.

INTRODUCTION

Vietnam has gained important achievements in1 
poverty reduction in the past years. Yet, the poverty 
rate remains high, mostly among EM groups. In 
2018, EM people represented merely around 14.6% 
of the total population but accounted for 55% of all 
poor households nationwide. There remain large and 
multi-faceted gaps between EMs and Kinh people in 
income, access to education, healthcare, access to 
information or market2.  One of the reasons for EM 
groups being left behind the Kinh majority group 
is the shortage of non-agricultural jobs and limited 
labour migration. Although the legal framework has 

1     “Migrant workers” or “people migrating for work far from home” 
in this research include those who move to another area (province, 
district, or commune) to work, earn and remit money home; who 
have permanent residence registered at their places of origin but are 
frequently absent there as a result of their migration. These migrants 
may leave home in a certain period of time and come back (seasonally) 
or they only visit home on weekly, monthly, quarterly or annual bases.

2     Irish Aid, CEMA, UNDP, 2017. “Survey on Socio-Economic 
Situation of the 53 Ethnic Minority Groups in 2015”; World Bank, 
2018. “Climbing the Ladder: Poverty Reduction and Shared Prosperity 
in Vietnam. Updated in 2018”; Oxfam, 2019. The Link between 
Inequity and Poverty Reduction in Vietnam.

provided strict regulations to protect the rights of 
migrant workers, there is a lack of suitable policies 
supporting migrant workers, especially EM ones. 
Despite various statistical surveys and research 
on migration in general, specific research on EMs’ 
labour migration remains limited. There has been no 
comprehensive research on EM migrant workers that 
has national-level data.

In this context, in-depth research was conducted on 
the current situation and roles of labour migration 
among EM communities. The research is part of a 
CARE project titled Partnership for Ethnic Minorities’ 
Equitable and Inclusive Development (P4EM) funded 
by Irish Aid. It took place between October and 
December 2019 in five provinces where many EM 
groups reside. These locations, hereinafter referred 
to as the survey areas, are Dien Bien (H’Mong and 
Thai groups), Bac Kan (Tay and Nung), Quang Tri 
(Paco and Van Kieu), Kon Tum (Bana and E De), and 
Tra Vinh (Khmer). In each province, two communes 
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with a high rate of migrant workers were selected3. 
The research applied different methods including 
quantitative surveys with structured interview 
questionnaires (615 family members of 820 EM 
people who had migrated or were migrating for 
employment); qualitative data collection via in-
depth interviews with 20 family members of migrant 
workers, 10 migrant workers who returned home, 
07 representatives of labour export companies, 
and 16 migrant workers at their destination; and 
focus group discussions, including 15 sessions with 
80 provincial/district/communal authorities and 
10 sessions with 112 local people in the research 
locations.

1. EM labour migration:   
An upward trend 

There is a lack of information and data on EM 
labour migration at all levels. Available research 
and statistical surveys on migration in Vietnam4 only 
provide overall migration data (on people over five 
years old having changed their residence areas as 
compared to five years before). They neither provide 
segregated data on EM migrant workers nor cover 
those migrating seasonally or in a short period of 
time for employment. The Report on Socio-Economic 
Situation of 53 Ethnic Minorities (Irish Aid, CEMA, 
UNDP, 2017) contains the general migration data 
of each ethnic group5 without concrete data on 

3    See the list of the communes in the Acknowledgement.

4     GSO, “2019 Population and Housing Census of Vietnam”; GSO, United 
Nations Population Fund, 2016. “2015 National Internal Migration 
Survey: Major Findings”;  Consular  Department  - Vietnam  Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, International Organisation for Migration, 2016. 
“Vietnam Migration Profile.”

5     Some EM groups have high migration rates within the province 
like Cong (4.36%), Tay (4.03%), Co Tu (3.71%), Thai (3.50%), and 
Khmer (3.14%). Some EM groups having high rate of interprovincial 
migration are: Khmer (0.57%), Co Tu (0.53%), H’Mong (0.51%), and 
Tay (0.50%). However, migration among EM groups is less than that of 
Kinh whose provincial and interprovincial migration rates are 11.42% 
and 1.72% respectively.

EM migrants in search for employment. At local 
level, data on EM migrant workers are usually not 
statisticised and adequately synthesised because 
the local management of migrant workers mostly 
focuses on the group of migrant workers who need 
personal identification by the communal People’s 
Committees and there has been no mechanism at 
village level for tracking data of migrant workers. The 
lack of data and information on EM migrant workers 
has challenged the design and implementation of 
migration-related policies in the socio-economic 
development and poverty reduction in EM regions.

The labour migration trend is obviously increasing 
among EM communities. Research findings in the 10 
communes of the five provinces show a sharp rise in 
2019 in the number of migrant workers in comparison 
to the previous year among different ethnic groups 
including Tay and Nung groups in Bac Kan province 
(148%); Khmer in Tra Vinh (178%); Thai and Muong 
in Dien Bien (198%). Labour migration is a newly 
emerging trend in some communities of Van Kieu 
group in Quang Tri province, Xo Dang in Kon Tum, 
and H’Mong in Bac Kan. Almost no one left for work 
prior to 2017 but in the two years that followed, 
there was a sudden spike in the number of migrants 
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. Labour migration trend among EM communities
in survey areas
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Impacts of labour migration in Muong Phang commune, Dien Bien district, Dien Bien province

Muong Phang, 35 km far from Dien Bien city, is one of the 13 communes outside Dien Bien valley centre. 
There are 1,138 households in the commune, including three ethnic groups: Thai (78%), H’Mong (20%) 
and Kinh (2%). Its economy purely relies on agriculture with two rice crops per year. Before 2016, local 
people cultivated mainly rice and arrow roots. Its forest area is quite large, yet villagers are banned 
from harvesting in the forests and from slash and burn farming in the forest areas designated for special 
use. Thus, the farmers have a lot of free time, up to three or four months annually. Labour migration 
used to be uncommon with only several people emigrating in each village. But from 2016 to November 
2019, i.e. the time of this research, around 40—50% of people at working age migrated to other regions 
far from home for employment, usually to Hanoi and some other provinces like Bac Ninh, Hai Duong, 
Thai Nguyen, Hai Phong, Quang Ninh and Lao Cai. In particular, up to 400 out of 500 members of the 
commune’s Youth Union migrated for jobs. Migrant workers have made visible contributions to enhancing 
the socio-economic development of the commune. Those migrating for economic purposes may each earn 
VND40-60 million/year (or US$1,700-2,570), which helped increase the commune’s annual income per 
capita from VND18 million (or US$770) in 2016 to VND30 million (or US$1,285) in 2019 and contributed 
to lowering the commune’s poverty rate from 42.05%  to 11.04% in the two respective years.

“Labour migration has led to average income increase and poverty reduction in the commune. In 2016, 
out of the total of 26 villages, 18 were in extremely difficult conditions. Now (i.e. October 2019), 
according to a recent survey, there are 100 poor households out of 1,138 households in the whole 
commune.” (Mua A Kenh, Vice Chairman of Muong Phang communal People’s Committee).

“There is even this village head who wanted to resign so he could leave to work elsewhere.” (Lu Van Viet, 
village head, Yen 2 village) 

“Migrant workers earn better than communal officers; a Youth Union secretary came back from his 
migration and told other members to join him.” (Cam Van Dung, Secretary of the Youth Union of Muong 
Phang commune).

Money earned from labour migration is spent on renovating or building houses, buying home appliances, 
motorbikes, televisions and children’s schooling. At the end of 2019, the rate of households having a 
house that meets regulated housing quality standards was 99.10%; the rate of those having hygienic 
latrines, bathrooms, and water tanks that meet the three-clean criteria was 64.25%.

EM people migrate mostly to work in country. In the 
survey areas, cross-border labour migration (to China, 
Laos, and Cambodia) tends to decrease due to both 
tighter policies, regulations and border management 
between countries and more work options available 
inside the country. The most popular job tends to be 
worker in factories (as for frequent labour migration). 
Most of these migrant workers are young and 
unmarried; their monthly income is approximately 
VND4.5-10 million, or US$192-428; they live in 
companies’ dormitories or in houses rented nearby 
their companies or industrial parks. 

It is less of a trend for EM migrants to do informal 
and seasonal jobs such as construction workers, 
scrap metal collectors, porters, masons, carpenters, 
etc. – jobs that allow them to “go home whenever 
they want”. Workers in the informal sector are usually 
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income is around VND6.5-13 million per person, or 
US$278-556, and not stable; they usually live in 
groups or rent cheap houses near their workplace.

The push factors of the “increasing EM labour 
migration” trend are income and employment-
related difficulties in their place of origin. These 
include: a lack of production land, exhausted soil; a 
lack of local jobs or unstable seasonal local jobs (since 
agricultural mechanisation becomes more common, 
labour demand in agriculture reduces; few local non-
agricultural job opportunities, etc.); low income from 
agricultural production that could not meet their 
consumption demands (because of natural disasters 
and diseases/epidemics, few products to sell and strong 
price fluctuations, etc.); a lack of investment capital 
and capital for production development. That people 
migrate in search for employment is a way to cope with 
current difficulties and to realise their aspiration for 
improved living conditions. In addition, a number of 
EM youths wish to migrate to explore the outside world 
and to escape villages and agricultural work. 

Figure 3. Push factors of labour migration in EM communities
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Comments of local leaders on push factors 
of labour migration:

“There are no companies, factories at [our] 
locality.”

“Harsh weather, lack of irrigation water, 
frequent harvest loss make agricultural 
income insufficient to meet farmers’ 
demands.”

“Young labourers do not like agricultural 
work; they prefer jobs with higher 
income, industrial machines, techniques, 
[production] lines.”

”Machines are now used in agriculture, yet 
agriculture depends on weather. For some 
years now, we have experienced crop losses. 

Land is not enough and people become 
more plentiful, so people have no choice 
other than migrating to make a living.

The pull factor of “increasing EM labour migration” 
trend is the growing demand for labour. The strong 
competition among employers, especially line 
production companies, has made skilled worker 
supply rare. Many companies have come to the most 
remote mountainous areas to recruit EM workers. 
Impressed by EM people’s strengths of hard working 
and honesty, companies even offer bonuses to 
workers who successfully invite EM people to come 
and work in the companies. The harmonisation 
tendency among ethnic groups has especially 
helped reduce stigma against EM people; and the 
destination communities have also recognised and 
appreciated EMs’ strengths.

Comments of EM people on pull factor of 
labour migration:

“The only requirement is being able to write 
and speak Kinh language, as the company will 
provide 1-3 month trainings at the beginning.”

“The recruitment demands of companies 
are very high, we have many choices, the 
company even encourages me to go home 
and invite other villagers to work for the 
company, I (can) also get bonus.” 

“There is no stigma at all, they usually say 
EMs are meek and honest.’’

“We – EMs - are hard-working, so they like us.”

We are hard-working, follow orders, so 
managers take it easy on us.”

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
There is a need for local authorities to 
develop systems to monitor migration flows, 
to collect and synthesise EM migration data 
from both formal and informal sectors. The 
EM labour migration situation should be 
managed/recorded right from village level. 
Based on that, policies supporting EM 
migrant workers shall be integrated into 
local socio-economic development plans and 
multi-dimensional poverty reduction plans.
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providing for two family members who have no or little 
work capacity. Analysis on the purposes of remittance 
use reveals that, in addition to the common spending 
on daily expenses (86.3%) and paying debts (55.2%, 
often for production investment and house repair/
construction), there is a considerably high rate of 
households using remittances to pay for education 
and vocational training, healthcare, houses, latrines, 
water facilities, and electronic devices such as 
televisions, phones to access to information – which 
are major indicators for measuring multi-dimensional 
poverty. On top of money, 13% of migrant workers also 
send home different things including clothes, books/
notebooks, medicines and medical devices, phones, 
televisions and other electric home appliances.  

2. Remittances of EM migrants: 
Support in increasing 
household income and reducing 
multi-dimensional poverty 

Labour migration has contributed to generating 
livelihoods and improving EM household income. 
According to the World Bank (2018), the rate of EM 
households having income from salary increased 
from 31.01% (2010) to 43.9% (2016). For the 
first time, in 2016, the proportion of EM people‘s 
income from salary exceeded that from cultivation. 
This research also shows that income of EM migrant 
workers accounts for nearly half the household 
income in their hometown (43.5%). With a scale of 
significance level ranged from 1 to 10, households’ 
representatives rated the significance of migrant 
workers’ remittances to their household economy at 
8.3.

Figure 4. Share of income from migrant workers
in total household income (%)

Income from emigrants’ remittances

Income from agriculture-forestry-fisheries at origin

Income from non agriculture-forestry-fisheries at origin

23.3

43.5

33.2

Labour migration has created positive effects on 
multi-dimensional poverty reduction. The World 
Bank report (2018) indicates that the amount of 
average salary increase per labourer in 2014-2016 
contributed to around half of the total poverty 
reduction level observed in the same period. A report 
by Oxfam (2019) also provides the same view, i.e. the 
higher the access rate to non-agricultural jobs is, the 
lower the poverty rate tends to be, and vice versa.

Similarly, this research shows the significance of 
remittances by migrant workers. The significance  
of labour migration to the local socio-economic 
development was rated at 7.8 (in the 1 to 10 scale). 
On average, one migrant worker is responsible for 

Figure 5. Percentage of households spending
remittances on different items and the average amount

of money each household had spent in the previous
12 months per item
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9.6 million VND
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
• When designing and guiding the implementation of National Target Programmes or NTPs (NTP 

on Socio-Economic Development in EM and mountainous areas, NTP on Sustainable Poverty 
Reduction) for 2021-2030, ministries and sectors should include the content of supporting EM 
migrant workers. To be specific, the components for non-agricultural livelihood supports and job 
development in NTPs should include the activities/sub-projects for supporting EM poor, youth, 
and women migrant workers.

• MOLISA should make “paid jobs” an important indicator to measure multi-dimensional poverty, 
even in EM areas in the coming time.

3. Information sources 
and social networks of EM 
migrants: Pioneer-based and 
ethnicity-based

Knowing someone who has already migrated for 
work is the key element influencing the decision 
on labour migration of EM migrant workers. 79.1% 
of EM workers decided to find work afar because 
someone they knew (family members/relatives/other 
people in the same village) who already migrated 
for work told them about it and convinced them 
to do the same; only 20.9% said they themselves 
searched for information on internet or heard 
of the opportunities via companies’ recruitment 
activities in the area or communal officers’ advice 
and reference. Their trust in the ones having close 
relationships with them, the members of the same 
ethnic group, or prestigious community members 
would influence their decisions on labour migration.

Figure 6. Information source about labour migration (%)

33.6

18.62.3

45.5

Other villagers who already migrated
to work told them and convinced them to join

Family members/relatives who already migrated
to work convinced them to join

Searched for information from internet

Companies came to recruit in the commune; advice
and reference by communal officers

In comparison to Kinh people, social networks 
of EM migrant workers are much narrower and 
less flexible. EM migrant workers usually develop 
their social networks using such criteria as: same 
hometown (village), same ethnic group, or same 
workplace. At destination, migrants often form 
zones or hamlets of people from the same ethnic 
groups for mutual support and to practice their 
own culture (such as conversing in the same EM 
language, cooking, or conducting cultural rituals). 
However, the establishment of hamlets of people 
from the same ethnic group does result in some 
challenges, e.g. narrowing interactions with other 
groups, limiting their social capital at destination, 
and pushing them to further spatial and social 
marginalisation level6. 

EM migrant workers often bring money home on 
their own or ask someone they know to do it. The 
survey finds that 46.8% of migrants chose to bring 
money home on their own or send money home via 
someone they know. Around 25% said that they 
used bank transfer or money transfer companies. 
Transferring money via banks or post offices is 
considered troublesome for migrants’ family members 
because of their inability to use cash withdrawal 
machines (which means they will have to seek for 
help from someone else), long distances to post 
offices or banks, or unsecured privacy, etc.

Strong community bonds in social networks back 
home are an element prompting migrant workers 
to return. EM migrant workers maintain strong ties 
with their families and communities in their original 
locality. 55.5% migrant workers confirmed their 
definite return. 36% of EM migrants are using Zalo 
and Facebook to frequently communicate with their 

6     iSEE, 2019. “Positioning Opportunities and Challenges: Study on 
Ethnic Minority Youth Migrants in Northern urbans in Vietnam”
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family members. There are many cases where migrant 
workers, upon returning home, had initiatives that 
helped change cultivation methods or business 
models to develop household economy. 85.5% of 

interviewed villagers agreed with the statement 
that “returning migrants actively participate in local 
mass organisations’ activities.”

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
• Local authorities and enterprises should change their ways of communication targeting at EM 

migrants (by making use of those who migrated or of the same ethnic group) to provide sufficient 
information about rights and responsibilities of labourers, labour legal regulations, access to 
basic services, legal aid, etc. The application of 4.0 technology and use of social networks should 
be enhanced to provide information for EM migrants.

• Local authorities should support EM migrants in reducing risks related to sending money home 
by enhancing people’s knowledge and skills in using safe transfer methods and e-payment. They 
should also support in developing saving accounts and/or saving models to generate capital and 
to serve as a premise for EM migrants’ return in the future.

Colors show place of origin 
(hometown, namely same 
district/commune).

Shapes (square, circle) show 
the relationship with the 
influencers who knew them 
before (square) or after (circle) 
migrating for employment at 
destination.

Figure 7. Social networks of migrant workers

Van Kieu H’Mong Khmer

Kinh (reference network, 2018)
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4. Skills and workmanship of 
EM migrants remain largely 
limited

EM migrant workers often have low educational 
level. Most of them made it to middle (46.4%) and 
high schools (27%). Among the EM migrants entering 
middle schools, only 28.5% completed and graduated 
from that level. Similarly, only 18% of those at high 
school level completed and graduated from it while 
the rest quit school before graduation. With such 
educational levels, most EM migrant workers have 
manual jobs that require low workmanship with low 
and unstable income.  

Figure 8. Educational level of migrant workers (%)

27

7.7

4.9

14.0

46.4
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Primary school

Middle school

High school

Intermediate vocational training
college/university

Policies on vocational training and support 
in job seeking have yet to be effective for EM 
migrant workers. In the survey areas, EM migrant 
workers have hardly been trained on vocational 
skills required at the destination workplace. They 
mostly learned from the experience of other workers 
or were trained from scratch by the companies. 
Very few could access effectively the vocational 
training programmes organised in association 
with employers/enterprises. In reality, the lack of 
supplementary skills and support in job search at 
destination has caused difficulties to EM migrant 
workers. Many migrant workers are aware of some 
of their own weaknesses, e.g. poor communication 
skills, no experience in job search/application, poor 
financial management skills (spending/saving), 
lack of objectives and career development plans 
when migrating for work, etc. Institutionalised 
mechanisms and policies to support EM migrant 
workers have not been in place. Meanwhile, existing 
support available in survey areas are mainly small-
scaled and unsynchronised, and mostly rely on the 
creativity of each employer or local government.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Ministries and sectors, when developing vocational training policies or projects for vocational 
training/job creation in NTPs, should pay attention to vocational training based on the enterprises’ 
demands and based on the outcomes and develop mobile job transaction floors suitable to EM areas. 
Ministries and sectors should develop programmes to provide training on some common jobs in the 
labour market in the informal sector for EM workers (e.g. construction, carpentry, domestic work, 
etc.); training on soft skills to help EM labourers improve their readiness and self-confidence when 
they migrate for work (financial management, expenditure planning, communication, job search, 
etc.).

GOOD EXAMPLES IN SUPPORTING MIGRANT WORKERS IN SURVEY AREAS

• Companies collaborate with the communes in organising events to provide 
counselling and job introduction to local people and convincing them to apply for 
jobs. Pick-up buses are  arranged and dormitory buildings constructed for workers.

• Companies, using bonuses, also encourage current workers to refer their friends/
family members to work for the companies.

• Businesses collaborate with local authorities in inviting the village elders to see 
the workplace and accommodation conditions so that they can later share with 
other villagers and convince them to work for the companies.

• The Vocational Training and Job Introduction Centre has direct contact with 
companies in Binh Duong and provides training on handicraft.

• The Vocational Training and Job Introduction Centre under provincial Department 
of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs collaborates with enterprises to offer courses 
on spa and make-up.

• Information and communication materials are disseminated via activities in 
pagodas; pagodas’ chiefs are invited to join the provision of job counselling for 
local people.

• Companies make production plans with attention to the festival calendar of 
Khmer so workers can go home or celebrate such occasions in the companies.

• The local government subsidizes people with bus/train tickets from/to the 
companies, or arranges vans to pick up workers during festivals/Tet holiday.

Quang Tri

Kon Tum

Tra Vinh

Dien Bien
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5. EM overseas migrant 
workers: Difficulties in 
accessing support policies

Not many EM people work abroad with a termed 
contract (labour export), but those doing it 
successfully can earn significant income. In the 
survey area, there are only seven cases of EM people 
working overseas under labour export programmes 
of labour export companies (also known as labour 
export brokerage companies) who have contracts 
signed with the brokers containing clear provisions 
and commitments agreed by the workers, the 
brokerage companies and the companies receiving 
workers in destination countries. Each sent home 
about VND80-120 million (or US$3,424-5,136) per 
year, which first and foremost is used for “paying 

debts incurred before migration”, and “building a 
house”.

EM workers face difficulties in accessing labour 
export programmes. EM workers do not receive 
sufficient information and detailed counselling 
on labour export, resulting in their anxiety and 
precaution. It is also difficult for them to meet 
high requirements in terms of educational level and 
costs, which explains why they often go for free-
of-charge or low-cost markets like Malaysia, Taiwan, 
or Saudi Arabia. Binding terms and conditions by 
banks, such as money disbursement only when visa 
and airplane tickets are available, make it difficult 
for EM people to advance costs. Many EMs tend to 
embark on overseas labour migration via personal 
introduction channels rather than companies while 
policies supporting overseas labour migration are 
usually rolled out via enterprises.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Authorities managing labour export support programmes and local authorities should provide EM 
people with sufficient information about labour export (using the methods presented above in the 
policy implications mentioned in part 3 of this summary report). EM workers who proactively contact 
labour export agencies should receive direct packaged support; and the support level they receive 
should be similar to that for workers who are targeted by agreements between local authorities and 
labour export companies.
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6. Gender sensitivity: EM 
women’s difficulties as migrant 
workers

In EM communities, there is a tendency that more 
men migrate to work than women. At national 
level, the current trend is more female migrants than 
male migrants7.  It is only among EM groups that 
this trend is reversed8. In the survey areas, there 
are generally more EM men migrating for economic 
purposes than EM women (55.8% male and 44.2% 
female), mostly due to their traditional customs and 
division of household labour. For example, “women 
must stay home and take care of house chores and 
children” (Quang Tri, Tra Vinh), “women [can] 

7    GSO, UNFPA, 2016. “2015 National Internal Migration Survey: 
Major Findings”.

8     MOLISA, CARE-Oxfam-SNV, 2018. Independent Assessment: Gender 
Analysis in NTP-SPR for 2016-2020.
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only stay home, cannot travel far (migrate); only 
men migrate to work” (Dien Bien). It is different 
though in Kon Tum and Bac Kan where more women 
migrate to work than men. In Kon Tum, local jobs 
require labourers to have good health (men); e.g. 
planting, tendering and harvesting industrial plants 
(rubber, pepper, coffee). Whereas in Bac Kan, it is 
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trendy to work at garment and electronics factories 
where there is a higher demand for female workers 
and also because small business activities near 
industrial zones are considered to be more suitable 
with women.

Migration policies are not gender-sensitive. There 
have been no research or assessment at the local 
level on the difficulties and limitations faced by 
male/female EM migrants, which is needed for 
developing adequate policies. There is a lack of 
gender-disaggregated data and criteria on the male/
female ratios in policy monitoring and evaluation. 
Gaps remain in the social security policies for female 
migrants. It is hard for female workers in the informal 
sector to access voluntary social insurance which 

offers benefits in cases of retirement and death and 
has not included maternity benefits or compensation 
in cases of work accidents and occupational diseases.

Prejudice against EM women migrant workers 
still exists. In addition to limits in language and 
communication skills, gender prejudice in the 
community also has big impacts on EM women’s 
decision on labour migration. There are many 
cases where parents hesitate to let their unmarried 
daughters migrate for fear that, upon their return, 
it will be difficult for the daughters to get married. 
Many families do not allow married women to migrate 
alone without the husband due to the perception 
that women working alone far from home are usually 
easily depraved and do “improper things.”  

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Migration policies should account for the gender factor. Maternity benefits and rights of female 
workers in the informal sector should be guaranteed by adding the maternity regime to the benefit 
package covered by voluntary social insurance. Local authorities should promote communication 
activities in the communities to change the prejudice towards EM female migrants.

12

Ph
ot

o:
 ©

Tr
an

 B
ao

 N
go

c 
An

h/
CA

RE



Labour migration among ethnic minority communities in Vietnam: Situation and Policy Implications

7. Social security: Care for the 
elderly and child schooling 
in households of EM migrant 
workers

The phenomenon of parents migrating for 
employment and leaving their children to 
grandparents for caring is becoming more and 
more common. In some cases, couples send money 
home for their parents to take care of the children. 
In some others, due to high living costs in the cities, 
they never or rarely manage to do so, which puts 
more burden on the elderly back home. As a result, 
elder people pay more expenses for food, medicines 
and schooling of their grandchildren; or they become 
so busy taking care of the grandchildren that they 
do not get to earn as much otherwise. There are 
many cases where children, as a result of living with 
their grandparents and receiving little attention 
from the parents, spend imbalanced time on playing 
and learning, resulting in poor school performance 
or even drop-out.

“The seniors are not cared for and now have 
to take care of grandchildren.”

“Their parents are far away; at home there is 
no one taking care and teaching them; most 
children quit schooling!”

“I am old, so if he [grand child] says he 
goes to school, then I know he is going to 
school; yet in fact I cannot manage where 
he goes … My hands are tied even if he 
quits classes and hangs out somewhere 
else.”

“Here, parents migrate far for work; most 
children drop out of school - they do not go 
to school… no one reminds them to, their 
grandparents are [too] old and weak [to do 
that].”

There are cases of parents migrating for work have 
to bring along with them the elderly and children. 
However, it is hard for the children to get a slot 
at schools at destination because schools, already 
being overloaded, prioritise those with a permanent 
residence status. The survey shows that 55.8% of EM 
migrant workers are married and 20% are migrating 
together with their family members (mostly spouses 
and children) to new destinations. The majority 
“worry that their children may not be admitted to 
a school at the current place of residence”; and in 
fact, 15% of “migrant workers have to return to their 
place of origin as it is impossible for their children 
to get admitted to any school at destination.”

Migrant households also experience difficulties in 
accessing other social security benefits. According 
to current regulations, a migrant household that is 
absent at their place of origin for over six months 
is excluded from the list of poor and near-poor 
household annual review. However, the interviews 
with some EM households indicate that they are 
also not included in the poor/near-poor household 
review at destination despite their temporary 
residence registration. There is no link between 
the  management systems at the place of origin 
and destination in assessing poverty conditions of 
households registered for temporary residence. This 
has lowered the opportunities of families whose all 
members migrate together to get policy support 
such as education support for children of poor 
households or health insurance support policies for 
poor households.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Ministries, sectors and local authorities 
should design and implement synchronously 
and interconnectedly the policies on 
education, healthcare, and social protection 
for migrant households in both place of 
origin and current residence place. To avoid 
that family members of the migrant workers 
(the elderly and children) and the migrants 
themselves are left behind, these policies 
should not be based on the permanent 
residence books/residence status. 
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Cover photos from left to right:

• More and more ethnic minority people leave their hometown to become garment factory workers in the low land like this. 
Photo: © Vu Thi Huong Giang/CARE

• Lo Thi San, a garment factory worker of Thai ethnicity, comes from Son La province. Photo: © Vu Thi Huong Giang/CARE

• Cashew gardens in Binh Phuoc attract quite many ethnic minority seasonal workers from other provinces. They would live in 
huts like this throughout the harvest season. Photo: © Thach Van/CARE
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