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Abstract
Macroeconomic transition is toward sustainable growth and equality in all eco-

nomic-social livelihoods. Women – the important population force – participate in
most economic-social activities and are the “fire-keeper” of any family as the cell
for society. Women’s roles refects the important achievements in society advance-
ment and gender equality. In this paper, we summarize some findings from our
research with UN Women on the impact of macroeconomic reform on women roles
over 10 years, such as (i) the overall economic conditions and living standards have
been much more improved, which directly benefit women and their families (ii)
women in Vietnam have generally been treated equally to men in almost all aspects;
(iii) women capacities have been improved over time, thanks to access to education
and resources; (iv) the Women’s Union plays an important role in ensuring the ben-
eficiaries and activities of women in general. However, several issues created the
challenges for development of women in the next period, such as (i) less spending
proportion for education and health; (ii) women still have to face the burden of
houseworkss, particularly childcare and household farmings; (iii) women lag
behind men in their participation in industrial employment and are concentrated in
agriculture and services. The recommendations for related stakeholders are settled
for more gender equality in terms of quality in the future. It is important for sus-
tainable development which results from macroeconomic reform.
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1. Introduction
In late 20th and early 21st centuries,

the macroeconomic policies of the government
have contributed significantly to the rapid
change and remarkable achivements of the
Vietnamese economy and society. The change
is characterised by its nature of economic
restructuring, thus many economic and
social issues need attention. These issues are
related to sustainable growth, poverty, social
stratification, gender equality and women
development. During the socio-economic tran-
sition process, the government has carried out
many different policies regarding women
issues, and the objectives of gender equality
and women empowerment have been reflected
in several government policies and resolutions
of the Communist Party. This paper attempts to
assess the changes of all aspects of Vietnamese
women over time through the analysis of avail-
able information sources up to 2011.

The paper consists of 4 main parts: (1)
Introduction; (2) Economic growth of
Vietnam; (3) Issues during the economic
growth; (4) The mpacts of economic transition
on women’s position in Vietnam.

2. Economic growth in Vietnam
2.1. Objectives
Since the beginning of the economic transi-

tion, the Vietnam Communist party has deter-
mined its target as economic growth
toward the poor, this target also implies a sus-
tainable economic growth process. The eco-
nomic growth associated with development is
one of the main targets of earlier years in the
21st century. Vietnam has been aware and paid
attention to this balancing issue because of

some practical problems that happened when
examining investments and factors affecting
the effectiveness of the investments.
Sustainable economic growth has been empha-
sized since the social consequences of over-
heating economic growth revealed clearly in
the 2005-2007 period with GDP growth rate
above 8% (GSO, 2010). Thus, it can be con-
cluded that the targets of economic growth and
micro-economic restructuring have been iden-
tified , and Vietnam concentrated lots of intel-
lectual resources to identify a comprehensive-
ly sustainable growth model for the 2009-2020
period. Although, there are some shortcomings
during the operation of the economy, the
results are remarkable and are the basis to
determine the country’s development strategy
for the 2011-2020 period.

2.2. Policy system
One of the remarkable economic growth

policies which have shown their effectiveness
and attention is investment policy. Foreign
investment policies and the number of FDI
projects have increased dramatically, from
only 391 projects in 2000 to over 1,500 proj-
ects in 2008. Domestic investment has also
been encouraged, from 54 billion VND in
2001. It ncreased to 251 billion VND in 2009.
The total investment rose to more than 40% of
GDP in the 2005-2009 period.

In the late 20th century and early 21st cen-
tury, the policies of sectoral restructuring par-
tially achieved the goal of building a modern
economy. The economy moved from high
dependence on agricultural, forestry and fish-
ery to having a high proportion of manufactur-
ing industries and services. Production restruc-
turing also took place and a new economic
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structure was formed. Production values of
agriculture, forestry, and fishery, as well as
mining declined and seem to stay stable at
18% and 4.5% levels, respectively. Whilst, the
figure of the manufacturing industry increased
steadily at 29.5 percent, and trade and services
increased and stabilized at 30% (Table 1).

The equitization process was implemented
with many multilateral supportive programs
and has achieved better results. Most enterpris-
es have been equitized; the enterprise law was
amended and completed in 2003. The stock
market was established in 2000, this marked a
step up on the capital market and provided
opportunities for almost all enterprises to
become public companies.

It can be said that the system of socio-eco-
nomic policies and economic forms which
were organized and adjusted by the

Vietnamese government, has helped the econ-
omy be on the right track and gain a lot of
achievements. This has been confirmed in sev-
eral assessment reports by national and inter-
national researchers and organizations.

2.3. Results and characteristics
The economic transition process has

affirmed that the Vietnamese economy has
clear market oriented characteristics. That is
reflected in many aspects, from the restructur-
ing of economic sectors, organizational forms
of production and business, labor and capital
distribution, to income and spending alloca-
tion.

The major results of the macro-economic
transition process can be summarized by some
following socio-economic indicators:

Restructuring of economic sectors

Source: GSO Vietnam, Statistical Yearbooks 2001-2010

Table 1. Output values by sectors



Overtime, the production and business sec-
tors which yield high productivities gradually
become prevalent . The service and socio-eco-
nomic consultant sectors gradually have a
steady and stable orbit/cycle.

Labor distribution by industries and eco-
nomic sectors.

The labor force was redistributed so that the
share of employment in the agricultural sector
went down (from 62% in 2000 to less than
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Source: GSO Vietnam, Statistical Yearbooks 2001-2010

Table 2. Employment by industries and economic sectors
Percent (%)
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48% in 2009). The proportion of employment
in the processing industry, construction, serv-
ices and consultation has increased. Some new
sectors appear and attract more and more labor
(although the percentage is small).

Structure of enterprises by ownership forms.
The market oriented economy is reflected

clearly as the number of economic units (inde-
pendent economic agents) with different own-
ership forms has increased quickly. The num-

ber of SOEs which stood at 13% in 2000 went
down to only 1.6% in 2009. Whilst, the figure
of non-state enterprises rose dramatically from
83% in 2000 to 95%% in 2009.

Capital accumulation and consumption
rates.

Except for the years 2008-2009 (the years
of global financial crisis), the asset accumula-
tion rate seems to have increased faster than
the consumption rate. This phenomenon

Source: GSO Vietnam, Statistical Yearbooks 2001-2010

Table 3: Number of enterprises by ownership forms
Unit: No. of enterprise
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reflects the fact that economy is likely to main-
tain its growth rate because of the capital
investments. The fact that Vietnam was not
seriously affected by the 2008 financial crisis
has demonstrated the role of asset accumula-
tion in resistance/fighting against crisis.

Per capita income and spending
During the economic growth process, the

income and spending have increased signifi-
cantly. That means the economic growth
process benefits the citizens. Even though, the
rate of increased income and spending are con-
siderably different among sectors and regions.
The problem that can be seen clearly is: the

two major economic regions always achieve
higher growth rates compared with other
regions in the country, whilst the income and
spending gaps between urban and rural areas
have not been narrowed overtime.

Poverty and income inequality
Along with the economic growth, the per-

centage of poor households also went down
considerably in both urban and rural areas.
However, the poverty reduction rate in the
poor areas did not reach the expecta-
tion/desire.

The GNI income index indicates that the
relative income gap between the rich and the

Source: GSO Vietnam, Statistical Yearbooks 2001-2010

Table 4: Using assets



Source: Vietnam Living Household Standard Surveys 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, GSO

Table 5: Per capita income per month, current price
Unit: 1,000 VND

Source: Vietnam Living Household Standard Surveys 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, GSO

Table 6. Per capita spending per month, current price
Unit: 1,000 VND
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Source: Vietnam Living Household Standard Surveys 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, GSO

Table 7: Percentage of poor households
Unit: %

Source: Vietnam Living Household Standard Surveys 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, GSO

Table 8: GNI income index
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poor has been narrowed slowly, whilst house-
hold income and spending increased signifi-
cantly. That means the absolute income gap
tends to extend.

3. Issues during the economic growth
In developing countries, the governments

always target high economic growth that is
paralleled with a comprehensive development
society, and the quality of life must be
improved in a sustainable way. To achieve this
goal, the government should have relevant
control systems of economic growth. Recently,
Vietnam has been aware of the shortcomings
of its growth model. Most research and forums
have demonstrated that the economic growth
depends heavily on investment, particularly
FDI, whilst the capital efficiency is low. The
advantage of cheap labor is limited. Issues
related to the quality of life and living environ-

ment become more severe. Natural and miner-
al resources and ecological environment have
deteriorated gradually.

Although the government and community
have realized what should be controlled, and
the state has launched many legislative provi-
sions, the effectiveness of the legal system is
debatable, and the legal enforcement system
still have many defects. In such conditions,
each socio-economic achievement should be
attached with not only the progress of the soci-
ety, but also the limitation and consequences
that negatively affect the development.

4. The impact of economic transition on
the position of Vietnamese women (2000-
2010)

4.1. Population, gender and age structure
The structure of Vietnam’s population by

gender has fluctuated slightly during late 20th

Source: GSO Viet nam, Statistical yearbooks 1990 - 2010

Table 9: Structure of gender and residential areas
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and early 21st centuries. However, the struc-
ture of residential areas has changed substan-
tially; the proportion of people living in urban
areas has increased significantly.

Vietnam’s population increased steadily
during 2000-2010 period, the total fertility rate
TFR was almost constant (TFR was around 2.1
in 2005-2010). This indicates that the popula-
tion is reaching a steady state. According to the
rules of demographics, a population will reach
its steady state after a process of reducing birth
growth rates, then achieves a period of “demo-
graphic bonus”. Many forecasts indicate that
the demographic bonus has come to Vietnam
and can last for 30-40 years.

4.2. Employment and income of women
4.2.1. Resources
Female labor force should be considered in

two main aspects of quality and quantity. The
analysis in this section is primarily based on
the data of the labor and employment survey
from 2000 to 2007, the labor force survey from
2007 to 2009, and ILO’s reports1.

Gender and residential structure of labor
The Law of gender equality has been prom-

ulgated, amended many times and completed,
there is a clause that genders are equal when
participating in socio-economic activities. On
the surface, there is no discrimination on

employment opportunities for male and female
labor. The female labor force has accounted
for a high proportion of the population. The
gender structure of population under working
age (according to the Labor law) is described
in Table 10.

The ratio of male-female labor was almost
stable with slightly more from 2004-2009,
compared with slightly less in the years 200-
2003. It should be noted that, compared with
the 1997 figure, this ratio did not change
much, because the data in 1997 reported the
population ratio of working age and above
(>=15 years old). This ratio remained at
approximately 52% in the years 2000-2009.
Thus, the gender structure of labor has not
changed much and with the above status of the
population, the age structure of labor is almost
unchanged. However, the structure of residen-
tial areas has changed considerably. The pro-
portion of female labor in urban areas has
increased from 24% in 2000 to 30% in 2009,
and the corresponding proportion of female
labor in rural areas decreased from 76% in
2000 to 70% in 2009. Thus, compared with
data of Unifem’s report in 1997, the residential
structure has not changed much (Table 11).

This was also the general structure of residen-
tial areas of Vietnamese labor from 2000 to 2009.

Related to the aggregate labor supply, every

Source: Calculated from Annual Labor and Employment Surveys

Table 10: Gender structure of labor (%)
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year there is about half a million female work-
ers added to the workforce. This figure is
almost unchanged over many years.

Education and technical and professional
qualification of female workers.

Normally, these factors are considered as
the basis of labor quality. The investment for
labor quality comes from both the private and
public sources through socio-economic devel-
opment policies and human resource develop-
ment strategies of the country, the industries,
as well as the enterprises.

Education of the working age population by
gender and residential areas, described in

Table 12.
Table 12 shows that the improvement of

education has been focused during the
observed years, however the education of
women, particularly rural women remain a
matter of concern. In 2000, the highest average
class of urban men was 8.9, higher than that of
urban women 0.4 point, however these figures
were leveled equally in the years 2005-2006.
Whilst, in rural areas, the picture that was not
as good. The highest average class of women
in 2006 only approximately equal to that of the
men in 2000. Refer to the median statistics
value, 50% of rural women have not complet-

Source: Calculated from Labor and Employment Surveys

Table 12: Education of the working age

Source: Calculated from Annual Labor and Employment Surveys

Table 11: Structure of residential areas for female labors
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ed high school (same status for rural men),
whilst 50% of urban labor population (both
male and female) have graduated from high
school.

The problem of the main macro impacts are
as follows:

- The sluggish/slow improvement of univer-
salize high school education for women.

- The large discrepancy of policy effective-
ness between rural and urban areas.

The rural labor survey in 2007 provided
even worse information about the above situa-
tion. Table 13 indicates that 50% of rural
female laborers have completed only grade 7
(the system of 12 grades). The picture of edu-
cation of female laborers by region also shows

Source: Rural labor survey 2007- Central Women’s Union

Table 13: Education of rural women labor by economic region

Source: Survey on Women Microentrepreneur – WU Academy, 2006

Table 14: Average number of schooling years of female business owner
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the instability of this figure in the southern
provinces (region 4-7), in which the Mekong
river delta should be noted most. (mean: 6.07;
std: 2.9; Med: 6.0).

Data from micro-business women in 2006
shows that women who run their own business
had more schooling years, but not as much as
target (only completed secondary school).

Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys, 2000-2007

Table 15: Professional and technical qualification of laborers over the years (%)
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Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys, 2000-2007

Table 16: Professional and technical qualifications of above 30 year-old
laborers through the years

Percentage (%)

Table 14 describes the average number of
school years in the surveyed areas.

The status of professional and technical
qualifications will be analyzed by using sever-
al data sets, so in this research we only select-
ed possible differences to find out the causes
without focusing on broad analysis.

Extracted from the labor and employment
surveys in 2000-2006, table 15 provides infor-
mation about professional and technical quali-
fications by gender and rural-urban. It is clear-
ly that there was a better shift (overtime) for
male laborers, but not for female laborers.

The rate of untrained female labor in 2000
was 6% higher than that of un-trained male
labor in both rural and urban areas. After 6
years, this difference was 6.5% in urban areas
and 2.6% in rural areas. However, the absolute
figure showed an unexpected image that near-
ly 70% of urban female laborers were not
trained, and almost all (91%) of rural female
laborers have not been trained, this ratio was
similar for untrained rural male labor in 2000.

The rest of the laborers only have vocation-
al certificates, primary degree or are technical
workers without certificates.
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Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys, 2000-2007

Table 17: Percentage (%) of labor with income generated activities

For the laborers above 30 years old (who are
believed to have completed training processes
and career choices), the untrained ratio was not
much better (Table 16). The ratio of untrained
female laborers in urban areas still remained
high at 49%. This insignificant change leads to
a conclusion that the professional and techni-
cal qualification of female labor has not
improved much, even though the economy
achieved high growth rates during the 2000-
2007 period. Thus, the model of employing
human resource is characterized as labor inten-
sive and taking advantage of cheap labor, the
reinvestment of state and enterprises is ineffi-
cient, the employees themselves do not have
active investment strategy to enhance their
own capabilities. This is most evident in
female employees.

4.2.2. Jobs
In developing countries, jobs are always the

first priority to confirm the position of employ-
ees in their community, more people need to

seek a job than people who choose jobs. This
characteristic certainly exists in Vietnam even
though the economic growth rate has been
high and stable for many years. Together with
economic growth, Vietnam has carried out the
national employment strategy since 1990. Job
creation and employment assurance for the
laborers have been included in every socio-
economic development strategy, and jobs are
considered as the foundation of social security.

Jobs and the impact of socio-economic
changes on women.

The time period referred to in the question-
naire was 7 days before the survey, the data of
labor and employment survey provided infor-
mation about the ratio of having income gener-
ated activities in Table 17. The ratio of having
income generated activities for female labor
was always lower than that for male labor, par-
ticularly in urban areas. In rural areas, the col-
lected ratio seems to be better but not very pre-
cise, as the survey was usually carried out in
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April when most rural labor had income gener-
ated activities, moreover the situation of part-
time or seasonal jobs was very popular in rural
areas. The statistics usually give different data
of employment and unemployment ratios.
However, almost all the different statistics
showed that the employment pattern has not
changed much over time.

The percentage of women working in urban
areas was lower than that in rural areas. This
did not allow a prediction that their probabili-
ty to have income was lower than in rural
areas, there should be a further analysis of this
phenomenon. According to the calculation
from the annual rural labor and employment
surveys, there were about 60% female laborers
working for their own households without
salary or wages. In other words, they worked,
but the work was to take care of the family or
did not generate income , there was no con-
cept of salary or wage for this work.

Thus, it is very difficult to calculate the cor-
rect income of rural labor including female
labor who do most of the work in each family.

Along with the economic transition process,
female laborers also had certain changes in
their occupations and careers. Usually, the
change started as the laborers determined their
own occupations, participated in training
courses and found suitable jobs. Based on the
annual labor survey to analyze the occupations
of female laborers, there were 7 major occupa-
tions: Education and teacher training science
(KHGD & DT), economic business and man-
agement (KD & QL), technical workers (KT),
processing workers (CB), health care (SK),
agriculture - forestry and fishery (N, LN &
TS), hotel - tourism - sports and services

(KS). Meanwhile, in addition to the above 7
occupations, the general trend also focuses on
developing training related to transportation,
construction and architecture, staffs, laws and
some other sectors.

Afterwards, we now analyze the change in
women’s selection of the above 7 occupations.
We can find a trend that women make choices
for training and occupation, as well as their
future jobs.

The education and teacher training sciences
had highest proportion of women participating
in education and vocational trainings, the
annual rate always reached approximately
20% to 30% per year. The number of total par-
ticipants has increased or decreased unevenly
year after year, however this industry has
attracted the most women. The second best
was the processing industry that had the high-
est and continuously increased rate of partici-
pants over the years. Even though, the propor-
tion of laborers participating in training was
small, this labor force was significantly
involved in export and light processing indus-
tries in Vietnam. Particularly, the hotel and
tourism industry was new but popular and rap-
idly increased year after year in Vietnam.
Tourism and culture were considered as non-
smoking industries that brought very high
profit, thus Vietnam should make more poli-
cies to encourage the further development of
these industries. The other industries have
increased or reduced unevenly year after year,
but the proportion of labor participating in
training remained stable over the years. The
analysis of women participating in trainings
and selected occupations indicated that the
effect of gender was significant.
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Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys, 2000-2007

Figure 1: Number of women participating in occupation training from 2000 to 2007

Besides the gender related characteristics,
region and age group are two important factors
affecting the selection of occupational training
for women. So, for those different regional
and age groups, are the selections different or
are they the same? Since then, there could be a
more suitable occupational training system
that is specific for female labor in particular,
and for Vietnamese labor in general. It can be
seen clearly that the number of laborers partic-
ipating in all occupational trainings in rural
areas was much less than the same number in
urban areas for all sectors. That means occupa-
tional education was not popular in rural areas,
the labor force was abundant but the number of
high quality laborers was small , thus partly
resulting in the status of unemployment or
insufficient working time for rural laborers.
The rural laborers only participated in simple
and manual work, their work was based on
experiences or learning by doing without any
formal education or training.

Compared to other sectors, the agricultural,
forestry and fishery sectors had more rural
female laborers participating than the urban
females. Whilst, the other sectors always had
higher urban females participating in training,
even though the discrepancy has narrowed
over the years.

The proportion of rural female laborers par-
ticipating in training seems to generally
decline in all sectors, except the agriculture-
forestry-fishery sector (Figure 1). On the other
hand, urban female laborers, accounted for
only 34% of the total female laborers, and
increased annually compared with rural female
laborers in all high income sectors.

The proportion of urban female laborers
participating in training courses was generally
not lower than that of urban male laborers.
That situation did not happen in rural areas.
However, the proportion of urban female
laborers participating in training courses in the
service sectors have increased slowly in recent
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Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys, 2000-2007

Table 18. The number and proportion of female laborers participating
in training by sectors

years, even though it seems to decline com-
pared with the previous years (healthcare,
hotel-restaurant-tourism, and so on).

The structure of female laborers by occupa-
tions and economic entities:

The GSO’s report in the early 2008 indicat-
ed that Vietnam’s population was about 86.3
million people in which females accounted for
50.9%. The labor force (more than 15 years

old) had 44.1 million laborers working for the
national economy, in which there were 21.1
million female laborers, accounted for 47.8%.
Female laborers work in different occupations
and for different economic entities, but mainly
for household business entities. In 2007, the
proportion of female labor working for house-
hold business entities went down slightly, but
remained high (74.6%). From 2000 to 2001,
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Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys, 2000-2007

Table 19: Professional level by urban and rural sector, 2000-2007
Unit: %

the proportion of female laborers working for
state entities increased sharply and kept rela-
tively stable until 2007 (15.2%). The collective
entities had a reducing proportion of female
laborers, only 0.3% in 2007. In contrast, the
percentage of female laborers in joint stock,
limited co., collective name and private enter-
prises has gradually increased, from 2.0% in
2000 to 7.7% in 2007. The proportion of
female laborers in foreign enterprises changed
slightly from 2000 to 2007 (Table 20).

Females joined the labor market at a
younger age than males, but mostly do
unskilled or untrained jobs. The majority of
women joined the labor market after graduat-
ing from high school, secondary school, even
primary school (Table 21).

Thus, female laborers were mainly
untrained; this proportion has been decreas-
ing, but still accounted for 68.06% of the total
female labor force in 2007. The percentage of
female laborers having vocational primary,
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Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys, 2000-2007

Table 20: Percentage of female laborers working in different economic entities
(2000-2007)

Unit: %

Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys from 2000 to 2007

Table 21: Percentage of female laborers working in different economic entities by
Professional and technical qualification (2000-2007)

Unit: %

technical worker certificates was 24.84%. The
vocational college was 2.59%, and college-
university was 4.51%. Particularly, the per-
centage of women having post graduate
degrees was very low, almost zero.

Professional and technical qualifications of
female laborers in manufacturing and trading
enterprises were generally lower than male
labors. The percentage of untrained female
laborers was always prevalent, and the pro-
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portions of trained female laborers, particular-
ly who have completed the university or post
graduate levels were always lower. Those fig-
ures supported the description of the profes-
sional and technical qualifications of laborers
in general and of female laborers in particular
which were presented in section 3.2.1 (Table
21). In other words, the economy did not real-
ly require laborers with high professional and
technical qualifications. Thus, the long-term
strategy for economic development has been
planned by the government; however the
human resources and labor markets have not
received any clear signals from both employ-
ees and employers.

4.2.3. Income and employment
- Income:
Income of female laborers has been dis-

cussed frequently and from different perspec-
tives. Statisticians always want to accurately
measure the contribution of female laborers
which is not counted as income in their house-
holds. In Vietnam, this contribution brings
assets, wealth and services for households.
Different from the discussion of income
equality by gender, the real situation of
Vietnam’s labor market does not support the
consideration of gender equality by compar-
ing the income of the two genders. The gender
equality should be considered in terms of
occupational opinion and the positions in
manufacturing and trading activities and other
social activities. Thus, income is not the main
measurement of gender equality. The main
reason leading to this notion is that the earn-
ings of female laborers are hardly or inaccu-
rately calculated, female labors mostly do
housework or subsistence productions, and

there is no accounting measures for these
items. However, the analysis of labor and
employment surveys reveal some major
points:

In enterprises, the income of employees
depends on the outcome of labor and econom-
ic efficiency. Thus, salaries and wages paid to
employees ensure fairness, no gender discrim-
ination. However, in practice, female laborers
have lower income than male laborers.

Female laborers accounted for the majority
of the occupations which required low profes-
sional and technical qualifications and having
low income. Although, there is no salary or
wage discrimination, but the real income of
female laborers is only 75% compared to
males. The education of females at university
and post graduate levels is much lower than
males. Problems to access reproductive health
care services of rural women, ethnic minori-
ties are still limited. The traditional notion of
“male-supremacy mentality” clings and per-
sists in most Vietnamese families.

According to the labor and employment
survey of 2009, average income per week of
female employees was 383.030 VND, whilst
males had average income levels of 509.940
VND/week. That means, the average females’
income was only about 75% of men.

Most of female laborers did not have the
opportunity to have high income jobs, the
2009 labor force survey showed that female
income from salaries and wage was much
lower compared to males.

According to the 2009 labor and employ-
ment survey, among the six job positions,
female laborers working as business owners
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Source: Labor and employment survey 2009

Table 22: Average income of employees by gender

Source: Labor and employment survey 2009

Table 23: Average income of female employees by job position

had highest average income, reached 995.650
VND/week, unfortunately the percentage of
female laborers in this job position was too
low. Female laborers working as subsistence
production and apprentices had very low
income; female laborers doing housework
were without remuneration or salaries.

- Income affecting job creation and job
quality:

Theoretically, in an economy with econom-
ic growth in width, an increased income will
pull more jobs. This phenomenon has been
seen recently in Vietnam. However, behind
this relationship was the working quality that
was reflected in labor productivity. According
to a study by CSEDPF in 2010, when the pro-

duction value increased 1%, the employment
rate of the industry increased at the highest
level of 0.5679%, followed by agriculture
(0.4521%), and the lowest was service
(0.3453%)2.

This suggests that the labor productivity
were very low when employing laborers.
Thus, it was impossible to have high income
levels as the education qualification of the
current labor force, especially female laborers
were very low.

4.3. The increase of women working in
informal employment sectors

Formal and informal economic sectors gen-
erated more and more diversification of infor-
mal jobs. Many studies have been seeking
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policies for informal labor and employment.
These policies could have different specific
objectives in different countries. In Vietnam,
the major issue was to have a system to sup-
port the community of informal labor in order
to reduce the disadvantages of labor as well as
the possible negative consequences for the
community.

According to the survey of a study by
CSEDPF’s cooperation with ILO in June
2011, 50% of informal employment were
female laborers (non including agricultural
laborers), this percentage was only 43% in
2009. Regarding the quantity, about 22 mil-
lion female laborers joined economic activi-
ties, and a large proportion were agricultural
laborers or informal employment. About 37%
of informal female laborers did not have
enough income to engage in social insurance.
During the crisis process, many statistical
reports showed that the laborers of job loss
become informal labors, and the job loss rate
was positively associated with the rate of low
professional and technical qualification. That
means, the increase in female labor in the
informal sector happened frequently and
became more severe under some bad socio-
economic fluctuations. As female laborers
became more involved in the informal sector,
they suffered more disadvantages during the
economic downturn and benefited less during
the economic prosperity.

4.4. Women in socio-economic activities
4.4.1. The position of women in production

and business activities
Job positions in socio-economic organiza-

tions in general, and in product and business
enterprises in particular, which have been

organized as independent economic entities,
indicated what a society deserves for each
individual over time. Job positions of female
laborers have been mentioned in most human
resource programs or plans of all production
and business enterprises. However, there
remained many differences in the concepts
and practical distributions of labor in the
enterprises. There were many reasons which
stemmed from the traditional notion and from
the mindset of female laborers, the self-
restricted roles of women within family
caused their low status in production and busi-
ness activities. The labor and employment
surveys in 2000-2006, with some forms of
production and business are showed in table
24.

- The tendency of increasing self-employ-
ment activities in their own production and
business entities for females declined from
34.5 % in 2000 to only 10.9% in 2006, whilst
the figure for males was 53% in 2000 to only
10.9% in 2006. This showed that the females’
self-employment capacity went down, unfor-
tunately there was no connection to the
switching of job positions for each laborer,
and thus it was hard to say if this was a good
or bad phenomenon.

- Self-employment entities reduced the
number of employees of both genders.

- Female business owners increased
unsteadily from 0.2% in 2000 to the highest
level of 21% in 2005, and then went down
sharply. This situation also happened to males.
Then, the changes of production and business
conditions and macro policies after the 10th

Congress of the Vietnam’s communist party as
well as the process of equitization have led to
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Source: Calculated from the labor and employment surveys from 2000 to 2007

Table 24: Job position by gender (%)

rearrange the structure among sectors and
within sectors, and resulted in the above situ-
ation.

- Laborers working within the households

without payment seemed to decrease for both
male and female laborers, however the
absolute number still showed that the percent-
age of females working in this position in
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2006 was still higher than the equivalent num-
ber in 2000 (23.4% compared with 19.5%).
The next section will analyze this issue further
by adding the data of the rural female labor
surveys.

4.4.2. Women in families
According to the traditions of Vietnam as

well as the above research results, women,
specially married women, tied their activities
with the family. Regarding the role of women
in families, researchers and individuals all
confirm the very important role of women in
taking care of families, children and old peo-
ple. This burden could be expressed by two
indicators of household size and number of
children. Tables 25-27 provided average data
by region and age groups of married women
living in rural areas in 2007.

After 5 years, household size decreased
compared with the year 2002, but not for all
regions. In some areas with socio-economic
disadvantages, the household size even
increased. The burden of housework and tak-
ing care of the family was almost no signal of
relief in rural areas.

The reason to believe that household size is
a factor that leads to an “anonymous” working
burden for women comes from the tradition of
housework belonging to women within every
household. For rural women, this perception
was shown clearly in the rural labor survey.
When women were asked about doing house-
work and the reasons why, the statistics from
3863 rural women showed that 89% of them
said that housework are a women’s (wife)’s
responsibility. The reasons are explained as

Source: Calculated from the rural female labor survey in 2007

Table 25: Household size by age of female
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Source: Calculated from the rural female labor survey in 2007

Table 26: Reasons that women took responsibility for housework (2007)

follows:
49% of interviewees said that women had

more free time than men?! And 28% agreed
that housework was more suitable for women.
The second reason might be rooted on the tra-
ditional notion and natural roles of women,
whilst the first reason was unacceptable.

Among the family caring and housework,
the taking care of children occupied a signifi-
cant amount of time. What can increase the
likelihood that women could gain benefits
from socio-economic development is ana-
lyzed.

Compared with previous generations of
women (particularly rural women),
Vietnamese women have reduced some bur-
den in caring for their children as the total fer-
tility rate of the recent generations has
declined considerably. The total fertility rate
(TFR) was only about 2.1 (mentioned in sec-
tion 3.2.1), most of the women would com-
plete their childbearing at the ages of 34-35.

Thus, they could take better care of children.
This result has been confirmed by a lot of
research. However, we wanted to evaluate
another aspect which is the impact of the eco-
nomic growth and policies on the reduction of
TFR. Figure 2 showed the process of GDP
growth accompanied by the reduction of TFR.
In Vietnam, we believe that the rate of 2.1%
could be stable in the long term and the future
fluctuation of income would almost have no
impact on the TFR, Figure 2 recommended
this prediction.

More opportunities to further change the
status of benefiting from economic growth
have occurred for Vietnamese women, even in
rural areas.

The advancement of gender equality within
the family has been initiated. On the one hand,
more and more males took some responsibili-
ties in doing housework. On the other hand,
women had better roles in some jobs that used
to be exclusive for men.
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Source: Calculated from the rural female labor survey in 2007

Table 27: Average children of women from ages 15 to 49 (2007)

Source: General Statistical Office, 2000-2010

Figure 2: Growth rate of Gross Output and Total Fertility Rate in Vietnam
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About 49.9 % of rural women said that both
spouses took care of to raise their children
whilst the percentage of households where
only the wife took care was 44%.

An increasing percentage of both spouses
taking care of old or ill people in rural house-
holds (22.5% in 2007).

The role of generating income has been bet-
ter indentified, only 18% of households said
that only the husband earned income, whilst
only 12% of households said that only the
wife earned income, and a large percentage of
66% households said that both spouses had
the same role in earning income.

Regarding the social participating role
within households, about 15% of households
said that either husband or wife took the social
participating role, and 61% of households
agreed that the role of participating in social
activities were equally for both spouses.
Overall, this change should be noted and tra-
ditionally this change is sustainable as other

cultural characteristics.
The decision making process of other fam-

ily issues has achieved better results. The
decisions on daily works were discussed to
have a consensus (55%). Besides, depending
on different household work, the decision
making role of wife or husband has been sum-
marized as in Table 28.

4.4.3. Women in the community
Information from the databases:
The role of women within a community

was primarily expressed by their representa-
tive for the family in participating in commu-
nity’s activities. This factor was formed as a
specific cultural characteristic and resulted
from a social development process, it did not
depend only on some promotion programs of
gender equality. Tables 29 were extracted
from the rural labor survey, and briefly
described this role of women.

The role of women in the political system

Source: Calculated from the rural female labor survey in 2007
(> means more than. E.g. Wife> husband means

that the wife has more role than husband in that issue)

Table 28: Roles of wife versus husband in the main family decisions
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Calculated from the rural female labor survey in 2007
(> means more than. E.g. Wife> husband means

that the wife has more of a role than the husband in that issue)

Table 29: Roles of wife versus husband in the main economic and social decisions

has always been confirmed in all resolutions
of the Vietnam communist party and the gov-
ernment. The specific programs such as “for
the advancement of women”, “empowerment
for Vietnamese women”. The formation of
business women clubs, the programs support-
ing women in economic activities, the move-
ments for gender equality have always been
concerned. Preparing for the Vietnamese
women summit 2011, the Party and govern-
ment paid special attention to the operational
methods of the Women’s associations. They
did research summed up all the movements,
and listened to the critics from various organ-
izations and individuals to better address the
issues for women’s development and new
ideal women that were in accordance with the
economic development meanwhile not they
did not detract from the good traditions of
Vietnamese women.

The assessment from the document (draft)

of the 11st National women summit 2011:
- Female laborers continued to contribute

positively and effectively to the achieve-
ments of the economic development; and
have accounted for a high percentage in the
key economic sectors such as agriculture,
industry, services, processing and exporting
sectors3; and were involved more and more
in formal economic sectors4. The percentage
of women engaging in management posi-
tions has increased in both enterprises and
household economic sectors5. The enterpris-
es managed by women have generated sub-
stantial jobs for female laborers, and con-
tributed positively to charity activities.

- Women contributed significantly to the
social and cultural development of the coun-
try6. The health of women continued to be
improved, and the life expectancy reached
75.6 years old7; the percentage of pregnant
women having prenatal care tripled (reached
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more than 86%).
- The female pupils and students account-

ed for approximately 52%, females who
passed the university entrance exams
increased, the problem of girls dropping out
of schools went down. The number of
female scholars continued to increase in
terms of both quality and quantity, account-
ing for 1/3 of the total scholars, they car-
ried out many research projects of scientific
and technical applications that brought sub-
stantial socio-economic benefits in many
fields.

- Women actively participate in political
activities at all administrative levels, sectors
and communities; positively exercise their
citizen rights, and are involved in different
forms of direct democracy at their local
community8. Women taking leadership and
management positions have increased in
some sectors; more at the district and grass-
roots levels9, their quality has been
enhanced.

Women have increasingly enhanced their
awareness and knowledge of laws, policies,
families and society; played an important
role in organizing family life, parenting, pre-
serving and promoting the cultural and
moral values of the traditional family and
the nation.

Difficulties and challenges:
- The quality of female laborers was still

lower than the average qualification of the
national workforce. The percentage of
female scholars among those who have post-
graduate levels was still low. The majority
of female labor are untrained, and worked in

occupations that do not require high profes-
sional and technical qualifications, had low
income and insecure working conditions,
and the jobs were usually unstable. The
employment problems of female labors in
rural areas and the areas that the land has
been converted to other usage purposes have
not been solved. The life of a portion of
women, particularly vulnerable females,
migrant women, ethnic minority
women,..still had many difficulties.

- Women and female children made up the
majority of people who cannot read and
write10. The illiteracy eradication for
women from 15 to 40 years old in remote
and ethnic minority areas still had many dif-
ficulties. Women had less opportunities to
access and benefit from cultural and infor-
mation activities. The level of access to
health care services and clean water of the
women in remote areas, and migrant women
were still limited; women still faced many
problems in reproductive healthcare, the
maternal mortality rate has not gone down
much.

- The percentage of female officials and
party members was low, not commensurate
with the potential contribution of women.
The participation of women in policy mak-
ing in some areas was not as effective as the
desire, thus the execution of gender equality
has not achieved the expected outcomes.

- A portion of women was deficient in
knowledge of laws, policies, and limits on
political awareness, and thus were easy to be
enticed by reactionary forces.

- In the family, the thought of “male-
supremacy mentality was still common in



Journal of Economics and Development 126 Vol. 14, No.2, August 2012

many places leading to an increase in the
imbalance of birth ratios by gender. Moral
values and family traditions seem to be
reduced; gender related violence in various
forms were still an emerging issue; social
evils tended to increase, family services and
social welfare supporting family and
women, especially rural females, were still
limited. Women were under pressure from
housework, social responsibility, and their
demands to study and improve the qualifica-
tions and professional skills.

5. Conclusion
Along with the development and changes

of the economy in the early 21st century,
Vietnamese women have benefited from
important and remarkable changes. Similar
to the general community, the female com-
munity has contributed to the successful
roads of the country’s development and
borne all the risks of that road.

The analysis of the position of women
over the past years has demonstrated that the
outcome of the development that
Vietnamese women have benefited include:

(i) The gender equality have been con-
firmed and accelerated in both the communi-
ty and family scopes both in ideology and
daily life. The Law of gender equality has
been promulgated, amended many times and
completed. Female labor force has account-
ed for a high proportion of the population
(approximately 49%); most women can par-
ticipate in training, and their husbands share
the household responsibilities with them.

(ii) The Women’s Capacity has been and
is going to be developed. Women have par-

ticipated in different short-term training
courses to improve their knowledge and
skills, particularly in science, and the pro-
cessing industry

(iii) Womens organizations bring actual
benefits to their members by specific and
effective activities. The Vietnam Women’s
Union, with nation-wide network and huge
number of members, has done a great job in
connecting and coordinating women in dif-
ferrent activities, of which credit is a signif-
icant one.

(iv) Women have gained better access to
the resources of socio-economic develop-
ment such as land, public services (educa-
tion, health, infrastructure).

(v) Compared with the previous genera-
tions of women (particularly rural women),
Vietnamese women have reduced some bur-
den in caring for their children as the total
fertility rate of the recent generations has
declined considerably.

(vi) Most women are relatively well-pro-
tected. The role of women in social deci-
sions have improved over ime, particularly
the relationship with relatives and neigh-
bors.

However, several issues still remain
which may create both opportunities and
challenges for women, and needed to be
solved. For example:

- Education of women, particularly rural
women remains a matter of concern, 50% of
rural women have not completed high
school. It shows the sluggish/slow improve-
ment of universal high school education for
women, and the large discrepancy of policy
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effectiveness between rural and urban areas.
- Females joined the labor market at

younger age than males, but mostly do
unskilled or untrained jobs. A significant
proportion of female laborers working for
their own households without salary or wage
(60% in rural areas). In other words, they
worked, but the work was to take care of the
family or they did income generate activities
but they did not receive any payment, there
was no concept of salary or wages for these
works. That is not fair to them and it creates
a heavier burden during their lives.

- Female laborers accounted for the
majority of the occupations which required
low professional and technical qualifications
and had low income. Although, there is no
salary or wage discrimination, but the real
income of female labors is only 75% com-
pared to males.

- Women still have to spend much more
time taking care of their family, and are
responsible for family work more than men.

The recommendations to different stake-
holders to improve the position of women
in the society, and solving the side-effects of
macroeconomic reforms include:

- Clarify the heritages that need to remain
such as the good tradition of women in gen-

eral and Vietnamese women in particular.

- Identify more clearly the inevitable
problems during the development process to
be accepted and actively overcome among
the community.

- Avoid passive participating and getting
benefits, and enhance the enjoyment of the
outcomes of the socio-economic develop-
ment.

- Invest more in education and training for
women, provide more qualified and suitable
training classes, particularly for rural
women.

Macroeconomic reforms in Vietnam in the
last century have brought rapid changes and
remarkable achivements for the Vietnamese
economy and society. The general impacts
on women’s positions are very good.
However, a few problems still remain, which
may strongly affect the sustainable develop-
ment of Vietnam in the next century. Among
the key problems are the lack of investment
in education and professional skills for labor
in general, and for women in particular is a
hot issue. This problem needs to be taken
care of, and the solution shall be a key to the
success for the development and equality of
Vietnam in the future.

Notes:
1. Hereafter, if there is no significant difference between data sources, we will quote the data source from

Labor and employment survey.

2. Model to forecast Vietnam’s labor demand and supply in 2010-2015-2020. CSEDPF and ILO

3. Percentage %

4. 46% of employees in all production and business sectors were female
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