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PREFACE

Household Survey (VARHS) was carried out. The results of the VARHS02 inspired the Central 

Institute for Economic Management (CIEM) of the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI) 

and the Centre for Agricultural Policy Consulting of the Institute of Policy and Strategy for 

Agriculture and Rural Development (CAP-IPSARD) of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 

Development (MARD), the Institute of Labour Science and Social Affairs (ILSSA) of the 

Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs (MoLISA), and the Development Economics 

Research Group (DERG) of the University of Copenhagen, together with Danida, to plan and 

carry out another survey in 2006 and subsequently in 2008 and in 2010. The survey on which 

the present report is based builds on these previous four rounds.

than 3,700 households in the months of June and July of 2012. It was carried out in the rural 

areas of 12 provinces in Vietnam: (i) four (ex-Ha Tay, Nghe An, Khanh Hoa and Lam Dong) 

Lak, Dak, Nong, Lao Cai, Dien Bien and Lai Chau) supported under the Agriculture and Rural 

Development Sector Programme Support (ARDSPS); and (iii) three (Phu Tho, Quang Nam and 

Long An), which were all initially surveyed in 2002 and are now covered by the BSPS. 

The 2012 sample has been expanded by more than 500 households in order to ensure that the 

sample is representative of the rural population within the sampled provinces. This addition 

makes the VARHS an even stronger tool for gaining detailed and policy relevant information 

about the economy and society of rural Vietnam.

ILSSA carried out a wide range of tasks related to the planning and implementation of the 

survey design and data analysis. Capacity building activities by DERG staff were conducted 

throughout this process under on-going institutional twinning arrangements to ensure that 

the VARHS project develops both the data required to deliver policy-relevant research to 

decision makers and the research capacity within Vietnamese institutions to take advantage 

of that data. 

The VARHS surveys were designed as collaborative research efforts with the explicit objective 

of complementing the large and nationally representative Vietnam Household Living Standards 

2012. Many households surveyed in the VARHS have also been surveyed in the VHLSS. The 

VARHS thus focuses on building on the substantial database already being collected in the 

and interaction of rural Vietnamese households with the markets for land, labour and credit. 
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Moreover, as in 2006, 2008 and 2010, particular attention was paid in 2012 to collecting 

agricultural data at the plot level of individual farmers.

The present report provides an overview of key insights from the VARHS12 database, comparing 

them, wherever feasible and appropriate, with results from earlier surveys. It should be 

noted, however, that the report by no means provides exhaustive coverage of all of the data 

collected, and the reader is encouraged to refer to the household and commune questionnaires 

(available on-line) that were used in the collection of data to see the comprehensive set of 

issues addressed or to explore topics addressed in this report in greater depth.

Further in-depth studies of selected issues on the Vietnamese rural economy are underway, 

and follow-up surveys are being planned for 2014 and 2016 with a view to continuing and 

expanding the panel database.
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INTRODUCTION

Following the successful implementation of the Doi Moi reform programme, Vietnam has 

experienced outstanding economic progress, for example in aggregate output and poverty 

reduction. For many years, Vietnam developed much faster than the typical developing 

country. Figure 1 shows that from 1988 to 2006, GDP per capita growth was consistently 

higher in Vietnam than in the average low- or middle income country. From 2007 onwards, 

however, Vietnam stopped outperforming other developing countries, partly due to a rise in 

the growth rates of other countries, and partly due to a slowdown in Vietnam. The slowdown 

while other developing countries were initially hit harder by the crisis than Vietnam, they also 

rebounded more strongly.

Figure 1: GDP per Capita Growth
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Vietnam than elsewhere.

These well-known facts underscore a simple point: continued, successful development 

in Vietnam cannot be taken for granted. To maintain high levels of growth and ensure 

macroeconomic stability, Vietnamese policymakers and citizens must constantly adapt to 

changing circumstances. The overall purpose of the VARHS survey is to contribute to making 

sure that this process is informed by high-quality, systematic, and rigorous evidence. In 

particular, the survey collects detailed information about a large range of economic and social 

aspects of the lives of households in rural areas of 12 provinces in North, South, and central 

Vietnam.

While the survey includes respondents from all parts of the country, a disproportionately large 
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number of households are sampled in poor upland provinces in the North-West and Central 

Highlands. In addition to providing general information about development in rural Vietnam, 

the survey and this report are particularly concerned about highlighting the fact that these 

regions continue to lag behind other regions in a number of dimensions, and to understand 

why that is the case.
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Source: World Development Indicators.

As in the reports based on previous rounds of the VARHS survey, this report maintains a 

and social capital (CIEM 2007, 2009, 2011). However, compared with the report published 

in 2011 (based on the 2010 round of VARHS), this report includes wholly new chapters and 

sections on food security, household enterprises, livestock and aquaculture, common property 

resources, migration and remittances, social problems, such as crime and gambling, and 

happiness.

Some of these chapters were made possible by the fact that the VARHS questionnaire in 

2012 was augmented to include new sections on migration and remittances, social problems, 

happiness, and constraints to the expansion of household enterprises. These additions to the 

where migration and non-farm enterprises play increasingly important roles. While these 

changes are natural components of a process of economic development, citizens and policy 

makers need to handle them in ways that minimize economic inequality and social problems.

The report is based on a sample of 2,741 rural households. The majority of these households 

are re-sampled from the 2004 VHLSS sample in rural areas of the 12 VARHS provinces, ex-

Ha Tay, Phu Tho, Lao Cai, Dien Bien, Lai Chau, Nghe An, Quang Nam, Khanh Hoa, Dak Lak, 

Dak Nong, Lam Dong and Long An (and from the 2002 VHLSS sample in Ha Tay, Phu Tho, 

Quang Nam and Long An). However, because this strategy cannot include households that 
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came into existence after 2004, the former VHLSS-based sample is somewhat biased toward 

older households. To solve this problem, and to replace households that could not be re-

interviewed, the sample for the 2012 VARHS was expanded by 544 new households, sampled 

from the 2009 census. Fifty households were sampled from the general population in order to 

replace households that could not be re-interviewed. The remaining households were sampled 

exclusively from households with young heads. This ensures that the VARHS sample is now 

representative of the rural population in each of the 12 provinces covered.1

The report mainly focuses on presenting results for the 2,741 households. However, in some 

cases it is interesting to compare results from the 2012 VARHS with results from earlier 

rounds of the survey. Since the 544 households added to the sample in 2012 are not available 

in earlier years, we base such comparisons on the “panel sample” of 2,197 households for 

which data is available in 2012 and earlier years. This ensures that results from different 

rounds of the survey are comparable. Due to missing data, the numbers of observations in 

stated here.

prices over time and differences in prices across regions. The price index used was constructed 

using data from the Vietnamese Household Living Standards Survey in 2008 to generate 

changes in prices are applied to the regional data for 2008 to generate a Consumer Price 

The outline of the report is as follows: Chapter 1 presents basic information on the report 

sample and on living standards, education and food security. Chapters 2 to 7 all focus on 

income-generating activities. In particular, Chapter 2 presents a general overview of different 

types of income sources and analyses wage employment in detail. Chapter 3 investigates the 

role of non-farm, household enterprises. Chapter 4 explores land rights, land markets and 

land-related investment, while Chapter 5 analyses crop agriculture and Chapter 6 investigates 

the role of livestock and aquaculture. Chapter 7 focuses on common property resources, such 

economic shocks experienced by households, and how households cope with such shocks 

through savings, borrowing, insurance and other strategies. Chapter 9 analyses migration of 

household members to other areas and chapter 10 investigates social capital, social problems 

and happiness. A concluding chapter sums-up and highlights key conclusions, aiming at 

adding perspective.

-

gramme, namely Lao Cai, Dien Bien, Lai Chau, Dak Lak and Dak Nong. The purpose of surveying these house-

holds was to evaluate the effects of a range of measures under the ARD-SPS programme. Since the sampling 

included in this report. They are included in other studies based on VARHS.
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CHAPTER 1: POVERTY, LIVING STANDARDS AND FOOD 
SECURITY

1.1 Introduction

In this chapter we present and discuss results on poverty, living conditions, and food security. 

from 2010 are also included where relevant in order to investigate changes over time.

This chapter examines general characteristics of great importance to overall living standards. 

While it does not aim to undertake a poverty analysis, nevertheless, poverty dynamics are 

explored alongside living conditions such as access to safe water and garbage disposal. Finally, 

food security status, measured by a food diversity index and consumption of protein sources, 

is presented.

1.2 Poverty Dynamics 

Table 1.1 presents summary statistics for gender, ethnicity, and main language spoken in the 
2 in 

each province.  

The table displays some interesting facts. The majority of household heads are male with 

the highest proportion of 91 percent found among households in Lai Chau and the lowest 

proportion of male-headed households found in Khanh Hoa, where 31 percent of household 

heads are female. 

The largest ethnic group in Vietnam is the Kinh people. Unsurprisingly, the head of the 

household belongs to the Kinh people in 79 percent of the households interviewed. Yet, as Table 

provinces in Northern and North-western Vietnam (Lao Cai, Lai Chau, and Dien Bien), a low 

number of ethnic Kinh household heads are found due to a large number of ethnic minorities 

residing in these provinces. 

The lowest number of ethnic Kinh is found in Dien Bien, where less than 10 percent of 

household heads belong to this ethnic group.

2  Acronym for Ministry of Labour, Invalids, and Social Affairs (MoLISA).
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Table 1.1: General Household Characteristics by Province

HH
survey,
number

HH
survey,b
percent

Gender of 
HH head, 
percent

male

Ethnicity of 
HH head, 

percent Kinh

HH head 
speaking

Vietnamese,
percent

Vietnamese
main

language of 
HH, percent

as poor by 
authorities,

percent

Total 2012 2.741 100.0 79.2 79.4 98.9 83.7 17.9

Province

Ha Tay 588 21.5 78.9 98.8 100.0 100.0 9.5

Lao Cai 107 3.9 89.7 24.3 89.7 43.9 43.9

Phu Tho 377 13.8 78.0 80.6 100.0 96.0 13.5

Lai Chau 135 4.9 91.1 14.1 92.6 22.2 37.0

Dien Bien 131 4.8 87.8 9.2 98.5 12.2 35.9

Nghe An 228 8.3 81.1 89.0 99.6 89.5 18.0

Quang Nam 338 12.3 74.0 97.0 100.0 97.9 21.6

Khanh Hoa 110 4.0 68.2 88.2 100.0 88.2 19.1

Dak Lak 165 6.0 84.2 70.3 97.6 73.3 22.4

Dak Nong 143 5.2 83.2 72.7 100.0 76.2 24.5

Lam Dong 80 2.9 80.0 60.0 98.8 62.5 15.0

Long An 339 12.4 72.6 99.7 100.0 100.0 6.2

Total 2012 
panel 2,197 78.0* 79.9* 99.0 84.1 17.2***

Total 2010 
panel 2,197 78.8* 79.6* 98.8 84.0 13.1***

N = 2,741

whether Vietnamese it the main language spoken in the household, with the lowest preva-
lence in those provinces with a lower level of household heads belonging to the Kinh ethnic 
group. 

whereas the largest proportion of poor households are located in Lao Cai, Lai Chau, and Dien 

Bien. The table presents the same statistics for the households we have interviewed in both 

2012 and 2010 allowing for comparisons over time. Overall, the change in general household 

characteristics from 2010 to 2012 has been small. 

This is not a coincidence, as we follow the same households over time. However, it should be 

in 2012 compared to 13.1 percent in 2010). The explanation behind this change is that the 

poverty line has been increased by MoLISA for the period 2011-2015.1 In Figure 1.1 we

explore the change in more detail by looking at change in poverty at provincial level.
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shows that not all of the sampled provinces saw an increase in poverty rates, even as poverty 

lines have been raised by the authorities. There is an upward trend in poverty in the majority 

of the sampled provinces, but three provinces show a downward trend, namely Khanh Hoa, 

Lam Dong, and Long An. Lam Dong is an interesting case as it is in the Central Highlands 

where nearly 40 percent of the population belongs to ethnic minorities (see Table 1.1). 

Figure 1.2 explores poverty dynamics to investigate which provinces have the most vulnerable 

households. Figure 1.2 indicates that Lao Cai, Lai Chau, and Dien Bien have a high share of 

vulnerable households moving from non-poor to poor over the two-year period. Khanh Hoa, 

Lam Dong, and Long An have the highest ratio of households moving from poor to non-poor 

between survey rounds compared to the number of households moving in the opposite direction. 

We investigate changes in poverty by looking at changes in the distribution of households’ 

net incomes2 in the period 2010 to 2012. Figure 1.3 shows the cumulative distribution of 

exceptionally high or low recorded income, the natural logarithm of income is used. 
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 Figure 1.3: Cumulative income distribution in 2010 and 2012. 
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The distribution of (log) income in 2012 lies to the right of that in 2010, showing that average 

incomes increased between survey rounds. Similarly, poverty is lower in 2012 than in 2010 

regardless of which poverty line is used. The VARHS data therefore suggests that the increase 

poverty line, rather than to changes in actual poverty levels.
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1.3 Education 

In this section, we present statistics on education. Table 1.2 presents data on formal education 

of the head of the household in 2012. For the entire sample, the percentage of household 

heads that cannot read or write is only 1.3 percent. However, there is variation among those 

that cannot read or write across ethnicity with non-Kinh heads having a higher prevalence of 

illiteracy (2.7 percent) compared to Kinh household heads (1 percent). 

Nine percent can read and write but never went to school, and 24 percent left school after 

completing primary school while 45 percent of the sample completed lower secondary school. 

heads completed either lower or upper secondary school. For example, 48.4 percent of males 

completed lower secondary school compared to 33.5 percent of female heads.

Cannot read 
and write

Completed
lower primary

Completed
lower

secondary

Completed
Upper

secondary

Can read and 
write but 

never went to 
school

Total 2012 8.3 24.2 45.1 20.4 2.1

Gender of HH head

Female 13.1 36.4 33.5 12.3 4.7

Male 6.9 21.0 48.4 22.3 1.4

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh 26.0 26.5 35.2 8.5 3.7

Kinh 3.6 23.6 47.9 23.3 1.7

Non poor 5.4 21.9 48.3 22.8 1.6

Poor 21.0 34.6 31.6 8.6 4.3

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 23.6 36.0 29.0 6.0 5.4

2nd poorest 13.5 26.2 46.6 10.6 3.1

Middle 5.9 26.3 46.8 19.5 1.6

2nd richest 3.7 22.9 48.9 23.1 1.4

Richest 2.9 16.4 46.8 33.3 0.6

Total 2012 panel 8.7 26.0 45.7 17.5 2.2

Total 2010 panel 9.0 26.7 43.8 18.4 2.0

The same tendency is seen across food expenditure quintiles. Just 6 percent of heads in the 

poorest households have completed upper secondary school compared to one third of heads 

in the richest households.
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We can compare educational level of the head of the household in 2010 and 2012. Table 

1.2 indicates that for the panel of households surveyed in both 2010 and 2012, educational 

educational level of the full 2012 sample and the 2010/2012 panel sample are due to an 

inclusion of younger households in 2012. There is a small decrease in the number of illiterate 

household heads between the two survey rounds.

In Table 1.3 we further investigate educational status of household heads by looking at the level 

of professional education obtained by the head. Table 1.3 presents statistics of professional 

education of head in 2012 by gender, ethnicity, and poverty status.

Table 1.3: Highest professional education level of HH head 2012

No
Diploma,
percent

Short term 
Vocational
training,
percent

Long
term Vo-
cational
training,
percent

Professional
high school, 

percent

College or  
University,

percent

Total Sample
size

Total 2012 76.6 13.7 2.0 4.1 3.6 100 2,696

Gender of HH head

Female 86.4 7.0 0.7 2.6 3.2 100 568

Male 74.3 15.4 2.4 4.5 3.5 100 2,157

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh 86.8 7.1 1.4 3.7 0.9 100 562

Kinh 74.2 15.3 2.2 4.2 4.1 100 2,163

Non poor 74.2 14.6 2.2 4.8 4.2 100 2,238

Poor 88.7 9.4 1.0 0.8 0.0 100 487

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 90.9 6.4 0.6 1.5 0.6 100 332

2nd poorest 84.3 11.0 1.4 2.5 0.8 100 525

Middle 80.2 12.8 2.2 3.4 1.4 100 565

2nd richest 73.3 15.7 2.0 4.4 4.6 100 640

Richest 63.9 18.3 3.0 7.0 8.1 100 663

Total 2012 panel 80.7 11.8 1.7 3.4 2.4 100 2,105

Total 2010 panel 86.8 5.7 1.2 4.0 2.3 100 2,105

Table 1.3 shows that the majority of the household heads – almost 77 percent – have no 

professional education. Some 13.7 percent have short-term vocational training. As with formal 

education, we see variation across ethnicity, gender, and poverty level. 

Nearly 87 percent of the non-Kinh household heads do not have any professional education 

professional education compared to male heads (86.4 percent for females and 74.3 for males). 
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91 percent for the poorest household heads (a difference of 27 percentage points). 

If we compare the professional educational level of the heads that are part of the panel, we 

professional education. Heads reporting having no diploma has fallen from almost 87 percent 

to close to 81 percent. The decline is largely due to an increase in heads that have completed 

some form of short-term vocational training.

1.4 Living Conditions

In this section, we consider important aspects of the living conditions of rural households, 

such as access to safe water, quality of housing, energy use, and garbage disposal. 

Quality of housing 

Housing quality is a strong indicator of prosperity. The VARHS collects data on the material 

cement, brick, and concrete is considered good quality material. 

Table 1.4 presents statistics on housing. Dien Bien has the lowest prevalence of households 

with good quality housing whereas households in Ha Tay on average live in much higher 

walls, and roof. 

If we compare the households that are part of the panel we see that the overall quality of 

housing has increased slightly. In 2010, almost 80 percent of households had high-quality 

percent respectively. The estimated increase in quality of housing among the households 

in poverty reported above are due to changes in the poverty line rather than a real drop in 

welfare.
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Floor in cement brick 
or marble/tiles

Outer walls in 
brick, stone 
or concrete

Roof in concrete, 
cement or tiles

Total 2012 85.5 76.6 57.3

Province

Ha Tay 97.6 98.3 88.6

Lao Cai 57.0 29.0 31.8

Phu Tho 92.4 83.5 65.7

Lai Chau 39.6 14.2 30.6

Dien Bien 18.5 10.8 27.7

Nghe An 90.4 90.4 91.3

Quang Nam 95.0 92.0 61.2

Khanh Hoa 97.3 95.5 53.6

Dak Lak 86.0 61.6 42.1

Dak Nong 91.7 56.6 42.8

Lam Dong 92.2 64.9 10.4

Long An 85.1 80.4 18.5

Gender of HH head

Female 90.3 83.8 58.4

Male 83.7 74.1 56.5

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 66.9 52.1 42.3

2nd poorest 81.5 70.9 52.2

Middle 89.3 80.7 63.4

2nd richest 92.8 85.8 60.3

Richest 94.7 90.8 66.9

Total 2012 panel 84.4*** 76.3*** 58.7

Total 2010 panel 79.9*** 72.3*** 59.8

Access to services

Figure 1.4 shows the distribution of garbage disposal across households, which we consider to 

shows that the majority of households burn their garbage. The percentage of households 

where garbage is collected is highest in Ha Tay (76 percent) and lowest in Dien Bien where no 

households had their garbage collected. Female-headed households are more likely to have 

their garbage collected, as are richer households (31 percent) compared to the poorest (9 

percent).
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Figure 1.5 presents a comparison of households’ access to safe water3 in 2012 and 2010. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

2012 2010

N= 2,741

3 The following water sources are considered safe: private or public tap water, bought water (tank or bottle), water 

pumped from deep drill wells, water from hand-dug and reinforced wells, and water tank. Water from spring, 



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

197

and 2012, yet there is a large variation across provinces. Access to safe water is low in the 

mountainous provinces of Lao Cai and Lai Chau where 43 percent and 23 percent respectively 

had access to safe water in 2012. Dak Lak, Lam Dong, and Dak Nong - all provinces situated 

in the Central Highlands - report relatively good access to water with almost 100 percent of 

the households surveyed having good access.4

We next consider energy use: improvement in living conditions is associated with a decrease 

and 87 percent, respectively) compared to the richer provinces of Ha Tay (32 percent) and 

Khanh Hoa (35 percent). 
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In Figures 1.7 and 1.8, we look at illnesses suffered among household members during the two 

weeks prior to being surveyed. Figure 1.7 presents the percentage of households reporting 

4

explain. We suspect that it may result from data errors.
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one or more sick family members. Overall, 19 percent of the households in the sample had 

one or more sick household members, but this number varies a lot across province and food 

expenditure group. 

The poor are more likely to have had a sick member of the household (32 percent) compared 

to the richest group of households (15 percent). Lam Dong reported the lowest number 

of households with a sick member (10 percent) while Khanh Hoa reported the highest (38 

percent). Female-headed households are more likely to have had one or more sick family 

members. One explanation for the difference in this statistic across gender of household head 

vulnerable to diseases.
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In Figure 1.8 we look at the most serious illness suffered by the household members that 

most common illnesses, whereas diarrhoea and skin-diseases are less frequent. The poor are 

more likely to have suffered from mental illness (24 percent versus 18 percent) whereas the 
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We next consider access to important services – hospital, primary school, and the People’s 

Committee. Table 1.5 provides statistics on access to these services measured by the median 

distance in kilometers between the household and the nearest point of service provision. 

There is little variation across provinces in distance to primary school and People’s Committee 

of Long An have the largest distance of 2 km to primary school. The average distance to the 

2.5 km. There is almost no variation across food expenditure quintiles. 

Distance to hospital varies quite a lot. Households in Lam Dong are on average 20 km from 

the nearest hospital while households from Khanh Hoa and Ha Tay report a relatively short 

average distance of 5 km. The average for all surveyed households is 8 km.
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Distance to primary 
school

Distance to hospital
Distance to People’s 

Total 2012 1.0 8.0 1.2

Province

Ha Tay 1.0 5.0 1.0

Lao Cai 1.0 10.0 2.0

Phu Tho 1.0 7.0 1.0

Lai Chau 1.0 12.0 1.5

Dien Bien 1.5 13.0 2.0

Nghe An 1.0 8.0 1.2

Quang Nam 1.5 7.0 2.0

Khanh Hoa 1.0 5.0 1.0

Dak Lak 1.1 13.0 2.5

Dak Nong 1.5 10.0 2.0

Lam Dong 1.5 20.0 1.5

Long An 2.0 8.0 2.0

Gender of HH head

Female 1.0 7.0 1.4

Male 1.0 8.0 1.5

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 1.2 11.0 2.0

2nd poorest 1.0 9.0 1.5

Middle 1.0 7.4 1.5

2nd richest 1.0 7.0 1.2

Richest 1.0 7.0 1.0

N =2,741 

1.5. Food Security

In this section we present statistics on food security, measured by a food diversity index and 

by total number of protein sources consumed by the household within the past 24 hours. A 

diverse diet and protein intake are important determinants of key health outcomes, including 

cognitive outcomes and vulnerability to disease (see e.g. Arimond and Ruel, 2004; WHO, 

total number of food items consumed out of a list of the following 11 items: cereals, roots and 

milk and milk products, oil/fats and sugar/honey.

A large diversity in food consumption is associated with a higher degree of food security and 

better health.5 Respondents in the survey were asked to report whether or not they consumed 

5  The World Health Organization uses four as the minimum number of food groups a child should have consumed 

in the last 24 hours in order to reach a minimum micronutrient density of foods. Lack of micronutrient density of 
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items from the list of the 11 different food groups within the last 24 hours. Food diversity has 

increased slightly from 2010 to 2012. On average, households consumed 6.1 food items in 

2010 compared to 6.3 in 2012.

Figure 1.9: Food diversity index
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households. The rich households consumed an average of seven types of food in 2012 (an 

increase from 6.2 in 2010). Poor households have seen a decline in their food diversity over 

the two-year period (5.4 in 2012 compared to 6.1 in 2010). Households in Long An reported 

the most diverse diet, where they consumed 7.3 different food types on average. Consumption 

diversity is lowest in Lai Chau, just 4.4 food types (a decline from 7.2 in 2010). Figure 1.9 

shows the number of different protein sources consumed by the household in the past 24 

hours.

can cause children to have a low height for their age (also known as chronic malnutrition 

or “stunting”). Chronic malnutrition affects a child’s cognitive abilities and impacts learning 

ability (Behrman and Hoddinott, 2000; WHO, 2007). WHO (2007) provides standard minimum 

requirements of daily protein for adults and children measured in kilogram. The survey did 

not collect measures of protein consumption in kilograms, however. Instead we assume that 

having access to several protein sources increases the likelihood of meeting the minimum 

food is correlated with child under-nutrition or even mortality (WHO, 2010).
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daily requirements set by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2007). The list of protein 

nuts, milk and milk products. 

Figure 1.10 shows the average number of protein sources consumed by households in 2010 

and 2012. Nearly 4 percent of all households consumed zero protein sources in the 24 hours 

prior to being surveyed. The majority of the households that had not consumed protein are 

in the relatively poorer provinces of Lai Chau and Dien Bien (25 and 16 percent respectively). 

years. Richer households consumed 2.4 sources while poorer households consumed 1.5. The 

central highlands consumed one more item on average than households in Northern Vietnam. 

The food diversity index and the intake of protein sources combined show a drop in levels of 

food security in Lai Chau and Lao Cai, where the intake of protein sources fell from 2.5 items 

in 2010 to just 1.1 items in 2012. 

Figure 1.10: Number of Protein Sources Consumed - Past 24 hours
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1.6 Summary

This chapter presented detailed information on important characteristics of the rural households 

surveyed. The changes in basic characteristics such as main language and ethnicity are very 
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small, which is unsurprising given the static nature of these characteristics. The results 

demonstrate one very clear trend, namely that the mountainous provinces of Lao Cai, Lai 

Chau, and Dien Bien lag behind the other provinces in many important factors such as poverty 

mobility, access to services, education, and food security. For Lai Chau the data suggests that 

Many households in these three provinces continue to lag behind.

There has been an increase in the number of household heads with a professional education, 

mainly driven by an increase in the number of household heads that have completed short-term 

vocational training. Nevertheless, the education statistics show large discrepancies between 

poor and richer households and between male and female heads of households. Female-

heads are on average less educated than male-heads. Quality of housing has also improved 

positive indication of rural development and increased prosperity. The majority of households 

source compared to 38 percent of the richest households. This is another indication of poorer 

households lagging far behind richer households in terms of living conditions. We see the 

same picture when we look at garbage disposal. Again, the poor are worse off than richer 

households, with 9 percent of poor households getting their garbage collected compared to 

31 percent of the richer households.

We conclude that despite general improvements in terms of real income, access to services, 

to lag behind. 
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CHAPTER 2: LABOUR AND INCOME

Vietnam’s rural communities are increasingly linked to markets for goods and labour. While 

smallholder agriculture continues to dominate much of the country’s economic landscape, 

rising wages, the increasing importance of non-farm household enterprises, and migration 

from rural to urban areas are collectively working to fundamentally change how Vietnamese 

households accumulate wealth. In addition to these structural changes in rural economies, the 

2012 survey occurred against a backdrop of high but volatile economic growth and increasing 

price levels in many areas. 

This chapter presents descriptive data about how households and individuals earn income and 

generate wealth and, as such, is pertinent to a large number of emerging policy discussions 

about the changing nature of rural production and labour supply. The chapter begins by studying 

how households across Vietnam earn income, with an emphasis on wage employment, which 

is an increasingly important source of overall household income. 

The term “wage employment” describes working for an employer outside the household, and 

wages are reported in real terms relative to Ha Tay province in 2012, so they represent a 

common measure of real purchasing power. In addition to comparing wages across Vietnam 

in terms of quantity (the value of goods and services they purchase), we also study the 

quality of employment by examining how much workers earn and whether they have formal 

contracts. Understanding how rural households generate wealth is relevant to developing 

remarkable economic expansion.

2.1 Income-Generating Activities in Rural Vietnam

The VARHS captures information about individuals within households, including all jobs 

undertaken by each household member. Because a respondent may do more than one job 

information about each job done by each respondent in each household. 

The 2012 survey uses four categories of income-earning activities: working on a household 

farm, working in a household enterprise, working for a wage outside the household, and 

owned bodies of water, or gathering resources from forests. 

Increasing the number of formal and informal businesses requires hiring new workers, and 

economic growth is therefore generally associated with an increase in size of the labour force 

that earns a wage through formal or informal employment. However, because employment is 

often temporary or seasonal, and because many workers might be involved in more than one 

activity to earn income (for example, being employed by a local enterprise while running a 

household business), the relevant measure is the type and number of activities or jobs, rather 

than whether a respondent earns or does not earn income from a particular source. 

Figure 2.1 shows the relative importance of each kind of activity across the VARHS provinces as 
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a share of the total number of activities in each province (a respondent can, and usually, does, 

participate in more than one activity): despite the growing importance of wage income and 

in the rural areas emphasized by the VARHS sample.
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Of the total number of activities observed in each province, working for a wage currently plays 

an important but smaller role, with a lot of variation in relative importance across provinces. 

Table 2.1 shows that of all income-earning activities in the 12 provinces surveyed, around 

24 percent of all activities are wage activities, ranging from a minimum of 10.4 percent of 

respondents in Dien Bien to a maximum of 36.4 percent in Long An, implying that some 

households are increasingly reliant on wage-based employment outside the household. 

Province
Share of Wage Activities / 

Total Activities
Average Number of Activity types 

/ Respondent

Total 24.1 1.2

Ha Tay 27.3 1.1

Lao Cai 14.3 1.7

Phu Tho 25.5 1.1

Lai Chau 10.8 1.7

Dien Bien 10.4 1.3

Nghe An 25.6 1.2

Quang Nam 31.5 1.0

Khanh Hoa 28.9 1.4

Dak Lak 23.1 1.3

Dak Nong 20.8 1.0

Lam Dong 21.2 0.7

Long An 36.4 0.4
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Table 2.1 also shows there are variations in the number of activities per working person:6

number below one indicates there are some respondents who do not participate in income-

earning activities (but might do household chores). 

development is associated with specialisation: performing fewer activities with higher returns 

compared to performing many activities with low or volatile rates of return. 

Table 2.2 studies the reasons respondents say they are not working. Over 70 percent of those 

not working are at school, while 18 percent are too old or retired. A very small minority of 

7.3 percent reports they do not work because they are disabled, do not want to work, or are 

to connect with available jobs (even though these jobs may not offer high levels of wages or 

formal employment contracts). 

Future research will investigate the role information plays in connecting workers with labour 

markets, including whether employers in rural areas have demand for labour that is not being 

met because they are not aware of where or when workers are available, or because workers 

do not know about job opportunities. 

At school Does housework Too old, retired
Unable to Find 

Job
Other N

Total 2012 71.7 2.8 18.0 0.8 6.5 100

Province

Ha Tay 65.3 3.6 25.1 0.2 5.7 505

Lao Cai 59.3 0.0 35.2 0.0 5.6 54

Phu Tho 66.3 3.2 23.7 0.0 6.8 279

Lai Chau 75.4 2.6 17.5 1.8 2.6 114

Dien Bien 83.2 0.6 12.4 0.6 3.1 161

Nghe An 75.5 2.7 14.1 1.4 6.4 220

Quang Nam 74.2 3.5 11.1 2.0 9.1 395

Khanh Hoa 59.4 7.5 31.1 0.0 1.9 106

Dak Lak 82.4 1.3 11.3 0.6 4.4 159

Dak Nong 84.2 1.1 9.6 1.1 4.0 177

Lam Dong 76.0 1.3 16.0 1.3 5.3 75

Long An 67.1 2.6 17.2 0.6 12.5 343

Observations 1,856 73 466 21.0 167 2,588

6
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2.2 Wage Employment and Personal Characteristics

Because wages are stable and predictable sources of income that are an increasingly important 

share of total household income, it is useful to investigate if there are systematic differences 

between households in which a member works for a wage and those in which all members do 

other activities.

Table 2.3 examines participation in different kinds of income-earning activity by household 

characteristics. Working for a wage is more likely for more educated respondents, and 

is positively related to speaking Vietnamese and belonging to the ethnic majority group. 

Members of the poorest households are less likely than others to work for a wage or run a 

household enterprise, and more likely to collect common property resources. 

Wage Work on own farm Non-farm, non-wage CPR

Total 2012 24.1 48.9 10.1 16.8

Gender of HH head

Female 24.5 48.5 10.0 17.0

Male 23.8 49.3 10.3 16.7

Education

Cannot Read and Write 21.0 49.8 7.8 21.5

Completed Lower Primary 23.6 48.5 9.9 18.0

Completed Lower Secondary 25.2 48.3 10.8 15.7

Completed Upper Secondary 25.4 49.8 11.1 13.7

Main language

Vietnamese 27.4 49.2 12.0 11.4

Other 14.4 48.0 4.8 32.8

Non poor 25.2 49.5 11.4 13.8

Poor 19.9 46.4 5.4 28.3

Ethnicity

Non-Kinh 15.4 48.1 5.2 31.3

Kinh 28.1 49.3 12.4 10.2

Food Expenditure Quintile

Poorest 17.1 49.1 5.6 28.2

2nd poorest 22.8 49.0 8.4 19.8

Middle 26.0 51.1 9.4 13.5

2nd richest 27.8 48.8 14.8 8.5

Richest 31.4 46.7 16.2 5.8

Observations 2,899 5,876 1,219 2,023
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Figure 2.2 summarises information about the age distribution of respondents engaging in 

different classes of income-earning activities (since same individual might do more than one 

-

es). A key result is that while the age of the overall surveyed working population varies across 

provinces, there is no systematic variation across types of activities within each province.

Age does not appear to be a relevant barrier to paid employment, and the relatively young 

-

graphic dividend of a young, growing workforce. This relatively young workforce will require 

jobs, so job creation will remain a focal point of Government policy in the short- and medi-

um-term.

0

10

20

30

40

Wage Non-farm non-wage Work on own farm CPR

N = 10,086 activity type

2.3 Wage Levels and Formalisation

There are large differences in households’ annual income across surveyed provinces. In an 

environment of rising average wages and changes in minimum wage legislation, we can get 

a picture of overall employment in labour markets by looking at differences in wage levels. 

This is not a perfect measure, since variation in annual wages is due to a combination of days 

spent working, workers’ productivity, and the demand for/supply of labour, so earning higher 

or lower wages does not mean a worker is “better” or “worse”.

Table 2.  shows the average, median, and standard deviation of total wages earned over a 

year broken down by personal and household characteristics. In contrast to rural areas of 

total wage income earned by men and women, and only small differences in total wages 

earned across age quintiles, consistent with results in Pham and Reilly (2007) and Liu (2004) 

(total wages are calculated as wage income per year, measured in real terms relative to Ha 

Tay province, 2012). 
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There is a large premium to belonging to a household headed by a member of the Kinh 

majority and speaking Vietnamese. Since these characteristics are also associated with being 

employed, ethnic minorities could face a double hurdle: they are less likely to connect with 

rural labour markets, and those ethnic minority members that have jobs appear to earn 

 Table 2.4: Individuals’ Earned Wage Income by Personal and Household Charac-

Mean Median St. Dev.

Total 2012 25.3 21.0 20.4

Gender of HH head

Male 24.8 20.8 19.3

Female 25.6 21.0 21.4

Education

Cannot read or write 26.1 21.6 24.2

Completed lower primary 25.8 21.7 19.7

Completed Lower Secondary 24.9 20.7 20.7

Completed Upper Secondary 24.6 21.0 18.5

Cannot read or write 17.3 10.2 16.4

Completed lower primary 24.2 18.6 19.7

Completed Lower Secondary 24.2 20.0 20.5

Completed Upper Secondary 23.8 20.6 18.2

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 16.7 12.7 14.0

2nd poorest 19.9 17.4 14.6

Middle 26.6 22.4 20.3

2nd richest 27.9 24.2 18.2

Richest 36.8 36.0 26.6

Age quintile 

Youngest 25.3 22.9 19.7

2nd youngest 22.8 18.4 18.5

Middle 25.6 20.4 21.7

2nd Oldest 25.5 22.3 21.2

Oldest 26.7 22.7 20.5

Main language

Vietnamese 27.4 24.0 20.4

Other 12.9 7.5 15.5

Non-poor 27.6 24.1 20.8

Poor 13.6 10.0 12.9

Ethnicity

Kinh 27.9 24.6 20.5
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Non-Kinh 14.1 8.3 15.5

Army service

Yes 25.5 21.5 19.2

No 25.7 21.2 21.3

Employer

Private only 22.4 18.6 18.0

Public only 36.7 35.4 24.7

Public and Private 34.8 26.1 29.1

N =2,899 individuals

A seemingly surprising result is that higher levels of education are associated with lower annual 

real wage income. However, closer examination of the data shows that this effect is driven 

by Long An province. When Long An is excluded from the analysis, median annual earned 

wages are consistently higher for better educated respondents, in line with intuition and most 

economic evidence, although the correlation remains quite weak. One possible explanation 

is that the effect of education on wage income is suppressed by age (older individuals earn 

higher wages because they have more experience, despite being less educated than younger 

workers). Further research will establish if the result is also due to the industries that hire 

labour in rural areas, or a mismatch between skills developed through formal schooling and 

the skills demanded in rural labour markets. 

A history of service in the Vietnamese Army does not appear to affect wage income, but the 

average wage levels for public sector workers is much higher than those working only for 

hiring by the public sector systematically pays more than wages offered in the private sector, 

this may create a crowding-out effect that deprives the growing private sector of better-

educated or more-skilled workers.

As expected, jobs and wage levels are not evenly distributed across surveyed provinces.     

Table 2.5 shows that average annual real wage income is highest in Ha Tay and Long An 

(calculated as average annual earnings reported by all respondents with a job). 

    Table 2.5: Wage Income and Share of Wage Jobs

Mean St. Dev. Median

Total 25.0 20.2 20.7

Province

Ha Tay 30.8 20.3 29.7

Lao Cai 16.4 16.2 9,.6

PhuTho 23.8 16.8 21.2

Lai Chau 25.4 24.8 16.1

Dien Bien 22.6 26.4 9.5

Nghe An 20.6 17.2 18.1



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

211

Quang Nam 22.6 16.0 19.9

Khanh Hoa 21.0 13.6 18.6

Dak Lak 16.7 18.6 8.4

Dak Nong 21.0 23.4 11.7

Lam Dong 11.2 9.8 8.3

Long An 35.2 23.3 34.3

Contract-based employment is an important indicator of formalization: it means workers 

disability, maternity, or unemployment. 

Rand and Torm (2011) study both formal and informal small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 

formal workers is mostly determined by workers’ characteristics, which are a more important 

Figure 2.3 shows the share of contracted jobs as a share of overall employment in each 

province, and demonstrates that formalization remains low both within the surveyed provinces 

and, on average, across Vietnam. The prevalence of informal employment suggests changing 

legislation will not be enough to expand coverage of employment-based social insurance in 

rural areas. Overall, evidence from this VARHS survey round suggests that rural areas have 

high economic growth rate. 

Figure 2.3: Share of Employment with Contract
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2.4 Wage Labour and Household Income 

Analysing activities that generate income and aggregating this to the household level allows 

researchers to study how earning wages affects overall household wealth. While not identical 

to household welfare (see McKay and Tarp, 2010, for a discussion of welfare dynamics in rural 

Vietnam using VARHS data), income and wealth are strongly correlated with spending on 

services like education and health care, and with increases the quality and quantity of goods 

available to household members. 

Expanding access to wage-based employment is an important policy objective, and 

question.

Figure 2.4 shows that the average household income of households with at least one member 

working for a wage is higher than households with no wage-earning members.7 The median 

and average real net incomes of households with at least one wage earner are 62,671 

thousand VND and 84,831 thousand VND, while the same statistics for households without 

anyone working for wages are 48,618 thousand VND and 84,390 thousand VND. Working for 

a wage does not seem to dramatically increase total household income.  

Figure 2.4: Net Income, Households With and Without Wage-Earning Members
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Many households report at least one household member working for a wage. Table 2.6 provides 

further background.

Number of HH Members Working for a Wage

Gender of HH head None One or More

Female 37.7 62.3

Male 35.1 64.9

Education Cannot read and 48.7 51.3

Completed lower 37.5 62.5

Completed Lower 34.2 65.8

Completed Upper 29.9 70.1

Main language Vietnamese 34.7 65.3

Other 40.1 59.9

Non poor 35.8 64.2

Poor 34.7 65.3

Ethnicity Non-Kinh 37.0 63.0

Kinh 35.3 64.7

Food expenditure quintile Poorest 34.7 65.3

2nd poorest 33.6 66.4

Middle 37.8 62.2

2nd richest 35.6 64.4

Richest 37.1 62.9

N = 956 1,717

The table shows that wage-earning households are typically those in which the head of 

household is more likely to be male, have at least a lower secondary education, and be from 

the ethnic majority. 

(based on the MoLISA poverty line). Connecting households with labour markets might help 

to combat poverty and vulnerability, but it is not clear whether non-poor households are more 

Table 2.7 expands this analysis by investigating whether the characteristics of the household/

household-head are related to the total amount of income from wages (all households are 

included regardless of whether they earn income from wages). Three patterns emerge. 

Firstly, average and median income from wages increase quickly in the household head’s level 

of education. This contrasts with Table 2.4, which showed only a weak correlation between 

the education level of individual workers and their wage income. The likely reason is that 

households with more educated heads have more members who work for a wage (see Table 
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2.6), and so earn more total income from wages than other households, even if the effect of 

education on wage income is rather weak among individual wage earners.8 Secondly, ethnicity 

plays a major role in wage levels.

Finally, households in higher food expenditure quintiles earn more from wages: the poorest 

households as measured by food spending earn around 12,303 VND in wages, while those in 

in ‘000 real VND). Food expenditure is an important welfare indicator, and is strongly and 

positively associated with wage income.

Table 2.7: Total Household Income from Wages by Household/Household Head 

Mean Median St. Dev.

Total 2012 25.0 20.7 20.2

Gender of HH head

Male 25.0 20.8 19.9

25.0 20.7 20.6

Education

Cannot read and write 13.2 8.8 13.1

Completed lower sec. 23.3 18.0 22.1

Completed lower high school 27.8 24.1 19.3

Completed upper high school 34.8 30.0 25.9

Main language

Vietnamese 27.2 24.0 20.2

Other 12.9 7.5 15.4

Non poor 27.4 24.0 20.6

Poor 13.5 9.9 12.8

Ethnicity

Non-Kinh 14.0 8.3 15.5

Kinh 27.7 24.2 20.3

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 12.3 7.5 12.4

2nd poorest 19.5 14.3 17.1

Middle 21.3 18.1 16.1

2nd richest 27.3 24.5 18.8

Richest 36.4 33.3 23.9

N= 2,740

8
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Households in which the household head is non-Kinh earn, on average, less than half the 

wage income of Kinh households, while the median for these ethnic minority households is 

less than a third of that for ethnic majority households. Table 2.8 investigates whether this 

in wages earned between ethnic groups across all provinces of the sample. This does not 

automatically imply minority households face systematic discrimination in labour markets. At 

the least, though, it shows minority groups do not have access to the same job opportunities, 

and this issue should be investigated in further research.

Ethnicity
Province

Non-Kinh Kinh

Ha Tay 18.6 33.2

Lao Cai 10.9 36.5

Phu Tho 20.3 22.6

Lai Chau 13.4 59.2

Dien Bien 11.8 45.6

Nghe An 20.1 22.7

Quang Nam 25.3 26.2

Khanh Hoa 23.5 31.3

Dak Lak 16.2 22.5

Dak Nong 15.6 20.0

Lam Dong 12.8 14.9

Long An 41.9 42.1

N= 673 1,097

In some areas, earned wages comprise a substantial share of overall household earnings, 

but this statistic varies widely across Vietnam, and Figure 2.5 shows substantial differences 

in the average level of income from employment across provinces. As expected, the rural 

households near the urban areas of Ha Noi and HCMC in the Ha Tay and Long An provinces 

earn the most from wages. In contrast, the average household in Dak Lak and Dak Nong earns 

coffee, produced in these areas.
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Table 2.9 extends the analysis of by studying wages relative importance in household 

income.  The ratio of wage to net income ranges from 15 percent in Lam Dong to over 40 

percent in Long An.  As in previous survey rounds, wages contribute more to net income in 

peri-urban provinces where households are located near the large urban labour markets of 

HCMC and Hanoi.

Table 2.9: Household Wage and Net Income, within-Province Mean, Median, and 

Wage Income Net Income
Wage Share of Net 
Income, Percent 

Mean Median St.Dev. Mean Median St. Dev. Mean Median St. Dev.

Total 2012 26.6 13.0 35.1 84.7 58.2 137.2 31.4 22.4 25.6

Province

Ha Tay 33.1 24.0 38.2 108.6 74.6 156.2 30.5 32.2 24.5

Lao Cai 16.9 7.8 24.6 51.7 41.2 44.8 32.8 19.1 55.0

Phu Tho 22.1 10.1 29.7 66.6 48.4 63.6 33.2 20.8 46.7

Lai Chau 19.9 5.9 32.5 56.5 35.6 60.7 35.4 16.6 53.5

Dien Bien 14.1 0.0 32.0 48.2 33.3 41.0 29.3 0.0 78.0

Nghe An 21.4 15.1 24.2 66.9 46.7 65.4 32.1 32.5 37.1

Quang Nam 26.2 17.4 31.4 76.0 42.7 267.4 34.5 40.7 11.7

Khanh Hoa 31.1 26.7 28.0 78.6 59.3 65.9 39.6 45.0 42.5

Dak Lak 20.5 6.0 31.2 100.5 73.2 116.4 20.4 8.2 26.8

Dak Nong 18.7 4.4 29.1 124.3 81.4 151.1 15.1 5.4 19.3

Lam Dong 14.3 10.0 15.8 96.6 71.4 79.7 14.8 14.1 19.8

Long An 41.8 29.7 49.2 96.1 78.6 77.4 43.6 37.8 63.6

N= 2,669

The average share of wage income in net income disguises the fact that in some areas the 

median household gets little or no wealth from wages. Dien Bien province is a dramatic 

example, where the median household earns no income from wages, but a minority of 

households earns a substantial share of total income from waged employment.  

2.5 Summary

Even in rural areas of Vietnam, being better educated makes it more likely you will have a 

wage-paying job. Households with well-educated heads earn much more income from wages 

than others. In particular, it seems that public sector jobs in the Government provide the best 

wages and most secure employment. While Vietnam’s economic transformation continues, a 

robust, private-sector labour market is still emerging and is highly concentrated. Most jobs 

continue to be short-term or do not offer permanent contracts, and income from wages remains 

a relatively small share of overall household income in most rural areas when compared to 

income from other sources like household enterprises or agriculture. 
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Comparing mean and median values for the share of income from wages in total household 

high levels of income from agriculture in Dak Lak and Dak Nong are a good example). 

Households that receive some income from formal and informal employment belong to higher 

food expenditure quintiles and earn higher median incomes, suggesting there may be some 

As policies to expand and deepen Vietnam’s rural labour markets are developed, it will be 

essential to make sure vulnerable populations, especially ethnic minority groups, are able to 

access “good” wage employment that can supplement volatile earnings from activities like 

agriculture and household enterprises which continue to play a central role in the economic 

life of rural Vietnam. 

Future economic development will be characterised by more people working for wages 

outside the home and a greater importance of wages to overall household wealth and welfare. 

Policymakers can play an important role in preparing for this shift in the structure of labour 

by supporting job creation and labour markets, and establishing institutions to protect labour 

rights.
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CHAPTER 3:  NON-FARM HOUSEHOLD ENTERPRISES

3.1 Introduction

While labour markets are beginning to draw agricultural labour into wage-based employment 

in rural areas of Vietnam, many households continue to operate small-scale household 

enterprises (HHEs) to supplement their income.

Whether HHEs are “good” for participating households depends on whether the resources 

used more effectively in other activities. Much like wage employment, household enterprises 

contributions to household income.

In this chapter we explore the prevalence and nature of household enterprises in rural 

Vietnam. We focus on the characteristics of households who own and operate enterprises 

and the characteristics of the enterprises themselves. We conclude with an analysis of the 

constraints to enterprise development as reported by enterprise owners.

3.2 Prevalence of HHEs

As Figure 3.1 shows, on average 25.6 percent of households operated an enterprise in 2012, 

less than in 2010 (using a balanced panel of households surveyed in both 2012 and 2010 for 

comparison purposes).9 Among the 12 provinces, more than half observed some decrease in 

the proportion of household enterprises, with the exceptions of Ha Tay, Lao Cai, and Dak Lak. 

The largest change was observed in Khanh Hoa with a decrease of over 11 percent. 

Further research will investigate whether the drop in the prevalence of household enterprises 

is a result of households terminating small businesses with low value-added  to take up wage 

employment or to focus on agricultural activities, or if the decrease is caused by increasing 

The former interpretation receives some support in the data due to the fact that the decrease 

in business ownership is observed disproportionately among richer households (see Figure 3.2).

9  The large proportion of households in Lai Chau that operate HHEs is somewhat misleading. As revealed later in 

Table 3.1 they tend to be informal and located in the family home. Moreover, Table 3.3 shows that they account for 

a small proportion of total household income with agricultural income still remaining the most important source 

of income for households in this province.
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It remains the case, however, that richer households are more likely than poor ones to own a 

non-farm business, though this correlation may not imply causation: these households may 

be wealthier because of successful HHEs, or wealthier households may be better placed to 

invest in and operate an HHE. 
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Figure 3.2 also shows that, as in the case of wage employment, studied in Chapter 2, there 

appears to be a systematic difference between Kinh and non-Kinh households. Households 

headed by ethnic minorities are less likely to operate a HHE. This difference between groups 

is consistent across the 2010 and 2012 survey rounds. 

The percentage of female-headed households that operate a household enterprise is 19.5 

percent in 2012, almost identical to the proportion in 2010. In contrast, 27.3 percent of male-

headed households operate a household enterprise in 2012 compared with 30.7 percent in 

2010.

A further breakdown of HHEs at the individual level shows that half of HHE activities are 

operated by a woman, a slight increase from 2010 when 46.6 percent of enterprises were 

operated by a woman (result is not shown). This suggests that the gender of the household 

head is not a constraint to entrepreneurship in rural areas. It is interesting to note that only 

10.5 percent of HHEs are operated by a poor household (result is not shown). This suggests 

that micro-enterprise development is more associated with non-poor households. 

3.3 Characteristics of HHEs

Table 3.1 investigates key characteristics of household enterprises, including location, 

formalisation, and number of workers, for the full sample of households included 2012. The 

heterogeneity across the sample: levels of formalisation vary widely across provinces, food 

expenditure quintiles of the household operating the business, and the ethnicity of the 

household head.

Around 58 percent of HHEs are operated in the family home, and the average HHE is a “micro” 

enterprise, employing less than one worker, on average, in addition to household members. 

While operating a micro-enterprise may help households diversify their income sources and 
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Table 3.1: Characteristics of Household Enterprises10

Share of HHs 
with HHE,
percent

Number
HHEs

observed

HHE has 
license,
percent

HHE located 
in family 

home,
percent

Number of 
workers
in HHE, 
incl. HH 

members,
mean

Number
of hired 

workers in 
HHE, mean

Total 2012 26.4 858 21.4 58.0 2.1 0.5

Province

Ha Tay 37.8 265 16.6 54.2 2.7 0.8

Lao Cai 21.5 26 19.2 46.2 1.9 0.4

Phu Tho 23.1 103 34.0 60.4 1.9 0.8

Lai Chau 49.6 76 10.5 92.1 2.2 0.4

Dien Bien 10.7 15 6.7 66.7 1.9 0.0

Nghe An 25.9 71 12.7 35.7 1.7 0.3

Quang Nam 24.3 97 27.8 61.7 1.9 0.4

Khanh Hoa 26.4 33 39.4 31.3 1.7 0.4

Dak Lak 26.1 54 24.1 56.6 2.2 0.6

Dak Nong 23.4 41 12.2 65.9 1.7 0.2

Lam Dong 15.0 14 42.9 57.1 1.7 0.2

Long An 15.3 63 28.6 61.3 1.6 0.3

Gender

Female 21.2 140 25.0 54.3 1.6 0.2

Male 27.8 718 20.8 58.8 2.3 0.6

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 19.2 116 6.9 62.6 2.2 0.1

2nd poorest 23.2 146 11.6 60.3 1.7 0.1

Middle 24.7 149 23.5 52.3 1.6 0.2

2nd richest 33.0 216 23.6 59.2 2.2 0.7

Richest 32.0 220 31.8 56.7 2.7 1.2

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh 20.2 127 7.9 78.0 1.9 0.1

Kinh 28.0 731 23.8 54.5 2.2 0.6

Total 2012 panela 475 22.1 61.7 2.1 0.5

Total 2010 panela 475 25.7 60.6 2.3 0.6

N = 2,740

a Based on a balanced panel of 364 households with 475 household enterprises. Differences between 2010 and 

10  Differences between the results presented in Table 3.1 and in Figure 3.1 and 3.2 are due to the fact that the for-

mer are based on the “full sample” of 2012 households, while the latter use the “panel sample”, a balanced panel 

of households based on those included in the 2010 report.
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Table 3.2 presents the share of household income from various sources and reveals considerable 
variability in the importance of income from HHEs in total income across provinces. For 
example, in Dien Bien, the majority of income is derived from agricultural activities with only 
2.2 percent coming from HHEs. In contrast, in Ha Tay, wage employment is most important 
at 38.4 percent of total income followed by income from HHEs at 22.3 percent. This suggests 
that for some provinces, at least, HHEs may help households diversify their income sources 
and protect against risks or unexpected shortfalls in income. Given their small scale, however, 

research is required to explore this issue in greater detail.

Share of income from: HHE Agriculture Wage Other

12.5 30.6 35.2 21.8

Province

Ha Tay 22.3 16.5 38.4 22.8

Lao Cai 7.1 51.8 28.8 12.3

Phu Tho 12.3 22.1 34.7 31.0

Lai Chau 7.2 55.8 27.7 9.3

Dien Bien 2.2 63.6 17.0 17.3

Nghe An 9.5 17.6 37.3 35.6

Quang Nam 13.5 20.2 41.6 24.8

Khanh Hoa 16.3 18.4 45.1 20.2

Dak Lak 9.9 53.5 23.3 13.3

Dak Nong 7.5 45.9 24.7 21.8

Lam Dong 7.5 56.9 22.6 13.0

Long An 7.7 34.1 44.4 13.7

Total 2012 panela 11.4 32.3*** 32.6*** 23.7***

Total 2010 panela 10.9 28.2*** 25.2*** 35.7***

a

In 2012 HHEs accounted for 12.5 percent of total net household income in comparison 

with income from agriculture (30.6 percent, including income from CPR), from wages (35.2 

percent) and from other income sources (21.8 percent), namely rental income, sale of assets, 

transfers, etc. Between 2010 and 2012 the share of income from HHEs remained unchanged 

suggesting that HHEs are not, on average, the most important source of income for rural 

households.

Figure 3.3 presents results on the sectoral distribution of household enterprises. It shows that 

over 35 percent of micro-enterprises are related to the agricultural sector. It is also of note 

were involved in small-scale processing and manufacturing.
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3.4 Investment and Performance of HHEs

Turning to the investment and performance data for the micro-enterprises in Table 3.3a, the 

2012 survey shows that the average start-up cost for household enterprises is 7.5 million 

VND (approximately 360 USD). This average value disguises very large variation across 

food expenditure quintiles, our proxy for relative wealth: among poor households, the initial 

investment is only 650,000 VND, compared to around 20 million VND among the richest; and 

self-reported median revenues (Table 3.3b) range between 10.5 million VND for the lowest 

quintile to 130 million VND for the richest.

households invest more than 10 times as much as ethnic minority households, which are more 

business. More in-depth research is required to establish the extent to which this is the case. 

More generally, there is some evidence that richer households are the most likely to secure 
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Table 3.3a: HHE Performance: Investment Capital, and Sources of Financing

Initial investment 
percent and borrowed,

percent

All borrowed,
percent

Total 2012 7,500 67.4 24.0 5.0

Province

Ha Tay 10,000 63.8 24.9 8.7

Lao Cai 1,800 76.9 15.4 0.0

Phu Tho 20,000 58.3 34.9 6.8

Lai Chau 500 82.9 15.8 0.0

Dien Bien 2,000 73.3 20.0 6.7

Nghe An 7,000 69.0 22.5 5.6

Quang Nam 5,000 60.8 25.8 3.1

Khanh Hoa 5,000 78.8 18.2 3.0

Dak Lak 10,000 70.4 29.6 0.0

Dak Nong 10,000 63.4 29.3 4.9

Lam Dong 10,000 71.4 21.4 0.0

Long An 10,000 74.6 11.1 3.2

Gender of HH 
head

Female 5,000 62.9 25.7 7.9

Male 9,000 68.3 23.7 4.5

Food expenditure 
quintile

Poorest 650 79.3 9.5 3.4

2nd poorest 5,000 63.7 30.8 3.4

Middle 6,000 70.5 21.5 5.4

2nd richest 10,000 67.1 25.5 4.2

Richest 20,000 61.8 27.3 7.3

Ethnicity of HH 
head

Non Kinh 800 77.2 17.3 3.1

Kinh 10,000 65.7 25.2 5.3

Total 2012 panela 58,971 67.8 24.0 4.0

Total 2010 panela 48,969 66.9 24.8 4.6

a Based on a balanced panel of 364 households with 475 household enterprises. Differences between 2010 and 
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Total revenue from 
HH enterprise

Total costs for HH 
enterprise activi-

ties

Net income from 
HH enterprise

Total 2012 64,080 31,000 27,000

Province

Ha Tay 120,000 67,000 38,000

Lao Cai 32,000 15,200 17,728

PhuTho 60,000 28,000 30,000

Lai Chau 4,650 2,765 1,305

Dien Bien 20,000 10,000 10,000

Nghe An 30,000 8,000 18,500

Quang Nam 80,000 43,000 24,000

Khanh Hoa 95,000 48,900 46,500

Dak Lak 60,000 33,570 23,260

Dak Nong 87,200 42,000 31,700

Lam Dong 65,000 31,250 54,650

Long An 84,000 13,000 40,500

Gender of HH head

Female 61,680 33,550 26,200

Male 64,900 31,000 27,250

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 10,600 3,580 5,600

2nd poorest 40,850 20,550 17,250

Middle 60,000 24,300 24,500

2nd richest 99,000 44,000 36,000

Richest 130,000 68,700 46,510

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh 6,000 2,950 3,000

Kinh 84,000 43,000 32,000

Total 2012 panela 268,371 216,260 52,110

Total 2010 panela 230,648 185,422 45,226

N= 858

a Based on a balanced panel of 364 households with 475 household enterprises. Differences between 2010 and 2012 

Just as wages earned in non-farm, non-household employment (see Chapter 2) is higher 

amongst better educated respondents, and increased educational attainment is associated 

with being involved in better-performing HHEs. 

As illustrated in Table 3.4, for households in which the head of household is illiterate, HHEs 

earn a median total income (revenues less costs) of around 3.1 million VND a year. In cases 

where the head of household has completed his/her upper secondary education, HHEs earn 

40.7 million VND a year on average.
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While Table 3.3a suggests some groups (particularly households with a non-Kinh or ethnic 

shows the potential negative consequences of credit rationing: the median total net income 

amongst those HHE entrepreneurs able to access loans is roughly twice that of those who 

cannot. It should be noted, however, that causality could run in the other direction in that 

Initial invest-
ment

Revenue Costs Total net Income 

Total 2012 7,500 64,080 31,000 27,000

Highest general 
education HH head

Cannot Read or Write 500 6,150 3,380 3,100

Completed Lower 
Primary 4,000 48,000 24,000 22,200

Completed Lower 
Secondary 9,000 63,000 32,100 25,880

Completed Upper 
Secondary 15,000 120,000 60,000 40,700

Highest professional 
education

No Diploma 5,000 62,000 29,800 26,325

Short Term Vocational 10,000 60,000 29,000 26,300

Long Term Vocational 25,000 140,000 66,500 65,000

Professional high school 15,000 45,000 26,000 24,400

College/University 35,000 76,000 43,000 31,900

Borrowing Status

No loan 5,000 50,000 22,840 24,000

Have loan 20,000 145,000 86,100 50,800

N= 858

Table 3.5: Days per Year Working on Non-Farm, Non-Wage Activities

Number of days 
involved in HH 

enterprise,
days, 2012

Share of HHE 
labour supply 
in total labour 
supply, 2012,

percent

Number of days 
involved in HH 

enterprise, days, 
2010

Share of HHE la-
bour supply in to-
tal labour supply, 

2010,  percent

Total 2012 74 6.9 70 6.4

Province

Ha Tay 133 12.4 100 9.4

Lao Cai 47 4.2 36 2.7

PhuTho 62 6.7 93 8.6

Lai Chau 28 2.6 30 2.7

Dien Bien 11 0.7 25 1.8

Nghe An 64 5.8 61 5.3
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Quang Nam 72 7.1 62 5.8

Khanh Hoa 70 6.6 117 9.7

Dak Lak 46 4.1 57 5.0

Dak Nong 69 5.7 59 4.8

Lam Dong 40 3.0 38 2.4

Long An 67 6.2 65 6.6

HH head sex

Female 61 6.7 50 5.5

Male 77 7.0 76 6.7

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 26 2.0 31 2.8

2nd poorest 56 4.7 43 3.4

Middle 65 6.1 67 6.1

2nd richest 109 10.3 95 8.3

Richest 111 11.3 116 11.6

Ethnicity of HH 
head

Non Kinh 19 1.7 23 1.7

Kinh 88 8.3 83 7.6

N 2012= 2,740  and  N 2010 = 2,200

Time use is another indicator of household investment in non-farm household enterprises. 

Respondents’ self-reported number of days working in HHEs (see Table 3.5) is approximately 

stable between survey rounds, with the notable exception of the average household in Ha Tay 

(an increase of over a month of time invested in HHE activities) and Khanh Hoa (a decrease 

of about 47 days).

With respect to time invested in HHEs and household or personal characteristics, within-

year averages provide a clearer picture and indicate two trends: time invested in household 

3.5 Constraints to Small Business Development

To develop an understanding of the constraints affecting the formation and operation of 

HHEs, the 2012 survey round included an expanded section asking respondents to rank a 

borrowing money, buying inputs, etc.11

the questionnaire.

11  Some comparisons can be drawn with the 2012 Province Competitiveness Index available at: http://www.pciviet-

nam.org/reports_home.php.
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with starting and operating a household enterprise. This suggests that for the most part 

households are not very constrained in terms of running their businesses or are not aware of 

include borrowing money and accessing markets for output (approximately 20 percent of 

Very Neither
easy nor 

Easy Very easy Do not 
know

Register your business 0.3 4.1 19.5 15.8 3.0 55.8

Comply with business 
regulations 0.3 4.5 25.1 18.0 3.5 46.9

Buy or rent land 0.6 7.7 20.6 15.9 2.4 50.2

Borrow money 1.3 19.2 28.3 14.8 2.1 32.8

Save money in a state or 
commercial bank 0.4 1.6 17.9 26.5 16.5 35.5

Hire skilled workers 1.1 10.8 19.6 10.4 1.6 54.3

Train employees 1.4 10.8 19.8 9.4 1.0 55.0

Learn about new technol-
ogies 2.0 12.2 19.7 7.7 1.4 54.6

Purchase new machinery 1.6 12.8 20.8 11.8 3.4 47.1

Access markets for what 
you produce 2.8 17.9 30.5 14.9 3.0 29.5

Buy inputs 0.1 7.7 31.4 31.3 6.0 22.3

N= 703. This is rather low due to missing data.

perceptions regarding constraints created by the environment in which HHEs operate. Broadly 

speaking, it appears that most respondents do not characterise corruption and infrastructure as 

household groups. For example, in Lam Dong, 33.3 percent, and in Khan Hoa, 14.3 percent, 

of households report that corruption imposes a large or very large cost on HHEs. Moreover, 

in Lao Cai, Phu Tho and Lai Chau, households have a poor perception of local infrastructure 

relative to other provinces (30.4, 22.4 and 38.2 percent of households, respectively, report 

that local infrastructure as it relates to their HHE is bad or very bad). Infrastructure is perceived 

as worse by poor and non-Kinh households, while corruption appears to affect richer and Kinh 

households to a greater extent.
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Assessment of costs imposed by corruption Assessment of local infrastructure 

Large and Very 
large

Small No effect Good
and Very 

good

Neither
good nor 

bad

Bad and 
Very bad

Total 2012 5.0 25.2 69.8 20.5 67.4 12.2

Province

Ha Tay 4.1 25.9 70.0 20.9 72.3 6.8

Lao Cai 4.3 21.7 73.9 17.4 52.2 30.4

Phu Tho 4.7 35.3 60.0 10.6 67.1 22.4

Lai Chau 4.4 5.9 89.7 4.4 57.4 38.2

Dien Bien 0.0 14.3 85.7 7.1 85.7 7.1

Nghe An 5.1 28.8 66.1 47.5 50.8 1.7

Quang Nam 4.9 20.7 74.4 31.3 65.1 3.6

Khanh Hoa 14.3 78.6 7.1 25.0 75.0 0.0

Dak Lak 4.7 4.7 90.7 2.3 88.4 9.3

Dak Nong 0.0 12.1 87.9 15.2 72.7 12.1

Lam Dong 33.3 41.7 25.0 50.0 50.0 0.0

Long An 3.7 31.5 64.8 21.8 63.6 14.5

Gender

Female 6.7 25.0 68.3 20.0 68.3 11.7

Male 4.7 25.3 70.0 20.5 67.2 12.3

Food expenditure 
quintile

Poorest 1.0 10.7 88.3 8.7 68.3 23.1

2nd poorest 4.0 16.0 80.0 13.6 69.6 16.8

Middle 3.7 24.3 72.1 22.8 67.6 9.6

2nd richest 5.6 30.9 63.5 23.5 69.3 7.3

Richest 8.7 34.9 56.4 27.3 62.8 9.9

Ethnicity of HH 
head

Non Kinh 2.6 9.6 87.8 6.1 61.7 32.2

Kinh 5.4 28.2 66.3 23.2 68.4 8.4

Reduced sample size due to missing data.

3.6 Summary

Small-scale household enterprises are only studied as one component of the overall income of 

households. The contribution of HHEs to income in rural Vietnam remains smaller than that of 

of households’ time and money. On balance, while education and ethnic status are strong 

enterprises, these micro-enterprises remain small in size and most often informal and based 
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in the household home. Their scale means that this sector is not yet driving a broad-based 

expansion in rural formal, or informal, labour demand.

In general, the data presented in this chapter suggest that relatively few business owners feel 

constrained by business regulation and lack of access to land, information, or other resources. 

Further research should investigate whether this shows that conditions for doing business are 

in fact quite good in Vietnam, if the results are a result of business owners not seeking to grow 

their enterprises. Constraints that do appear to hinder households in expanding and growing 

here and further in-depth investigation is needed to determine how policy can be designed to 

support the growth of viable enterprise activities.

As Vietnam’s economy continues the process of structural transformation from subsistence 

agriculture towards higher value-added activities, it will be increasingly important to monitor 

small scale household enterprises into larger, sustainable businesses.
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CHAPTER 4: LAND

This chapter investigates issues related to land. We present statistics on several important 

and households’ involvement in the markets for buying, selling, and renting land. The VARHS 

questionnaire collects data on four types of land: (i) land owned and used by the household; 

(ii) land not owned but used by the household (i.e. rented in or borrowed in land); (iii) land 

owned but not used by the household (i.e. rented out or lent out land); and (iv) land the 

household owned in the past where ownership has ceased (i.e. because the land was sold or 

exchanged, given away or expropriated).

Vietnam has 33.1 million hectares of land. The country has one of the lowest amounts of land 

per capita of around 0.38 ha, while agricultural land per capita is approximately 0.30 ha. To 

manage and protect land used for agriculture, aquaculture, and salt production, Vietnam has 

issued a number of legal documents including laws, decrees, and decisions to strictly manage 

the conversion of agricultural land into land for non-agricultural purposes. These initiatives 

are aimed at strengthening national food security, encouraging farmers and localities to keep 

paddy land and to convert unused land to agricultural land. As a result, total agricultural land 

area has increased.12

Land use in Vietnam seems to have become gradually more economically rewarding and 

services in the process of national industrialisation and modernisation. For rural society, 

land is vital for agricultural production. In the next section, we consider distribution and 

fragmentation of land owned by the households in the sample. 

4.1 Distribution and Fragmentation of Land

In Vietnam, land is allocated by the State. Households use more than 14 million ha (53.6 

percent of total agricultural land). The rest of the land is allocated to other land users, such as 

the Commune People’s Committees, local economic organizations, other domestic agencies, 

and foreign individuals and organizations. Farmers have been encouraged to use land for 

cultivating especially food production, cash crops, and aquaculture. As a result, Vietnam has 

become a leading exporter of several agricultural products such as rice, seafood, rubber, and 

pepper. The preparation and implementation of land use planning and land use plans have 

contributed to the change of the rural face. Agricultural land has been allocated based on 

the principle of protection of land for growing rice, in order to ensure the goal of providing 

enough food for domestic consumption as well as for strategic reserves and for exporting. In 

this section, we investigate agricultural land holdings of rural households.

12  The agricultural land increased by 556 thousand ha during 2001-2010. The Government has proposed to the 

National Assembly to consider maintaining a target of 3.8 million ha of paddy until 2020.
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Table 4.1 presents the distribution and fragmentation of the land holdings of the sampled 

households.

Table 4.1: Distribution and Fragmentation of Owned Land

Landless-
percent

Total
agr. Land 

mean

Total
agr. land 

-
Median

Annu-
al land 

mean

No. of 
plots
per
HH,

mean

No. of 
plots
per
HH,
max

Plots shar-
ing border 
w. other 

plots, per-
cent

Plot
Size

mean

Plot Size 

median

Total 2012 9.6 7,897 3,079 4,403 4.4 24 15.3 1,784 500

Province

Ha Tay 8.6 1,922 1,372 1,536 4.7 17 14.3 404 240

Lao Cai 3.8 9,885 6,640 5,930 4.9 12 13.0 1,865 900

Phu Tho 9.4 3,963 2,140 1,790 5.7 24 10.6 617 312

Lai Chau 9.2 8,627 7,000 8,041 4.9 14 9.8 1,517 1,000

Dien Bien 4.7 10,916 9,150 9,633 5.7 13 13.4 1,809 1,000

Nghe An 6.7 7,471 3,006 2,582 4.9 14 10.4 1,519 452

Quang Nam 11.4 3,940 2,200 2,695 3.9 13 8.6 964 500

Khanh Hoa 22.8 8,827 4,200 4,532 3.0 16 10.2 2,382 1,000

Dak Lak 8.6 13,807 10,780 5,562 3.7 11 21.0 3,484 2,000

Dak Nong 8.2 24,083 18,000 6,440 3.0 7 12.8 6,944 3,000

Lam Dong 8.1 14,778 9,650 2,333 2.9 9 13.4 4,827 2,670

Long An 13.5 14,745 5,700 11,264 2.9 15 39.3 4,161 1,800

Gender of HH head

Female 15.9 5,531 2,270 3,380 3.8 16 15.6 1,387 420

Male 8.0 8,455 3,400 4,643 4.5 24 15.2 1,868 500

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 8.5 10,780 4,750 6,065 4.4 17 10.7 2,099 900

2nd poorest 10.2 8,544 3,402 4,803 4.4 16 13.4 1,784 570

Middle 8.7 7,899 2,933 3,064 4.3 15 17.2 1,448 500

2nd richest 13.6 7,019 2,391 3,236 4.4 17 15.3 1,652 432

Richest 12.1 5,243 2,304 4,357 4.2 24 20.7 1,949 427

Total 2012 panel 7.9 7,861 3,040 4,436 4.3 24 15.3 1,823 500

Total 2010 panel 6.3 8,197 3,425 4,330 4.6 26 13.8 1,773 500

In Table 4.1, the total size of land owned by households measured in square meters, number 

of plots owned, and fragmentation measured as number of plots, as well as the average size of 

each plot. Column 1 of Table 4.1 provides detailed statistics on the percentage of households 

that do not own land.  Overall, approximately 10 percent of households in the sample do not 

own any agricultural land.
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The percentage of landless households differs over the 12 provinces, with the Southern 

provinces showing a higher share of landless households compared to the Northern provinces. 

Female-headed households are more likely to be landless than their male-headed counterparts. 

higher than the eight percent of male-headed households that are landless. 

Landlessness is, however, not necessarily linked with poverty, as many richer households have 

little or no land. This may imply that the contribution to income from agricultural production 

is playing a less important role in the total income of rich households. 

Further, landlessness has increased for the panel households over the two-year period 2010 

to 2012. Overall, 8 percent of the panel households were landless in 2012, a statistically 

dynamic province and having more households that do not own land: rural households in 

and as a consequence they sell their agricultural land. For further discussion of this issue see 

Chapter 9 on migration and Chapter 5 on crop production, as well as Ravallion and Van de 

Walle (2008).

Looking at total agricultural land, Table 4.1 shows that households in the Southern provinces 

have more land than farmers in the Northern provinces. In terms of land and socioeconomic 

status we observe that poorer households have a larger area of agricultural land (10,780 

square meters) compared to the richest households (5,243 square meters). This is likely due 

to poorer households being more dependent on agriculture. Male-headed households have on 

average larger sizes of land than female-headed households.

The variation in land holdings across provinces is partly due to historical reasons and also to 

differences in population. The North is more densely populated. In addition, land is more likely 

to be fragmented in the North. One way of measuring land fragmentation is by calculating the 

number of plots a household operates. In Table 4.1 we see that the average number of plots 

per household is higher in the Northern and North-western provinces of Phu Tho, Dien Bien, 

Lai Chau, and Nghe An. 

The average number of plots is lowest in the Southern provinces of Lam Dong, Dak Nong, 

and Long An. The maximum number of plots owned by a single household is as high as 24 in 

Phu Tho. However, in Dak Nong in the South the number of plots does not exceed seven plots 

per household. Additionally, land in the North is not only more fragmented but also smaller in 

terms of the average size of plots. 

In Table 4.2, we present a transition matrix of landless households between 2010 and 2012,  

and between 2006 and 2012. Some 89.5 percent of the households surveyed in all years 

owned land in 2006 and 2012, while around three percent were landless in both years. Of 

the nearly 8 percent landless households observed in 2012 (see Table 4.1), 4  percent were 

structurally landless while 2.5 percent became landless between 2010 and 2012. The longer 

term transition between 2006 and 2012 shows a rise in households becoming landless.    



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

235

Between 2010 and 2012 Between 2006 and 2012

Never landless 91.5 89.5

Became landless 2.5 4.1

Escaped landlessness 2.0 3.1

Always landless 4.0 3.3

N = 2,192 2,039

In Figure 4.1, we turn to the distribution of land across households by region (North and 

a and b)

show the distribution of land in 2012 by region, as well as, a comparison of land distribution 

in 2012 and 2010.13

Panel (a) demonstrates that the average size of land holdings is small, with the majority of 

farms being less than one hectare in size. Panel (a) also portrays the differences in the land 

distribution between the North and the South. The South has larger farms. In the North, 

85.8 percent of households have farms of less than one hectare while in the South the 

In the North, farms with a size of more than three hectares are rare (around 1.7 percent) 

compared to the South where farms larger than three hectares account for almost 9 percent 

of all farms. Panel (b) presents a comparison of land distribution in 2012 and 2010 (for 

the households that have been interviewed in both years). Land owned by households has 

13 The top 5th percentile is excluded to avoid bias due to a few very high outliers.
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Figure 4.1: Total and Regional Land Distribution

a. Total Land distribution 2012 (lower 95  per-

cent percentile) by region

b. Total Land distribution 2012 and 2010 

(lower 95  percent percentile) 
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Figure 4.2: Land distribution 2012 and 2010

c. Total agricultural land distribu-

tion (Lorenz curve) 2012 by region
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d. Total agricultural land distri-

bution(Lorenz curve) by year
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e. Annual land distribution 2012 by region
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f. Annual land distribution by year
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The two middle panels (c and d) present the Lorenz curves for the distribution of total 

agricultural land by region (North and South) and by year. Panel (c) shows a less equal 

agricultural land distribution in the South. The distribution over the two-year period 2010 to 

2012 does not appear to have changed. The lower two diagrams (e and f) show distribution of 



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

237

land used designated for production of annual crops by region and by year. Results show that 

the distribution of annual land is also less equal in the South. 

investigate land inequality in detail. As with agricultural land, the distribution of land does not 

State Inheritance Sales
market

Cleared
and Occu-

pied

Exchanged Obtained Other GINI

Total 2012 59.8 17.3 9.0 13.0 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.66

Province

Ha Tay 88.7 8.0 1.9 0.9 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.49

Lao Cai 36.0 38.4 6.4 19.1 0.0 0 0.0 0.48

Phu Tho 82.8 10.7 2.7 2.7 0.5 0.2 0.3 0.54

Lai Chau 17.2 15.8 0.4 65.2 0.0 1.4 0.0 0.41

Dien Bien 29.8 15.4 2.3 52.1 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.39

Nghe An 76.3 12.7 4.7 5.4 0.7 0.0 0.1 0.72

Quang Nam 81.8 12.9 1.8 3.1 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.60

Khanh Hoa 32.8 28.0 22.8 12.1 2.6 1.2 0.4 0.71

Dak Lak 14.3 12.8 46.1 24.8 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.47

Dak Nong 5.5 14.4 50.0 29.5 0.3 0.0 0.3 0.51

Lam Dong 5.0 22.9 29.3 42.2 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.46

Long An 10.2 63.5 23.9 1.1 0.4 0.8 0.0 0.68

Gender of HH 
head

Female 67.2 15.8 8.3 7.6 0.5 0.5 0.0 0.69

Male 58.2 17.6 9.2 14.1 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.64

Food expenditure 
quintile

Poorest 45.9 18.1 5.8 29.3 0.3 0.5 0.1 0.69

2nd poorest 57.1 18.9 7.8 15.5 0.1 0.4 0.2 0.63

Middle 65.2 15.9 10.9 6.8 0.5 0.3 0.2 0.62

2nd richest 67.2 15.8 10.3 6.2 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.60

Richest 65.9 16.7 11.0 5.5 0.6 0.2 0.1 0.66

N =10,265 plots 

six provinces is 0.66. 

Table 4.3 also displays interesting patterns of modes of land acquirement across provinces. 

Households located in the Northern provinces have to a larger extent received their land from 

the State or the commune. The highest prevalence of households that have bought their 

land at the market is found in the Central Highland provinces of Dak Lak, Dak Nong, and 
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Lam Dong. In Dak Nong, half of all plots have been purchased. The lowest level of market 

acquisition is in the North-western province Lai Chau where just 0.4 percent of all plots are 

purchased. This clearly indicates a less dynamic rural land market in the North compared to 

the Southern provinces. 

Table 4.3 also demonstrates variation across gender of the household head. Female-headed 

commune than male-headed households. This could imply that female heads are less actively 

involved in the land market. Looking at socioeconomic status and mode of acquirement, 

the richest households are more likely to have received their plot through the State or the 

commune (66 percent compared to around 46 percent for the poorest). Poorer households 

are more likely to have cleared and occupied the land they have. This is explained by the fact 

that poor households are disproportionately found in upland provinces, where land clearing is 

much more common. Eleven percent of the richer households report that they have bought 

their land compared to 6 percent of the poorest. This suggests that the richer households are 

the six Southern provinces in 2012. 

Table 4.4 shows the source of acquirement for recently acquired plots (within the past three 

years), divided by region. 

Acquirement source of plots Total North South

<3 years Total Percent Total Percent Total Percent

Total 296 100 159 100 137 100

State/Commune 36 12.1 17 10.7 19 13.9

Inheritance 88 29.7 57 35.9 31 22.6

Sales market (bought) 108 36.5 34 21.4 74 54.0

Cleared and occupied 41 13.8 36 22.6 5 3.6

Exchanged 21 7.1 14 8.8 7 5.1

Other 2 0.7 1 0.6 1 0.7

N=296 plots

As in Table 4.3, Table 4.4 portrays large variation in modes of acquirement between the North 

and the South. In the South 54 percent of all plots recently acquired have been bought at the 

market compared to 21.4 percent of plots in the North. At the same time, more plots have 

been obtained through inheritance in the North compared to the South (almost 36 percent in 

the North versus 22.6 percent in the South). A possible explanation for this is that households 

in the North are more likely to perceive land as inalienable to the family, while households in 

the South typically view land as a commodity, which can be traded on the market.
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A higher share of recently-acquired plots have been cleared and occupied in the North (22.6 

percent) than in the South (3.6 percent). Of interest is the relatively small share of recent 

plots that have been obtained from the State or the commune (around 12 percent for both 

regions). This may suggest that public land available for allocation to rural households has 

become scarcer. More plots are now acquired through transactions in the land market. These 

(2013).

4.2 Land Titles

Nearly a decade has passed since the implementation of the Land Law of 2003, which 

support of the Central Government, funding from localities, and measurement of cadastral 

according to the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE). As a result of these 

have been issued to 85 percent of agricultural land. In 2012 alone, according to the General 

Department of Land Administration, MONRE, 1,822,200 LURCs were newly issued while in 

2010 and 2011 732,200 LURCs were issued. In addition, in 2012 there were 2,640,000 LURCs 

reissued, an increase of 1,696,000 compared to the years 2010 to 2011.

Table 4.5 presents statistics on the issuance of LURC for land use in agriculture, forestry, and 

aquaculture.  The table shows that Long An, Ha Tay, and Phu Tho have the highest share of 

land registered with a LURC. Lai Chau in the North-West has the lowest share (22.7 percent).  

(LURC) for each plot is registered. A LURC provides the household with security in the form 

of legal protection in the event of disputes, complaints or adjustments to land holdings in the 

case of changes in land use. 

There is, however, large variation in the number of plots that different households have 

registered. Figure 4.2 presents statistics on the percentage of plots owned by a household 

that is registered (i.e., has a LURC) for 2012 and 2010. Figure 4.2 reveals that overall 80 

percent of plots had a LURC in 2012 compared to 72.6 percent in 2010.
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Table 4.5: Issuance of LURCs in the 12 Surveyed Provinces 

Province Agricultural production land Forestry land Aquaculture land

No of 

LURC

Area Percent

area

with

LURC

No of 

LURC

Area Percent

area

with

LURC

No of 

LURC

Area Percent

area

with

LURC

Ha Tay 646,863 132,277 87.0 1,204 4,174 17.4 6,089 1,367 12.9

Lao Cai 130,856 58,934 72.1 70,803 256,792 90.1 22,210 1,400 68.5

Phu Tho 248,826 74,688 83.5 34,621 110,144 70.2 9,738 3,965 79.3

Lai Chau 38,847 20,418 22.7 33,521 252,599 89.3 2,020 196 35.5

Dien Bien 46,051 82,021 53.3 43,677 300,572 62.6 3 0.3 0.0

Nghe An 493,629 170,287 67.7 84,885 362,798 50.2 10,528 1,373 19.2

Quang Nam 253,388 92,106 81.5 34,043 66,107 27.4 1,158 731 20.6

Khanh Hoa 87,208 64,474 69.9 6,794 128,212 65.6 3,897 3,391 62.4

Dak Lak 345,361 336,442 64.1 901 445,507 87.4 9,350 1,029 45.3

Dak Nong 100,321 196,526 66.4 193 278,998 90.4 2,989 897 54.2

Lam Dong 306,953 221,875 70.1 21,66 572,879 99.5 11,850 1,526 71.1

Long An 405,315 287,754 93.1 16,290 35,583 81.0 14,731 6,822 82.8

Source: General Department of Land Administration, MONRE 
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As Figure 4.2 clearly indicates there are large provincial differences in the percentage of 

registered plots. In the mountainous provinces of Dien Bien and Lai Chau less than 40 percent 

of plots have been registered. One explanation for the low level of registration in these 

provinces is that the plots are situated in upland areas with challenging topography and 
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things, measurement of the plots. In addition, migration and the re-allocation of land in 

connection with development of the Son La Hydropower Plant could also explain the low level 

of registration. 

In the Central Highland provinces in the South, the percentage of plots that have a LURC 

is low compared to Long An in the Mekong River Delta, where registration of plots is at 91 

percent. Differences in land titling between male and female-headed households are also 

evident in Figure 4.2. Plots owned by female-headed households are more likely to have a 

LURC than plots owned by a male-headed household. The result can be compared with the 

statistics presented in Table 4.1. Here it was shown that female-headed households have 

also shows large differences across socioeconomic status as richer households are more likely 

to have land titling for their plots compared to poorer households. This is true for both years. 

In 2012, 87 percent of plots owned by the richest households were registered with a LURC 

compared to 77 percent in 2010. The poorest households had a LURC for 66 percent of all 

plots owned in 2012 and 58 percent in 2010 (a gap of 21 percentage points between richer 

and poorer households in 2012). Thus the poorer households have lower tenure security. This 

could potentially affect other economic aspects such as investment in land, an issue that will 

be explored in sub-Section 4.6. 

Total North South

Total 100 100 100

0.3 0.2 0.5

Land acquired and no RB yet 47.7 54.3 29.5

Agreement to be using land but do not hold 
RB 24.9 21.8 33.5

Redbook ready but not collected from the 
authorities 10.8 9.1 15.4

Don’t know what a RB is 0.6 0.6 0.3

Other 15.7 13.9 20.7

N=2,450 plots

Note: RB is an abbreviation for Red Book (LURC).

As Figure 4.2 demonstrated not all plots owned by a household is formally registered. In Table 

4.6 reasons for not having a LURC for a plot is presented. The statistics are divided by region 

to examine differences across the North and the South. 

The majority of the  plots that do not have a Red Book yet are newly acquired plots. This is  

especially the case in the North. 

Another reason for not having a Red Book could be that households fear collecting it from the 
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authorities. A household may be afraid that if they collect the Red Book for their plot, they 

might have to pay accumulated debts/responsibilities (the local authorities may take this 

opportunity to force people to pay their debt and/or to take social responsibilities that they 

have not yet taken before). Further, households that are not involved in land transactions and 

have no safe place to keep the Red Book may perceive little incentive to collect it. Interestingly, 

Following the 1993 Land Law, LURCs included the name of just one person, usually the head 

of the household. The newest Land Law of 2003 made it possible to register two names in 

the new policy are women, as land-related documents used to be registered in the name of 

the husband/household head only. The purpose of the change in the law is to improve gender 

equality in rural areas. 

In order to see how the Land Law of 2003 has affected the registration of the households in 

our sample, Table 4.7 presents a summary of name registration structure in the LURC. The 

table shows that, overall, the majority of plots are registered by the head. Some 13 percent 

of plots are registered by both the head and the spouse, with variation across provinces. 

Registration of plots by both head and spouse is high in Khanh Hoa (42.1 percent) and low in 

Ha Tay, Nghe An, and Long An (around 8 percent). The richest households have a high share 

of registration of the head only compared to the poorer households (78 percent versus 71 

percent).

One explanation for the variation across socioeconomic status could be that poorer household 

older LURCs from before the change in regulation. This would imply that richer households 

traditionally have had better land security than the poorest households (who have more 

recently begun to register their plots).

Only head Only spouse
Both head and 

spouse Other

Total 2012 74.3 4.0 12.9 8.8

Province

Ha Tay 76.9 5.0 8.2 9.9

Lao Cai 57.1 3.8 32.9 6.3

Phu Tho 71.1 4.7 13.6 10.5

Lai Chau 72.3 0.4 19.7 7.6

Dien Bien 70.8 5.3 14.8 9.1

Nghe An 80.5 6.1 7.6 5.9

Quang Nam 87.4 1.8 2.8 7.9

Khanh Hoa 43.8 5.6 42.1 8.4

Dak Lak 70.5 0.7 14.2 14.6

Dak Nong 60.0 1.6 29.8 8.6

Lam Dong 48.1 3.2 39.7 9.0
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Long An 82.1 4.0 8.3 5.5

Gender of HH head

Female 66.5 8.6 5.3 19.5

Male 76.3 2.8 14.8 6.1

Food expenditure 
quintile

Poorest 71.3 5.1 16.4 7.3

2nd poorest 74.6 2.0 12.7 10.8

Middle 71.0 6.0 15.4 7.5

2nd richest 76.4 2.7 12.3 8.6

Richest 78.4 4.0 7.7 9.8

Total 2012 panel 76.2 4.0 11.6 8.0

Total 2010 panel 82.0 3.5 8.6 5.7

The table also displays statistics for panel households to look at changes over 2010-2012. 

Some 11.6 percent of LURCs are registered in both the name of the head and the spouse in 

rights of spouses in recent years.

4.3 Restrictions on Land Use

In this section we turn to restrictions on land use issued by the authorities. Motivated primarily 

by food security concerns, the Vietnamese State strictly supervises the transfer of land use 

from rice to the production of other crops and to non-agricultural use. Table 4.8 shows the 

percentage of plots with restrictions placed on them, and the different types of restrictions on 

land use among the surveyed households.

The table demonstrates substantial variation at provincial level in terms of restrictions set by 

the authorities. In the North, there is less freedom among households surveyed in the general 

choice of which crops to grow compared to the provinces in the South. Yet, in the South more 

of the restricted households are demanded to grow rice. The highest percentage of restricted 

plots (for rice) is seen in Lam Dong where all plots are required to grow rice in all seasons. 

use is clearly more restricted by the authorities. The results show that rural households in the 

North are more restricted than farmers in the South. In Lai Chau and Phu Tho in the Northwest 

around 85 percent of all plots are not allowed to be used for non-agricultural purposes or to 

and 16.5 percent, respectively.

The table demonstrates substantial variation at provincial level in terms of restrictions set by 

the authorities. In the North, there is less freedom among households surveyed in the general 

choice of which crops to grow compared to the provinces in the South. Yet, in the South more 

of the restricted households are demanded to grow rice. The highest percentage of restricted 

plots (for rice) is seen in Lam Dong where all plots are required to grow rice in all seasons.
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N = 7,046 plots.

use is clearly more restricted by the authorities. The results show that rural households in the 

North are more restricted than farmers in the South. In Lai Chau and Phu Tho in the Northwest 

around 85 percent of all plots are not allowed to be used for non-agricultural purposes or to 

and 16.5 percent, respectively. 

Figure 4.3 shows, the relationship between land titling and the restrictions placed on plots in 

restricted in terms of choice of crop. Therefore, stronger tenure security (LURCs) does not 

imply stronger rights in terms of crop choice. Rather, the opposite is the case. For in-depth 

nalyses of crop chouice restrictions, based on VARHS 2006 and 2008, see Markussen, Tarp 

and Van den Broeck 2011.
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4.4 Investment in Land

This section explores investments in land. Table 4.9 shows the current status of land investment 

in irrigation and planting of trees and bushes. Results are presented separately for plots with 

a LURC and plots without LURCs to see whether investment status is correlated with formal 

land titling. One rationale for issuing land titling is to provide households with security which 

may encourage them to make longer-term investments in land. 

Overall, 82 percent of plots that have a LURC have irrigation. Of plots without a LURC only 55 

percent have irrigation. The result shows how land titling may be positively correlated with 

long-term investments. Irrigation varies a great deal across provinces. The poor provinces 

of Lao Cai, Lai Chau, and Dien Bien have a very low percentage of plots that have irrigation 

compared to Ha Tay, Lam Dong, and Long An. Across all provinces, we see a clear tendency 

that plots with LURCs are more irrigated. The largest difference is found in Lai Chau and 

Dien Bien where almost 66 percent of plots with LURCs are irrigated compared to around 25 

percent of plots that do not have a LURC. 

Looking at investments in the form of cultivation of trees and bushes we see that 17 percent 

of all plots in our sample have made such investments. The gap between plots with and 

without LURCs is less than one percent for all plots. Nevertheless, a large gap of more than 20 

percentage points is found in Dak Nong. The highest prevalence of plots with trees and bushes 

is found in the Central Highland provinces of Dak Lak, Dak Nong, and Lam Dong.
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Table 4.9: Current Status of Land Investment - Irrigation Facilities and Perennial Crops

N = 7,753 plots

There is little variation across gender of head, yet, as expected a large variation across 

irrigation and trees and bushes compared to the richest group of households. Of interest is the 

large discrepancy of investment in irrigation by poor households on plots with and without a 

LURC. There is an almost 41 percentage point gap for the poor compared to a gap of less than 

9 percent for the richest group. The above would support the hypothesis that secure land titling 

provides incentives to invest in longer-term investments especially for the poor. An important 

caveat, though, is that the data does not distinguish between public and private investment 

in irrigation. The higher prevalence of irrigation infrastructure on plots with a LURC probably 
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In Table 4.10 statistics on land related investments occurring over the two-year period prior 

to 2010 and 2012 (i.e., two years prior to the survey) are presented.   

Note: Landless households are not included. Values are expressed in ex-Ha Tay 2010 constant prices

The table displays the percentage of households that have invested and the average value of 

their investments (for the households that have invested) in constant 2010 ex-Ha Tay prices. 

Overall, nine percent of all households have invested in irrigation or water and soil conservation 

over the past two years. Four percent of the households we interviewed have invested in 
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percent have invested in planting of trees and bushes. A very high number of households in 

Lao Cai have invested in irrigation (almost 68 percent) while no households in Khanh Hoa or 

Lam Dong have made any investments in irrigation or water and soil conservation over the 

past two years. 

As described in Table 4.9 almost 80 percent of plots are irrigated in Lam Dong, nevertheless, 

Khanh Hoa has a relatively low level of irrigated plots (less than 50 percent). Lao Cai has also 

seen a high (compared to the average) share of investments in aquaculture (12 percent), 

semi-permanent structures (22 percent), and cultivation of trees and bushes (9 percent). 

Male-headed households have invested more over the two years. 

Interestingly, poorer households seem to have had a higher share of households investing in 

land related investments compared to richer households. The average value of investment 

varies quite substantially (for example, from 5.9 million VND in Lai Chau to 405 million 

VND in Phu Tho for semi-permanent structures). Comparing investment in land in 2010 and 

2012, we witness a large decline in the share of households investing in irrigation/water/soil 

conservation (38 percent in 2010 and 10.6 percent in 2012). 

There are several explanations for this downward trend in investments. Firstly, the rise in 

world prices for agricultural products world during 2008 may have encouraged more farmers 

to invest in their land during 2009 and 2010. Secondly, the world economic crisis has also 

affected Vietnam, and an overall decline in capital investment occurred during 2010 to 2012, 

as well as a drop in the growth rate of agriculture. All these factors may explain the lower level 

of investment we see among the households in the survey. 

4.5 Land Transactions

provisions for each  what land can be used for. According to MONRE, after the 2003 Land Law 

in localities where the economy is growing faster and where land prices are high. Many 

localities have organised land consolidation of agricultural land. As a result, the number of 

invest in infrastructure and high-tech and economic zones.

Table 4.11. It shows the sales value of agricultural land, land designated for annual crops, and 

perennial land across provinces. The value is reported per square meter. It should be noted 

that the value is not the exact value transacted in the market, but the value that households 

think their plot could be sold for. In many of the provinces, no transactions occurred among 

the surveyed households. A (.) is used to indicate no estimated sales price due to a low 

number of observations.
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Table 4.11: Approximate Sales Values of Agricultural, Annual, and Perennial Land 

Appro. Sales value 
of agricultural 

land

Appro. Sales value 
of annual land

Appro. Sales value 
of perennial land

Total 2012 141 145 95

Province

Ha Tay 402 384 (.)

Lao Cai 97 97 (.)

PhuTho 40 40 40

Lai Chau 14 14 (.)

Dien Bien 4 4 (.)

Nghe An 155 157 (.)

Quang Nam 36 37 32

Khanh Hoa 52 52 53

Dak Lak 33 27 43

Dak Nong 37 46 34

Lam Dong 41 58 33

Long An 70 70 (.)

Gender of HH head

Female 152 161 41

Male 138 141 105

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 122 135 36

2nd poorest 169 157 276

Middle 138         145 37

2nd richest 113 122 26

Richest 158 163 66

Table 4.11 highlights that there are very few observations of land transactions at provincial 

level, and that a large number of households do not know the value of their plots, especially 

perennial land, and that the land market is very thin (i.e. there is little activity) in many areas. 

The value of land (both agricultural, annual, and perennial) in the mountainous provinces is 

relatively small compared to the value of land in the delta and lowland provinces. The statistics 

also show that the value of land in the delta area in the North is relatively high compared to 

the South. It is the opposite for upland provinces where there is a higher value of land in the 

Central Highland compared to the Northern mountainous areas (except for Lao Cai). 

The value of land in former Ha Tay (Red River delta) is much higher than that in Long An 

Hanoi, while Long An is relatively further away from a major city. For agricultural land and 
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annual land, the perceived value of land by female-headed households is much higher than 

that of male-headed households. 

The table also displays variation in perceived sales value across socioeconomic status. The 

richest households on average report land to have more value than the second richest group, 

whereas the poorest perceive land to have less value. This would suggest that the richer 

households tend to hold land of higher quality than the poor.

Figure 4.4 presents an overview of household participation in the land market, showing the 

share of households who currently own or use agricultural land that has been acquired through 

activity across provinces. 

The share of households who own land that has been purchased at the market for land is 

highest in the Southern provinces of Dak Lak, Dak Nong, Lam Dong, and Long An. In the 

North-western mountainous provinces of Lai Chau and Dien Bien, almost no households own 

land acquired through the land market. 

Male-headed households are more likely to have purchased land than female-headed 

households; and the richest households are more active in the sales market. Some 19 percent 

of all plots owned by the richest group have been purchased at the market compared to 

around 14 percent of plots owned by the poorest group.
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Table 4.12 provides an overview of the share of households who parted with land (column 1) 

and how plots were parted with during the two-year period prior to the survey. Overall, 9.6 per-

cent parted with their land over the last two years. The highest prevalence of households part-

ing with land is seen in Phu Tho and Dak Nong (almost 17 percent). The lowest level is found in 

Lai Chau where just 3 percent of all households reported parting with one or more plots.

The majority of plots that have been parted with have been either sold, given away, or 

the households have been expelled, and a more active land market is found in the Central 

Highlands. The richest households have given away half of the plots they have parted with, 

while the poorer households to a larger degree have been expelled. 

Table 4.12: Modes of Parting with Plots

Share of HHs 
who parted 
with land

Modes of parting with land

Exchanged Sold Gave Expelled Abandoned Other Total

Total 2012 9.6 2.8 15.3 46.0 25.5 5.3 5.1 2,700

Province

Ha Tay 9.1 1.1 17.6 52.7 14.3 9.9 4.4 577

Lao Cai 7.4 0.0 25.0 37.5 18.7 0.0 18.7 107

Phu Tho 15.7 0.0 6.8 61.8 27.9 0.8 2.5 375

Lai Chau 3.0 0.0 7.7 7.7 69.2 0.0 15.4 133

Dien Bien 10.2 0.0 0.0 42.1 31.6 26.3 0.0 127

Nghe An 8.8 23.7 2.6 34.2 28.9 5.2 5.2 227

Quang Nam 9.1 4.3 2.8 35.2 49.3 7.0 1.4 338

Khanh Hoa 8.1 0.0 16.7 41.6 0.0 0.0 41.6 111

Dak Lak 12.8 0.0 43.8 50.0 3.1 0.0 3.1 164

Dak Nong 16.9 0.0 55.5 14.8 22.2 0.0 7.4 130

Lam Dong 9.2 0.0 22.2 44.4 22.2 0.0 11.1 76

Long An 4.2 0.0 28.0 56.0 4.0 12.0 0.0 335

Gender of HH 
head

Female 10.6 0.0 22.7 37.1 35.0 1.0 4.1 567

Male 9.4 3.5 13.4 48.4 22.9 6.4 5.3 2,133

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 11.6 2.3 13.9 34.9 32.6 4.6 11.6 100

2nd poorest 9.4 0.0 18.5 35.8 29.3 9.8 6.5 100

Middle 10.8 7.7 13.5 29.8 37.5 5.8 5.8 100

2nd richest 12.4 0.0 7.8 62.0 24.1 3.4 2.6 100

Richest 11.0 6.9 23.7 53.5 14.9 0.9 0.0 100

N = 2,700 plots
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The poorer households are also more likely to have abandoned their land compared to the 

richest households (4.6 percent and 0.9 percent respectively). Female-headed households 

are more likely to have sold their land than to have given it away. In addition, female-headed 

households are also more likely to have been expelled from their plot.

Table 4.13 illustrates the recipients of lost plots, split by the modes of parting with a plot. In 

terms of land given away or abandoned, most of the recipients are children or other relatives, 

but for land that is sold it is mostly to outsiders (such as neighbours and other persons). 

In almost all cases of expelled plots the recipient has been the State. This is consistent with 

results in Khai et al. 2013.

Parent Child Sibling Other
relative

Neigh-
bour

Prior
tenant

Other
person

State Private or-
ganization

Other Total

Total 2012 0.7 46.3 3.7 2.5 6.6 0.7 7.6 25.9 2.5 3.4 100

Exchanged 10.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 40.0 0.0 0.0 50.0 0.0 0.0 100

Sold 0.0 12.5 6.3 1.5 34.4 1.5 43.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 100

Gave away 0.1 91.6 3.5 2.9 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.0 100

Expelled 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.0 90.4 7.8 0.8 100

Abandoned 0.0 30.4 17.4 17.4 4.4 0.0 4.3 4.3 0.0 21.7 100

Other 0.0 9.1 4.5 0.0 0.0 9.1 18.2 9.1 9.1 40.9 100

4.6 Summary

In this chapter the characteristics of households’ land holdings, including size, distribution, 

source of acquisition, and the role of the land market, titling of plots, restrictions on land use, 

and investment in land are discussed. Overall, the land market is more developed and active 

in the South, and land distribution is also more unequal in the Southern provinces compared 

to the North. The proportion of households that own no land has increased over the two-year 

period 2010 to 2012. However, when we compare landlessness and socioeconomic status, we 

see that richer households are more likely to own no agricultural land. This is an indication 

of rural development where richer households become less dependent on farming for their 

livelihood. We see a large discrepancy between the North and the South. Land fragmentation 

measured as number of plots owned and the size of each plots is more prevalent in the 

North. Additionally, households in the South are more likely to be landless. The North-

western provinces of Lai Chau and Dien Bien have very thin land markets. In these provinces, 

transactions in the land market are rare and the percentage of plots that have a Red Book is 

the lowest among all the provinces surveyed. 

There is a clear indication that richer households are more secure in terms of having a 

higher share of their plots registered with a LURC. Further, the statistics presented show that 

having a LURC is positively associated with longer-term investments, especially in irrigation. 

Additionally, a very large gap between investments on plots with and without a LURC is seen 
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among the poorest households. This is consistent with the view that land titling is important 

for investment. We observe a large drop in land-related investment between 2010 and 2012.

latter are more likely to be landless, have smaller landholdings, and are more likely to hold a 

LURC for their plots. At the same time they are less likely to invest in their plots. With respect 

to the land sales markets, male-headed households represent the most active participants. 

This suggests that female headed households may face more constraints and challenges in 

terms of participating in land markets.

Finally, the chapter also provides an overview of restrictions on crop choice and land use by 

the authorities. Overall, a large proportion of all plots in the sample are restricted so that they 

cannot be used for non-agricultural purposes. In the provinces of Quang Nam and Ha Tay a 

large proportion of households are required to grow rice all season on their plots. Yet, in the 

North a comparatively larger proportion of households are restricted in the sense that they 

are not free to select which crops they would like to grow on their plot.
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CHAPTER 5: CROP PODUCTION AND COMMERCIALIZATION

In this chapter, we investigate the structure of households’ involvement in crop production 

with a special focus on the important issue of commercialization. Commercialization is the 

process of increased market orientation, and is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon. 

purchase of inputs and for the sale of production. This switch from producing to buying what 

the household needs allows for more specialized production, which increases yields. We try to 

shed light on the issue from both the input and the output side. 

An important parameter in the discussion of agricultural commercialization is the scale of 

production. It is certainly possible for small farmers to be commercially-oriented. But as 

household agricultural production increases, households will generally want to convert some 

of the additional production into other goods, producing a need for selling off part of the 

output.

To investigate the characteristics of households through the lens of commercialization, we 

based on this measure.14

as well as with selling the output. Where the data allows, we compare with results from 2008 

and 2010.

5.1 Output from Agriculture

The declining trend in the share of households that are growing crops, which was already 

observed from 2008 to 2010, continued from 2010 to 2012 with a decline of 3 percentage 

points. It is especially the very richest households who have moved out of crop production. 

The participation rate for the richest food expenditure quintile has dropped 9 percentage 

points over this four year period. In the poorest food expenditure quintile, there is a slight 

decrease in the frequency of households engaged in crop production of 1.4 percentage points. 

Geographically, the decline in the share of households engaged in crop production is driven by 

sizable declines in the provinces of Phu Tho (8 percentage points), Quang Nam (8 percentage 

points) and Ha Tay (5 percentage points).15 One possible explanation for the general decline 

in crop production is that the panel subsample that is re-interviewed every second year 

naturally gets older. While it is the case that households with older household heads are less 

14

nominal value with the regional CPI index. However, the regional CPI measures differences in prices of consump-

15  In Khanh Hoa, a sharp drop is recorded between 2008 and 2010. This may partly be a result of the relatively low 

sample size in this province (71 observations)



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

255

frequently engaged in crop production (results not reported), it does not explain the drop in 

crop production that is observed: when looking at the full 2012 sample which also includes 

young households, the total involvement in crop production decreased even more. This is 

caused by the fact that for each cohort, the full sample has a lower rate of crop involvement. 

The results indicate a gradual increase in the share of households relying on income from non-

farm enterprises, or from livestock and aquaculture.

2008 2010 2012 2012

Panel sample Panel sample Panel sample Full Sample

Total 2012 88.7 86.9 83.5 81.6

Province

Ha Tay 88.4 82.6 77.8 77.3

Lao Cai 98.8 98.8 96.4 92.5

Phu Tho 93.4 92.1 84.5 82.8

Lai Chau 93.5 88.9 89.8 88.1

Dien Bien 97.0 98.0 97.0 96.9

Nghe An 81.5 84.7 85.7 84.6

Quang Nam 89.9 88.5 80.6 78.1

Khanh Hoa 78.9 64.9 73.2 71.8

Dak Lak 92.4 91.7 92.4 91.5

Dak Nong 94.6 91.5 89.4 84.6

Lam Dong 97.0 92.4 90.9 91.3

Long An 77.3 78.0 75.9 71.7

Gender of HH head

Female 81.7 80.0 75.8 73.4

Male 90.6 88.8 85.6 83.7

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 94.4 91.8 93.0 92.7

2nd poorest 90.6 90.3 88.0 86.0

Middle 92.8 88.1 82.3 81.7

2nd richest 88.0 84.0 81.4 79.1

Richest 81.7 80.2 72.9 69.5

Female-headed households are around 10 percentage points less likely to be engaged in crop 

production than their male-headed counterparts. This is a slight increase from previous years 

where this difference was around 9 percentage points. 

Part of the explanation for this difference is the fact that on average, female-headed 

households have older household heads and the households consist of fewer household 

members. However, other gender-related constraints, such as discrimination, may potentially 

also be contributing to this gap.
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In Table 5.2, we look more closely at the production structure of crop growing households. 

Rice is still the most common crop in the sample: 81 percent of all farmers have at least 

some rice production. Following rice in popularity is maize (28 percent), fruit (26 percent) and 

vegetables (24 percent).

The crop production structure displays large geographical variation. A larger share of the 

households residing in the Northern provinces grows rice, often complemented with production 

of maize and cassava. In the south, households are less likely to grow rice, focusing relatively 

more on perennial crops such as fruits. The Central Highlands provinces have a strong focus 

on coffee production, complemented by fruit and cashew nuts as well as some rice and maize 

growing.

All crops listed in Table 5.2 except for sugar cane are cultivated more by male headed 

households. Rice and maize are both grown less by the very richest food expenditure quintile. 

Coffee is only grown in the relatively poor Central Highland provinces and coffee producers 

are more likely to be found in the highest production quintiles. 

We see that households that are producing crops on the smallest and largest scales are both 

less likely to grow rice and maize than households in the three middle household production 

scale quintiles. 

For small production scale households, the direction of causality is not clear. It could be that 

households with a low total production will be engaged in fewer forms of crop production 

or the other way around that households engaged in less crop production will have a low 

puzzling. Part of the explanation lies in the fact that almost half of the highest production 

scale quintile are coffee growers, and that the Central Highland provinces have much lower 

rice participation shares.
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Total 2012 80.7 27.5 1.0 1.5 12.7 7.3 4.5 24.3 5.5 26.1 10.9 3.0 0.1 2.6 1.3 1.9

Province

Ha Tay 93.6 11.5 2.6 2.4 4.2 2.9 6.6 13.2 4.8 12.8 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Lao Cai 91.9 70.7 3.0 1.0 30.3 5.1 30.3 75.8 10.1 16.2 1.0 6.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Phu Tho 89.7 35.3 1.0 0.6 13.8 9.6 4.2 51.3 4.2 26.6 0.0 10.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Lai Chau 97.5 79.0 0.8 0.0 38.7 3.4 3.4 6.7 1.7 10.1 0.0 4.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Dien Bien 96.9 72.4 0.0 0.0 40.2 3.9 3.9 32.3 3.1 44.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Nghe An 79.8 34.7 1.0 4.7 6.7 28.0 2.6 49.7 14.0 41.5 1.0 5.7 0.5 0.5 7.3 1.0

Quang Nam 90.9 15.5 0.0 3.8 10.2 16.3 0.8 7.6 9.5 8.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0

Khanh Hoa 48.1 12.7 0.0 0.0 13.9 0.0 2.5 3.8 2.5 58.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.3 12.7 0.0

Dak Lak 55.6 31.1 0.7 0.0 14.6 0.7 4.0 14.6 2.0 41.1 63.6 0.7 0.7 12.6 2.0 14.6

Dak Nong 37.2 19.0 0.0 0.8 17.4 0.8 3.3 3.3 5.0 24.8 77.7 0.0 0.0 18.2 0.0 15.7

Lam Dong 24.7 9.6 0.0 0.0 1.4 0.0 0.0 8.2 2.7 11.0 69.9 13.7 0.0 12.3 0.0 0.0

Long An 77.8 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.9 0.0 20.2 2.9 45.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0

Gender of HH head

Female 75.7 17.9 0.2 1.2 9.5 5.5 2.4 22.9 3.3 26.0 7.2 1.7 0.0 2.1 1.4 1.9

Male 81.8 29.7 1.2 1.6 13.4 7.7 5.0 24.7 6.0 26.2 11.8 3.3 0.1 2.6 1.2 1.9

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 86.0 45.1 0.6 1.0 20.6 6.1 7.5 25.1 4.9 21.1 9.7 5.1 0.0 2.8 1.6 0.6

2nd poorest 84.6 31.4 0.0 2.1 15.6 6.6 4.1 20.5 5.8 27.1 9.6 1.9 0.0 2.8 0.9 1.1

Middle 79.9 24.4 0.9 1.6 8.6 6.1 3.4 23.7 5.6 24.4 14.4 2.7 0.0 3.2 1.6 2.5

2nd richest 76.1 16.9 2.1 1.4 8.0 10.1 3.3 26.0 6.1 29.5 11.5 2.3 0.0 2.3 1.2 2.3

Richest 74.5 14.9 1.6 1.6 8.5 8.2 4.0 26.6 5.3 29.8 9.6 2.4 0.5 1.6 1.1 3.7

Household production scale quintile

Smallest pro-
duction 62.4 15.5 0.2 0.0 5.0 3.7 1.7 25.1 2.8 30.1 0.0 1.1 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.2

2nd smallest 94.3 27.3 0.2 3.0 12.2 8.0 3.7 20.2 4.4 15.4 1.4 1.6 0.0 0.9 0.7 0.0

Middle 91.5 32.7 1.6 2.5 16.3 12.3 4.0 27.3 6.5 23.0 2.7 5.1 0.2 1.6 1.6 0.2

2nd largest 91.3 41.4 2.2 1.6 19.9 10.1 9.4 29.5 8.3 27.1 5.8 3.8 0.0 1.6 2.5 0.4

Largest 64.7 21.0 0.7 0.7 10.3 2.5 3.8 19.5 5.6 34.7 44.7 3.4 0.2 8.3 1.6 8.7
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5.2 Trading Structure 

We now turn to analysing what happens to the output after production. Figure 5.1 below 

shows how much of total output that was traded, i.e. either sold or bartered. In 2012, the 

average share of production that was traded was 38 percent of total output and 43 percent of 

rice production (note that this result is based on equal weighting of small and large producers, 

see notes to Figure 5.1). The remainder was either consumed or stored. While it seems that 

richer households were not on average more commercially-oriented, the size of production 

matters for how much of production households trade, with larger producers trading more 

of their output. This is consistent with the discussion about determinants and effects of 

commercialization at the beginning of Chapter 5. For the highest production scale quintile, 

77 percent of total output and 73 percent of rice output is traded. It is also worth noting that 

while households in the smallest production scale quintile only trade 10 percent of their total 

production, they trade 42 percent of their rice production – more than any other quintile 

except the highest. In production of rice, female headed households sell a large share of their 

production, but in total production male headed households sell a slightly greater share of 

their production. 
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Note: The chart shows the average share of production traded, giving equal weights to all farming  

households, no matter how much they produce. Hence, the chart underestimates the share of total 

production which is traded (this share is about 62 percent for rice and 76 percent for all crops together). 

As we saw in Table 5.2, less rice is grown in the southern provinces sampled in the survey, 

but from Figure 5.1 we see that larger shares of the rice production are traded, compared 

to the northern provinces. One contributing factor to this difference is the fact that farms in 

the Northern provinces are typically smaller. These households consume a larger part of their 
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production, leading to lower traded shares. Furthermore, part of this difference can be due to 

commercial remoteness of households in the northern provinces. This issue will be analysed 

further in Section 5.4. For total production, the larger production of perennial crops which are 

primarily grown with trading in mind, including coffee, fruit and vegetables, in the southern 

provinces, account for at least part of the larger shares of traded output in the southern 

provinces. Richer households sold greater shares of their rice production, but for all crops, 

the picture is more mixed.

While there was a decrease in the overall share of traded output of all crops from 2008 to 2010 

(43 percent to 37 percent), it rose again from 2010 to 2012 to 39 percent. This increase was 

driven by an increase in traded share for the three highest production scale quintiles. For the 

lowest quintile, the share of traded output fell quite dramatically from 27 percent in 2008 to 

10 percent in 2012. Looking at the shares of aggregated output traded (results not reported in 

This share fell to 64.4 percent in 2010 corresponding to the fall in the household-weighted 

shares reported above. In 2012, the share was 70.7 percent. Thus, the drop in traded shares 

2010 appears to have been temporary.

Farmers can sell their production through several different channels. Figure 5.2 shows 

how prevalent the different forms are, among households who trade at least some of their 

crop production. The two most common marketing channels are trading with other private 

households and trading to a private trader or enterprise. In some provinces, such as Long 

An, Quang Nam, and Lam Dong, almost the entirety of traded production is sold to private 

traders. However, in many of the northern provinces in the survey, a larger share of the traded 

output is sold to private households or individuals. One possible cause of this is commercial 

Furthermore, private traders and enterprises typically deal with larger producers more 

common in the southern provinces,  as they can supply greater quantities. Some of these 

traders also supply harvesting services.

Poor households and small operations are more focused on selling to private households 

than richer households and larger operations. The larger the scale of production, the larger 

the share of traded production that is sold to private traders and/or enterprises. A possible 

explanation is that larger producers prefer to trade with buyers who can buy larger amounts 

of produce which is typical of private traders and/or enterprises who buy in order to sell the 

produce on instead of private households or individuals who more often will buy for own 

consumption purposes. At the same time, larger and richer producers are better equipped 

to meet quality and standardization norms required by traders and other agents capable of 

buying in larger quantities.
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Figure 5.2: Percentage of Traders Using Different Marketing Channels
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Note: There is a left-out category "other", which includes cooperatives, state owned enterprises and foreign 
companies/individuals. Therefore, the two columns do not sum to 100 percent. The chart shows the 
average value of traded output whihc is traded through different marketing channels, giving equal weight 
to each farming household that trades some of its output.

5.3 Input Use in Crop Production

As described in Section 5.1, the process of commercialization is not only one of selling output 

on the market. It also involves the purchase of industrially produced inputs as well as using 

the labour market to hire labour, if needed. Using marketed inputs allows the household to 

lessen some of the constraints faced in increasing production. It is therefore an integral part 

of the commercialization of agriculture. 

Table 5.3 shows how many of the farming households in the sample are using three different 

kinds of fertilizer (chemical, self-provided organic, and bought organic fertilizer) as well as 

hired labour. In many provinces, nearly 100 percent of farmers are using chemical fertilizers. 

The lowest uptake is in Khanh Hoa where 70 percent of farming households use chemical 

fertilizers. Fewer households are using either of the two kinds of organic fertilizer, but there 

is greater variation between provinces. Understanding these differences in fertilizer use 

and their effect on output volume would be of interest. More male-headed households use 

fertilizer than female headed households. While the differences in fertilizer use for male and 

female-headed households are quite small for chemical fertilizers (three percentage points) 

and bought organic fertilizer (four percentage points), a bigger difference is found in usage of 

self-provided organic fertilizer, (11 percentage points). Richer households tend to use the two 

types of bought fertilizer more frequently. There is a high degree of variation in uptake shares 

when looking at household production scale quintiles: the smallest producers use less of all 
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three kinds of fertilizer, and the largest producers use less self-provided fertilizer, probably 

indicating that when production increases, it is no longer viable to rely on own production of 

fertilizer.

labour: the provinces Lai Chau, Dien Bien, and Khanh Hoa have the lowest rates of hiring 

labour at or below 40 percent of farming households; on the other hand, of the surveyed 

farmers in Lao Cai, 87 percent hires labour. Fewer of the households in the poorest food 

small production scales for the poorest households. While there are no differences across 

sex of household head, households with larger household operations are more likely to hire 

labour: as production increases, the household cannot supply the needed amount of labour, 

and must instead hire labour. 
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Note: The figure shows the share of rice growing households who normally use different types of seed. The 
quantity of rice produced using different types of seed may differ from this. Some columns sum to slightly less 
than 100 percent as a few households were not able to answer the question.

We now examine inputs in rice production in more detail. As Table 5.3 shows, rice is by far the 

most commonly grown crop and is therefore worth studying in detail. Figure 5.3 shows which 

types of rice seed rice growers normally use. The choice of seed is affected by cost, expected 

yield, as well as availability. While hybrid seeds are somewhat more costly than local seeds,  

there is evidence that hybrid seeds on average increase yields by 15-20 percent.16 Hybrid 

seeds, either imported from China or produced in Vietnam, is the most common type of seed. 

It is used by 69 percent of all rice growers. There are, however, variations between provinces. 

16
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In Dien Bien, only 18 percent use hybrid seeds and 62 percent use an old local variety. This 

is partly due to the fact that northern upland provinces do not have as much water as other 

parts of the country. In this climate hybrid seeds do not produce the same gain in yields as 

in water-abundant areas. Also, many of the northern upland farmers grow sweet rice instead 

of normal rice. It is perhaps surprising that very few farmers in Long An use hybrid seed as 

farmers in Long An appear quite commercialized in other aspects. However, more of the dif-

ference can be attributed to increased uptake of an improved local variety. Dak Nong also has 

relatively low uptake of hybrid seed and relatively high uptake of an improved local variety. 

Chemical
fertilizers

Organic fertilizer 
Organic
fertilizer Hired labour

Total 2012 92.8 39.6 23.1 65.7

By province

Ha Tay 98.2 35.0 39.2 65.2

Lao Cai 99.0 86.9 3.0 86.9

Phu Tho 97.1 72.1 17.3 75.3

Lai Chau 71.4 12.6 1.7 37.8

Dien Bien 81.1 48.0 0.8 39.4

Nghe An 88.1 77.7 21.2 60.1

Quang Nam 97.3 29.9 26.5 73.9

Khanh Hoa 69.6 10.1 24.1 35.4

Dak Lak 98.0 23.2 13.2 76.8

Dak Nong 98.3 5.8 16.5 62.0

Lam Dong 98.6 20.5 56.2 68.5

Long An 89.7 18.9 28.0 72.4

Gender of HH Head

Female 90.2 30.5 26.5 66.1

Male 93.4 41.7 22.4 65.6

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 88.5 42.7 12.8 57.5

2nd poorest 93.6 40.6 19.4 65.6

Middle 95.0 42.9 25.1 70.7

2nd richest 95.1 38.9 27.9 67.9

Richest 92.6 31.1 34.3 68.1

Household production scale quintile

Smallest production 78.8 27.5 17.0 36.0

2nd smallest 96.6 42.9 23.2 66.1

Middle 95.7 51.5 24.6 71.6

2nd largest 94.0 50.3 23.5 70.2

Largest 99.3 26.4 27.5 85.2

93.8 41.5 23.5 68.3

93.3 45.3 11.6 50.2

94.4 44.3 10.2 47.6

Notes: Except if noted otherwise, all results are from the 2012 full sample
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Slightly more female-headed households use an ordinary improved variety compared to male-

headed households. There is a slight tendency that fewer poor households use hybrid seeds. 

Instead, poor households are more prone to using old local varieties. Turning to the production 

scale quintiles, there are slightly fewer in the larger quintiles that use hybrid seeds. While 

giving equal weights to all rice growing households, no matter the size of the rice production. 

Therefore, large producers of other crops who produce a little rice on the side will show up in 

the largest production scale quintile, even though they may not be as likely to take up hybrid 

seed as households whose main activity is rice production.

Figure 5.4 shows where rice farmers usually purchase their seeds. The largest share, 36 

percent, of rice growers usually gets their rice seeds from cooperatives or communes. This 

is followed by seed company (18 percent) and local market (16 percent). Around 15 percent 

of rice growers never buy seeds. In Dien Bien 81 percent of rice growers never buy seeds, 

while this Figure is 51 percent in Lam Dong. This partly explains the lack of hybrid seed use 

in these provinces that was noted in Figure 5.3 above. However, in the province of Long An, 

where uptake of hybrid seed also was quite low, this is not the case. Here, a large share of 

rice producers purchase seed from seed companies (47 percent). Fewer households with large 

crop operations purchase seeds from cooperatives and communes; instead, they purchase 

from seed companies.
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Figure 5.5 shows the percentage of farming land that is irrigated. In 2012, an average of 

65.1 percent of the total agriculture land of surveyed provinces is irrigated. At the province 

level, there are large differences between Delta provinces (Ha Tay and Long An) and other 

provinces. An average of about 90 percent of total agricultural land in the delta provinces is 

irrigated. Due to production of high value agricultural products that require irrigation, such 

as coffee, rubber and pepper, the Central Highland provinces (Dak Lak, Dak Nong, and Lam 

Dong) have a high rate of irrigation (62.7 percent to 84.1 percent). In the Northern Highland 

provinces (Lao Cai, Lai Chau, and Dien Bien), in contrast, less than 35.1 percent of agricultural 

land is irrigated. Nghe An, Quang Nam, and Khanh Hoa have irrigation rates of 38.4, 54.5 and 

37.5 percent, respectively.
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There is only a slight difference between male-headed households and female-headed 

households, but there is a clear trend in food expenditure quintile. Richer households have 

higher irrigation rates than poorer ones: 77 percent of the land of the richest group is irrigated, 

while this number for the poorest group is only 49 percent. Looking at the production scale, 

we can see that the highest quintile has a much higher irrigation rate, around 80 percent, 

while the differences between the other quintiles are much smaller.

Figure 5.6 presents detailed information on households have sources of irrigation. The main 

irrigation sources are water from canal, bore well, dug well, spring, river and pond or lake. We 

observe large differences in irrigation structure between provinces, but there is only a small 

difference between male and female household head or food expenditure quintiles. In general 

48 percent of irrigated agricultural land receives water from canals, 22 percent is irrigated by 

water from springs and rivers, 15 percent from ponds or lakes, 10 percent from dug wells, 

5 percent from bore wells and 1 percent from other sources. In most provinces, water from 

canals is the most important irrigation source, except for provinces in the Central Highlands. 
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The most popular irrigation source in this area is water from springs, rivers, ponds or lakes. 

Irrigation from springs and rivers is also common in the Northern Highlands.

Figure 5.6: Household Irrigation
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The irrigation structure is different between household production quintiles. The larger the 

household, the less canal water and more spring/river water they use. This is because the 

largest production scale households are farms in Central Highland or Mekong River Delta, 

households in Central Highland take water from rivers and springs which run along the valleys 

to water their perennial crops, while farmers in Mekong River Delta tend to use water from 

canals.

access to inputs.17

small differences between households disaggregated by the gender of the household head 

than households other provinces. In particular, in the lowland provinces of Ha Tay and Nghe 

to accessing inputs. Due to the mountainous terrain, farmers from Lai Chau, Dien Bien, Lao 

Cai, and Dak Nong have access to less developed transportation infrastructure than farmers in 

17 Households were allowed to state only the most -
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An, and Dak Lak have to buy inputs at a high price. 21.7 percent of household in Lam Dong, 

18.6 percent in Khanh Hoa and 15.2 percent in Lao Cai state inadequate access to information 

is their most important from in terms of obtaining inputs. It is noteworthy that few farmers 

report low access to credit as their most important problem, although the province of Lao Cai 

is an exception in this respect.
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more remote areas and therefore transportation infrastructure, the ability to buy on credit, 

information shortages and high input prices are their main constraints. Especially in Lao Cai, 

not being able to buy on credit is a substantial issue with more than 30 percent of farmers 

inputs, lack of information, inability to buy on credit as well as access to credit play a larger 

role for larger, commercialized farms than for smaller, more self-reliant units.

problems related to the process of selling output. In general, 64.4 percent of the households 

households report lack of primary processing capacity (including), 10.3 percent lack storage 

for output, 5.5 percent lack information about market prices, 3.4 percent have to pay high 

farmers in Long An, Khanh Hoa, Dien Bien, and Lam Dong are lack of storage for their inputs, 
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while primary processing capacity is the biggest problem in Dien Bien and in Lam Dong. Here, 

21.7 percent of household have problems accessing markets or intermediaries. Although Lao 

Cai, Lai Chau, and Dien Bien are all located in Northern Highland, only farmers in Lai Chau 

report  high transportation costs as the most common constraint (18.8 percent).

large households, this is largely driven by a larger share of households lacking storage for 

output as well as primary processing capacity. The very largest households also often have 

poorest households are more often related to lack of information about market prices as well 

as lack of primary processing capacity. A total of 75 percent of the richest group do not have 

any trouble. There is almost no difference in reported constraints across male and female 

household heads.

Many studies have shown that extension services have a positive effect on agricultural 

productivity. Figure 5.9 shows the percentage of households who visited an agricultural 

extension agent, attended a meeting or had one or more visits by extension staff. In 2012, 

50.1 percent of the household have visited an agricultural extension agent or attended a 

meeting. Phu Tho has the highest rate with 68.6 percent and Lam Dong has the second 

highest of 68.5 percent. Although located in the same region as Lam Dong, Dak Nong, and 
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Dak Lak have much lower rates of visits to agricultural extension services compared to  Lam 

Dong. In 2012, less than 40 percent of surveyed households of these two provinces visited an 

agricultural extension service, and less than 5 percent of them were visited by an extension 

worker. Male-headed households are more likely to visit extension agents or join meetings. 

There is no clear trend about extension between households with different food expenditure 

quintiles, except for the fact that the very poorest households have the least access to 

extension. However, there is a clear trend in production scale quintile: larger households 

visit extension agents and join meetings more often, and extension workers visit large scale 

producers more often than small ones.
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5.5 Summary

This chapter presented statistics related to crop production. We discussed the production 

Commercialization, understood as the degree to which farmers interact with markets, has 

In general, the degree of commercialization depends on the type of crops grown. For example, 

for coffee farmers in the Central Highlands, the goal is to sell the coffee on the market and 

use the money to satisfy consumption needs. Over 80 percent of households in the survey 

produce at least some rice, but around 55 percent of these households do not sell any of 

the rice they produce. Instead, it is used for own consumption. While households in general 

became a little less commercialized in terms of the share of output that was traded from 2008 

to 2010, this share rose again from 2010 to 2012. 



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

269

In general, it is the richer, larger, and the male-headed households who are more commercialized. 

Among the surveyed provinces, there are also noteworthy differences. The northern provinces 

are in general less commercially oriented than the southern provinces: they sell a smaller 

share of their output on the market and fewer households use hybrid seeds. This is especially 

the case for farmers in Dien Bien and Lai Chau. Here, fewer farmers use the labour market to 

hire labour, and it is more common to not buy additional fertilizer, except for what the farmer 

can produce.

From the survey, it is possible to point to some of the reasons for the lower degree of 

commercialization in the north, namely constraints faced when acquiring inputs as well as 

when trying to sell the output after production. In some northern provinces, poor transport 

infrastructure seems to play a role for many farmers. In others, lack of credit to buy inputs 

is an important factor. Lack of suppliers of required inputs is exclusively a northern problem. 

costs and lack of information about market prices are the most frequently reported constraints 

faced, though not exclusively by northern households.

A much higher percentage of households visit an extension agent than receive a visit by an 

extension worker. There is room for expanding these programmes, especially for the poorest 

and smallest farmers who currently use these services relatively little.
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CHAPTER 6: LIVESTOCK PRODUCTION

This chapter presents information on households’ livestock and aquaculture production. We 

discuss households’ involvement in livestock production, production scale, use of vaccination, 

use of feed, and other inputs. Livestock production refers to cows/bulls, buffalo, horses/

ponies, pigs, sheep/goats, and poultry (chicken/duck/quail). As the number of observations 

of households raising horses/ponies and sheep/goats is few, we mainly present data on cows/

bulls, buffalo, pigs and poultry.

6.1 Prevalence and Scale of Livestock Operations

Figure 6.1 shows households’ involvement in livestock or aquaculture production in 2012. 

Overall, 61.1 percent of the surveyed households have livestock or aquaculture production of 

which 8.5 percent of household have aquaculture production. Lao Cai, Lai Chau, Dien Bien, 

and Nghe An have the highest percentage of household who have livestock or aquaculture, 

and are the poorest among the 12 provinces surveyed in 2012. Most households in this area 

are agricultural households, and livestock and aquaculture production in these provinces is 

mainly small-scale and used for household consumption. In the richer provinces of Ha Tay and 

Long An, households are less likely to have livestock or aquaculture production. This is likely 

due to a smaller area of land and more opportunities to engage in non-agricultural activities. 

However, these two provinces have the most commercial farms in the survey sample as the 

        Figure 6.1 Households with Livestock or Aquaculture
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Nearly 65 percent of male-headed households have livestock or aquaculture production 

compared to almost 47 percent of female-headed households. With respect to food 

in livestock production compared to the poorer households. Data from Chapter 2 shows that 

richer households tend to move out of agriculture as they become richer. The proportion of 

agricultural income in total income decreases, so the richest households end up having the 

lowest share of livestock production. 

Table 6.1 displays detailed information on livestock production. The table shows the percentage 

of household who have livestock broken down by type of livestock. The most popular kind 

of livestock is poultry, likely because they are easy to raise as farmers can feed them with 

leftover food, rice, and vegetables and use them for their own consumption or for trading. 

The second most common kind of livestock is pigs, especially in the Northern provinces. Lao 

Cai, Lai Chau, and Dien Bien have the highest share of households that raise pigs, with a 

percentage ranging from between 75 to 85 percent. Farmers in the Northern provinces often 

raise local-breed pig with a life cycle of about one year. The pigs are mainly fed by scavenging 

and used for own consumption, for instance during special events. In the lowland area the 

majority of farmers raise exotic or cross-breed pigs. 

Cow/bull Buffalo Horse, Pony Pig Sheep,
Goats

Chicken,
Duck, Quail

Other

Total 2012 11.1            14.4             0.2             32.4             1.2                 51.4              3.0

Province

Ha Tay 7.0 1.7 (.) 19.4 (.) 36.4 1.5

Lao Cai 4.7 59.8 3.7 81.3 2.8 85.1 28.0

Phu Tho 10.9 13.5 (.) 44.8 0.3 65.3 2.7

Lai Chau 4.4 58.5 (.) 75.6 1.5 84.4 3.0

Dien Bien 12.2 65.7 (.) 81.7 6.9 87.8 11.5

Nghe An 28.5 22.4 (.) 34.7 3.1 75.4 0.9

Quang Nam 16.0 10.4 (.) 30.8 (.) 31.1 0.3

Khanh Hoa 8.2 (.) (.) 5.5 (.) 27.3 0.0

Dak Lak 11.5 5.5 (.) 29.1 1.2 60.6 0.6

Dak Nong 8.4 4.2 (.) 19.6 2.8 63.6 2.1

Lam Dong 6.3 3.8 (.) 11.3 1.3 25.0 3.8

Long An 9.1 0.3 0.3 10.0 0.9 32.5 1.2

Gender of HH head

Female 6 4.4 0.2 19.3 0.5 39.8 2.1

Male 12.4 17.1 0.2 35.8 1.3 54.4 3.2

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 13.2 32.1 0.7 47.3 2.4 62.8 4.8

2nd poorest 12.5 16.4 0 34.9 1.1 49.8 3.1

Middle 14.6 11.3 0 27.1 1.5 51.3 3.3

2nd richest 9.3 8.5 0 29.8 0.7 47.8 2

Richest 6.5 4.1 0.2 23.2 0.2 45.6 1.7

N=2,741



CHARACTERISTICS OF THE VIETNAMESE RURAL ECONOMY

272

Raising buffalo is also quite popular. The buffalo are used as draft animals. The other kinds of 

livestock such as cow, bull, horse, pony, sheep, and goat are all relatively uncommon. Less 

than 10 percent of households raise these kind of livestock.

Again we see that male-headed households and poorer households participate more in livestock 

production compared to female-headed households and richer households. In addition, the 

table shows that pig and poultry are the two main types of livestock among the surveyed 

households.

Consequently, in the remainder of this chapter we will look more closely into pig and poultry 

production including production scale, commercialization level, and vaccination of the two 

types of livestock.

Figure 6.2 and 6.3 present the average number of pig and poultry among the households who 

raise these livestock. Long An and Ha Tay are the provinces with the largest pig production 

scale with an average number of pigs per household of 47 and 33, respectively. 

Long An and Ha Tay are both located in the lowland area and close to large economic centres. 

The majority of pigs in these two provinces are raised on commercial farms. Lao Cai, Lai Chau, 

Dien Bien, Nghe An, and Quang Nam are the provinces with the smallest production scale of 

just about 10 pigs per household. 

Figure 6.2: Average Number of Pigs per Household 
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On average, male-headed household have 18 pigs which is 2.1 more pigs than female-headed 

households. The richest group have 32 pigs per household while the poorest households have 

just 9.8 pigs. 

Figure 6.3 shows a very high proportion of poultry production in Long An. The average scale 

is 471 poultry head in the province. This is more than three times higher than in Ha Tay - the 
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province with the second largest scale and more than 12 times higher than in Lai Chau - the 

province with smallest production scale. Richer households tend to have a larger production 

scale except for the second richest group.

Figure 6.3: Average Number of Poultry per Household
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6.2  Commercialization of Livestock Production

We next turn to the commercialization level of households’ livestock production. In the VARHS 

2012 report we use the percentage of livestock traded (sold or bartered) as a share of total 

livestock to measure the level of commercialization. 

Figure 6.4 shows the number of livestock that is traded (sold or battered) out of the total 

number of livestock. Overall, 60.5 percent of pigs and 36.7 percent of poultry are sold or 

bartered. As we can see in Figure 6.4, the Northern mountainous provinces including: Lao Cai, 

Lai Chau, and Dien Bien have the lowest commercialization level of pig production, while Phu 

Tho, Nghe An, Quang Nam, and Lam Dong have the highest level, with more than 70 percent 

of the production being used for commercial purposes. 

For poultry, Lai Chau has the lowest level of commercialization with just 11.8 percent being 

sold or bartered. Dak Nong has the second lowest level (17.4 percent). Khanh Hoa is the 

most commercialized province in terms of poultry production with more than 60 percent of all 

chicken/duck/quail sold or bartered.



CHARACTERISTICS OF THE VIETNAMESE RURAL ECONOMY

274

00

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Pig Chicken, Duck, Quail

N: Pig = 887, Chicken/Duck/Quai = 1,407

Figure 6.4 shows a small (1.3 percentage point) difference between male-headed households 

and female-headed households in pig production, but the difference in poultry production is 

quite substantial (10.9 percentage points). In both pig and poultry production, the richest 

households have the highest level of commercialization. It should be noted that the VARHS 

report’s measure of commercialization provides a difference between rice production and 

livestock production. Poor households may have to sell off  more of their livestock due to 

food security concerns, thus appearing to have a higher level of commercialization than richer 

ones, explaining why the trend for the poorest and richest groups is quite clear, while the 

difference across the other socio-economic groups is less clear. 

As household production becomes more commercialized, the use of inputs changes in terms of 

vaccination, feed, labour, extension services, and other inputs. One objective of this chapter 

is to investigate the difference in input choices as livestock production expands. We divide 

households into different production scale quintiles based on the total income from livestock 

group has the highest income. 

6.3 Vaccinations

In Figure 6.5 and Figure 6.6 we present the vaccination rate over the period 2008 to 2012 

increase in the vaccination of pigs (from 23 percent to 41.5 percent) across all production 

quintiles. Quang Nam, Dak Lak, and Lam Dong do, however, show a slight downward trend in 

the 2010 to 2012 period. In 2005, the Ministry of Agricultural and Rural Development issued 

Decision

with seven types of vaccine. But not until 2008 did the vaccination of livestock change. The 
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changes in 2008 occurred due to among other things outbreaks of Foot and Mouth and Blue 

Ear Diseases which caused a lot of death in livestock. Further, the issuance of instruction 

2349/CT-BNN-TY established a network of quarantine stations. The commercialization process 

also plays an important role in the increase of the vaccination rate: at larger production 

scales, a single infection can spread, making inoculation a more worthwhile investment.
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Figure 6.6 demonstrates that almost 12 percent of all poultry was vaccinated in  2008. The 

vaccination rate for poultry in 2012, while Phu Tho had the highest rate in 2010 and Long An 

was at the top in 2008. The vaccination rate increased rapidly in 2010, yet only slightly in 

2012. In some provinces, including Phu Tho, Dak Lak, Dak Nong and Long An, the vaccination 

rate has decreased.
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Figure 6.6 shows that female-headed households had a much lower vaccination rate in 2008 

yet a higher rate in both the years 2010 and 2012. Both female-headed and male-headed 

households have witnessed a strong increase in vaccinated poultry over the period 2008 to 

2010 period and a slight increase in the 2010 to 2012 period. Households with the largest 

production scale have seen a decrease in the vaccination rate in the period 2010 to 2012. For 

all the other production scale groups there has been an increase in the vaccination rate in 

2010 to 2012, although the increase is not as substantial as the increase witnessed in 2008 

to 2010.

Figure 6.7 presents statistics on the feed using structure of households with livestock. It is 

generally assumed that the more commercialized households will use purchased feed, while 

households who raise livestock for their own consumption will rely primarily on feed from 

their own production (self-production feed). Looking at the Figure 6.7 we can see that most 

households use a combination of self-produced and purchased feed. More than 69 percent of 

all the households use a mixture. Some 23 percent of the households use only self-production 

feed, while just 7.4 percent use bought feed. The ratio is different between provinces. In 

Long An, the province with most commercial farms, 20 percent of households rely solely on 

purchased feed. In the Northern highland provinces, less than 5 percent of all households use 

only bought feed. In Dien Bien, up to nearly 65 percent of all households rely on self-produced 

feed.
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There is little variation in feed structure across male- and female-headed households. 
Substantial variation is, however, seen across households at different livestock production 
scales. The households with the smallest livestock production scale are most likely to use 
only their own production feed (40.2 percent). The number is 11.1 percent for the households 
with the largest production scales. The smallest group also have the highest percentage 
of households who use only purchased feed. Producing feed for livestock is a very time 
consuming task. This might explain why the households with the smallest production scale 
choose to solely use bought feed instead of self-produced feed.

In Figure 6.8, we look at other livestock production inputs including: labour, credit, and the 

use of extension services from the government. On average, 1.75 percent of households 

hire labour for their livestock production, 12.2 percent borrow money, and 5.3 percent use 

technical services from the government or other agencies. Households from the provinces of 

Ha Tay, Long An, Phu Tho, and Lao Cai are most likely to hire labour for livestock production 

with more than 4 percent of the households using hired labour. Unsurprisingly, the households 

with the largest production scale hire the most labour in 2012 (7.8 percent), 5.4 percent 

points higher than the second largest group. 

Figure 6.8 shows that Lao Cai has the majority of households that use credit for livestock 

production (30 percent of all households). Dak Nong has the lowest rate with just 5.2 percent 

of the households borrowing money to use in livestock production. Male-headed households 

are more likely to borrow money for livestock than female-headed households. The difference 
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Only 3.3 percent of the households with the smallest production borrow money for livestock 

production compared to more than 22.8 percent for the largest producers.
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Larger households also have better access to technical services from the government or 

agencies. In practice commercial farms have to ask for professional advice in building stables, 

choosing feed, and vaccinating livestock. More male-headed household pay for technical 

services than female-headed households. Lao Cai has a surprisingly high rate (around 38 

percent) of households that pay for technical services from government or agencies. It 

appears as if authorities in this province have targeted livestock producers for receiving credit 

and technical assistance.

6.4 Summary

Chapter 6 presented information on households’ production of livestock and aquaculture, 

including information on vaccination and feed structure. Overall, two-thirds of all households 

have some form of livestock or aquaculture production indicating that livestock production 

plays an important role in Vietnam’s rural economy. 

For poorer households located in the Northern provinces, livestock is raised mainly for 

household consumption, while richer households in the Southern provinces operate larger 

and more commercial farms.
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Finally, there has been an increase in the share of livestock vaccinated over the period 

2008-2012, likely due to disease outbreaks and an increased awareness of the importance 

of vaccination. Most livestock producers operate at small-scale and make little use of non-

household labour and credit. There is a large potential for developing this sector.
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CHAPTER 7: COMMON PROPERTY RESOURCES

7.1  Introduction

In terms of the number of households involved, common property resources (CPR) work is the 

third most important source of rural household income, after agriculture and wage work (see 

Chapter 2). The most common type of CPR extraction is collection of wood used for fuel. This 

production, such as sources of energy. 

On the other hand, intense CPR extraction threatens ecological sustainability, for example 

Vietnam, such over-use of natural resources is a constant risk. 

This chapter investigates the prevalence of different types of CPR activities, commercialization 

of CPR extraction, and the importance of CPR activities in generating household income and 

labour supply. Regulation of CPR extraction and tendencies toward CPR degradation are also 

analysed.

7.2 General Information about CPR Related Activities

Table 7.1 shows that between 2010 and 2012, there was not much change in the share of 

households engaged in CPR extraction. In both years, a bit more than a third of households 

were involved in CPR activities. 

There are large differences between provinces: households depend more heavily on CPR 

collection in the mountainous provinces of Lao Cai, Lai Chau, Dien Bien, and Lam Dong than 

in the plain provinces such as Ha Tay and Long An. Although located in the Central Highlands, 

Dak Lak and Dak Nong are exceptions to this rule, as relatively few households report CPR 

activities in these provinces. 

There is also a large difference in intensity of CPR-related activity between male- and female-

headed households, and between Kinh and non-Kinh ethnicities. Male-headed/non-Kinh 

households are more dependent on CPR than female-headed/Kinh ones. The poor tend to be 

more dependent on CPR activities than the rich. Households with agriculture as their main 

source of income are also more likely to be involved in CPR activities compared to households 

that rely mainly on wage labour or non-farm enterprises.
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Table 7.1: CPR Distribution 

Number of CPR activities 

Total 2012 35.7 1,315

Province

Ha Tay 7.0 87

Lao Cai 81.3 106

Phu Tho 28.6 116

Lai Chau 85.2 174

Dien Bien 84.7 188

Nghe An 37.3 113

Quang Nam 29.3 102

Khanh Hoa 60.0 72

Dak Lak 33.9 84

Dak Nong 42.0 69

Lam Dong 80.0 73

Long An 27.7 131

Gender of HH head

Female 28.9 208

Male 37.8 1,107

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 68.0 324

2nd poorest 55.3 379

Middle 37.1 270

2nd richest 22.7 179

Richest 15.3 140

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh 81.9 683

Kinh 24.0 632

Main income sources

Wage/Salary 32.4 467

Agriculture income 59.0 666

Non-farm, non-wage 
income

9.3 36

Others 21.9 146

Total 2012 panel 36.4 1,088

Total 2010 panel 35.4 1,152
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7.3 Types of CPR Activities: Aquaculture and Forestry

Table 7.2 shows the share of households involved in different types of CPR activities, namely 

a) aquaculture, b) forestry without processing of collected products, and c) forestry with such 

percent level).18

CPR aquaculture CPR forestry CPR forestry HH with processing

Total 2012 20.0 90.8 21.3

Province

Ha Tay 65.9 34.1 7.3

Lao Cai 11.5 98.9 11.5

Phu Tho 4.6 98.1 44.4

Lai Chau 24.3 100.0 42.6

Dien Bien 22.5 99.1 49.5

Nghe An 18.8 94.1 24.7

Quang Nam 4.0 96.0 1.0

Khanh Hoa 3.0 98.5 1.5

Dak Lak 17.9 100.0 17.9

Dak Nong 8.3 98.3 8.3

Lam Dong 3.1 100.0 3.1

Long An 63.8 50.0 5.3

Gender of HH head

Female 15.8 90.3 18.8

Male 20.5 91.1 21.8

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 20.0 94.7 29.8

2nd poorest 20.2 90.2 25.1

Middle 17.3 91.8 18.3

2nd richest 20.5 88.4 14.4

Richest 23.8 85.1 7.9

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh 18.8 98.9 32.6

Kinh 20.5 83.9 11.3

18
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Total 2012 panel 24.7** 89.8 25.4*

Total 2010 panel 29,5** 89.4 20.6*

-

tries show are percent of households engaged in any CPR activities.

On the other hand, the share of households that both collect and process forestry products 

from CPRs increased by 5 percentage points. In the lowland provinces such as Ha Tay and Long 

An, a large share of CPR users are engaged in aquaculture. In the upland and mountainous 

provinces, households are much more focused on exploiting forestry resources. 

Since lowland provinces tend to be richer, this partly explains why aquaculture is concentrated 

among better-off households, while poorer households are more likely to exploit CPRs from 

the forest. Somewhat surprisingly, poor households are more likely than rich to process the 

forestry products collected. Non-Kinh households are much more likely than Kinh to be engaged 

in forestry. This is again explained by the fact that non-Kinh families disproportionately live in 

mountainous areas. While male-headed households are more likely than female-headed ones 

using forestry CPRs. 

7.4 The Economic Importance of CPRs

Table 7.3 presents results on commercialization of CPR production (i.e. the share of output 

sold), as well as results on the share of CPR activities in total household production and labour 

supply. 

In general, the average share of aquaculture output sold (43 percent) is more than twice as 

high as the share of forestry output (17 percent).19 Female-headed and Kinh households are 

more likely than male-headed and non-Kinh households, respectively, to sell their aquaculture 

output. Rich households are more commercialized than poor when it comes to aquaculture, 

but not in terms of forestry production. On average, CPRs contribute a relatively low share of 

total household income, even for the households that are engaged in CPR activities (below 10 

percent). There has been a slight increase from 6 percent in 2010 to 8 percent in 2012. The 

share of CPR value in total agricultural value is around 22 percent. 

In addition, Table 7.3 shows that CPR activities account for only around 4 percent of total 

excluding Sundays and holidays), and so includes days of overt or disguised unemployment. 

Still, the fact that CPRs contribute a larger share to household income than to total labour 

time may suggest that the rewards from CPR collection are relatively high, contrary to the 

view that CPR collection is associated with low-productivity. On the other hand, the results 

demonstrate clearly that CPR collection is generally not a major element of households’ 

livelihood strategies, even in upland areas.

19 not
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Table 7.3: Commercialization and the Role of CPRs in the Household Economy 

CPR aqua. sold 
or bartered 

in total aqua. 
output

CPR forestry 
sold or 

bartered in 
total forestry 

output

CPR output 
in total agri. 

value

CPR labour 
supply in 

total labour 
supply22

CPR net 
income in 

total HH net 
income23

36.7 16.6 10.0 4.0 7.9

Province

Ha Tay (4) 70.8 18.3 21.8 10.4 21.7

Lao Cai (8) 21.3 26.3 0.9 3.8 3.2

Phu Tho (10) 59.8 24.8 4.9 3.5 4.1

Lai Chau (11) 37.4 8.8 4.3 4.5 14.4

Dien Bien (11) 18.7 16.8 2.7 3.8 7.3

Nghe An (8) 46.0 13.1 4.2 3.3 6.8

Quang Nam (10) 90.1 14.9 16.4 5.0 7.8

Khanh Hoa (6) 90.9 13.0 29.3 2.7 7.4

Dak Lak (5) 20.9 24.8 9.4 3.2 9.5

Dak Nong (6) 36.8 13.9 12.6 2.9 3.6

Lam Dong (6) 22.4 12.9 12.5 2.6 7.5

Long An (9) 23.7 11.1 16.4 4.9 7.3

Gender of HH head

Female (16) 44.9 15.9 15.3 4.3 7.9

Male (83) 35.2 16.7 8.9 4.0 7.9

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest (23) 29.9 16.0 5.2 3.9 9.1

2nd poorest (29) 38.8 16.2 11.0 3.6 8.7

Middle (21) 33.6 17.0 8.8 3.9 6.3

2nd richest (15) 48.6 17.8 13.5 4.7 8.0

Richest (10) 33.7 16.8 14.9 4.8 6.7

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh (46) 28.2 16.3 3.8 3.7 8.1

Kinh (53) 43.2 16.9 15.5 4.3 7.8

40.5 15.7 7.1
4.2***

472)*** 8.8 **

43.6 17.6 6.0       5.0*** 6.1**

Note: share of total sample in percent in parenthesis. 

22 Calculated by dividing share of HH labour supply for CPR activities by total HH labour supply. HH labour supply for 

CPR activities are number of days for all three most important activities. Total HH labour supply is calculated by 

multiplying the number of HH adult only (those are at 15 years old and more) with the number of working days 

in rural area (365 days – 52 Sundays – 9 holidays).

23 Net income is calculated as revenues excluding costs.



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

285

7.5  Management of CPRs 

CPRs are notoriously prone to over-exploitation (the so-called “Tragedy of the Commons”, Hardin 

1968). This is one reason why collective management of CPR production is often desirable. 

Table 7.4 presents results on the share of CPR activities regulated by an organization, on the 

types of such organizations, and on respondents’ perceptions about degradation of CPRs.

N 2012 = 986
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The results show that only about 10 percent of CPR activities are regulated by an organization. 

Lao Cai is an outlier with 55 percent of activities regulated. In Ha Tay and Dak Nong, not a 

single household reports the presence of an organization regulating CPR collection. Looking 

at disaggregated statistics we see that CPR activities are more regulated by male-headed 

households, poor households, and households with a non-Kinh head. Most organizations 

are run by the State. In the context of Vietnam, CPR regulation is thus characterized by an 

unusually high degree of local autonomy, to the extent that extraction is regulated at all. 

A large majority of CPR-using respondents perceive a decline in availability of CPRs over the 

2010 and 2012. The results justify concerns about overexploitation of CPRs and suggest that 

stronger regulation of CPR extraction is necessary. It is striking that the availability of CPRs 

is perceived to be declining for both aquaculture and forestry resources in all areas (the few 

“zero” entries for aquaculture are in provinces with very few users of aquaculture CPRs).

7.6 Summary

This chapter investigated common property resources (CPRs). The data show that more 

than one third of all households are involved in collecting CPRs. Of these, about a third 

collect aquaculture resources, and almost 90 percent use forestry resources (most commonly 

contribute only moderately to total household income and labour supply.

It is a cause for concern that a large majority of households in all areas perceive a decrease in 

the availability of CPRs over the last three years. Declining availability of CPRs, for example as 

a result of deforestation, may be correlated with environmental problems such as soil erosion 

and loss of biodiversity. These problems may have economic repercussions far beyond the 

limited role of CPRs as a source of household income. For example, soil erosion may lead to 

decreased productivity in agriculture and a loss of biodiversity could limit the tourism industry. 

imperfect or non-existent. Currently, very few CPR collection activities are regulated by any 

type of organization. Stronger regulation may be desirable to slow the degradation of CPRs.

References
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CHAPTER 8: RISKS AND RISK COPING MEASURES

8.1 Introduction

Rural households in Vietnam face many sources of vulnerability, ranging from shocks to 

agricultural activities, such as natural disasters or plant and animal diseases that reduce yields 

and destroy livestock, to local or idiosyncratic shocks that reduce household income, such 

as illness or unemployment of family members. The 2012 survey round occurred against a 

backdrop of macroeconomic instability, characterized by a lower real growth rate and persistent 

cope with unexpected income losses. This chapter focuses on risks faced by households, the 

measures they use to cope with them, including the use of savings, insurance, credit, and 

from the 2012 survey will be compared with those of the 2010 round.

8.2 Risks

Figure 8.1 shows that during 2010 to 2012, roughly 40 percent of sampled households 

reported suffering from some form of shock, which is lower than the period 2008 to 2010 (51 

percent). The incidence of shocks varies considerably across provinces. For example, in Lao 

Cai, Dien Bien and Nghe An, the majority of households experienced adverse shocks (86, 82, 

and 71 percent of the sample, respectively), and the ratios were higher than those reported in 

particularly in Dak Lak (41 percent in 2012 versus 71 percent in 2010), Dak Nong (38 percent 

versus 76 percent) and Lam Dong (23 percent versus 79 percent). 
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Comparing reported vulnerability by characteristics of the household head, those with female 

heads were less likely to report being affected by a shock (36 percent versus 44 percent), 

consistent with results from previous surveys. With respect to socioeconomic status (measured 

by food expenditure quintile), poorer groups were more likely to have experienced a negative 

shock.  As with most descriptive statistics, this result does not imply causation, since it is not 

clear whether lower-income households are more exposed to negative shocks or negative 

shocks drive households into lower food expenditure quintiles.

Figure 8.2 disaggregates households by ethnicity, main source of income, and the education 

status of the household head. As might be expected, households that depend mainly on 

agriculture for income experienced the most shocks (accounting for 46 percent), while 

exposure to shocks decreased in the level of education of the head of the household; 52 

percent of households with an illiterate household head experienced a negative shock of some 

form, compared to around 30 percent of those headed by a member that had completed 

his/her upper secondary education. Households of non-Kinh ethnicity appear to be more 

vulnerable to unfavourable conditions than those of Kinh ethnicity (60 versus 35 percent)
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Figure 8.2: Characteristics of Households Reporting Shocks, 2012, percent
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In addition to observing households that experienced a shock, the 2012 survey round collected 

data, displayed in Figure 8.3, on the intensity of those shocks, measured by the relative share 

of the value of losses in total household income.
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While the percentage of households facing shocks in 2010 to 2012 was lower than in the 

period 2008 to 2010, losses were a larger share of net income in 2012 (15 compared with 

12 percent). This may be due to a combination of increases in the value of losses and/or 

decreases in net income. In some provinces, the effect of bad shocks on net income was 

12 percent), Lai Chau (15.6 vs. 6 percent), and Dak Nong (16.6 vs. 6 percent).

Table 8.1 examines the value of losses due to income shocks.

Total 2012 7,989

Province Gender of HH heads

Ha Tay 11,787 Female 7,632

Lao Cai 3,635 Male 8,066

Phu Tho 4,408 Food expenditure quintiles*

Lai Chau 5,922 Poorest 6,644

Dien Bien 7,981 2nd poorest 8,113

Nghe An 4,621 Middle 9,416

Quang Nam 5,024 2nd richest 6,695

Khanh Hoa 17,458 Richest 9,659

Dak Lak 6,833 Main income source

Dak Nong 10,661 Wage 5,212

Lam Dong 8,926 Agriculture 8,350

Long An 8,513 Non-farm, non-wage 12,838

Other 11,202

Ethnicity

Kinh 8,632

Non-Kinh 6,552

The table shows that the average reported loss among households exposed to a shock was 

including relatively high average losses in Long An (VND 8.5 million), Lam Dong (VND 8.9 

million), Khanh Hoa (VND 17.5 million), Dak Nong (VND 10.6 million) and Ha Tay (VND 11 

million).

Examining the relative effect of bad shocks (Figure 8.4) by household characteristics suggests 

that households whose principle source of income is agriculture experienced greater losses 

as a proportion of total income than those whose main source of income was household 

enterprises or waged employment. This is partly due to more frequent exposure to shocks and 

partly due to lower total net income in 2012 (around VND 63 million compared to an average 

of VND 78.3 million for households whose main source of income is wages/salary and VND 130 

million for those that earn the majority of their income from non-farm, non-wage activities). 
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Non-Kinh households are also more vulnerable in terms of the extent of the income loss 

associated with shocks when measured as a proportion of total income. As in previous survey 

rounds, the effect of negative income shocks displays a clear income gradient, and households 

headed by less educated members lose a larger share of net income due to shocks.

Figure 8.4: Loss as Share of Net Income by Household Characteristic, 2012
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Table 8.2 disaggregates shocks by type. The most frequent shocks were natural disasters, 

or death of household members. 

The percentage of households facing other shocks was small, such as land loss (1.1 percent), 

unsuccessful investment (2.9 percent), change in crop or input prices (6-7 percent), and 

other shocks (4.7 percent).

Interestingly, when the effect of shocks on net income is disaggregated in Table 8.3, job 

loss and death or sickness caused the largest decreases in overall income, indicating that 

social insurance mechanisms can play a role in mitigating the most extreme income shortfalls 

experienced by rural households. 

An in-depth study based on data from the VARHS (2006, 2008, 2010) has shown evidence 

that social insurance plays an important role in easing the depletion of savings to cope with 

idiosyncratic shocks but that it does not fully cover the types of risks that rural households in 

Vietnam face (CIEM, 2011a).
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8.3 Coping Mechanisms

Households recorded the two most important measures they used to cope with shocks (Table 

8.4). Most households were self-reliant, either doing nothing or using assets, savings, or other 

internal mechanisms to smooth consumption. Of these, most households did nothing (45.5 

percent), reduced consumption (52 percent), or relied on savings (13.1 percent). Amongst 

informal coping mechanisms, households mainly relied on assistance from relatives or friends 

(10 percent of households reported using this measure). 

Comparing different categories of responses to shocks, the richest households and households 

with the highest level of education employed a greater variety of mechanisms to cope with 

shocks: they were more likely than poorer families to borrow money, get assistance from 

friends/relatives, make an insurance claim, or use their own savings. In relation to ethnicity, 

households with heads of non-Kinh ethnicity mostly used self-reliant mechanisms such as 

doing nothing or selling assets/livestock. 

The survey also recorded information about the extent of recovery from shocks, broken down 

by type. These are illustrated in Table 8.5. Natural disasters and biological shocks appear 

to be the most transitory, since most households fully recover from these shocks. While a 

much smaller number of households are affected by economic shocks (input or output price 

less likely to make a full recovery.
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input price 

change

Food or 
commod-
ity price 
change

Job loss
Unsuccessful
investment

Land loss
Illness,

injuries or 
death

Other
shocks

Total 30.9 58.3 6.7 5.4 7.7 1.2 2.9 1.1 26.3 4.7

Gender of HH heads

Female 25.5 45.4 6.6 4.1 5.6 1.5 1.5 2.5 40.8 6.1

Male 32.1 61.1 6.7 5.6 8.2 1.1 3.2 0.7 23.1 4.4

Food consumption quintiles*

Richest 37.8 64.1 3.6 4.6 10.2 0.7 2.0 2.0 20.4 3.6

2nd richest 31.2 57.0 6.3 3.8 6.3 2.1 3.0 1.3 28.7 4.6

Middle 32.9 59.1 6.7 2.2 5.3 1.3 4.9 0.4 25.3 6.2

2nd poorest 30.0 53.3 9.4 6.1 7.8 1.1 2.2 0.6 27.2 3.9

Poorest 15.6 53.1 10.9 13.6 8.8 0.7 2.7 0.0 34.0 6.1

Main income source

Wage 34.0 54.1 6.2 4.8 7.3 2.1 3.2 1.1 24.2 6.4

Agricultural 32.4 69.8 6.8 6.6 9.6 0.5 2.8 0.8 15.9 3.6

Non-farm no-wage 15.4 58.9 16.7 15.4 10.3 1.3 1.3 0.0 26.9 2.6

Others 27.7 47.3 4.1 0.9 4.5 0.4 3.2 1.8 47.3 4.1

Educational level of HH heads**

Cannot read and write 32.7 65.3 11.8 7.9 17.8 2.9 1.9 1.9 21.8 1.9

Complete lower primary 26.7 65.3 2.8 7.9 10.8 0.5 2.4 0.9 20.6 5.6

Complete lower secondary 32.4 60.1 6.9 4.0 4.7 0.9 3.3 1.1 25.8 4.2

Complete upper secondary 26.5 44.7 7.6 5.3 6.5 2.5 4.1 1.2 38.2 6.5

Ethnicity of HH heads

Kinh 31.6 50.6 7.4 5.1 5.4 1.2 2.9 1.3 30.9 5.0

Non-Kinh 29.4 75.3 5.3 5.8 12.9 1.2 2.9 0.6 15.8 4.1

N=1,100; N*=1,093; N**=1,031
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Table 8.3: Loss to Net Income Ratio by Shock Type, 2012

Natural di-
sasters

Biological
shock

Crop price 
change

Shortage or 
input price 

change

Food or 
commodity

price change
Job loss

Unsuccessful
investment

Land loss
Illness, inju-
ries or death

Other
shocks

 Percent 8.6 13.4 8.1 6.2 4.4 23.4 16.5 16.7 25.7 15.2

Observations 222 510 34 23 20 5 20 9 228 35
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Self-re-
liance

Informal
mechanism

Formal 
mechanism

Other
mechanism

Did
nothing

Reduced con-
sumption

Sold land, 
livestock, 
or other

Assistance
from rela-

tives

Assistance
from gov’t 

/ NGO

Borrowed
from bank

Borrowed
from oth-

ers

Used
savings

Other

Total 91.5 14.5 9.8 4.7 45.5 52.0 9.2 10.2 2.9 3.8 4.7 13.1 8.6

Gender of HH heads

Female 85.2 27.0 10.7 7.1 42.3 45.9 7.1 20.9 4.1 2.0 7.1 12.8 13.3

Male 92.9 11.7 9.6 4.2 46.1 53.3 9.6 7.9 2.7 4.2 4.2 13.2 7.6

Food consumption quintiles

Poorest 95.4 11.8 8.9 3.9 44.1 59.5 11.5 7.9 3.3 3.0 3.9 10.2 11.2

2nd poorest 92.4 14.8 8.9 4.6 48.9 47.7 10.1 10.5 2.5 5.1 4.6 11.4 5.9

Middle 91.6 12.0 12.0 5.3 49.3 52.0 8.9 8.0 4.0 5.3 5.3 14.7 8.4

2nd richest 88.9 16.1 8.3 4.4 42.8 52.8 7.2 11.7 2.2 3.9 4.4 12.8 5.6

Richest 87.1 19.7 10.2 5.4 42.2 42.2 5.4 15.0 0.7 1.4 5.4 20.4 11.6

Main income source

Wage 92.0 14.8 9.1 6.2 44.3 55.0 7.8 9.6 2.3 4.6 6.2 13.2 8.4

Agricultural 96.7 8.0 5.5 3.6 50.3 50.5 12.6 4.7 2.7 2.7 3.6 13.7 5.5

Non-farm non-wage 91.0 20.5 9.0 11.5 50.0 56.4 3.8 9.0 1.3 5.1 11.5 6.4 5.1

Others 82.3 22.3 18.6 1.4 38.2 46.8 8.2 20.9 5.0 3.6 1.4 14.1 15.5

Educational level of HH heads

Cannot read and write 97.0 9.9 6.9 0.9 60.4 50.5 12.9 8.9 5.0 2.0 1.0 11.9 7.9

Lower primary 89.7 17.4 11.7 4.2 43.2 50.7 11.3 13.2 5.6 5.2 4.2 13.6 5.6

Lower secondary 92.3 11.5 9.3 4.6 43.3 52.7 9.0 7.3 1.8 3.3 4.8 13.0 9.1

Upper secondary 87.1 20.6 11.8 7.6 45.3 48.8 5.3 14.1 1.8 5.9 7.6 14.7 10.0

Ethnicity of HH heads

Kinh 88.6 18.0 11.7 5.7 40.5 52.9 7.5 13.0 3.4 4.2 5.7 14.6 9.5

Non-Kinh 98.2 6.5 5.6 2.6 56.5 50.0 12.9 3.8 1.8 2.9 2.6 9.7 6.8
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Table 8.5: Recovery by Shock Type, 2012

Sample Full Recovery Partial Recovery Not Recovered

Natural disasters 340 63.2 49.1 14.1

Biological shock 641 51.5 49.6 19.5

Crop price change 74 44.6 50.0 39.2

Shortage or input price change 59 40.7 55.9 32.2

Food or commodity price change 85 49.4 61.2 35.3

Job loss 13 30.8 61.5 23.1

Unsuccessful investment 32 40.6 68.8 25.0

Land loss 12 50.0 33.3 16.7

Illness, injuries or death 289 45.3 48.8 20.1

Other shocks 52 53.8 38.5 32.7

Note: Entries indicate whether household has recovered at the time of the interviewfrom shock during last two years.

8.4 Insurance

In contrast to many lower middle-income economies where insurance markets are not well 

developed, the majority of rural households surveyed by VARHS had at least one form of 

formal insurance. As revealed in Figure 8.5, nearly 90 percent in the 2012 round had some 

form of insurance compared to around 88 percent in the 2010 round.20 The overall increase in 

insurance coverage disguises an increase in inequality of coverage, since in provinces such as 

Lai Chau, Dak Lak, Dak Nong, Lam Dong and amongst the poorest income quintiles, coverage 

decreased by 5-10 percent between survey rounds. 

20
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Table 8.6 shows the share of households holding different types of insurance. The most 

prevalent forms of insurance were health, student insurance21, and vehicle insurance, 

most of which are compulsory. Only a minority of respondents reported buying voluntary 

insurance. While not shown in the table, none of the households in our sample reported 
22 Free health insurance is particularly 

prevalent, especially amongst the poorest quintiles, which explains the high incidence of 

insurance evident among this group in Figure 8.5.23

In-depth research has shown that though free insurance supplied by the State yields greater 

in coping with income shocks (CIEM, 2011a). The same study shows that free insurance also 

has a role in easing the depletion of savings in response to idiosyncratic shocks.

Having a better-educated head of household or belonging to a richer food expenditure quintile 

was associated with a greater likelihood of owning a voluntary insurance instrument. This 

21  Student insurance is a term used for insurance provided to pupils at schools or students at university. Coverage 

includes health insurance and body/accident insurance. Student insurance is voluntary and is usually offered at a 

low price.

22  The Government of Vietnam implemented a pilot scheme in 2011 to extend agricultural/farmer insurance cover-

age to rural farmers, but no households in the VARHS sample participated in this scheme at the time of the 2012 

survey. 

23

as poor by MoLISSA (see chapter 1) and is estimated to extent to cover 57 percent of the population of Vietnam 

(VASS, 2011).
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suggests that purchasing insurance products is not a viable coping mechanism for the most 

vulnerable households that face the greatest exposure to negative shocks. It could also be 

that such insurance products are simply not available to those that need them most.

Investment in formal insurance instruments may be low because households do not receive 

the expected pay-outs from their insurance contracts, and there is some tentative evidence to 

suggest that this may be the case. The 2012 survey recorded 218 households with some form 

of health insurance that also reported a negative income shock from injury, illness or death 

to a household member. Of these, only 77 received an insurance payment and less than half 

(43 percent) reported fully recovering from the negative income shock.

In light of a major contemporary focus on expanding Vietnam’s social welfare net, further 

from increases in insurance coverage, in particular those that are the most vulnerable.
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Life
Voluntary

social
Compulsory

social
Health Unemployment

Free health 
insurance

Free health 
insurance
for chil-

dren

Education Vehicle Other

Total 2012 2.7 1.5 13.6 35.2 5.9 18.5 28.7 24.7 30.2 12.8

Main income source

Wage/Salary 3.1 1.9 24.5 39.9 10.7 16.6 33.6 26.0 34.3 8.2

Agriculture income 1.8 0.9 3.4 23.9 1.4 23.9 30.0 23.2 29.1 19.3

Non-farm, no-wage 3.7 0.4 7.8 42.0 3.3 4.9 25.7 43.7 39.2 5.7

Others 2.7 1.7 6.8 38.4 2.7 20.9 16.7 14.9 18.0 16.9

Educational level of HH heads

Cannot read and write 0.5 0.0 3.1 14.9 0.0 50.3 33.8 11.3 14.4 23.1

Completed lower primary 1.3 0.9 9.4 31.0 5.1 26.3 27.0 22.5 24.5 12.7

Completed lower secondary 3.0 1.5 12.0 35.4 5.3 13.1 27.6 27.1 33.7 11.9

Completed upper secondary 5.2 2.3 27.4 46.6 11.2 7.6 31.9 27.1 36.5 11.7

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 0.7 0.4 4.8 15.2 2.0 45.1 34.8 18.7 19.6 15.2

2nd poorest 1.7 1.7 7.9 29.2 2.8 24.1 30.1 27.4 26.3 13.2

Middle 2.0 0.7 10.5 36.3 3.7 12.2 27.9 23.2 30.4 13.1

2nd richest 3.0 1.9 20.0 42.2 8.9 5.9 25.7 29.4 33.3 12.2

Richest 5.9 2.6 24.9 53.9 11.8 5.0 22.7 24.9 42.1 10.7

Ethnicity of HH heads

Kinh 3.4 1.7 15.8 41.0 7.3 11.7 25.5 28.6 32.7 8.0

Non-Kinh 0.0 0.7 5.1 12.9 0.5 44.4 40.9 9.7 20.5 31.5
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8.5 Savings

Previous research using the VARHS has found that savings play an important role in allowing 

households to maintain consumption levels after experiencing a shock to income (CIEM, 

2011a). As revealed in Figure 8.6, between 2010 and 2012, there was a 10 percent increase 

Lak (from 53.3 percent in 2010 to 99.3 percent in 2012), Lam Dong (from 49.3 percent to 

92.4 percent), and Dien Bien (from 63.8 percent to 84.6 percent). 
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Households can save either informally, through holding cash or gold at home or through in-

savings yield a positive interest rate and can be used to access further loans.  However, most 

rural households do not save formally, preferring to hold their savings informally. Figure 8.7 

shows the relative shares of formal and informal savings by households. Informal savings 

mechanisms dominate accounting for the majority of all savings in all household types. In-

as important buffers in the face of spatially covariant shocks, such as natural disasters (CIEM, 

2011a). Households of Kinh ethnicity are more likely to save through formal means but also 

have high levels of informal savings. Formal savings are most prevalent among households 

that are richer as measured by food consumption quintile and households with better-educated 

heads of household. There is a clear opportunity for policymakers to extend the reach of formal 

banking networks so that these services reach rural households and minority groups.
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8.6 Motivation for Saving

Table 8.7 illustrates households’ reported motives for saving. The majority of respondents 

save for precautionary purposes, in particular, to meet unanticipated health care costs (50.5 

percent) or to protect against a bad harvest or a natural disaster (13.5 percent). This is 

an important coping mechanism for households when faced with adverse income shocks and 

suggests that this pattern continues in rural areas (CIEM, 2011a). Fewer households report 

that they save for productive investment purposes; 9.3 percent report that they save for 

Another main motive for saving is for consumption items with 41.4 percent of households 

reporting that they save to accumulate money for big expenditures. Lifecycle motives are also 

important with 19.6 percent of households reporting that they save for old age.
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Table 8.7: Reasons for Saving, 2012, percent

Protect
against bad 
harvest /
natural di-

sasters

Provide for 
old age

Health care 
expenses

Accumulate
for other big 
expenditures

Education
Buy agricul-
tural inputs

-
ing invest-

ment
Others

Total Save 13.5 19.6 50.5 41.4 24.3 23.2 9.3 24.7

Formal 11.8 29.9 28.2 44.9 16.4 6.9 36.4 12.9

Informal 12.4 16.0 48.7 37.5 23.0 22.8 3.6 24.0

Gender of HH heads

Female 8.1 28.0 55.8 40.9 20.1 16.9 8.4 28.4

Male 14.8 17.5 49.2 41.5 25.4 24.7 9.5 23.7

Main income source

Wage 11.8 16.4 51.7 44.8 26.8 18.7 8.7 24.9

Agricultural 22.2 13.7 42.2 35.8 24.3 41.0 7.3 20.6

Non-farm, non-wage 5.6 19.0 49.2 56.4 33.9 7.7 15.4 35.4

Others 7.1 38.0 62.0 34.7 13.4 12.4 10.9 25.6

Food expenditure quintiles

Poorest 20.4 39.9 21.4 33.8 8.8 33.5 4.8 25.7

2nd poorest 16.6 49.9 24.0 27.3 14.0 35.4 4.7 23.3

Middle 12.9 51.6 21.8 23.1 21.6 38.2 8.2 23.6

2nd richest 11.0 54.2 27.3 21.3 23.9 46.5 10.3 19.6

Richest 8.7 53.8 25.9 14.2 27.1 50.2 16.4 30.6

Educational level of HH heads

Cannot read and write 11.1 12.5 47.2 45.1 13.9 34.7 2.8 20.1

Complete lower primary 15.5 24.4 51.2 37.5 23.3 25.1 7.1 20.6

Complete lower secondary 14.4 18.2 48.8 41.1 25.5 24.2 9.1 26.0

Complete upper secondary 11.2 18.0 52.6 48.0 26.3 15.9 13.7 27.5

Ethnicity of HH heads

Kinh 12.0 53.7 25.6 19.2 21.9 41.0 10.6 25.7

Non-Kinh 19.4 38.0 19.2 38.7 10.5 43.0 3.7 20.5
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8.7 Credit

Previous research highlighted credit as an important coping mechanism in the face of adverse 

income shocks (CIEM, 2011a). However, in 2012 very few households report that they access 

credit to recover from income shocks: 3.8 percent of households borrowed money from a 

bank to recover from an unexpected income shortfall while 4.7 percent reported borrowing 

from other individuals. The proportion of households that access credit, however, varies 

that, although unstated, it is an important coping mechanism.

Figure 8.8 reveals that of those households that reported some form of negative income 

shock, around 50 percent took out a loan of some kind compared to 30 percent of households 

that did not experience this shortfall. While no causality can be inferred from this, it is a 

an important coping mechanism. This is indicative of a failure of formal social safety nets 

to protect vulnerable households, requiring them to build up credit and increase their level 

of indebtedness. Future research is needed to establish the extent to which this is the case.
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A further feature of the survey instrument is that researchers gain an understanding of the 

motives behind household borrowing, and ask households to distinguish between what they 

told the creditor the loan would be used for and the loan’s actual purpose. As revealed in 

Figure 8.9, 45 percent of households took out a loan with  “agricultural production” as the 

stated purpose. In fact, only 28 percent of households actually used their loans for agriculture, 

while the remaining 17 percent used it for something else.  This suggests that the way in 
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which loans are monitored is for the most part ineffective and that the credit being offered 

in many cases is not serving its original purpose. In particular, households that use loans for 

consumption purposes run the risk of accumulating debt making them even more vulnerable 

in the future, particularly when exposed to adverse income shocks (CIEM, 2011b).
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8.8. Extension and Public Transfers

Other forms of supports from the Government can play an important role in helping 

households cope with shocks. They include extension services, market information, training 

programmes, education subsidies and public transfers. Though the VARHS survey does not 

collect information on all of these forms of support, some analysis is possible given the data 

available that can help inform Government on the role and functionality of social safety nets 

for rural households. 

Extension services include all activities that provide information and advisory services to 

farmers on issues relating to for example breeding, fertilizers, technical issues, and market 

prices. In Vietnam, extension services are provided by the State through a scheme which was 

established in 1993. However, after nearly 20 years in operation, the proportion of households 

that receive extension services is still quite moderate. In 2012, less than half of the sample 

its events, or had been visited by its staff.
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Table 8.8: HHs Reporting Decisions Affected by Extension Information, 2012 

Decisions on

Crop production
Raising

livestock
Aquaculture

Selling
prices

Other
agriculture

issues

Very much 26.12 21.4 5.74 20.49 12.97

Moderately 53.46 50.22 29.59 53.3 49.63

No effect 20.42 28.37 64.67 26.21 37.41

No. of observations 2,439 2,252 1,602 2,396 2,267

Note: Figures based on HH’s self-evaluation.

Table 8.8 shows that around 20-25 percent of households reported large impacts and 50 

percent reported moderate impacts of extension information on their decisions about crop 

production, raising livestock or on selling prices. The effect of information on aquaculture 

and other agricultural issues are much less important. The numbers suggest that there 

may be unmet demand for extension services, though establishing this will require further 

investigation into the supply of, and demand for, these services in rural areas. 

Table 8.9 shows an important role of extension information in helping households to cope 

with shocks. The proportion of households that faced shocks and did not receive extension 

information is very small (nearly 10 percent). Among them, only 35 percent fully recovered 

and 27 percent did not recover from the shock. Recovery was much better among households 

that received extension information (51.5 percent fully recovered and 18 percent did not 

recover).

HH not received extension information HH received extension information

Fully recovered 35.0 51.5

Partly recovered 40.0 46.0

Not recovered 27.0 18.0

No. of observations 100 1,000

Public transfers can also be an important buffer for households to reduce the adverse effects 

of income shocks. In the 2012 survey, the percentage of households receiving public transfers 

was remarkably higher for the group that faced shocks than for those that did not (55.4 

percent compared to 38.4 percent). This shows that, to some extent, public transfers were 

different reasons for public transfers in Table 8.10 disaggregated by households that did 

and did not face shocks reveals that the proportion of households that received transfers 

for educational expenses, healthcare expenses, for poverty alleviation and ethnic minorities 

among shocked households were 9.0 percent, 14.7 percent, 19.2 percent and 12.4 percent, 
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much smaller at 2.1 percent, 6.1 percent, 11.7 percent and 4.1 percent, respectively. There 

is no evidence that households that received public transfers recovered better than those that 

did not (the percentage of households that fully recovered from shocks and received transfers 

was 47.9 percent compared with 53.8 percent of households that fully recovered and did not 

receive transfers). This might be because the group that received public transfers were worse 

cope.

HH faced shocks HH did not face shocks

1.1 2.0

Educational expense 2.1 9.0

Healthcare expense 6.1 14.7

Raising children 0.6 0.9

Wedding/funeral expense 0.7 0.6

Investment 0.3 0.3

Pension 7.4 6.7

Poor households 11.7 19.2

Ethnic minority 4.1 12.4

Other reasons 14.4 14.9

No. of observations 1,641 1,100

8.9 Summary

The evidence presented in this chapter suggests that between 2010 and 2012 households 

in the VARHS sample were less likely to have experienced a negative shock than in previous 

survey rounds, but the shocks that were experienced had more severe effects on household 

income.  By this measure, the worst-affected provinces were Lao Cai, Dien Bien, Dak Lak, 

Dak Nong, Lam Dong and Khanh Hoa.  These provinces could be prioritized for future policy 

interventions aimed at helping vulnerable households cope with unexpected income losses.

In all provinces, households in lower food expenditure quintiles (and therefore poorer), with 

less educated household heads, or of non-Kinh ethnicity, suffered larger income shortfalls 

when exposed to shocks than other groups.

The majority of households continued to use internal or self-reliant coping mechanisms 

to deal with shocks and only 50 percent of the households reported fully recovering from 

shocks. Wealthier households and those with higher educational attainment used more coping 

mechanisms and recovered better than other groups. 

we observed that households relied more heavily on informal savings and loans. Almost all 

households had an insurance instrument of some kind (around 90 percent), but this mainly 
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successfully make insurance claims following a negative shock. 

Despite limited access to, and impact of, extension services, evidence has shown a role for 

services in helping rural households to cope with shocks. The distribution of public transfers also 

appears to be important, but more in-depth analysis is needed to examine the effectiveness 

of those supports. The data presented in this chapter suggest that it is necessary to further 

develop extension services and public transfers to serve the needs of rural households and act 

as a buffer for them to cope with shocks.

Overall, the evidence suggests that rural households continue to be exposed to unexpected 

shortfalls in income that have potentially long-run effects on their welfare.  

As Vietnam’s economy continues to expand, rising inequality threatens to create a divide 

policies to bolster rural households’ coping and risk-sharing mechanisms will prevent these 

households from falling into long-run poverty traps due to unexpected bad events, ultimately 

providing a safety net to support shared, broad-based, and equitable economic progress.
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CHAPTER 9: MIGRATION

9.1 Introduction

of internal and external migration (UNFPA, 2011). Migration, especially in-country migration 

and urbanization, have played an important role in the process of economic development. 

According to UNFPA (2011), based on the results of the AgroCensus 2009, migrants between 

Vietnamese provinces increased from 1.3 million people in 1989 to 2 million in 1999 and 

jumped up to 3.4 million people in 2009.24  Migrants from rural areas are an important source 

of labour for industrial areas and, in particular, foreign investors operating in economic zones. 

Moreover, new employment and income-earning opportunities for migrants can provide 

sending households with a new source of income with which to improve their livelihoods.

Migrants have made an important contribution to socio-economic development in Vietnam, 

but the increase in migration creates new social issues in sending and receiving communities 

that require the attention of authorities at all levels. There is also evidence to suggest that 

For example, UNFPA (2010) highlights the fact that temporary migrants suffer from persistent 

discrimination in employment with insecure jobs, lower salaries, and usually no medical or 

unemployment insurance. In addition, migrants have less access to public services compared 

to the locals because these services are usually provided only to registered inhabitants. As a 

result, migrants usually have to pay more for basic services such as healthcare and education. 

This is particularly notable in urban areas and increases the extent of poverty and inequality 

facing migrants. 

The situation is much more serious for vulnerable migrant groups such as children, old people 

or woman. The imbalance or instability created in societies and communities that migrants 

move into or out of has attracted the interest and concern of researchers and policy makers. 

The inclusion of a new section on migration in the 2012 VARHS survey will help in our under-

standing of the nature and extent of migration in Vietnam and will allow some of these issues 

to be explored. It should be noted, however, that in the VARHS survey we focus on sending 

households and not on the migrants themselves and so our analysis relates to the impact on 

the sending communities. Moreover, we do not collect information on migration organized by 

the Government and so we cannot draw conclusions or make recommendations regarding the 

impact of policies/programmes or other activities organized by the government on migrants.

24 -
in-country migrants increased from 4.5 million in 1989 to 6.5 million in 2009.
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9.2 Extent of Migration

This section describes the extent of migration from households included in the 2012 round of 

the VARHS survey. Table 9.1 reveals that nearly 20 percent of households have at least one 

household member who has migrated but there is a large amount of variability in migrant 

numbers across provinces. Nghe An has the highest proportion of households with a migrant, 

possibly because it is geographically and economically remote, and has a large share of 

relatively poor households.

HH has a migrant
Of which:

Permanent Temporary

Total 2012 19.6 22.7 63.8

Province 2012

Ha Tay (n=587) 18.7 14.5 75.5

Lao Cai (n=106) 17.9 31.6 52.6

Phu Tho (n=383) 17.2 21.2 59.1

Lai Chau (n=135) 7.4 10.0 90.0

Dien Bien (n=130) 13.8 44.4 50.0

Nghe An (n=229) 46.3 28.3 67.0

Quang Nam (n=340) 27.1 27.2 46.7

Khanh Hoa (n=110) 20.9 8.7 73.9

Dak Lak (n=164) 18.3 13.3 86.7

Dak Nong (n=143) 16.1 47.8 39.1

Lam Dong (n=80) 20.0 0.0 68.8

Long An (n=334) 7.8 15.4 57.7

Poorest (n=546) 11.7 25.0 65.6

2nd poorest (n=544) 16.9 28.3 57.6

Middle (n=542) 21.6 28.2 56.4

2nd richest (n=540) 20.4 20.9 67.3

Richest (n=542) 28.4 14.9 68.2

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh (n=565) 12.0 25.0 64.7

Kinh (n=2,176) 21.6 22.4 63.7

N= 2,721

Note: Row entries do not add up to 100 because a share of respondents was unsure about whether their family 

members had migrated permanently or temporarily.

Table 9.1 also shows that 22.4 percent of households with a migrant have a permanent 

migrant while 63.5 percent of these migrants leave the household on a temporary basis. 

Permanent migration mainly occurs in mountainous provinces and far from industrial centres, 

for example, Dak Nong (48 percent), Dien Bien (44 percent) and Lao Cai (32 percent). 
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Permanent migration is less likely for households in central or relatively urbanized regions 

such as ex-Ha Tay and Khanh Hoa.

The relationship between the propensity for a household member to migrate and income has 

been shown in existing research to be non-linear, following an inverse U-shape with “migration 

humps” at low and high income levels (de Hass, 2007; Nguyen, et al., 2008). As illustrated in 

Table 9.1, the relationship between the economic status of households (as measured by food 

expenditure quintile) and migration depends on the type of migration in question. Temporary 

migration seems to follow the U-shape with a higher proportion of migrants in the group 

of richest and poorest households. In contrast, the percentage of permanent migrants is 

lower for both of these groups of households. Overall, better off households have a higher 

probability of having a migrant but this is mostly due to temporary migration.

Table 9.2 summarizes the reasons given by households as to why their household members 

migrated. Among the households with a migrant, 47 percent of households report that their 

members migrated for job opportunities, 42 percent for schooling and 16 percent for marriage. 

common from areas dominated by agricultural production with a lack of income-generating 

employment opportunities.

Job opportu-
nities

Job search Schooling
Army

service
Marriage

Family

46.7 1.9 41.7 5.4 15.9 0.9

Province

Ha Tay (n=110) 52.7 0.9 41.8 2.7 10.0 0.0

Lao Cai (n=19) 52.6 0.0 15.8 10.5 21.1 0.0

Phu Tho (n=66) 36.4 1.5 42.4 7.6 18.2 1.5

Lai Chau (n=10) 10.0 10.0 70.0 0.0 10.0 0.0

Dien Bien (n=18) 50.0 0.0 33.3 5.6 22.2 0.0

Nghe An (n=106) 77.4 1.9 23.6 5.7 15.1 2.8

Quang Nam (n=92) 30.4 2.2 52.2 5.4 20.7 1.1

Khanh Hoa (n=23) 30.4 4.3 69.6 4.3 13.0 0.0

Dak Lak (n=30) 40.0 3.3 56.7 10.0 6.7 0.0

Dak Nong (n=23) 39.1 4.3 43.5 0.0 21.7 0.0

Lam Dong (n=16) 12.5 0.0 75.0 12.5 0.0 0.0

Long An (n=26) 42.3 0.0 19.2 3.8 34.6 0.0

46.7 1.9 41.4 5.4 16 0.9

Food expenditure quintile 

Poorest (n=64) 42.2 0.0 35.9 9.4 15.6 1.6

2nd poorest (n=92) 44.6 2.2 35.9 6.5 20.7 1.1

Middle (n=117) 56.4 0.0 35.0 3.4 16.2 0.0

2nd richest (n=110) 44.5 0.9 41.8 8.2 16.4 1.8

Richest (n=154) 44.8 4.5 51.3 2.6 13.0 0.6

46.9 1.9 41.3 5.4 16.0 0.9

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh (n=68) 38.2 1.5 39.7 7.4 14.7 0.0

Kinh (n=465) 48.0 1.9 41.9 5.2 16.1 1.1

Note: Since households can have more than one migrant the rows of this table can add up to more than 100 percent.
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There is considerable variability in the reasons for migration across provinces. This variability 

is closely correlated with the extent of temporary versus permanent migration in different 

provinces. For example, temporary migration is mainly for schooling or for army service, so 

these are common reasons for migration in Lam Dong which has a high rate of temporary 

migration and so in provinces where permanent migration is more common, such as Dien Bien 

or Dak Nong, for example, these are more likely reasons for migration. The small sample size 

should be kept in mind, however, when interpreting these statistics.

It is also clear from Table 9.2 that migration for schooling is most likely for households in higher 

expenditure groups suggesting that there may be fewer opportunities for poor households 

to access higher education outside of their local area. Migration for job opportunities and 

marriage are most common for the middle and poorest households.

Table 9.3 presents the destination of migrants disaggregated by migration: i) within the same 

province; ii) to other provinces in Vietnam; and iii) to a foreign country. The proportion of 

households that have at least one member migrating to the same province varies greatly 

across provinces ranging from only 3 percent in Dak Nong up to 83.6 percent in Ha Tay. This 

may be attributed to the fact that Ha Tay was merged into Hanoi in 2008 and since merging 

a large number of people from Ha Tay moved to the peri-urban areas while others sold their 

land prices during this time. Only a small proportion of households have migrants that moved 

from Ha Tay to other provinces (15.7 percent).

A lot of within-province migration is also observed in Dien Bien (81.5 percent). Within Dien 

a large number of ethnic minority households to the Muong Nhe district, where there are 

greater economic opportunities, in particular in forestry.25  For the other provinces, most of 

the migration observed is to other provinces. The highest rates are observed in the poorer 

provinces of Dak Nong, Phu Tho and Lai Chau at 97, 76 and 69 percent, respectively. In Nghe 

An, for example, a very small proportion of households have a member that migrates within 

the province. Coupled with the fact that the main reason for migration from Nghe An is for job 

of typhoons and storms in Nghe An, leading to higher risks and unstable production in rural 

area of this province.

In most provinces there are no households that have migrants to foreign countries. Exceptions 

are Dien Bien, Nghe An, and ex-Ha Tay with 3.7, 1.2, and 0.7 percent, respectively, of migrants 

moving abroad.

The destination of migrants is similar across food expenditure quintiles. While it is only better-

off households that have members who migrate abroad, the proportion is still very low at less 

25

com/Rung-va-nguoi-di-cu-tu-do-o-Muong-Nhe-Dien-Bien/58/6304908.epi. Accessed June 03, 2013.
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than 2 percent. It is likely that only households in the richest food expenditure quintiles have 

making cross-country migration possible only in this group.

To the same 
province

Other Provinces Foreign country

43.6 55.8 0.6

Provinces

Ha Tay (n=140) 83.6 15.7 0.7

Lao Cai (n=24) 54.2 45.8 0.0

Phu Tho (n=80) 23.8 76.3 0.0

Lai Chau (n=13) 30.8 69.2 0.0

Dien Bien (n=27) 81.5 14.8 3.7

Nghe An (n=163) 33.1 65.6 1.2

Quang Nam (n=124) 33.1 66.9 0.0

Khanh Hoa (n=33) 48.5 51.5 0.0

Dak Lak (n=46) 34.8 65.2 0.0

Dak Nong (n=33) 3.0 97.0 0.0

Lam Dong (n=18) 38.9 61.1 0.0

Long An (n=35) 40.0 60.0 0.0

Food expenditure 
quintile

Poorest  (n=78) 44.9 55.1 0.0

2nd poorest (n=120) 48.3 51.7 0.0

Middle (n=163) 45.4 54.0 0.6

2nd richest (n=150) 40.7 58.0 1.3

Richest (n=225) 42.7 56.9 0.4

Gender of HH head 

Female (n=134) 48.5 50.7 0.7

Male (n=602) 43.0 56.5 0.5

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh (n=84) 53.6 45.2 1.2

Kinh (n=643) 42.3 57.2 0.5

Migrants from non-Kinh households are more likely to stay within the same province (53.6 

percent of households with a migrant) while migrants from Kinh-households are more likely 

to go to other provinces (57.2 percent). This is suggestive of fewer migration opportunities 

for ethnic minorities.

9.3 Characteristics of Migrants

This section considers the characteristics of migrants. All statistics are presented at the migrant 

level. As revealed in Table 9.4, in general, most of the migrants are relatively young with an 
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average age of 24.7. This result aligns with the fact that the main reasons for migration are 

job opportunities and schooling. The highest average age is in Long An province (28) where 

the proportion of migration for marriage is also very high.

Also in Table 9.4 we see that 51 percent of migrants are male and 49 percent of are female. 

In the North and North Centre Coast provinces, male migration is higher than male migration, 

while female migration is more common in the South Centre Coast and the South provinces. 

There is no clear pattern of migration across gender split by food expenditure quintile, although 

migrants from households in the poorest quintile are most likely to be male.

The marital status of migrants is presented in Table 9.5. Most migrants are single (67 percent). 

Long An is the only province that has more migrants that are married than single. As mentioned 

above, this is also the province with the highest proportion of migration for marriage and the 

highest average age of migrants. Table 9.5 also shows that migrants in poorer groups are 

more likely to be widowed in comparison with the richer groups.

Table 9.4: Age and Gender of Migrants 

24.7 49.0 51.0

Province 2012

Ha Tay (n=147) 26.9 48.3 51.7

Lao Cai (n=25) 24.6 48.0 52.0

Phu Tho (n=84) 23.6 42.9 57.1

Lai Chau (n=13) 21.5 46.2 53.8

Dien Bien (n=27) 22.5 44.4 55.6

Nghe An (n=177) 25.5 43.5 56.5

Quang Nam (n=124) 23.5 53.2 46.8

Khanh Hoa (n=33) 22.5 57.6 42.4

Dak Lak (n=46) 23.3 52.2 47.8

Dak Nong (n=33) 22.8 51.5 48.5

Lam Dong (n=19) 20.6 63.2 36.8

Long An (n=37) 28.3 59.5 40.5

Food expenditure 
quintile

Poorest (n=82) 24.5 50.0 50.0

2nd poorest (n=126) 24.1 54.0 46.0

Middle (n=167) 24.9 43.7 56.3

2nd richest (n=153) 24.6 49.0 51.0

Richest (n=235) 25.0 49.8 50.2
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Single Married Widow Divorced

67.0 30.4 1.0 1.6

Province 2012

Ha Tay (n=147) 66.7 29.3 3.4 0.7

Lao Cai (n=25) 60.0 40.0 0.0 0.0

Phu Tho (n=84) 67.9 26.2 0.0 6.0

Lai Chau (n=13) 92.3 7.7 0.0 0.0

Dien Bien (n=27) 63.0 29.6 0.0 7.4

Nghe An (n=177) 60.5 37.9 0.6 1.1

Quang Nam (n=124) 69.4 29.8 0.8 0.0

Khanh Hoa (n=33) 78.8 18.2 3.0 0.0

Dak Lak (n=46) 84.8 15.2 0.0 0.0

Dak Nong (n=33) 69.7 27.3 0.0 3.0

Lam Dong (n=19) 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Long An (n=37) 35.1 62.2 0.0 2.7

Total (n=765) 66.9 30.5 1.0 1.6

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest (n=33) 70.7 24.4 2.4 2.4

2nd poorest (n=132) 62.7 34.9 0.8 1.6

Middle (n=134) 62.9 34.7 1.2 1.2

2nd richest (n=194) 64.1 34.6 1.3 0.0

Richest (n=272) 72.8 24.3 0.4 2.6

The level of education of migrants is presented in Table 9.6. Most migrants have a high level 

of education or are still in school with about 38 percent of migrants having completed upper 

secondary education level and 37 percent still attending school (or migrating for schooling). 

Approximately 20 percent of migrants have completed lower secondary education. In Vietnam, 

rural-urban migration accounts for most domestic migration and many migrants move to cities 

to work in industrial zones in garment or shoe factors (GSO, 2012). To obtain contracts for 

these positions, workers must have completed secondary school education. Rural residents 

who have achieved upper secondary school therefore have a higher probability of migration. 

In the VARHS sample, Dak Lak appears to be a special case where the number of migrants that 

have only completed lower secondary school is higher than the number that has completed 

upper secondary school. In contrast, the North Mountain provinces of Lao Cai, Lai Chau and 

Dien Bien have the highest proportion of migrants with lower education levels (cannot read/

write or just completed primary school).
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Cannot
read and 

write

Completed
lower

primary

Completed
Lower

secondary

Completed
Upper

secondary

Can read and 
write but never 

went to or 

primary school

Still in 
school

0.9 3.5 19.4 38.5 0.3 37.4

Province 2012

Ha Tay (n=146) 0.0 2.1 14.4 45.9 1.4 36.3

Lao Cai (n=25) 4.0 8.0 12.0 44.0 0.0 32.0

Phu Tho (n=84) 0.0 3.6 15.5 35.7 0.0 45.2

Lai Chau (n=13) 7.7 7.7 0.0 7.7 0.0 76.9

Dien Bien (n=27) 3.7 3.7 22.2 40.7 0.0 29.6

Nghe An (n=177) 1.1 4.5 28.2 46.3 0.0 19.8

Quang Nam (n=123) 0.0 0.8 18.7 33.3 0.0 47.2

Khanh Hoa (n=33) 3.0 3.0 3.0 30.3 0.0 60.6

Dak Lak (n=46) 0.0 0.0 28.3 26.1 0.0 45.7

Dak Nong (n=33) 0.0 0.0 18.2 39.4 0.0 42.4

Lam Dong (n=19) 0.0 0.0 5.3 15.8 0.0 78.9

Long An (n=37) 2.7 18.9 29.7 32.4 0.0 16.2

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest (n=82) 4.9 11.0 18.3 28.0 1.2 36.6

2nd poorest (n=126) 1.6 3.2 22.2 36.5 0.0 36.5

Middle (n=167) 0.0 4.8 25.1 41.3 0.0 28.7

2nd richest (n=153) 0.7 2.0 15.1 44.1 0.7 37.5

Richest (n=235) 0.0 1.3 16.7 37.6 0.0 44.4

Ethnicity of HH head

Non-Kinh (n=86) 3.5 8.1 20.9 24.4 0.0 43.0

Kinh (n=676) 0.6 3.0 19.2 40.2 0.3 36.7

The relationship between expenditure quintile and the education level of migrants is also 

presented in Table 9.6. Migrants from better off households have achieved a higher level of 

education with a higher proportion of migrants having completed upper secondary school. In 

or even just completed primary school), the proportion of migrants in the poor household 

group is, unsurprisingly, higher than in the better off household group. Kinh migrants have 

a higher level of education than the non-Kinh migrants with the proportion of Kinh migrants 

that have completed upper secondary school at 40 percent compared to 24.4 percent of non-

Kinh migrants.

Table 9.7 focuses on the level of professional training of migrants. It illustrates that 63 

percent of migrants do not have any professional training, but about 16 percent of migrants 

have achieved a Bachelor’s degree. On the other hand, the proportion of migrants that have 

attended vocational training is very low at 2.7 percent. This may be an important issue 

for policy makers who have in recent years attempted to improve the skills of rural labour 

through various training programmes in an attempt to create a more stable life for rural-city 
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migrants through higher skilled jobs.26

No
diploma

Short-course
vocational training

Vocational
training

College University or 
higher level

62.5 13.4 2.8 5.2 16.1

Province 2012

Ha Tay (n=147) 54.4 11.6 3.4 7.5 23.1

Lao Cai (n=25) 88.0 8.0 0.0 4.0 0.0

Phu Tho (n=84) 63.1 10.7 1.2 4.8 20.2

Lai Chau (n=13) 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Dien Bien (n=27) 63.0 11.1 3.7 11.1 11.1

Nghe An (n=177) 52.5 21.5 4.0 4.0 18.1

Quang Nam (n=124) 69.4 8.1 2.4 5.6 14.5

Khanh Hoa (n=33) 81.8 9.1 0.0 0.0 9.1

Dak Lak (n=46) 76.1 8.7 0.0 0.0 15.2

Dak Nong (n=33) 63.6 6.1 0.0 9.1 21.2

Lam Dong (n=19) 89.5 0.0 0.0 10.5 0.0

Long An (n=37) 37.8 40.5 10.8 5.4 5.4

Total (n=765) 62.5 13.5 2.7 5.2 16.1

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest (n=82) 74.4 7.3 1.2 4.9 12.2

2nd poorest (n=126) 61.9 13.5 3.2 4.8 16.7

Middle (n=167) 67.7 12.0 4.2 4.2 12.0

2nd richest (n=153) 60.8 14.4 2.6 7.8 14.4

Richest (n=235) 56.2 15.7 2.1 4.7 21.3

Lai Chau is the only province that has no migrant with any type of professional training. It 

should be noted, however, that a high percentage of migrants from this province are still in 

the school (Table 9.6). The highest proportion of migrants with professional training is in Long 

An province (60 percent) which is unsurprising given that the average age of migrants from 

this province (28.3) is much higher than that of migrants from other provinces.

Table 9.8 explores the extent of land and property ownership of migrants by province, 

by household quintile group and by ethnicity of the household head. Property ownership 

among migrants is most common within their home commune (13.2 percent of migrants own 

agricultural land in their own commune while 6.8 percent own residential land in their own 

commune). One possible reason for maintaining ownership even after migrating is that while 

commune as a form of insurance in case they are not successful or do not have a better life 

in the place they migrate to. Another possible explanation is that migrants leave with the 

expectation that they will return in the future.

26  Many projects and programs on employment creation and vocational training have been carried out 
in the implementation of the Prime Minister Decision (1956/QD-TTg on November 27, 2009) on ap-
proving the scheme on vocational training for rural labourers up to 2020.
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Table 9.8: Migrant Ownership of Agricultural Land or Residential Property 

Agricultural land owned: Residential property owned:

In home 
commune

In the 
living

commune

In the 
other

communes

In home 
commune

In the living 
commune

In the other 
communes

13.2 2.6 0.3 6.8 2.5 0.0

Province

Ha Tay (n=147) 13.6 4.8 0.7 9.5 5.4 0.0

Lao Cai (n=25) 5.3 1.7 0.0 0.0 4.0 0.0

Phu Tho (n=84) 0.0 2.4 0.0 1.2 3.6 0.0

Lai Chau (n=13) 3.6 7.1 0.0 7.7 0.0 0.0

Dien Bien (n=27) 1.8 3.6 1.8 3.7 7.4 0.0

Nghe An (n=177) 41.2 3.9 0.0 18.1 1.1 0.0

Quang Nam (n=124) 1.6 0.8 0.0 0.8 1.6 0.0

Khanh Hoa (n=33) 3.0 0.0 0.0 3.1 0.0 0.0

Dak Lak (n=46) 1.1 2.1 1.1 0.0 2.2 0.0

Dak Nong (n=33) 1.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Lam Dong (n=19) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Long An (n=37) 5.4 2.7 0.0 2.7 0.0 0.0

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest (n=82) 18.3 4.9 1.2 6.1 0.0 0.0

2nd poorest (n=126) 7.9 2.4 0.0 3.2 2.4 0.0

Middle (n=167) 15.6 3.0 0.0 6.0 3.0 0.0

2nd richest (n=153) 12.4 3.9 0.6 7.8 5.2 0.0

Richest (n=235) 12.8 0.8 0.0 8.5 1.3 0.0

Ethnicity

Non-Kinh (n=86) 4.6 3.5 1.3 2.3 4.6 0.0

Kinh (n=676) 14.3 2.5 0.1 7.4 2.2 0.0

Land and property ownership by migrants is particularly high in Nghe An, at 1.2 and 18.1 

percent, respectively. Land and property ownership is also high in ex-Ha Tay (at 13.6 and 

9.5 percent, respectively). The proportion is particularly low in Lam Dong with none of the 

migrants from this province having any kind of ownership of land or property. In general, few 

migrants own agricultural land outside of their home.

Ownership of land and property may provide some indication of the extent to which migrants 

plan on settling or have settled in their new place of residence. If, for example, migrants have 

land and property in their new place of residence, it suggests that they have decided to settle 

there for the long term and that they have better integrated into community/society. Migrants 

from Lai Chau, for example, are more likely to have land and property in other communes (7.1 

percent) than in their home commune (3.6 percent) suggesting that compared with migrants 

from other provinces these migrants may be more settled. Migration from ex-Ha Tay and Dien 

Bien also appears to be more permanent given that there is a higher rate of land and property 
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ownership among migrants in other communes rather than in their home commune (4.8 and 

5.4 percent, respectively, for Ha Tay, and 3.6 and 7.4 percent, respectively, for Dien Bien).

Owning land and property in the commune that the migrant has moved to and lives in might 

also be suggestive of the extent of success of the migrant. Migrants from Ha Tay, Lai Chau 

and Dien Bien appear most successful in this regard. None of surveyed migrants reported that 

they have residential property in other communes.

other groups (in their homeland, in the commune that they live in and in other communes). 

However, the poorest households own less residential property in the place where they have 

migrated to (and live) suggesting that migrants from poor households have less stability in 

their new communities than wealthier migrants.

By ethnicity, a higher proportion of Kinh migrants own land or property in their home commune 

in comparison with the non-Kinh group. In contrast, the proportion of households that own 

land and property in the commune they are living in is higher in the non-Kinh group. This 

suggests that migrants of non-Kinh ethnicity are somewhat more likely to settle permanently 

once they migrate compared with Kinh migrants.

9.4 Migrant livelihoods

In this section we explore the livelihoods and income status of migrants and the role of 

networks and information in supporting migration. Table 9.9 reveals that out of those who 

migrated for a job, 57 percent looked for a job by themselves, 30 percent received information 

on jobs from family/friends while 7 percent sought information from private or public job 

agencies. The older the migrants, the less likely they are to have looked for a job through job 

Own investi-
gation

Relatives/
Friends

Job services Media Other/don’t
know

56.5 30.0 6.1 0.5 7.0

Gender of migrants

Female 58.9 28.4 5.1 0.5 7.1

Male 54.5 31.3 6.9 0.4 6.9

Age of migrants

Age>30 54.0 31.2 6.5 0.6 7.7

30=<Age<40 59.5 31.1 6.8 0.0 2.7

Age>=40 75.0 15.6 0.0 0.0 9.4

Granovetter (1973) examines the relationship between the strength of a social network and 

job prospects. He argues that a personal network with weak ties increases the probability of 



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

319

members and close friends. The individuals within a network based on strong ties tend to be 

similar and to have access to the same information. As close friends or family mostly live in 

the same area there tends to be a lot of overlap in the people they interact with and hence, 

the information that is transmitted through the network. Individuals are therefore more likely 

to already have the information that is available through a network with strong ties. If we 

with Granovetter’s hypothesis by suggesting that networks with strong ties are the most 

effective in the job search process for Vietnamese migrants. Future in-depth research will 

more closely investigate the channels through which migrants learn about job opportunities 

and the extent to which social networks and ties impact on this process.

N = 438

The income of migrants as reported by the sending household is presented in Figure 9.1. 

The total income of migrants is not available in the data so only the income earned from 

working is presented. The average income of migrants in the sample is 43.5 million VND per 

year. This average varies by the migrant’s education level, gender, and reason for migration. 

Unsurprisingly, the migrants that completed secondary school earn a higher income than 

migrants with less education. Migrants who are “still in school” have the lowest income (18 

(less than 30 years old) have much lower income compared to the older migrants. The income 
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inequality in the job market in Vietnam. Similarly, the average income of non-Kinh migrants is 

much lower in comparison with the Kinh group.

Over 25 percent of households that have migrants receive remittances but there is some 

variation across provinces. For example, in Nghe An over half of the households that have a 

Dong only. Notably, migrants from Nghe An have the highest earned income levels

Share of HH 
that has re-
ceived remit-
tances

Food
Other con-
sumption

Housing
Medical
expense

Education
expense

Saving

25.3 58.8 26.5 0.7 18.4 13.2 33.8

Province

Ha Tay (n=110) 11.8 46.2 38.5 0.0 30.8 7.7 30.8

Lao Cai (n=19) 10.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 50.0 0.0 50.0

Phu Tho (n=66) 19.7 53.8 15.4 0.0 15.4 15.4 53.8

Lai Chau (n=10) 10.0 100.0 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Dien Bien (n=18) 27.8 20.0 40.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Nghe An (n=106) 53.8 63.2 19.3 1.8 8.8 17.5 33.3

Quang Nam (n=92) 20.6 63.2 36.8 0.0 15.8 10.5 47.4

Khanh Hoa (n=22) 22.7 40.0 0.0 0.0 40.0 40.0 40.0

Dak Lak (n=30) 16.7 20.0 40.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 20.0

Dak Nong (n=23) 21.7 100.0 20.0 0.0 80.0 0.0 40.0

Lam Dong (n=16) 6.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100

Long An (n=26) 38.5 90.0 50.0 0.0 40.0 10.0 0.0

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest (n=64) 20.8 46.7 26.7 0.0 6.7 26.7 26.7

2nd poorest (n=92) 20.2 57.1 19.0 0.0 28.6 19.0 33.3

Middle (n=117) 36.1 71.1 36.8 0.0 13.2 7.9 34.2

2nd richest (n=110) 29.2 57.1 21.4 0.0 17.9 10.7 32.1

Richest (n=154) 19.9 51.5 21.2 3.0 24.2 12.1 36.4

HH head sex

Female (n=103) 28.2 62.1 34.5 0.0 10.3 17.2 34.5

Male (n=435) 24.6 57.9 24.3 0.9 20.6 12.1 33.6

Ethnicity of HH head

Non Kinh (n=68) 17.6 41.7 33.3 0.0 16.7 16.7 33.3

Kinh (n=470) 26.4 60.5 25.8 0.8 18.5 12.9 33.9

column shows share of all households receiving remittances. Other columns show share of remittance receiving 

households receiving remittances for the stated purpose.

Table 9.10 presents statistics on some of the reasons why migrants send remittances to the 

sending households. Notwithstanding the small sample size, the most common purpose of 

remittances is for food consumption at 58.8 percent for the overall sample with a particularly 

high proportion observed in Lai Chau, Dak Nong, and Long An. Savings is the second most 

important reason why migrants send remittances at 33.8 percent for the overall sample. 

Khanh Hoa has the highest proportion of households that receive remittances for education 
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expenses at 40 percent. Nghe An is the only province where households receive remittances 

for housing. 

Households in the middle income group have the highest probability that remittances are sent 

for food (71 percent) and other consumption (36.8 percent), compared with average rates 

of 58.8 percent and 26.5 percent for these categories for the whole sample. However, the 

middle income group of households also has the lowest incidence of remittances for education 

expenditure. In addition, the probability that remittances are used for education expenses 

is higher in the poorest household group than among the richest households (26.7 percent 

compared to 12.1 percent). 

As presented in Table 9.11, a high proportion of households visit their family every month or 

three months while only 10 percent of migrants never visit their family. In fact, most migrants 

are in regular contact with their families. Given the high level of contact between migrants 

reasons why this is not the case will be the subject of future in-depth research.

Contact with family: Visit family:

Daily Wkly Mthly
3-6
mths

Year or 
more

Never Wkly Mthly
3-6
mths

Year or 
more

Never

Gender of migrant:

Female 
(n=374)

7.8 48.1 29.7 8.8 2.7 2.9 10.6 28.9 28.3 23.4 8.8

Male
(n=390)

9.7 44.8 32.5 11.0 1.8 0.3 8.5 30.8 33.2 17.2 10.3

Food expenditure quintile:

Poorest 
(n=82)

3.7 37.8 36.6 17.1 3.7 1.2 7.2 36.0 26.4 20.0 10.4

2nd
poorest
(n=126)

4.0 43.7 33.3 12.7 1.6 4.8 10.8 42.3 29.2 10.0 7.7

Middle
(n=167)

15.6 37.7 35.9 9.0 1.8 0.0 8.0 32.1 33.9 18.8 7.1

2nd
richest
(n=153)

6.5 56.2 26.8 5.9 2.6 2.0 12.9 23.4 29.8 22.6 11.3

Richest
(n=235)

9.8 50.6 27.7 8.9 2.1 0.9 8.7 19.9 32.3 28.0 11.2

Total
8.8 46.4 31.2 9.8 2.2 1.6 9.5 30.2 30.4 20.3 9.7
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9.5 Rural Society and Migration

The VARHS survey also questions households on the types of problems that migrants face in 

accessing education, medical care and the use of social services, cultural differences, and 

discrimination. Table 9.12 reveals that the biggest problems facing migrants, as viewed 

Employment and land are the most critical determinants of a migrant settling in the place 

they migrate to given that both are important for determining the income and livelihoods of 

the migrants.

In Dak Lak, 64.8 percent of households report that migrants have problems accessing 

households in Lai Chau are much less likely to report that migrants experience these problems 

(25.2 and 31.8 percent, respectively).
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Table 9.12: Types of problems faced by Migrants in VARHS Communes, percent

Access to 
land

Access to 
employment

-
ed to land employment

Education Health care Access to so-
cial services

Cultural inte-
gration

Discrimination

Ha Tay 38.3 34.5 4.6 4.1 7.0 14.6 14.5 7.1 9.5 2.9

Lao Cai 63.5 51.4 20.6 6.5 17.8 11.2 17.8 13.1 42.1 11.2

Phu Tho 52.0 72.9 2.6 10.3 2.1 28.6 32.9 19.9 18.6 5.8

Lai Chau 25.2 31.8 3.0 0.0 16.3 34.1 32.6 37.8 32.6 3.7

Dien Bien 32.8 38.2 3.0 3.0 15.3 19.8 19.1 8.4 7.6 2.3

Nghe An 53.1 46.9 12.3 10.5 3.1 16.2 14.5 2.2 8.8 15.3

Q u a n g 
Nam

29.0 35.5 1.8 3.0 6.5 7.1 8.9 3.5 10.6 0.6

Khanh Hoa 41.8 44.5 5.4 1.8 10.0 13.6 2.7 3.6 2.7 1.8

Dak Lak 64.8 52.7 12.7 8.5 6.7 13.9 9.7 17.0 26.7 4.8

Dak Nong 60.1 56.6 2.8 1.4 5.6 7.7 10.5 15.4 4.9 0.7

Lam Dong 38.7 33.7 1.2 0.0 6.2 11.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Long An 53.1 44.2 5.9 8.8 12.4 21.8 23.6 18.6 15.3 6.5

Non-Kinh 43.0 46.4 5.7 2.5 11.0 25.0 24.6 19.3 22.5 4.4

Kinh 45.6 45.3 5.6 6.5 7.1 15.2 15.4 10.0 11.9 4.8

Total 45.1 45.5 5.6 5.7 7.9 17.2 17.3 11.9 14.1 4.7

N=2,741
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Access to public services such as education, healthcare, and social services also contribute 

to the problems faced by migrants as perceived by VARHS households with 17.2, 17.3, and 

11.9 percent, respectively, of households reporting that migrants from their households 

experience these problems. Fewer households report that migrants face problems relating 

to discrimination (4.7 percent), although it is likely that in communes where migrants face 

discrimination many other related problems such as access to employment, education, 

public services, and healthcare, will also be problematic. Discrimination against migrants 

appears to be more prevalent amongst migrants from Lao Cai and Nghe An.

9.6 Summary

Migration is common among VARHS 2012 households: almost 20 percent of households 

reported having at least one household member who migrated. The proportion of households 

with temporary migrants is much higher than that of households with permanent migrants.  

Migration to other provinces is more common than migration within a province but very few 

migrate abroad. Job opportunities and schooling are the two main reasons for migration.

Most migrants are relatively young with an average age of 24.7 years. Migrants are more 

likely to be male. Many migrants are single (67 percent) and still in school (37.4 percent). 

Most migrants (38.5 percent) have completed upper secondary school while only 0.9 percent 

of migrants cannot read and write. Even though many training programmes for rural labour 

have been implemented by the Government in recent years, 63 percent of migrants in the 

survey have not attended any form of professional training. This result suggests that policy 

makers and implementing agencies need to reconsider the targeting and effectiveness of 

vocational training programmes.

For employment and income, most migrants look for a job by themselves or through their 

friends/relatives. Only a small proportion of migrants rely on support from employment 

the effectiveness of programmes aimed at employment creation in rural areas need to be 

reconsidered and rearranged.

The average income of migrants in the sample is VND 43 million per year with large variations 

between different groups of migrants. Migrants with higher education levels, that are male or 

Kinh, and have migrated because of a job opportunity earn a higher income. However, only 

a small proportion of households with migrants (25 percent, or 4 percent of all households) 

received remittances from their migrant members despite being in regular contact with each 

other.

Finally, households report a number of problems that migrants experience in their local 

communities, suggesting that social problems are more pronounced for migrants relative to 

other community members.  Given the high rates of internal migration taking place now in 

Vietnam and that they are likely to continue in the future, ensuring support for migrants in 

receiving communities is an emerging policy challenge for the Government. 



EVIDENCE FROM A 2012 RURAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY IN 12 PROVINCES OF VIETNAM

325

References

De Haas, H. 2007, Turning the Tide? Why Development will not Stop Migration, Development 

and Change, 38(5).819—840

De Haas, H.2007, Remittance, Migration and Social Development- A conceptual Review of the 

Literature, Social Policy and Development, Programme Paper No 34

Granovetter, Mark S. 1973, The Strength of Weak Ties, American Journal of Sociology, Volume 

78, Issue 6.

GSO and UNFPA 2011, Vietnam Population and Housing Census: Migration and Urbanization: 

Patterns, Trends and Differentials, Hanoi. 

GSO, UN and MDGE, 2012, Gender and Remittances from Internal  Migrants, Vietnam Statistic 

Publishing House. 

Le et al. 2010 Social Protection for Rural – Urban Migrants in Vietnam: Current Situation, 

Challenges and Opportunities, Institute for Social Development Studies, SPA Working Papers 

UNFPA 2010, Internal Migration in Vietnam; Evidences from Vietnam Population and Housing 

Census 2009

United Nations in Vietnam 2010, Internal Migration: Opportunities, Challenges to Socio-

economic Development in Vietnam.



CHARACTERISTICS OF THE VIETNAMESE RURAL ECONOMY

326

CHAPTER 10: SOCIAL CAPITAL, SOCIAL PROBLEMS

AND HAPPINESS

10.1 Introduction

Social capital exists in the relations between people. Important forms of social capital include 

trust, norms, and formal and informal social networks (Putnam 1993). Coleman (1988) 

outcomes such as human capital formation. This chapter investigates a number of different 

aspects of social capital, including activities in formal and informal networks, trust and 

perceptions about the prevalence of phenomena such as drug use, crime, theft, and gambling 

at the communal level. These may be viewed as indicators of social capital. The chapter also 

examines perceptions about the levels and sources of happiness. In recent years, economists 

have increased their focus on empirical studies of happiness (e.g. Layard 2006, Kahneman 

and Deaton 2010). 

Subjective measures of well-being, such as the happiness indicator presented here, may 

be viewed as a more direct measure of theoretical economic concepts such as “utility” or 

“welfare” than, say, consumption or income, which economists have traditionally focused 

on. Subjective measures of happiness have been found to be reliable in terms of assessing a 

person’s well-being. Validity studies have been carried out in which an individual’s subjective 

replies are compared with laboratory experiments that assess the same individual’s objective 

well-being by measuring facial expressions and vocal tones. 

So-called “informant” information on an individual’s well-being has been collected from 

relatives to see how well the subjective well-being measures perform. Generally, the subjective 

well-being measures or happiness measures are highly correlated with measurements of 

happiness from both laboratory experiments and informant information from a source close 

to the individual, so subjective measures of happiness are generally considered valid (see e.g. 

Diener 1984; Veenhoven 1984).

The chapter is structured as follows: Section 10.2 describes households’ participation rates in 

explores informal networks and Section 10.4 describes attitudes towards trust. In Section 10.5 

the sources of information used by households are explored. Section 10.6 presents results on 

perceptions about the severity of problems related to crime, drug use, and gambling. Finally 

in Section 10.7, results on happiness and perceptions about factors affecting happiness and 

economic success are presented. Section 10.8 concludes.

10.2 Formal Groups

The largest formal groups in Vietnam are, in addition to the Communist Party, the Youth 
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Unions, Women’s Unions, Trade Unions, and Farmers’ Unions. These organizations have an 

referred to as “mass organizations”, acting as social-political groups linking the population to 

the Communist Party. 

Anecdotally, membership in a group like the Youth Union has historically helped to advance 

members’ careers. According to Dalton et al. (2001) participation in social groups supports 

the development of interpersonal skills needed for the evolution of a modern society. Table 

10.1 shows statistics of households’ membership of formal groups, with data disaggregated 

by province, gender of the household head, and food expenditure quintile. 

The share of households with at least one member of any group is 88 percent. There is 

share of households with at least one member of  any group (99 percent) whereas Long An in 

the Mekong River Delta has the lowest share of 65 percent. Lao Cai and Quang Nam have a 

very low prevalence of households that are members of the Communist Party and a relatively 

high share of households that are members of Farmer’s Unions. In the provinces in the Central 

Highlands we see the highest share of households that are members of the Communist Party 

(around 17 percent). There is little variation between the probabilities of participating across 

male- and female-headed households. 

In terms of food expenditure quintile, households in the middle and at the top of the 

distribution have the highest probabilities of being group members. A total of 95.8 percent 

of the richest households are member of a group compared to 92.0 percent of the poorest. 

richer households have a higher level of social capital, a relationship we return to throughout 

this chapter.

Household has at least  one member of…

Any
Group

Communist
Party

Youth
Union

Women’s
Union

Farmer’s
Union

Veteran’s
Union

Farmer
Interest
Group

Religious

Group

Old
age
Group

Province

Ha Tay 88.9 8.2 18.6 63.4 32.0 16.2 4.9 0.5 25.6

Lao Cai 85.0 1.9 9.3 53.3 64.5 11.2 0.9 0.0 14.0

Phu Tho 97.9 11.8 17.8 74.1 55.5 24.6 5.5 6.0 22.3

Lai Chau 82.8 17.2 17.9 59.0 26.1 9.0 0.0 0.0 14.2

Dien Bien 86.9 16.9 16.9 63.8 46.2 16.2 0.0 0.0 17.7

Nghe An 99.1 8.2 19.7 63.4 32.0 11.2 0.0 0.4 29.7

Quang Nam 94.7 1.9 18.6 53.3 64.5 24.6 0.0 0.3 28.4

Khanh Hoa 95.5 11.8 9.3 74.1 55.5 9.0 0.0 0.0 29.5

Dak Lak 83.5 17.2 17.8 59.0 26.1 16.2 2.4 5.5 11.6
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Dak Nong 82.1 16.9 17.9 63.8 46.2 11.2 0.0 0.7 11.0

Lam Dong 92.2 8.2 16.9 63.4 32.0 24.6 0.0 1.3 18.2

Long An 65.8 1.9 19.7 53.3 64.5 9.0 0.0 0.6 20.5

Gender of HH head

Female 86.4 12.4 22.1 66.8 37.3 8.6 3.3 0.6 37.7

Male 88.5 13.5 25.7 71.9 58.5 21.5 3.0 2.6 18.0

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 92.0 2.4 11.1 53.9 43.1 6.9 0.3 0.9 24.4

2nd poorest 94.1 7.3 14.0 61.8 45.1 11.7 0.2 2.1 21.2

Middle 95.2 6.9 14.3 64.7 47.3 13.1 0.7 2.7 25.8

2nd richest 94.0 9.8 17.2 59.9 40.2 13.5 2.9 1.1 20.6

Richest 95.8 14.5 21.8 65.0 38.7 14.8 4.5 0.7 20.2

N=2,741

Note: Groups with membership of less than 1 percent are not shown. These groups are: water user association,

In Table 10.2 we present basic characteristics of each of the groups.  

Table 10.2: Group Characteristics

Group

Group meets 
monthly or more 

Respondent almost 
always participates 

-

Annual fee 
in 000 VND

Observations

Total 2012 28.2 61.8 15 5.406

Communist Party 41.2 77.3 180 763

Youth Union 41.5 64.0 46,5 1.437

Women’s Union 27.7 62.7 60 4.068

Farmer’s Union 23.9 61.5 30 3.132

Veteran’s Union 25.8 69.8 48 1.097

Farmer interest Group 25.6 57.4 48 176

Religious Group 49.1 72.7 0 161

Old age Group 26.3 58.4 24 1.573

N=5,406 group membership relations.

Some 62 percent of group members state that they “almost always” participate in group 

The table shows that 28 percent of groups meet monthly or more often, and the Communist 

Party, Youth Union, and religious groups meet most frequently. 
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Table 10.3 investigates the reasons underlying group membership. 

Group
the com-
munity

Economic

Social
status
and re-
lations Entertainment

Health Increase
knowledge

Oth-
er

No

Total 2012 36.8 9.3 9.4 19.1 6.2 14.7 3.3 0.7

Communist party 39.2 6.7 22.9 11.5 3.7 14.6 0.6 0.7

Youth union 36.0 8.7 8.8 18.2 4.8 15.2 7.8 0.5

Women’s union 36.7 9.7 9.0 18.2 4.9 17.4 3.1 1.1

Farmer’s union 33.9 11.7 7.6 16.4 4.8 21.4 3.1 1.1

Veteran’s union 34.8 6.0 12.0 21.9 5.1 16.8 2.9 0.5

Farmer interest 
group 16.8 7.1 14.1 37.5 2.7 13.6 6.0 2.2

Religious group 42.9 0.6 12.4 17.5 4.0 19.2 3.4 0.0

Old age group 32.6 7.6 8.1 25.8 9.3 11.3 4.5 0.8

N=5,406 group membership relations

a group, especially for religious groups and the Communist Party. This may indicate that 

individuals do not participate exclusively in their own interest, but also for altruistic reasons. 

Communist party and the Veteran’s union.

10.3 Informal Networks

In the former section formal networks were explored. In this section we consider informal 

networks. Informal networks differ from formal networks as they emerge from private 

initiative. These networks may act as a substitute for formal insurance and credit. 

This section presents statistics on important social capital factors such as having someone 

to turn to in case of emergency, as well as indicators for social networks represented by the 

number of weddings a household attends. 

Table 10.4 shows the share of households that report they have someone they can turn to 

relatives.
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Share of HHs with at least 
one person to turn to in case 
of an emergency

Share of helpers who are rela-
tives

Total 2012 91.0 73.7

Province

Ha Tay 85.0 71.9

Lao Cai 99.1 83.2

Phu Tho 93.7 80.6

Lai Chau 94.8 76.9

Dien Bien 87.7 73.8

Nghe An 99.6 82.1

Quang Nam 78.1 58.6

Khanh Hoa 100.0 82.1

Dak Lak 95.7 74.4

Dak Nong 94.5 66.9

Lam Dong 98.7 84.4

Long An 94.3 71.7

Gender of HH head

Female 88.7 71.5

Male 91.6 74.3

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 89.5 74.3

2nd poorest 89.1 73.0

Middle 92.1 77.0

2nd richest 92.8 71.9

Richest 91.3 72.0

N= 2,741

About nine out of ten surveyed households have somebody to turn to for money in case of 

emergency. The share of surveyed households that have a helper when in need is slightly 

larger for those with male heads, possibly implying some degree of gender discrimination. In 

most cases, helpers are relatives of households, suggesting strongly-knit kinship, which is a 

typical characteristic of the Vietnamese rural society.

An important source of social capital in Vietnam, and an occasion for maintaining networks, 

is wedding celebrations. Table 10.5 presents statistics on the share of households that have 

attended weddings or hosted their own wedding or a birthday party. 

In total, almost all households attended at least one wedding during the past year. Male-

headed households are more likely to attend weddings. The poorest households attended 

fewest weddings, likely due to their limited economic resources and social networks. The 

median member of the poorest quintile attended 10 weddings while members of the richest 

quintile attended 20 weddings on average. This again shows that the poor are less fortunate 

in terms of social capital.
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Table 10.5: Weddings and Birthdays

Share of HHs who attended 
at least one wedding last 

Number of 
weddings
attended

Share of HHs 
hosting weddings 

Share of HHs 
hosting a birthday 

Total 2012 98.7 15 6.4 6.4

Province

Ha Tay 99.5 20 7.7 8.3

Lao Cai 99.1 7 10.3 7.5

Phu Tho 99.5 20 8.9 5.8

Lai Chau 96.3 6 1.5 1.5

Dien Bien 99.2 10 9.2 1.5

Nghe An 99.1 20 5.2 2.2

Quang Nam 97.3 10 5.3 0.3

Khanh Hoa 99.1 10 3.6 1.8

Dak Lak 99.4 12 7.3 6.7

Dak Nong 100.0 10 9.0 0.7

Lam Dong 98.7 11 6.5 1.3

Long An 96.7 10 2.4 5.1

Gender of HH head

Female 97.9 12 5.6 4.0

Male 98.8 15 6.6 4.5

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 97.2 10 5.7 0.4

2nd poorest 98.7 12 6.7 1.9

Middle 99.4 15 5.5 3.3

2nd richest 98.9 15 6.6 5.9

Richest 99.1 20 7.7 10.1

N = 2,741

The share of households hosting birthday parties is rather small. Less than 0.5 percent of the 

poorest households have hosted a birthday compared to 10 percent of the richest households. 

This can be explained by the fact that birthday celebration is not a tradition in Vietnam. 

Nevertheless, the increasing share of richer households celebrating birthdays suggests the 

impact of global cultural integration of the country on parts of Vietnamese society. 

10.4 Trust

Section 10.4 presents survey evidence regarding households’ attitudes to trust. In Table 10.6 

we look at attitudes to trust among the surveyed households.  

As mentioned in the introduction, trust is an important aspect of social capital. Trust within a 

community may facilitate economic outcomes such as trade between two partners that do not 

know each other. Individuals that live in societies with a high level of trust are more likely to 

divert fewer resources to protection, paying bribes etc. (Knack and Keefer, 1997). 
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Share of households agreeing with the statement:

“
”

“
”

Total 2012 87.2 41.8

Province

Ha Tay 89.9 57.8

Lao Cai 70.1 55.1

Phu Tho 88.0 40.3

Lai Chau 90.3 34.3

Dien Bien 90.8 20.0

Nghe An 91.3 78.6

Quang Nam 78.1 23.4

Khanh Hoa 98.2 19.6

Dak Lak 87.8 51.8

Dak Nong 74.5 48.3

Lam Dong 96.1 5.2

Long An 89.9 24.4

Gender of HH head

Female 85.6 44.2

Male 87.6 41.2

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 88.2 40.3

2nd poorest 88.1 41.3

Middle 87.5 46.7

2nd richest 86.9 39.3

Richest 85.3 41.3

N = 2,741

The table shows that around 87 percent of households agree that most people feel that others 

can be trusted. Despite the high share of households agreeing that people can in general be 

trusted, nearly 42 percent report that there are some people that you cannot trust. 

The richer households are on average less trusting than poorer households. Male-heads are 

slightly more trustful than female heads. For further background on attitudes towards people 

outside of the family within the context of traditional agrarian and Confucian traditions (see 

Dalton et al., 2001). 

10.5 Source of Information

This section explores households’ sources of information. This is related to the topic of 

social capital in the sense that formal and informal networks are potentially among the most 
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important sources of information, although we also consider other sources. 

Table 10.7 presents statistics on the most important source of information for each of four 

issues: agricultural production, credit and insurance, policy changes, and markets. The table 

demonstrates that informal networks in the shape of relatives, friends, and neighbours are the 

most important sources of information for agricultural production. Community loud speakers 

rank second and extension agents third. Households mostly receive information on credit 

and insurance through relatives, friends, and neighbours or from television and mass media. 

Meanwhile, government policy changes are usually spread to rural residents through television 

or relatives, friends, and neighbours and community loud speakers. Relatives, friends, and 

neighbours, as well as television are also the most powerful sources of market information. 

Unsurprisingly, households frequently exchange market information in local markets. 

To summarize, relatives, friends and neighbours are listed as the most important source of 

for the dissemination of knowledge. On the other hand, with television reported as the 

second-most important source of information, the importance of modern mass media is also 

Agricultural
production

and extension

Sources of 
credit and 
insurance

Government pol-
icy changes

Market informa-
tion

Sources of information:

Relatives, friends and neighbours 56.5 53.7 43.4 65.2

Community bulletin board 28.3 30.6 22.1 12.6

Community loud speakers 49.2 37.9 42.2 22.6

Local market 8.4 7.1 9.4 50.1

Newspaper 3.5 7.8 13.8 8.9

Radio 5.4 8.6 17.0 11.8

Television 36.7 42.5 76.6 63.9

Extension agents 40.2 6.6 4.6 5.1

Other groups or mass media 18.3 41.8 21.4 7.2

Business or work associates 0.4 1.3 0.5 1.4

Mobile phone 0.4 0.7 0.3 0.8

Internet 0.3 1.0 1.4 1.9

Other 3.1 5.3 2.5 4.1

N = 2,741 HHs

Note: The HHs are asked to list the 1st, 2nd and 3rd most important source of information. The 1st, 2nd , and 3rd

most important source are treated equally (example: relative receives a one if it is listed as either 1st, 2nd, or 3rd
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10.6 Social Problems

This section reports on data from a wholly new section of the VARHS included in the 2012 

round capturing information about households’ perceptions of social problems at the commune 

level. The questionnaire investigates whether crime, theft, drugs, gambling, and alcohol use 

in the commune are perceived to be a problem. 

Figure 10.1 presents statistics on the share of households that perceive crime in the commune 

as a severe or moderately severe problem. 
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as a severe or moderately severe problem. The degree of concern among respondents varies 

across provinces with the greatest average level of concern about this problem reported in 

Khanh Hoa and Lam Dong while the lowest is in Long An.
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Female respondents appear to be a bit more concerned than male respondents about crime. 

The relationship between consumption quintile and concerns about crime is weak and non-

to crime because they are more attractive targets for thieves and burglars but wealthier 

households can better afford to expend resources to protect themselves from crime, for 

example by investing in higher quality housing, guards, or safe boxes.

We next turn to a particular form of crime, namely theft. As in the case of crime more generally, 

theft is seen as a moderate to severe problem by more than 60 percent of respondents, and  

households reporting suggest that the greatest average levels of concern about theft are in 

the provinces of Khanh Hoa and Lam Dong. 

The attitude to theft as a problem in the commune is much the same for both male and female 

heads. Again, there is no strong relationship between food expenditure and concerns about 

theft. The poorest and the richest quintile are the two least concerned groups.

In Figure 10.3 we consider the share of households that are concerned about drug use in 

commune.
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The majority of surveyed households also consider drugs in the commune a severe or 

The attitude is nearly the same for male and female household heads. 

Figure 10.4 presents the share of HHs that consider alcohol use in the commune a severe or 

moderately severe problem.
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Roughly 70 percent of respondents consider alcohol use a severe or moderately severe 

problem. Alcoholic drinks are popular among Vietnamese men and overuse of alcohol has 

been widely recognized as a social issue in the country, especially among lower-income strata. 

In contrast with this popular perception, the share of households considering alcohol use as a 

problem is not higher among the poor than among the rich – the poorest consumption quintile 

has the second-lowest level of concern about this issue. The attitude towards alcohol use as 

a social problem is similar for male- and female-respondents. 

Figure 10.5 presents the share of households that consider gambling in the commune a 

severe or moderately severe problem.

Gambling is considered a severe or moderately severe problem in the commune by almost 70 

percent of respondents. Female household heads think it is a bit more serious than male ones. 
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To summarize, social issues such as crime, theft, gambling, drugs, and alcohol use are seen 

as a problem by a large proportion of the households we have interviewed. Levels of concern 

about social problems vary considerably across provinces but is only weakly correlated with 

gender of the household head or consumption quintile.

10.7 Economic Success and Happiness

This section discusses perceptions about the determinants of happiness and economic 

success. Table 10.8 presents statistics on the factors that households think are most 

important for achieving economic success. Statistics are disaggregated by province, gender 

of household head, and socioeconomic status. There are a number of factors that may affect 

being economically successful such as hard work, relationships with powerful persons, good 
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relations with family, being a man, being a woman, education, and work experience.

More than half of the households consider hard work the most important determinant of 

determinant. Nearly 9 percent view having a relationship with powerful people as most 

important. Almost none of the households think being a woman is important for economic 

success (less than 0.5 percent).

There are large variations across provinces and socioeconomic status. In Dak Nong education 

is seen as being the most important factor for economic success by more than half of all 

households. In Lam Dong hard work is perceived as most important by almost 77 percent 

of households, while education is seen as most important by eight percent. Being a man is 

regarded as more important by more female-headed households than male–ones, suggesting 

that some women household heads may  feel disadvantaged. Poorer households have a 

higher share of households agreeing that hard work is the most important factor than richer 

households (59.1 percent versus 49 percent). While a higher share of richer households 

perceive education as most important (30.2 of richer households versus 20.5 percent of the 

poorest households).

Table 10.8: The Most Important Factors to Being Economically Successful

Hard
Work

Relationship with 
Powerful People 

Good Relation 
with Friends/

Family

Being
Man

Being
Woman

Education
Work

Experience

Total 2012 56.9 8.8 2.8 3.6 0.3 23.0 5.6

Province

Ha Tay 65.2 9.5 1.7 1.0 0.2 14.1 8.5

Lao Cai 46.7 21.5 0.0 1.9 0.0 28.0 0.9

Phu Tho 45.5 12.8 7.3 6.0 0.3 25.1 4.5

Lai Chau 68.7 10.4 3.0 2.2 0.0 14.9 0.7

Dien Bien 58.5 5.4 0.0 0.8 0.0 32.3 3.1

Nghe An 46.3 6.1 3.9 4.8 0.9 35.8 9.2

Quang Nam 57.4 5.0 1.2 4.1 0.0 27.2 5.3

Khanh Hoa 78.6 7.1 3.6 0.9 0.0 8.0 1.8

Dak Lak 61.6 9.8 4.9 1.2 2.4 15.9 4.3

Dak Nong 31.0 1.4 0.7 13.1 0.0 51.7 2.1

Lam Dong 76.6 10.4 5.2 0.0 0.0 7.8 0.0

Long An 57.1 8.3 1.5 4.8 0.0 20.8 8.6

Gender of HH head

Female 57.7 8.5 2.6 4.9 0.2 20.5 7.0

Male 56.7 8.9 2.9 3.2 0.3 23.7 5.2

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 59.1 9.1 2.4 5.0 0.2 20.5 3.3

2nd poorest 63.5 7.2 2.6 1.9 0.4 21.9 3.7

Middle 58.1 10.8 2.2 3.1 0.6 19.9 6.8

2nd richest 54.2 9.7 3.7 4.0 0.2 22.8 6.6

Richest 49.0 7.4 3.3 3.9 0.2 30.2 7.7

N = 2,741
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We now turn our attention to measures of happiness and its determinants. An important 

focus in current economic research about happiness is the relationship between income and 

subjective well-being. Some authors argue that there is no strong link between income and 

happiness (e.g. Easterlin 2009) or that only relative income matters (i.e. whether you income 

is above or below that of your neighbours, friends and colleagues, Layard 2006). Others, 

Table 10.9 presents statistics on respondents’ reported life satisfaction. We categorize levels 

of satisfaction into found four categories: very pleased, rather pleased, not very pleased, 

and, not pleased at all. Again, the statistics are disaggregated by province, gender, and 

socioeconomic status. 

Very pleased Rather pleased Not very pleased Not pleased at all

Total 2012 7.5 45.1 41.5 5.8

Province

Ha Tay 8.7 52.8 33.7 4.7

Lao Cai 8.4 37.4 49.5 4.7

Phu Tho 4.7 39.3 45.8 10.2

Lai Chau 0.0 27.6 67.2 5.2

Dien Bien 4.6 53.1 38.5 3.8

Nghe An 4.8 33.2 53.7 8.3

Quang Nam 10.6 51.8 35.5 2.1

Khanh Hoa 1.8 53.6 42.0 2.7

Dak Lak 11.0 46.3 28.6 14.0

Dak Nong 4.8 48.3 40.0 6.9

Lam Dong 5.2 61.0 29.9 3.9

Long An 13.4 37.8 46.1 2.7

Gender of HH head

Female 9.2 36.3 45.2 9.2

Male 7.1 47.5 40.6 4.8

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 3.9 33.1 52.3 10.7

2nd poorest 3.7 43.1 45.2 8.0

Middle 8.3 49.3 38.8 3.7

2nd richest 8.3 49.3 38.8 3.7

Richest 16.2 52.9 28.5 2.4

N = 2,741. The question formulation is. “Taking all things together: how pleased are you with life?”

The table shows that over 80 percent of respondents say they are rather pleased or not very 

pleased. Almost 8 percent are “very pleased” with their life, while, nearly 6 percent are “not 

pleased at all”. 

Interesting patterns emerge if we look at variation across provinces. The poorer provinces of 

Lai Chau, Dien Bien, and Nghe An have a very low level of households that are “very pleased,” 
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while the richer provinces of Long An and Quang Nam have a higher share (almost ten percent). 

Almost half (47.7 percent) of female-heads are “very pleased” or “rather pleased” compared 

to 54.6 percent of male-heads. The table also displays variation across socioeconomic status. 

Just 3.9 percent of the poorest households are “very pleased” compared to 16.2 percent of 

the richest households. Strikingly, 10.7 percent of the poorest are “not pleased at all” while 

positive (negative) relationship between a higher (lower) relative income and happiness.   

To further explore happiness and life satisfaction we asked the households which factors they 

think are the most important for happiness. In Table 10.10 statistics on factors affecting 

happiness are displayed. The majority (51 percent) view good health as most important for 

happiness. Nearly a third of the households believe that high income and wealth are more 

important for happiness. Around six percent view a stable life as being important. 

Table 10.10: Most Important Factors for Being Happy

High
Income

Good
Health

A Stable 
Life

Being
Married

Having
Children

Occu-
pation

Freedom
Good

friends and 
neighbours

Total 2012 29.0 51.3 10.3 7.4 1.1 1.0 0.4 0.7

Province

Ha Tay 19.3 61.2 14.0 2.6 1.4 0.7 0.9 1.0

Lao Cai 42.1 41.1 8.4 4.7 0.0 0.9 0.0 0.9

Phu Tho 24.6 45.3 11.0 17.0 1.0 0.0 0.3 0.3

Lai Chau 48.5 48.5 3.7 0.7 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.7

Dien Bien 40.8 46.2 7.7 4.6 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.0

Nghe An 40.2 44.1 4.8 14.8 2.6 2.2 1.3 1.7

Quang Nam 26.0 53.0 9.8 12.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Khanh Hoa 51.8 36.6 4.5 3.6 0.9 0.9 0.0 1.8

Dak Lak 22.0 65.2 7.3 2.4 1.2 0.6 0.0 0.0

Dak Nong 29.0 53.1 6.2 6.2 2.1 2.8 0.0 0.7

Lam Dong 46.8 37.7 6.5 3.9 1.3 3.9 0.0 0.0

Long An 21.7 51.2 17.3 5.1 0.9 2.4 0.9 0.6

Gender of HH head

Female 25.4 53.2 12.2 7.0 0.9 1.2 0.2 1.0

Male 30.0 50.8 9.7 7.6 1.1 1.0 0.5 0.6

Food expenditure quintile

Poorest 33.8 51.6 7.6 4.6 0.4 1.3 0.4 0.6

2nd poorest 31.5 51.9 8.0 6.9 1.5 0.4 0.2 0.6

Middle 29.2 53.3 8.3 7.7 0.9 1.1 0.4 0.4

2nd richest 28.9 47.1 13.1 8.6 1.5 1.1 0.4 0.4

Richest 21.5 52.7 14.5 9.6 1.1 1.3 0.9 1.5

N = 2,741
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There is a high degree of variation across provinces. Half of all households in Khan Hoa believe 

that high income and wealth is the most important determinant for happiness, while less than 

households are more likely to think that good health is important compared to male-heads 

that place a higher emphasis on high income and wealth. Poorer households are more likely 

to view high income and wealth as being most important (33.8 percent versus 21.5 percent 

of the richer households). Richer households are more likely to value a stable life and being 

married. Half of both richer and poorer households view good health as most important for 

happiness.

10.8 Summary

This chapter began by investigating social capital in the form of formal and informal social 

groups and have strong informal networks, indicated by the share of households that have a 

helper in case of emergency. 

Another strong indicator for informal networks in Vietnam is the number of weddings a 

household attends. All households reported attending at least one wedding during the past 

year, and the median number of weddings attended was 15. Despite clear indications of 

strong formal and informal networks, variation across levels of socioeconomic status is, to 

some extent, a cause for concern. 

The poorest households are less likely to be members of formal groups such as the Communist 

assistance in case of an emergency; and attend fewer weddings. On the other hand, poor 

households do not display lower levels of trust in their fellow citizens than others.

Second, the chapter presented results on households’ sources of information. Informal 

networks, such as friends, family and neighbours are in general the most important source of 

information, followed by television.

Third, the chapter investigated perceptions about the severity of issues such as crime, drug 

use and gambling. Results show that 60-70 percent of the rural population are moderately to 

very worried about these “social problems”. Concerns about social problems is not strongly 

related to consumption status or gender, but varies considerably across provinces, with the 

highest share of concerned households found in the provinces of Khanh Hoa and Lam Dong.

Fourth, the chapter explored levels of happiness and perceived determinants of happiness and 

economic success. In terms of happiness, there appears to be a clear relationship between 

poverty status and the level of satisfaction with life as richer households are more pleased 

with life. Poorer households are to a larger extent not happy with their life. At the same time, 

a higher share of poor households than richer households see high income and wealth as 

the most important factor for happiness. Looking at factors affecting economic success, poor 

households are more likely to see hard work as important while richer households consider 

education to be relatively more important for economic success.
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CONCLUSION

In spite of a slowdown in the aggregate growth rate of the Vietnamese economy, rural areas 

in the 12 VARHS provinces continue to show clear signs of economic progress. Between 2010 

and 2012, average income and food diversity have increased and access to vocational training 

has improved. An increasing number of households moved out of crop agriculture and began 

to base their livelihoods on the non-farm economy. Some Government programmes have 

recent years. The citizens of rural Vietnam are remarkably active in mass organizations and 

display high levels of trust in each other. 

On the other hand, this report also gives rise to concerns. Consider land relations: in a fast-

growing economy undergoing broad-based structural changes, it is essential that land can 

be re-allocated from one use to another in response to changing prices, the expansion of 

industry and migration of rural dwellers to urban areas. Our results, in contrast, show that 

very few migrants own land in the area where they have settled, and many households list 

lack of access to land as an important problem for migrants. While it is now more common 

than in the past to acquire agricultural land through the market, the second most common 

way of parting with a plot of land is still to be expelled by the State (the most common is to 

deed land to children). Crop choice continues to be heavily regulated, and there has been a 

sharp drop in land-related investment between 2010 and 2012. These results indicate a need 

to further expand and strengthen individual land rights. 

Another concern is increasing pressure on the environment. Most households continue to 

dispose of garbage by burning or dumping it, rather than having it taken to a waste site, and a 

show that the vast majority of respondents in all provinces and all socio-economic classes 

(CPRs) over the last three years. Improved state- or community based regulation of CPR 

extraction is needed.

Some sectors of the rural economy appear underdeveloped and may have a strong potential 

for growth. For example, livestock production is dominated by small operations with very 

limited use of non-household labour and credit. Domestic demand for meat and other livestock 

products will rise in the coming years, and development of the livestock sector therefore is an 

opportunity for increasing value-added in agriculture. Another example is commercial provision 

private providers. To the credit of the Vietnamese government, most households are covered 

by different forms of compulsory, public insurance schemes, but these programmes do not 

protection after a negative shock, and, reportedly, do not reliably pay affected households. 
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Fewer households report exposure to economic shocks in 2012 than in 2010, but those that 

were hit suffered more in 2012 than in 2010. Shocks hit poor households much harder than 

rich ones, both in terms of frequency and severity. While shocks related to disease and other 

natural hazards are the most common, households may also face emerging threats to the 

social fabric of their communities: 60 to 70 percent of households reported  that “social 

problems” like theft, gambling, and alcohol use were moderately or very important concerns.. 

Strikingly, only 53 percent of respondents say that they are “rather” or “very” pleased with 

their lives, while 47 percent are “not very” or “not at all” happy. In the poorest consumption 

quintile, this rises to 65 percent, while in the richest quintile only 33 percent are not happy. 

Further research should investigate if the strong correlation between socioeconomic status 

and happiness is driven by absolute or relative levels of income, and whether a low level 

of happiness is driven by negative by-products of rising incomes, such as crime, loss of 

identity, or separation from loved-ones due to migration, or is a result of the recent economic 

downturn.

This report’s bottom line is that there remain very large differences in economic development 

and welfare across different provinces in Vietnam. Households in upland areas, especially in 

as safe drinking water and high-quality housing than households in other areas. They are also 

much less connected to markets for land, labour, and agricultural inputs. In Dien Bien and 

Lai Chau, both sales and rental markets for land are virtually non-existent, and wage labour 

plays a much smaller role as a source of income in these provinces than elsewhere. Many 

fewer households in upland provinces buy rice seeds, using instead their own reserves, than 

in the lowlands. 

While household enterprises are not uncommon in upland areas, they are run at an even 

smaller scale than elsewhere. To be sure, there are also positive results from the uplands: 

inhabitants of these provinces display even higher trust in their fellow citizens than people in 

other provinces. Some policy programmes show impressive outreach. For example, the share 

of households visited by an agricultural extension worker in the last year is higher in Dien Bien 

than in Ha Tay. Vaccination rates have increased faster in the Northwest than in most other 

areas in recent years. 

On balance, though, there is a large, persistent gap in development outcomes between upland 

and lowland areas, and between members of the Kinh majority and other ethnic groups. 

In the interests of ensuring that Vietnam’s larger economic successes can be shared more 

equally, these gaps should be a major focus for Vietnamese policymakers and their partners 

in the donor community. 

In particular, economic development in upland areas should become a priority, implemented 

through a programme of investments in human capital (health and education), and physical 

capital (infrastructure) to enable upland communities to add value to their agricultural output 

through improved access to markets for goods, labour, and capital. One aspect of this is re-
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considering legislation governing internal migration to enable migrants to take advantage 

of better economic opportunities elsewhere. This could be done through, for example, 

strengthening land rights and land markets, liberalization of residence permit regulation, and 

improved transport linkages. 

The Vietnam Access to Resources Household Survey (VARHS) will, in future years, continue to 

monitor and analyse development in rural Vietnam and collect much needed data. Information 

and analysis from future survey rounds will supplement a large and growing data set that 

can support the process of formulating and evaluating policies to encourage growth and 

remove constraints to increasing household welfare, particularly amongst ethnic minorities, 

vulnerable populations, and in rural areas that have not yet fully shared in the exceptional 

growth witnessed in many other areas of Vietnam.










