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Despite undeniable progresses for 
women’s rights in Vietnam in the past 
decades, inequalities still exist and with 
the recent and fast growing of the 
economy, the existing gap between 
men and women even tends to widen 
itself. Even if, through the development 
of the economy with the Đổi mới 1  
reforms, women entered more and 
more the job market, this came with 
an increased vulnerability. Indeed, 
women, especially the ones coming 
from the poor rural areas, account for 
the majority of the people working 
in factories2, mostly in the garment 
and electronic sectors, for South-
Asians companies which are, in reality,  
the subcontractors of multinationals. 
Those women suffer from very bad  
living and working conditions and 
must face many stereotypes in relation 
to their multiple identities: as worker, 
as woman but also because of their 
young age and internal migrant status. 
However, they have also been able to 
show an extreme level of resilience to 
be real actresses of their life.

Since 2014, the Phu Nu project (wo-
men in Vietnamese), led by BATIK Inter-
national in two provinces of Northern 
Vietnam (Hai Duong and Vinh Phuc), 
jointly with its partners, the Gret and 
the CDI3, has been implemented in  
order to address such a context.

The main targets of this project are 
the women internal migrant wor-
kers of these two provinces who face 
very hard-working conditions (with 
low-wages, overtime work, issues  
regarding security and health at work, 
etc.) as well as precarious living condi-
tions (difficult access to public services 
for them and their children as well as 
to quality water and electricity at a fair 
price, social isolation, etc.). Moreover, 
they lack the knowledge and capaci-
ties to be able to defend and promote 
their rights. To bring an effective an-
swer to such a situation, the Phu Nu 
project directly acts on the immediate 
betterment of the working and living 
conditions of the women through con-
struction work as well as dialogues with 
the different stakeholders (landlords, 
enterprises, local authorities, etc.). It 
also aims at generating impact on the 
more permanent structures (political 
institutions, economic actors but also 
social behaviors and norms) responsi-
ble for this situation by empowering 
the women, meaning by giving them 
the capacity to act and decide for their 
personal life as well as to contribute  
to the overall society choices. Through 
this process of empowerment, women 
will be able to durably defend and pro-
mote their socio-economic rights in 
front of various stakeholders. To do so, 
the project has implemented various 

 inTroducTioni    

1. Reforms of 1986 which switched the Vietnamese economy from a socialist economy to a market economy opened to foreign  
investments, leading to the inclusion of Vietnam to the category of “emerging” countries in 2010 with an overall economic growth of 7% 
per year.

2. ActionAid, Creating a better working environment to say no to sexual harassment in the garment sector, 2019.

3. The Gret is a French NGO which was created in 1976 and has been operating in Vietnam since 1989 in the sectors of nutrition, local  
capacity-building, micro-credit as well as agricultural and environmental development. The Center for Development and Integration (CDI) is 
a local NGO which fights for the defense of the rights of vulnerable population and for an equitable share of Vietnamese economic growth. 
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trainings activities, both regarding “soft 
skills” as well as “hard skills” and has  
also contribu-ted to the creation of 
women’s clubs in which women who 
have been elected as “women leaders” 
can act as resource persons for the  
others as well as spokespersons in front 
of the actors of both the public and  
private sectors.  

One of the dimensions of this empo- 
werment process is to make the  
women aware of the stereotypes they 
are subjected to subjected to because 
of their status as women but also be-
cause of all the different identities that 
intersect with their gender. Indeed, 
these women, as part of the Vietna- 
mese society, face stereotypes which 
are embedded and normalized in the 
culture of the country, but they also 

endure some added layers of pre- 
judices leading to discrimination and 
inequalities because of their very 
specific situation. When it comes to 
the profile of the women workers of 
the Phu Nu project most of them are  
women aged between 18 and 35 years 
old having migrated to the industrial 
zones on their own, leaving their fami- 
ly back home out of pure necessity. 
Some of them migrated within the 
same province but some others come 
from other, and sometimes, very far 
away provinces of Vietnam. Moreover, 
if most of the Vietnamese population 
belongs to the Kinh people, Vietnam 
counts 53  other ethnic minorities to 
which some of these women belong 
to, leading to an extra layer of potential 
hardships and difficulties. 
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This booklet aims at raising awareness, 
both in Vietnam as well as abroad, on 
the daily situation of these women as 
explained by themselves with a focus 
on the stereotypes that they deal with, 
day by day. Not to speak on behalf of 
them but helping them to raise their 
voices, we have based this booklet on 
stories which were directly collected 
from the women. By doing so, we hope 
to provide the general public as well 
as the stakeholders involved (whether 
in the civil society or in the public as 
well as private sectors) with alternative 

narratives regarding the daily life of 
women internal migrant workers in the 
specific context of the provinces where 
the Phu Nu Project is conducted. And 
as we think that, in matters of empo- 
werment, the process is as important 
as the results, the way we gathered all 
the information was also a way for us to 
contribute to our primary goal of em-
powering these women. For all these 
reasons, we thought that it would be 
valuable to the other actors to share 
the methodology we used for replica-
tion and capitalization purposes.

 which goal and for who?i

BATIK International, a French NGO, 
was created in 1998 with at the  
center of its work the creation, the  
coordination and the management  
of projects adopting equity and  
reciprocity principles in its partner-
ships. The gender approach and capi- 
talization (lesson-learnt) are at the  
center of the actions developed with 
its local and international partners. 

Projects led by BATIK International 
aim to develop the capacity to act 
and choose of vulnerable people and 
communities for them to become real 
agents of change, capable to reveal 
their talent and to build a better future 
for everyone, and this in various coun-
tries: France, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, 
Morocco and Vietnam. Thus, projects 

are expected to answer to people’s 
needs in the domains of: 
u Access to socio-economic rights 
(sessions of sensitization, of informa-
tion, etc.), 
u Socio-economic integration (sup-
port to income-generating activities, 
trainings, etc.). 

BATIK International also brings tech-
nical support to its peers (civil society 
actors) to allow them to be of better 
help to their audience (women, youth, 
migrants, etc.) by proposing trainings, 
experience-sharing sessions, and per-
sonalized support depending on their 
needs. 

 who is baTik inTernaTional?i
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 01i

 how we conceivedi 
 This bookleT?i   

4. Under the term of “ women leader ” we include some men 
as well. For this specific training, 7 men participated as well as 
18 women.
5. A training similar to the one we organized in the morning is 
only required if your audience doesn’t have a preliminary know 
ledge of gender. 

 focus on The figure of The woman leaderi

The women leaders of the project are 
referent women who have been elec-
ted by the other women of the pro-
ject gathered into clubs in the housing  
areas they are living in. As such, they are 
supposed to complete various roles:

u logistics, organization and net-
working: women leaders are respon-
sible for the autonomous organization 
of the club meetings within the hou-
sing areas the workers live in, which 
are moments where women gather to 
share their needs as well as exchange 
and learn on various subjects of their 
interests. As well, they have to organize 
themselves by establishing an opera- 
ting network with a strategy and an  
action plan of its own. 

u information, sensitization and 
multidirectional communication: 
women leaders can autonomously 
convey soft as well as hard skills during 
women’s club meetings to the other 
women migrant workers. Beyond the 

transmission of knowledge and skills, 
they are also active in fostering the 
critical thinking ability of the other 
women.

u collection of the needs expressed 
by the women migrant workers: 
women leaders have the ability to 
encourage the other women in the 
expression of their needs as well as to 
identify unvoiced ones. The collection 
of those needs is essential in the per-
spective to voice them in collective 
negotiation with other stakeholders.

u spokesperson: women leaders  
act as spokesperson of the other 
women migrant workers during the 
multi-stakeholder dialogues. Progres-
sively, women leaders have to act as 
the lead of those dialogues (choose 
the priority subjects to be addressed, 
facilitate and be involved in negotia-
tions with the other stakeholders).

In order to create this booklet, we used 
two main methodologies: 

u we gathered 25 women leaders 4  

of both provinces during a full day in 
Hanoi (which took place on a Sunday- 

of August, only day of the week 
when the women don’t work) 
where they participated in va- 
rious animations on gender, inter- 
sectionality and gender stereotypes 
which allowed us to collect qualitative 
information5.

u seven in-depth interviews with 
women from both provinces to collect 
more personal and elaborated stories.
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 The objecTives of i 
 The morning Trainingi 

u Acquire a basic understanding of 
gender and sex and of the differences 
between the two.

u Recognize sexual harassment be-
haviors and seek the solutions and re-
sponses to sexual harassment.

u Share the gender issues they may 
face in their personal life as well as at 
the community-level.

 whaT is csaga?i

The Center for Studies and Applied 
Sciences in Gender, Family, Women, 
and Adolescents is a Vietnamese NGO 
created in 2001 and dedicate to the 
promotion of the rights of vulnerable 
women and children facing violent 
situations, as well as to the care and 
support of the victims. Its current  
projects mainly focus on prevention, 
support, socio-economic empower-
ment and advocacy on gender-based 
and child-based violence issues. More-
over, CSAGA has good connections 
with the local media as well as with 
the public actors which allow them to 
raise-awareness on gender quality and 
violence perpetrated against women. 

 disTinguishing beTweeni 
 sex and genderi

Overall duration of the exercise: 1h

Presentation of the activity  
and methodology

1. The participants were divided into 
3  groups and each group was provi-
ded with images depicting objects and 
characteristics, such as cars, cleaning 
products, charming, powerful, shy, ova-
ries, testicles, beard, housework, penis, 
uterus, a pilot, earrings, alcohol, etc.

2. Each group had to dispatch on a A0 
paper the cards in different columns 
which had the following titles: “men”, 
“women”, or “both”. 

3. After sharing the definition of sex 
and gender, each group filled a table 
to associate affirmations and proverbs 
with either sex or gender using the  
following table u

 insighTs from The gender Trainingii  Differentiate between sex and gender  sex  gender 

 Men often marry younger women than themselves.  

 The proportion of women in the National Assembly 
 (of Vietnam) decreased from 32% in 1975 to 18% in 1995.  

 Women can breastfeed their babies.  

 Traditional families need sons more than girls because 
 boys are the lineage descendants.  

 For people having similar job occupations and working in 
 the same industry, female earnings are 91% the ones of men 6.   

 Both boys and girls break their voices at puberty.  

 Flower are planted for people to pick, girls are born 
 for people to tease.  

 seX (female or male)  genDer (man, woman, transgender,
  transsexual, etc.) 

 Biological traits that a society associates 
 with being male or female.

 Thought to be natural, innate, unchanging
 and identical everywhere, but can change
 too (for instance, transsexual people
 do transition from one sex to another for
 it to match their gender identity).

  Social characteristics of men and 
  women which don’t come with birth, but 
  are behaviors, roles and positions of the
  person which are taught, socially expected,
  and regarded as belonging to men,
  women, boys or girls.

  Cultural meanings attached to being 
  masculine or feminine and which influence
  personal identities. 

  Meanings associated to gender go through
  variations in time and space, and can
  change when political, economic, and
  socio-cultural conditions evolve. 

6. East Asia & Pacific Gender (2018) Gender Gap in Earnings in Vietnam:  
Why Do Vietnamese Women Work in Lower Paid Occupations? 

4. The trainer then shared definitions 
on gender prejudices, gender stereo-
types and substantive gender equality 
(all the definition are in Annexes).

restitution and discussion

The trainer provided definitions of  
gender and sex, highlighting the dif- 
ferences between the two:
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how did it go?

Initially, the pictures/cards exercise 
showed that 100% of the participants 
did not understand the concepts of 
gender and sex. Indeed, when they 
were initially acquainted with the last 
exercise where they had to associate 
sentences/judgements with sex or gen-
der, they expressed confusion or went 
silent because these questions bare 
gender stigmas which are common 
in their daily life and which they were, 
at first, unable to recognize. However, 
in the end, they were able to correctly 
answer to 70% of the questions on gen-
der and sex, thus showing their ability 
to distinguish the two definitions.

 sexual harassmenTi 
 and iTs differenT TyPesi 
 learning Through waTchingi
Overall duration: 1h 

Presentation of the activity  
and methodology
1. Participants were invited to watch 
the film “Hang’s story”, produced by 

CSAGA (here, you can use a video de-
picting gender-based a woman can 
face). Each participant was asked to 
note down on cards the character’s 
behaviors which they thought could 
be considered as sexual harassment 
behaviors and then share it in plenary.

2. Participants dispatched the cards 
onto 3 columns representing different 
types of sexual harassment: physical, 
verbal and non-verbal harassment.

3. The trainer provided the participants 
with the definition of sexual haras- 
sment at the workplace as well the 
definitions of physical, verbal and 
non-verbal harassment.

restitution and discussion

The trainer shared information to cla- 
rify the differences between sexual 
harassment and friendly behaviors, 
notably by saying to the participants 
that the way they feel regarding the 
behavior as a recipient of it is the most 
important indicator of this slippery line 
between friendly behavior and sexual 
harassment. If the recipient feels in-

The trainer then shed light on some 
prejudices related to gender with the 
participants, asking them if they had 
ever been confronted with one of 
those or to some other kind of judge-
ments or stereotypes:

u Taking care of the children is the re-
sponsibility of women

u The wife is the husband’s property

u Men are better leaders 

u Women should not study beyond 
secondary school 

u Women who are housewives are 
good mothers

Creating a link between those stereo-
types and their consequences in terms 
of gender equality, the trainer shared 
facts on gender inequalities in Vietnam 
by sector:

 seCTor genDer ineQUaliTY faCTs 

 Labor   Under Vietnamese Decree No. 26/2013, women are banned from 
  77 occupations (e.g.: metal processing, seafaring, autopsy surgery etc.) 7.

  The retirement ages are different depending on the sex 
  (55 for women and 60 for men at   the moment) 8.

  Women are not allowed to rise to manager positions as gender 
  preference application  processes discriminate against women 9.  

  Weak provisions for parental leave and childcare to allow both men
  and women to balance between work and family duties 10.

 Marriage and
 family

  Domestic violence issues:  58% of women who were once married have
  already experienced a form of physical, emotional and/or sexual violence.

  While 87% of them never tried to seek help from official services, notably 
  due to their insufficient level of response 11.    

  Discrimination in heritage due to gendered social and legal norms.

  Human trafficking and sexual exploitation of women. 

 Education   Families invest more in boys’ education than in girls’ one allowing boys 
  to have better education opportunities and to study in better
  conditions than girls.

  In many poor rural areas, there are more female than male school 
  dropout.

  Men are less likely to participate in lower levels of education, such as 
  preschool or primary school.

  The percentage of boys and girls attending grade 1 is the same, but 
  the higher the level is, the more girls drop out.   

7. Tuoi Tre News (2013), Vietnam women banned from 77 jobs; some complain.

8. In 2019, according to a draft Amendment to the Labor Code, the retirement ages will be changed from 2021 onwards, going in the sense 
of a harmonization (60 years old for women and 62 for men).

9. To know more: Vietnam Law & Legal Forum (2018), Vietnamese women still face numerous barriers to employment, 3rd of April.

10. To know more: Aeberhard-Hodges, J. (2019), Driving gender reform in Vietnam’s Labour Code, East Asia Forum, March 27.

11. General Statistics Office of Vietnam (2010), Keeping Silent is Dying – Results from the National Study on Domestic Violence against Women 
in Viet Nam.

12. 13. Girls Not Bride (2018), Child marriage in Vietnam.

14. Sex-selective abortion refers to the practice of terminating a pregnancy upon the discovery of the predicted sex. Due to gender norms 
and their related discriminations, it mostly affects unborn girls.

 Health   No full respect of their sexual and reproductive health and rights 
  Forced and early marriages: 11% of Vietnamese girls are married before 
  the age of 18 12, 1% before 15 13.

  Gender-based violence in all its forms exist in Vietnam: sexual harassment, 
  sex-selective abortion 14, sexual assault and rape, domestic violence, etc. 

 Political 
 leadership 

  Underrepresentation of women in politics.

  Widespread belief that men are better leaders than women. 
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u Showing uncomfortable feelings

u Fighting against if being strong 
enough and trying to find one or se- 
veral allies in the crowd 

how did it go?

Responses to sexual harassment sug-
gested by them were quite strong, 
showing that the participants were not 
tolerant towards sexual harassment 
and would seek the support from 
groups/their community.

feelings shared by the workers 
upon concluding the morning 
session 

Old people often said: “Boats follow 
the oars, girls follow their husbands” 
and “Girls get married to serve their  
husbands, then serve their sons if their 

husbands die”, these statements give 
the vision of women as being inferior.
u A male participant, Vĩnh Phúc

After work, men go to beer restaurants, 
women rush to the market, pick chil-
dren up, wash and ensure that the meal 
is ready when husbands go home.
u A female participant, Hải Dương

If a couple lives with a mother-in-law, 
it’s hard for the wife to ask the hus-
band to wash dishes. The mother-in- 
law often says: “What are you doing?  
Washing dishes and sweeping the 
house are women’s responsibilities”
u A female participant, Vĩnh Phúc 

In a relationship, men often have to 
spend their money on presents, in- 
viting women to restaurants… It is a 
burden for men.
u A female participant, Vĩnh Phúc

sulted, offended or insecure, it is se- 
xual harassment and it doesn’t matter 
what the person at the origin of the act 
claims about her intentions. A friendly 
behavior is one that is based on mu- 
tual respect and consensus. 

Finally, 3 main points were emphasized 
to conclude the discussion on sexual 
harassment:

u Both men and women can be sexual 
ly harassed,

u Sexual harassment can occur be-
tween people of the same gender,

u However, women are more sexually 
harassed than men and men are more 
responsible for sexual harassment  
behaviors than women.

how did it go?

Thanks to learning through watching 
films, the participants were then able 
to list sexual harassment behaviors at 
work: staring, leering, unwelcomed 
touching, sexually explicit emails or 
SMS text messages, invitation to the 
private office room, to suggest/force 
some exchanges, etc.

Then the participants gave also exam-
ples of sexual harassment behaviors in 
public spaces and in their daily life: be-
ing touched when on the bus, being 
forced to kiss when in the elevator, be-
ing teased and whistled when passing 
by beer restaurants, etc.

While at the beginning of the activi-
ty when the facilitator asked, “Among 
yourselves, who has ever suffered from 
sexual harassment?”, only one partici-

pant raised her hand. When finishing 
the activity, the were 80% to put up 
their hands. They said that as they  
now were understanding what sexual 
harassment actually was, they could 
recognize that they had previously 
been sexually harassed.

 how To do deal wiTh sexuali
 harassmenT behaviors?i
Overall duration: 30 minutes

Presentation of the activity  
and methodology

1. Participants were divided into 
3  groups and each group had to dis-
cuss and answer to the following 
question: “What will you do now when  
being sexually harassed at work and/or 
in the public space?”.

2. Then they would share their stories 
and ideas in plenary.

restitution and discussion

The responses to sexual harassment at 
the workplace which were suggested 
by the participants were the following: 

u Expressing your discontent and disa- 
greement to the perpetrator to let him 
know your uncomfortable feelings

u Reporting to the trade union or 
managers

u Sharing with co-workers and friends 
to seek their help

Likewise, the participants were pro- 
ductive in thinking about responses to 
sexual harassment in public spaces

u Ignoring if passing through a crowd

 The objecTives of i 
 The afTernoon sessioni 

u Help the women in the identifica-
tion of their different identities and 
how they are interconnected as well as 
how these identities positively or nega-
tively impact their life.

u Help the women reflect on their 
own perceptions of themselves, as a 
whole made of different identities, as 
well as of the others and on how they 
think people perceive them as well as 
the others.

u Providing the participants with an 
understanding of what stereotypes, 
and especially gender stereotypes, are 
as well as their consequences. 

 The idenTiTy wheeli
Overall duration of the exercise: 1h15

Presentation of the exercise
and methodology

1. Women leaders were introduced to 
the identity wheel (see the Annexes) 
to fill it individually with the following 

 idenTificaTion of sTereoTyPesi 
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ject team can thus do such type of  
trainings. However, they are by then 
naturally very tired and thus not very 
keen on writing intensively. This had 
also an impact at the time of sharing 
their work sharing their work came,  
because they had lost their enthusiasm. 
If your audience is similar to our advice 
is to limit the amount of writing which 
you require form your participants,  
especially for the afternoon session.

 The human conTinuumi
Overall duration of the exercise: 45min

Presentation of the exercise  
and methodology

1. Women leaders were asked to 
from pairs and to stand on a line at 
the back of the room. Then they ran-
domly picked a paper in a box where 
were written different roles such as the  
following ones (see the full list of roles 
in the Annexes of this booklet) that 
they will keep until the end of the  
exercise.

Young migrant woman worker

                 Young migrant man worker

       married woman with children

 single woman 

     woman from an ethnic minority 

         man from an ethnic minority

man with hiv woman with hiv

 office man worker 

            office woman worker 

2. The facilitator red outloud the fol-
lowing statements.
– I can easily find a job that I like and  
positively evolve in this job.
– �I can easily enjoy free-time after work to 

do things that I like. 
– �Cultural and sport facilities are easily 

accessible to me (financially, physically, 
geographically, etc.).

– �Health and educational facilities are 
easily accessible to me.

– �If a sudden and negative event ari-
ses, both personal (disease, death of a  
relative, unemployment, expulsion, 
etc.) and exterior (natural disaster, etc.), 
I can rely whether on the support from 
my relatives and/or on the support of 
the institutional system.

For each, the participant determined 
their ability to complete the situation 
or no. If yes, they move one step- 
forward. If no, they stayed immobile.

To clarify the exercise, you can provide 
your audience with an example: 

– �Statement: “free tickets have been dis-
tributed to go to the movies after work, 
can I go?” 

Plausible answer: a woman with chil-
dren couldn’t supposedly go because, 
based on the stereotypes and gender 
roles which have been attributed to her 
by society, she would have to cook for her 
family at night (so the participant with 
this role doesn’t move). On the contrary, 
an unmarried young man could do so 
because he would not have to cook for 
the family or take care of the children.  
It would potentially be the same for a mar-
ried man with children, in the case where 

rules: they should firstly fill the boxes 
with the different types of identity and 
then answer to the questions.

2. Voluntary women leaders shared 
how they filled the wheel or asked the 
questions than they wanted to. The 
trainer showed to the women leaders 
that the different identities they are 
made of can have various and over-
lapping impacts on their lives and that 
these impacts are partly due to the ste-
reotypes which are associated to their 
different identities. 

how did it go?

The participants took more time that 
initially forecasted to fill the wheel and 
especially to answer the questions be-
cause they were not “yes or no” ques-
tions and that they were reluctant to 
write too much. Facilitators had to take 
time to exchange with the participants 
during one-to-ones to help them write 
down their thoughts. However, the 
restitution time was much more fruit-
ful. So it is better to favor discussion 
time over writing.

Regarding the satisfaction of the par-
ticipants, they seemed to really enjoy 
filling the wheel because they were 
interested in the various identities of 
each one of them which stimulated 
their curiosity. 

 The senTences on genderi 
 sTereoTyPesi
Overall duration of the exercise: 1h25

Presentation of the exercise
and methodology

1. Participants were separated into 
small groups of 4/5 people and were 
provided with a table sheet on which 
were displayed several types of iden-
tity to which were matched senten- 
ces to fill in group in order to generate 
debate within them (you can find the 
whole table in the Annexes at the end 
of this booklet). 

2. After they filled the table, the facili-
tator introduced the notion of gender 
norms and roles.

how did it go?

One of the difficulties we encountered 
was that the few men which were pre-
sent during the exercise were very loud 
and affirmative when expressing their 
ideas and opinions which impeded the 
women to feel free of expressing theirs. 
For this reason, and when no prelimi-
nary work of consciousness-raising on 
equal gendered power relationships 
has been conducted, our advice is to 
do this type of exercise with unmixed 
groups to allow the women to express 
freely. 

Moreover, the special characteristics of 
the targeted group was also a limiting 
factor for such type of exercise. Indeed, 
the workers we conduct the project 
with have most of their time dedica- 
ted to work and they are only free 
on Sunday, only time when the pro-

15. The timing mentioned have been adjusted from what we 
forecasted upstream the training based on the feedbacks of our 
facilitators. Those timing are relevant for a group of 25 people.
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u The location of the interviews: some 
interviews were conducted in the  
living rooms of the landlords and land-
ladies, which does certainly carry some 
social biases in terms of the women’s re-
sponses to some questions, notably the 
ones related to their living conditions,

u The time of the interviews: some in-
terviews took place quite late at night 
with women who were very tired of 
their day of work or with women who 
had to work in few hours and thus 
needed time to sleep,

u The presence of other women 
during the interviews,

u The presence of two interviewers 
and notably of a foreigner who doesn’t 
speak Vietnamese, even if her presence 
didn’t seem to impede the sharing of 
information.

sample

For both provinces, the profiles of the 
seven interviewees were diverse and 
quite representative of the target of the 
project. We interviewed both women 
leaders and women migrant workers 
who don’t have this status, women of 
various ages (from 22 to 36 years old), 
women who have been installed in 
the province for a long time as well as 
women who have recently arrived, di-
vorced women as well as married and 
single women, women coming from 
other provinces as well as women com-
ing from the same province where they 
now live and work, and finally women 
from different ethnic backgrounds.

The women were identified follo- 
wing the collection of the information 

session that we conducted in August 
based on the information on which we 
wanted to dig deeper. 

method used to conduct  
the interviews 

The interviews were conducted by two 
members of the project team who are 
BATIK Int.’s employees. Julia, a French 
volunteer and Hang, Vietnamese em-
ployee of BATIK Int. Vietnam. 

semi-structured questionnaires were 
used to conduct the interviews which 
allowed the women to express more 
freely without dispersing too much.

The repartition of the roles between 
Hang and Julia was as followed:

u Hang, native Vietnamese speaker, 
was asking the question to the women 
while taking notes in Vietnamese

u Julia, non-native Vietnamese spea-
ker, was in charge of picking up on 
what was being said by the women to 
allow to dig deeper into their thoughts

They used Google translation as a 
supportive tool. Hang was thus di-
rectly writing the answers into Google 
translation and Julia was reading them. 
When the translation was fairly limited 
and unclear, Hang was giving preci-
sions to Julia. 

All the stories are presented in the last 
part of this booklet, Personal insights 
from the interviews.

the organisation of the couple would be 
based on unequal power relationships.

3. After the conduction of the exercise, 
there was a common restitution during 
which the women leaders shared what 
they thought of the exercise and what 
it has made them realize.  

how did it go?

This exercise was the one that was the 
most appreciated by the participants as 
it was very interactive and action-based. 
Having smaller groups would it will 
limit the confusion of the participants 
which can arise from having too many 
different roles and it would allow them 
to put themselves in the shoes of the 
various roles more easily.

At the end, a good thing to experiment 
would also be to take the opportuni-
ty to go through the roles which the 
women didn’t pick up for a restitution 
to generate active and collaborative 
critical thinking.

recommendations 

u Focusing on quality rather than 
quantity as it is difficult to organize 
such sessions with a large number of 
people and to collect meaningful in-
formation;

u Organizing intensive 1 to 2 days 
training workshops/discussions on a 
regular basis to help the participants 
to understand deeply about gender 
and its influence on their life; 

u Developing a document to facilitate 
groups meeting

u Training more the group leaderson 
facilitation skills (public speaking, lis-
tening skills, and synthetizing skills);

u Considering to organize unmixed 
group work if the men participating 
are not fully aware of the imbalance  
of power between men and women 
yet and thus don’t act in a way that  
allows for the free flow of the women’s 
feelings and thoughts.

 conTexT of The inTerviews i 

At the end of September-beginning of 
October 2019, we conducted a series 
of interviews with 7 women migrant 
workers, 4 of them in Vinh Phuc and 
3 of them in Hai Duong.

The interviews in Vinh Phuc (Khai 
Quang industrial zone) took place on 

a Tuesday afternoon and night with 
women having done the previous 
night shift or women having just come 
back from their day shift. The inter-
views in Hai Duong (Nam Sach indus-
trial zone) took place on a Sunday, only 
resting day of the women. 

When conducting the interviews, 
some social biases arose:

 The in-dePTh inTerviews To collecTi 
 more Personal sToriesi
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The lives of women internal migrant 
workers in Northern Vietnam is sub-
jected to various influences which are 
directly linked to the various identities 
of these women: 

u as internal migrants coming from 
rural areas: 79,1% of internal migrants 
in Vietnam were born in rural areas16. 

u as women: 52,4% of internal mi-
grants aged 15 to 59 in Vietnam are 
women17. 

u as young people: 85% of internal 
migrants in Vietnam are aged 15 to 39 
with female migrants tending to move 
at a slightly younger age18. In respect 
to the provinces of intervention of the 
Phu Nu project, the average age of the 
women at the time of diagnosis was 
23.8 years old.

u as single or married women: in-
ternal migrants are less likely to be 
married than non-migrants. Moreover, 
61,7% of them tend to move alone.19 
In respect to the provinces of interven-
tion of the Phu Nu project, the num-
ber of married women was equal to 
the number of single women (48.9%) 
with a significant difference between 
the two provinces of intervention (the 
percentage of single female workers 
in Hai Duong was relatively high at 
64.2%, while in Vinh Phuc this number 
stood at 28.2% due to the younger age 
of the women in the first province)

u as mother:  in respect to the pro- 
vinces of intervention of the Phu Nu 

project, 45.3% of them had children at 
the time of diagnosis.

u as educated people: internal mi-
grants, and especially rural-urban ones, 
tend to have received a higher level of 
education than non-migrants, almost 
a quarter of them having received uni-
versity level education.20 In respect to 
the provinces of intervention of the 
Phu Nu project, 46,5% of the women 
had achieved high school and 8.1% of 
them vocational or university educa-
tion at the time of diagnosis.

u for some of them, as people com-
ing from an ethnic minority: as most 
of ethnic minority people live in very 
remoted areas where they have few 
information and from where immigra-
tion costs are very high, people who 
migrate are mainly from two ethnic 
groups of Vietnam: the Kinh (the ma-
jority group) and the Hoa.21 

u and finally, as factory workers: 
74,8% of internal migrants work with 
women predominantly working in the 
garment sector (where they account 
for 78,5% of the workers22). Women 
from the Phu Nu project mostly work 
in garment or electronic factories.

In this part, we will explore both the 
living and working conditions of these 
women, taking into account all these 
identities and the way they influence 
how the lives of women migrant wor-
kers is structured. 

16. General Statistics Office (2016), The 2015 National Internal  
Migration Survey: Major Findings.
17. / 18. / 19. Ibid.     
20. Ibid.

21. Ibid.
22. ActionAid, Creating a better working environment to say no to 
sexual harassment in the garment sector, 2019.
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have complained about regular water 
shortages. However, the absence of a 
public regulation, whether it is provin-
cial or national, on the matter makes it 
harder to have the quality of the water 
being independently accessed. Ta-
ken as a global problem, the question 
of the access to water and electricity 
can be summed-up as one of lack of 
access to information as the tenants 
have no personal visibility of their own 
consumption because of everything 
going through the landlord or landlady 
and that they don’t sign a contract with 
either the electricity nor water compa-
ny. Likewise, they don’t have a rental 
contract with their landlord or landla-
dy, as everything is done orally. Such 
a normalized practice bears potential 

risks for the defense of their legitimate 
rights by the tenants.

lack of privacy within the common 
housing areas has been highlighted as 
one of the main issues as some of the 
rooms lack a locker or even a concrete 
door (even if it has been less and less 
the case thanks to renovation works). 
Moreover, the lack of isolation and the 
permeability of the rooms to tempera-
ture variations is also something that 
significantly impacts the well-being of 
the women and their relatives, espe-
cially of their younger children. Indeed, 
the lack of a heater in winter or of an 
air conditioner in summer, may have 
serious repercussions on the health 
of the tenants.  

The women migrant workers taking 
part to the Phu Nu project all live in 
common housing areas where the 
majority of the tenants are factory 
workers. In these common housing 
areas, they either rent a private room 
or a shared one, which size ranges 
from 6 m² to 30 m², the average size 
being 12.5 m², most of them sharing 
the toilets. The price of the rent va-
ries between the common housing a- 
reas, but it ranges from 300,000 vnD 
(roughly 12 dollars) up 
to 900,000 vnD (rough-
ly 35  dollars), bills ex-
cluded. Then, tenants 
still have to pay for the 
water and electricity 
bills which are direct-
ly charged to them by 
their landlord or landla-
dy who plays the role of 
intermediary between 
them and the electricity 
and water companies. 
This role of intermediary 
bears in itself a potential of distortion 
of the price that tenants are supposed 
to pay, certain landlords and landladies 
practicing some overpricing. When it 
comes to electricity, the cost ranges 
from 2,500 vnD/kwh to 3,000 vnD/
kwh (roughly 10 cents). There actually 
is a regulation for the electricity price, 
with a fix unit price, but it only applies 
to households of a minimum of 4 peo-
ple, thus impeding the workers of be-
ing able to benefit from it. Indeed, if 

the workers who live in the same room 
can apply to benefit from this fix price, 
the landlords and landladies don’t 
practice it as they argue that the over-
pricing they implement allows them to  
compensate for the energy losses. In 
Vietnam, the unit price increases with 
the level of consumption.

The question of what is the “fair” price 
that should be paid by the tenants is 
even more central in matters of water 

cost as there is no official 
regulation and that water is 
billed freely by private water 
companies. In the provinces 
of intervention of the Phu 
Nu project, the average wa-
ter price is of 20,000  vnD/
m³ (roughly 90 cents). More-
over, the price paid by the 
internal migrants within the 
common housing areas is 
also subjected to discrimi-
natory practices as they pay 
higher prices than the local 

population. These bills, rent included, 
weigh quite a lot upon the purchasing 
power of the workers, accounting for 
up to one fourth of their income. 

Apart from the price, access to water 
and electricity also generates issues  
related to the quality of the service  
provided, and especially for water. 
Indeed, a large number of workers 
have reported having some doubts 
regarding water quality, both com-
ing from the tap as from the well, and 

 life aT The common housing areai

“ Taken as a  
global problem,  
the question of  

the access to water 
and electricity can  

be summed-up  
as one of lack  
of access to  

information. ”
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settled in the province. But, it is not  
always that easy. Notably, as the wor-
kers of a same common housing area 
don’t necessarily share the same wor- 
king schedules - some working at 
night, others during the day, some 
working on the Sunday, others not - 
it may be tricky for them to socialize. 
Moreover, and even when they have 
similar wor-king hours, the intensity of 
their work takes most of their energy 
and their main priority when coming 
home is to enjoy some tranquility 
and rest. Indeed, most of them have 
shared with us that, as most of their 
time is split between working and rest-
ing, they don’t have the opportunity to 
think about - and even less to take part 

to - any sort of leisure activities which 
could contribute to their personal 
flourishing and happiness. Finally, 
gender and generational factors also 
appear to play a role when it comes 
to social relations within the common 
housing areas. Indeed, some of the 
women we interviewed shared with 
us the fact that an intergenerational 
gap was existing, and that the youn-
ger generation tended to be more in-
cluded, leaving the older people even 
more excluded. Likewise, it seems that 
men are more comfortable in sociali- 
zing with the others than women who 
tend to be shier and to be more in need 
of their own personal space when co- 
ming back from work.

However, and overall, tenants living 
in the common housing areas co- 
vered by the Phu Nu project reported 
being quite satisfied with their living 
conditions. It is mainly due to the fact 
that they have good relationships 
with their landlord or landlady, and 
that their living conditions have been 
improved in regards of their situation 
prior to migration. 

Still, their status as migrant can also 
be a source of trouble for them, espe-
cially upon arrival.

Indeed, the first step in order to be in-
tegrated to a province in Vietnam and 
to be able to benefit from the public 
services is to be administratively re- 
gistered. When it is not the case, the 
migrants can’t access health or educa-
tion facilities, reason why most of the 
women migrate without their children. 
Such an administrative process can 
sometimes be tricky for migrants who 
don’t have been previously informed 
on the different steps and needed 
documents. However, the situation has 
improved a lot thorough the years and 
most of the migrants involved within 
the realm of the Phu Nu project haven’t 
really experienced any particular trou-
ble regarding their registration process. 

Thinking about the situation of women 
migrant workers through an intersec-
tional lens, their situation may be very 
different depending on their status. 
For instance, married women with 
children and single women may face 
completely different situations. Indeed, 
married women, in addition to their al-
ready very intensive day of work at the 

factory have to face what we call “the 
double day” as they are the ones to be 
supposedly in charge of taking care of 
the children. They also face extra costs 
and difficulties notably when it comes 
to finding childcare, reason why a lot 
of them leave their children in their 
hometown for them to be taken care 
of by their grandparents, and this even 
after they completed the registration 
process. As for single women, whereas 
they can enjoy from more freedom, 
they, however, are more subjected to 
social isolation. 

This issue of social isolation within the 
common housing areas is linked to 
many factors. First, due to the migra-
tion they had to go through in order to 
be able to find a job, women migrant 
workers are far away from their family 
which is, naturally, very hard on them. 
It is even truer in a country as Vietnam 
where the family institution is at the 
center of everything. As mentioned 
earlier, lots of women migrate on their 
own, some of them having children 
they are forced to leave behind in or-
der to ensure their well-being. Such a 
distance from their close relatives is a 
source of psychological strain for the 
women even more so as their working 
hours - 6 days per week, 8 hours a day 
and very often even more due to over-
time work - combined with the high-
cost of traveling expenses, especially 
during bank-holidays, impede them to 
visit their loved-ones regularly. 

Consequently, and as the women are 
isolated from their family, they try to 
create new social links once they are 

When asking to the women migrant 
workers which one of their different 
identities plays the biggest role in their 
daily life, they were almost all unani-

mous in speaking about their identity 
as worker. Here are some of the words 
they used to depict the impact that 
work had on their life: 

 a life arTiculaTed around work i

   “time consuming”         “pressure”

           “stress”          “restrictive” 

   “psychological and economic  burden” 

         “source of  tiredness”

   “low wages”          “unfixed working schedule” 



ly, another worker pointed out the 
very high temperature in her wor- 
kplace as a result of all the machines in  
operation and the absence of air con-
ditioning. However, and as all these  
inconveniences are directly linked 
with manufacturing procedures, they 
can’t be solved because the priority is 
put on efficiency and productivity. 

working conditions not only have 
an impact on the physical health of 
the workers but also on their men-
tal well-being, notably through the 
pressure they receive. The women are 
quite shy when it comes to expres- 
sing themselves more thoroughly on 
the pressure they experience at work 
(especially when we did the in-depth 
interviews, the workers were less shy in 
expressing themselves during the more 
informal and collective session that we 
organized) which tends to be mini-
mized, especially because they consi- 
der that their line manager also re-
ceives lots of pressure from above and 
has thus “no choice”. Nevertheless, they 
do acknowledge the existence of such 
pressure, especially for new employees 
who need to demonstrate their skills in 
order to remain employed.

Moreover, the time spent at work out-
side of the hours when the workers 
actually perform their tasks does not 
quite offer better conditions, notably 
concerning break time or lunches. 
Indeed, lots of workers complained 
about the very low quality of the 
food, sometimes even forcing workers 
to bring their own food from home, 

taking extra hours of their time to pre-
pare it. The workers do organize regu-
lar protests, notably on social media, 
to alert their employers and their re- 
presentatives such as the Labor Union 
or trade unions. However, if their em-
ployers react by improving the quality 
of the food provided, it never lasts very 
long up to the time when everything 
goes back to the way it initially was. In 
addition to that, workers can’t benefit 
from any moment of sociability and, 
as a consequence, don’t really know 
each other as the only time they have 
is to discuss about working matters. 
The noise during working hours also 
impedes them to have real discussions.

Finally, thinking in more transversal 
terms about the influence of gender 
at work, it is important to highlight the 
fact that most of the workers in the 
factories where the women of our pro-
ject work are women. Even if, in some 
factories, the base-line managers and 
higher managing posts are held by 
women as well, in the majority of the 
cases all the office work and top-man-
agement positions are performed 
by men. There are more women at 
higher-ranking positions in the textile 
industry, but this phenomenon mat-
ches unequal gender norms and roles 
arising from gender stereotypes and 
prejudices. Moreover, when raising the 
issue of sexual harassment with the 
women workers, the question seems 
to remain highly sensitive and to re- 
present a bit of a “taboo”. Indeed, even 
if almost half of the women inter-
viewed in factories in three provinces 

From all these words and expressions, 
we can imply that for women migrant 
workers, work is only seen as a way to 
earn money to provide for them and 
their family and that it weighs a lot of 
on their well-being without being a 
source of personal development. And 
indeed, their working conditions are a 
real cause of both mental and physi-
cal strain. First, when it comes to wor- 
king hours, they all work at least 
8 hours a day, 6 days per week. How-
ever, most of them work overtime, 
up to 4 extra hours per day (with a 
legal limit of 30 hours per month and 
200  years per year). If such amount 
of work allows them to almost dou-
ble their initial salary, such type of 
schedule put at risk their psychologi-

cal and physical health even more so 
for the workers who work at night. 
Indeed, at one club meeting in Vinh 
Phuc province, a worker even advised 
his peers that even if you can double 
your salary thanks to overtime work, 
you shouldn’t do it too much as “the 
extra money you will earn will be la-
ter spend on health expenses”. Also, 
the electronics or garment factories in 
which their work require production 
processes which can undermine the 
physical well-being of the workers. For 
instance, a worker shared that as, in her 
garment factory, a certain level of hu-
midity has to be maintained in order 
to ensure the quality of the clothes, 
they are forced to use sprinklers which 
make the room very cold. Converse-
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workers can also earn some perfor-
mance-based bonuses, but which are 
not really significant. Indeed, one of 
the women told us that she could be- 
nefit from such a bonus, but that it has 
to be shared among 17 employees for 
a total amount of 300,000 VND (rough-
ly 13 dollars). Finally, some workers also 
cumulate their work at the factory with 
some informal jobs (as phone repai- 
ring for instance) in order to make 
ends meet.

As the workers have difficulties to track 
their own expenses, it is difficult to say if 
their earnings are sufficient to cover all 
of their basic needs which will actual- 
ly be very different depending on the 
composition of the house-
hold. For instance, a male 
worker during a club mee-
ting in Vinh Phuc province 
shared that his total ex-
penses of the month were 
equal to 3.7  million  VND 
(roughly 160 dollars), with 
a lot of his money spent 
on socializing. However, 
a couple with a young 
child explained they were 
spending 11 to 12 mil-
lion VND (475-518 dollars) 
per month, including 1.5  million VND 
(roughly 65  dollars), thus one tenth 
of their total income, on medical ex-
penses for their kid. Likewise, the wo- 
men who have children they left in 
their hometown to the care of their 
parents also have extra expenses re-
lated to sending money back home. 

For example, a woman shared during 
this same meeting that she was sen- 
ding back home 4 million VND (roughly 
173 dollars) each month which amount 
to half of her total income.

Generally speaking, it is also important 
to underline the fact that as communi-
ty and family events are very important 
in Vietnamese culture, a large part of 
the income can be spent on events 
such as weddings which can become 
quite a burden for some families with 
limited financial resources.

Finally, most of the workers aren’t able 
to save money, and logically, can’t 
keep any financial resources for po-

tential unforeseen events 
such as diseases or deaths. 
And indeed, most of the 
workers live their life day 
to day without wonde- 
ring about the future. As 
everything is articulated 
around work, they don’t 
have either the time and/
or the financial resources 
to think about what they 
would like to do, or can 
do, after their time at the 
factory. Unfortunately, that 

is a real problem as the period of time 
a woman has “value” as a factory wor-
ker is quite limited and that it is often 
very difficult to remain employed after 
35 years old in those industries.

of Vietnam by CARE Int. and The Fair 
Wear Foundation recognized they had 
faced at least one form of harassment 
and/or violence in the past year 23, it is 
very hard to have the women to feel 
more at ease to share more thoroughly 

on this issue. However, one of the wo-
men we interviewed did mention to us 
that verbal sexual harassment between 
workers of the same hierarchical level 
was widespread within her factory. 

23. Hodal, K. (2019), Revealed: women making clothes for west face sexual abuse, The Guardian, April 7th. 
24. Oxfam Vietnam (2019), The consequences of low wages – a study on fashion suppliers in Vietnam.

As working and living conditions in-
fluence each other, reality that we can 
clearly see from what has been pre- 
viously highlighted, it is not possible to 
think them in isolation. 

Especially, if by taking into conside- 
ration all the above-stated working 
conditions and comparing them to the 
level of remuneration of the women 
as well as to their living conditions, it is 
very clear that they don’t receive what 
Oxfam has defined as a “living wage” 
for factory workers in Vietnam: 

“A living wage: 
u Must be established in consultation 
with workers; 
u Is sufficient to cover basic needs 
including food, housing, clothing, me- 
dical care, education, social relations, 
transportation and some savings; 
u Includes enough for some discre-
tionary income for unforeseen events 
such as accidents or illness. 

u Supports more people than just the 
individual worker  – it is a family wage;  
u Includes consideration of the num-
ber of hours needed to earn a living 
wage  – not more than 48 hours per 
week; 
u Includes strategies to periodically 
update rates, so that workers keep their 
relative purchasing power 24”

Taking this definition as a reference, 
we can see that the situation of wo- 
men migrant workers doesn’t match 
all the requirements, and especially 
the ones in bold letters above. First 
of all, even if the final salary of the fac-
tory workers is often higher than the 
average national Vietnamese salary of 
150 dollars (3,823,000 VND), it is mainly 
due to the fact that they include the 
overtime work which, even if it can 
allow the workers to almost double 
their salary, is tremendous and gene-
rate some high indirect costs, especial-
ly in terms of health expenses. Factory 

 The inTeracTions beTween livingi 
 and working condiTionsi 
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“As a Vietnamese woman, I have  
to get married before my thirties”.

The pressure to get married and build 
a family is pervasive in Vietnam and 
impacts both men and women. Yet, 
women as only thought in their role 
as birth-giver and as evolving sole-
ly in the domestic sphere, are even 
more subjected to this social norm, 
and this regardless of the social class 
they belong to. More than only getting 
married, the logical requirement step-
ping out of the act of marriage is to 
have children, reason why women are 
urged to get married before their thir-
ties, as, you know, “the clock is ticking”. 

However, nowadays, more and more 
Vietnamese women, in all social lad-
ders of the society, are trying to es-
cape from this social norm, including 
women migrant workers. For instance, 
Phuong, 36 years old, one of the  
women participating to the Phu 
Nu project (see her full story on the  
Personal insights from the interviews 
part of this booklet), shared her per-
sonal experience relating to this mat-
ter. When she initially started to work, 
her parents wanted her to stop in 
order to get married but, as she wan-
ted to be financially autonomous, she 
decided to leave her hometown. Now 
that she succeeded in achieving her fi-
nancial autonomy, she decided to get 
married to a man she really loves, this 

year. They are now waiting for their first 
child and, even if she received a lot of 
criticisms from her surroundings, and 
still now that she has a “late pregnan-
cy”, she doesn’t regret her life choice.

“People think I dress myself too 
‘many’”.

Dress codes, in Vietnam as in many 
other parts of the world, can be a real 
burden for women of all social clas-
ses. If a woman departs too much from 
the norm of dressing following what 
is considered by the society as being 
feminine (e.g.: by wearing jeans and 
baskets instead of heels and skirts), 
there is a high probability that she 
will become the target of criticisms 
and judgements. The fact that, quite 
often, the people at the origin of such 
remarks are the women themselves is 
a strong indicator of how the women 
interiorized male domination over 
women. Moreover, we can add to this 
gender factor, a generational one 
as the older generation will tend to 
be more critical towards the younger 
generation and notably on the way 
they dress.

For example, Binh, another woman who 
takes part to the Phu Nu pro-ject (see 
her full story on the Personal insights 
from the interviews part of this booklet), 
received criticisms from elders women 
when she first arrived in the province.  
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of the women living in the provinc-
es of intervention of the Phu Nu pro- 
ject, 46.5% of them had achieved high 
school and 8.1% of them vocational 

or university education at the time of  
diagnosis prior to the project in 2014.

According to them, she was dressing 
herself “too manly” wearing jeans. As 
the pervasiveness of Confucianism 
in Vietnam make the respect of your 
elders almost an unbreakable rule, she 
never replied to these criticisms and 
decided, instead, to ignore them. As a 
result, disapprovals have stopped, and 
she still dresses the way she used to 
and as she wants to. 

“As a woman coming from an  
ethnic minority, some people 
think of me as being backward.”

Vietnam is a multi-ethnic country 
made up of 54 different ethnic groups. 
The fact, however, fact the Kinh make 
up 86% of the population, leaving only 
14% to be split between 53  ethnic 
minorities, is a source of potential dis-
criminations for the people pertaining 
to those ethnic groups.

In the case of women migrant workers, 
the fact that ethnic minority people 
live in remoted and rural regions of 
Vietnam, limits their access to infor-
mation and increase the costs of their 
internal migration. As a consequence, 
they represent a very low proportion 
of internal migrants, making them 
even more vulnerable than usual to 
stereotypes and discriminations. 

Workers involved in the Phu Nu pro-
ject, indeed, reported us having been 
labelled as “backward” because of 
coming from an ethnic minority. Like-
wise, Phong, a woman taking part to 
the project (see her full story on the  
Personal insights from the interviews 
part of this booklet), shared that her 

landlord was discriminating against 
the people coming from the ethnic 
minorities by considering them as 
backward and lacking culture. Ano-
ther testimony on this matter is the 
one of Phuong, who noticed that 
is was more difficult for the Monta- 
gnards, one of the ethnic minorities of 
Vietnam who come from the Central 
Highlands of the country, to be fully 
integrated within the common hou-
sing area than for the others because 
they don’t master the culture and thus 
don’t have access to all the needed in-
formation and services. It is even truer 
considering the fact that they are very 
few within this specific common hou- 
sing area (roughly 4 to 5 people) which 
make them more marginalized and 
targetable. 

“As a factory worker people think 
of me as lacking an education.”

The growing industrialization and 
development of Vietnam has cer-
tainly created a significant amount of 
job opportunities. However, most of 
those are concentrated in low-skilled 
factory positions while a high number 
of people who occupy the position of 
factory workers have actually comple- 
ted a fair level of education.

Indeed, contrary to many beliefs, in-
ternal migrant workers tend to have 
received a higher level of education 
than non-migrants, almost a quarter 
of them having received universi-
ty level education. As such, they are 
not less educated than the rest of the  
Vietnamese population. In the case 

“It is men that make the final  
decisions and women are  
undecided.”

At first, when speaking with the wo-
men of the Phu Nu project, they tend 
to affirm us that the relationships they 
have with men are equal, whether it is 
at work or in their personal life. Howe- 
ver, when we dig deeper, making them 
reflect more on the nature of these  
relationships, we find out that even if 
the women are, to some extent, able 
to voice their opinions in front of a 
male counterpart, for instance their 
boyfriend or husband, he is the one 
who will have the last word.

For some of them, as Hanh (see her 
full story on the Personal insights from 
the interviews part of this booklet), it 
is because men have naturally stron-
ger spirit than women who are more 
hesitant. However, they also recognize 
the influence that Vietnamese culture 
can have on such a phenomenon. For 
Phuong, in spite of thinking of herself 
as having a strong personality, she 
says that even her can’t express her 
opinions in all circumstances and that 
Vietnamese women have to adapt 
themselves. For her, it is due to the Viet-

namese culture that considers men as 
being the decision-makers. Phuong 
strongly disagrees with this cultural 
fact, even more so as the women have 
to go through this “double day” of 
work, outside and inside of the house, 
and that they should even be more  
entitled to have an equal voice in  
the different decision-making proces- 
ses. Indeed, according to a 2017 study 
led by ActionAid, Vietnamese women 
spend on average 4.5 hours of their 
day doing housework, three times 
more than men25. However, this un-
paid work, which adds up to their paid 
working day, is  made invisible by so-
cial norms which pervade the whole  
society and weighs on all women  
regardless of their social ranking and 
education level, even if women from 
the H’mong ethnic minority are even 
more affected by it (spending an ave-
rage of 7 hours a day on unpaid labor, 
2 extra hours compared to their male 
counterparts).

 how do They see Themselves?i 

25. Bui, T. (2017), Invisible labor: Vietnamese women and all the 
unpaid hours they are forced to accept, VNExpress, October 20th.  
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“As a woman, there are various 
jobs that I can’t do.”

The incapacity of performing certain 
jobs is a fact that came quite often in 
the interviews as well as during the 
collective session. However, the source 
of such incapacity, in the words of the 
women, was more coming out of the 
vision that the Vietnamese society car-
ries of themselves and the constraints 
they face as women in such a society 
rather than of some perceived perso- 
nal limitations. And indeed, in Vietnam, 
both legal and socio-cultural norms 
undermine the ability of women to 
enter specific workforces. Notably, 
under Decree N°.  26/2013, women 
are banned from 77 occupations (e.g.: 
metal processing, seafaring, autopsy 
surgery, etc.). Moreover, and even wi-
thout such legal provisions, women will 
struggle to perform some jobs because 
of unequal power relations between 
men and women which could put 
them at risk, or at least give them the 
feeling that some professions are risky 
for them. For instance, Phong would 
really have liked to be a taxi-driver but 
as she perceives the risk of gender- 
based violence as being very high 
when doing this type of job, she 
doesn’t think she will ever be able to 
become one.

Likewise, gender stereotypes, even 
when they don’t completely forbid 
women of performing certain jobs, 
limit their ability to do it in the most 
beneficial way. That is what Phuong 
refers to when she says that she would 
like to open her own store but that, as a 
woman, there are too many obstacles 
to do so, notably regarding the type of 
products you can sell. Apparently, it is 
very hard for a woman to sell electro- 
nic products, which are the most pro- 
fitable ones, because the customers 
will not trust you as they trust men.

“Women are shier, less skilled and 
weaker than men.”

Such vision of themselves came a lot 
during the different interviews we had 
with the women as during the collec-
tive session we organized. However, 
those only seemed to be first thoughts 
as when we pushed the critical thin-
king a bit deeper, the women were 
able to depict themselves, or at least 
other female counterparts, as skilled, 
strong and assertive.

For instance, in the garment factory 
in which Binh works, 90% of the wor-
kers are women and most of the line 
managers are women because the 
selection is skill-based. But, all the 
top-management positions are held 

by men. Phong did the same observa-
tion.

When it comes to shyness and asser-
tiveness, we could also say that it is 
more the vision that people have of 
women and of their behaviors which 
lead them to think they are shy and 
unassertive, while they are not really. It 
is the case for Duyen (see her full story 
on the Personal insights from the inter-
views part of this booklet), who, at first, 
when speaking to us, qualified herself 
as being quite shy but then shared 
with us that she was able to express 
her opinions and that it was more the 
others who perceived her as shy be-
cause of her quiet voice. 
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j on her living conditions

Hanh shared that she feels very safe 
inside of the common housing area 
where she enjoys from a clean envi-
ronment and a very good relation-
ship with her landlord. However, there 
are still things to be improved in the 
common housing area for the living  
conditions of the women migrant 
workers to be truly decent. Notably, 
Hanh informed us that her room wasn’t 
isolated and so that she feels very  
intensively all the extreme weathers, 
whether it is hot or cold ones. She 
doesn’t have a heater, so she feels very 
cold in the winter. Having no heater 
also means that she hasn’t access to 
hot water for her shower. 

At the common housing area, relation-
ships with the others can sometimes 
be a bit difficult and Hanh reported 
that she felt quite isolated. Indeed, 
if, for her, relationships between men 
and women are good, intergenera-
tional relationships can sometimes be 
more difficult to handle. She doesn’t 
have much contacts with younger 
people and this is complicated by the 
fact that she often works at night.

j on her working conditions

Hanh considers her working conditions 
to be “decent”. Yet, through her testi-
mony, we can see that she suffers from 
discrimination related to her age: she 
has been working at the same position 
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Late afternoon, end of September 
2019, in her room in the common 
housing area, Khai Quang indus- 
trial zone.

Hanh was born in 1977 in Tam 
Duong, 20km away from Khai Quang 
industrial zone where she works 
in a factory assembling electronic  
devices. She has worked in factories 
from the age of 20, notably in Ho-
Chi Minh City (Southern Vietnam) 
but also abroad, in Malaysia, in the 
same enterprise as she now works 
in. Before doing so, and as many 
other Vietnamese women, she was 
working in the fields. She got mar-
ried very young, just after finishing 
high school, when she was 19. 

She lives on her own, on the second 
floor of one of the common housing 
areas in which the Phu Nu project 
intervenes. 

 hanhi 



ever noticed any sort of abuses coming 
from the managers on the workers, she 
shares that when the line managers are 
pressured by their boss, they will tend 
to put more pressure on the workers. 
But, overall, she insisted on the fact 
that, it was “ok”. Likewise, sexual haras- 
sment at the factories doesn’t seem to 
be an issue that she has faced, neither 
as a direct victim or as a witness. 

j on her personal life and identity

Hanh shared a lot with us her feeling of 
loneliness. In addition to the fact that 
she has difficulties to be fully integra- 
ted in the common housing area, she 
misses a lot her family that she doesn’t 
see often because of them being far 
away. She revealed having a son, aged 
21, with who she has a distanced re-
lationship because she hasn’t lived 
with him for a long time. They don’t 
share much because of that but also 
because, according to her, “he is a boy” 
and boys don’t share.

Her husband died 10 years ago, and 
she never wanted to start a new life 
with someone “for her son”. She feels 
that raising her kid on her own has 
been very hard, especially in compa- 
rison with married women who can 
“share the burden” with their husband. 
Moreover, she still provides for her son 
who works but doesn’t make enough 
money to live, so she shares a part of 
her income with him.

Thorough the interview, Hanh shared 
a lot with us her felling of not being 
brave enough to start her life anew, 
whether it is romantically or profes-

sionally. For her, her “weak” character 
can be an explanation of why she 
doesn’t get any promotion and not 
the fact of being discriminated against  
because of her age, even if she ac-
knowledged a bit before in the inter-
view that her age could be an obstacle 
at work.

she admires women with strong 
spirit. She tried to be strong, but 
she didn’t succeed, reason why she  
sometimes would have liked to be a 
man to be able to “take decisions more 
quickly and not hesitate” because “men 
are stronger and protect women”.

j how she sees her future

As many other women migrant wor-
kers, hanh hasn’t really got the op-
portunity to think deeply about her 
future. She shared to us the fact that 
her future life choices will highly be 
dependent on her financial capa- 
cities and that she doesn’t know  
which types of jobs she can do with 
her level of qualification, apart from 
factory work.

Younger, she used to be a sewer, but 
she had to stop to be able to raise her 
son thanks to a fixed salary. 

However, she does have a big life  
project: she wants to build her own 
house for her and her son on the land 
of her parents. The latter, however, are 
opposed to it because they think it is 
not the job of a woman to build her 
house.

for 9 years without being promoted. 
Her salary is increased by 5% every 
year but only because that is what is 
required by Vietnamese law. All in all, 
she perceives a salary of 5,066,000 VND 
per month (roughly 200 dollars) in ad-
dition to 250,000  VND of allowance 
(roughly 11 dollars) which is a bit more 
than the average national Vietnamese 
salary of 150 dollars (3,823,000 VND).

According to her, the security at work 
is good enough but she considers 
that the meals can still be improved, 
even if they are apparently better than 
the ones in the textile sector. When 
we ask her about the relationships be-
tween men and women at the factory, 
she answers that everything goes well 
as the majority of the line workers are 

women and that the men are more in 
the management positions, so she 
doesn’t see them much. When trying 
to get her vision on why the share of 
the work between men and women 
at the factory is done in this way, she 
doesn’t seem to see any harm to it as, 
for her, men are “more abled, intelli-
gent, flexible” so it is normal that they 
benefit from higher work statuses. 

Similar to her social relationships back 
to the common housing area, she 
doesn’t have much contacts with the 
other workers, so she wasn’t able to 
share with us her thoughts on the re-
lationships between men and women 
at the factory, which she also thinks, are 
equally treated by the management. 
However, when asking her if she has 
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things. Nevertheless, she still has no 
free-time and her only spare time is 
used to sleep.

j on her personal life and identity 

Her status of internal migrant coming 
back to the North after having spent 
most of her life in the South has not 
been always easy for her. Her parents 
stayed in the South, in Dong Nai, and 
she misses them a lot because she is 
not able to visit them very often. More-
over, it took her almost one year to fit 
in again when she came back, nota-
bly to get used to the accent and the  
culture again. However, she is now 
registered in the North and feels fully 
integrated to where she lives.

Another reason why she decided to 
work from home and take care of the 
kids is because her husband works in 
a private company and finishes work 
very late, he most of the time comes 
back around 7pm, even sometimes 
around 2am. She declared to us to 
be respectful of his work, reason why 
she accepts the fact of handling most 
of the housework which, apparently, 
doesn’t bother her. 

However, we can see that her statuses 
as a wife and mother, and the fact that 
those roles take the biggest part of her 
life, make her feel different compared 
to the other women in the housing 
areas, particularly the single ones with 
no children. She thus considers that 
single women have more freedom 
because they don’t have to, contrary 
to her, think about all the family when 
making a decision. For instance, she 

had to renounce to travel because it 
is not easy to travel when you have 
kids: whether you don’t want to let 
them or whether you can’t fully enjoy 
from your trip if you have to take care 
of them. It is the same when it comes 
to spending money. When she was 
young, she could spend her money as 
she wanted but, now, she has to save 
money for the kids.

For her, it is not the fact of being a 
woman that limits her freedom but 
rather the fact of having children. She 
feels pretty lucky with her husband 
because he lets her do whatever she 
wants: if she wants to work, he is ok,  
if she doesn’t want to work, it is fine 
with him to. They get along very well 
because, according to her, he is, by  
nature and not out of his education 
(his father is totally different) a “free 
spirit” who loves freedom for himself 
as for the others. But she knows that 
it isn’t the norm in vietnam as many 
women fear expressing their feelings. 
She thinks that it is notably due to their 
financial dependence over their hus-
band after marriage but also because 
of the way parents have forever treated 
boys and girls in an unequal way, thus 
impacting negatively the character 
of girls from their earliest childhood.  
According to her, sons’ preference 
over girls is so deeply rooted into 
vietnamese culture that you can’t 
change it and that the only solution 
for girls is to go live abroad to be able 
to build their confidence. 

j on her living conditions

According to her, her living conditions 
are pretty good.
As many of the other interviewees, 
she considers that the relationships 
between men and women within the 
common housing area are running 
smoothly. She thinks that it is notably 
related to the fact that the new gene- 
ration is now more open-minded, 
reason why men and women are more 
respectful of each other. 

j on her working conditions

She shared with us the fact that as an 
independent worker she works as 
much as she used to when working 
in the factory, and this for this same 
amount of money. However, she now 
can work from home and is “totally 
free” contrary to the time she was a 
factory worker which was a “disaster”. 
She declares loving her job which she 
chose for its easiness and convenience, 
as everyone, according to her, can sell 

Beginning of the night, late Septem-
ber – In the living room of her land-
lord, Khai Quang industrial zone.

Huong was born in 1989 in Vinh 
Tuong, in Vinh Phuc province. She 
left Northern Vietnam as a kid with 
her parents to move to Ho Chi Minh 
City before returning back to the 
North when she was 22, in 2011. 

She spent the first two years of her 
return working inside of a company 
doing electronic assembly notably 
of smartphones.

She got married in 2013 to one of 
her landlord’s son and has two kids. 
To raise them, she now stays home 
from where she works selling im-
ported food. She is thus an example 
of a woman who has evolved out-
side of the factory to build her own 
project, even if it was made out of 
the necessity of staying home to 
raise her kids.

She is a woman leader of the Phu 
Nu project, but she confessed to us 
that, as she is very busy, she doesn’t 
have the time to complete fully  
her role anymore and so, instead 
of acting as the principal woman  
leader, she sometimes covers up for 
the one who replaces her.

 huongi 
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services. It is even truer considering 
the fact that they are very few within 
this specific common housing area 
(roughly 4 to 5 people).

j on her working conditions

When it comes to work, the more  
important according to her is to have 
a good relationship with your super-
visor, otherwise you can’t get any pro-
motion.

She shared to us being happy about 
her work, the factory providing a good 
security level, even if most of the sa-
lary increases she gets are the ones 
specified by the law. Otherwise you 
have to pass a type of test to be able 
to get a promotion, or… be a member 
of the manager’s family as nepotism 
seem to be occurring.

Moreover, she specifies that, as they 
can’t put the aircon because too many 
machines function at the same time, 
it is very hot at work, but the factory 
still can’t find a solution. Moreover, she 
also shared with us the story of how 
the workers mobilized themselves 
on the social networks, criticizing the 
quality of the food at the factory which 
led to a temporary improvement in 
food quality. But, once the lights were 
not on the employer anymore, the 
quality of the food started to decrease 
again. 

Factory workers are mostly women 
so there is no issue related to sexual  
harassment. However, 90% of the 
managers are men. For her, it is due 
to the fact that, as women has to take 

care of the children and take materni-
ty leaves, they can’t be promoted to 
higher positions. Moreover, workers 
tend to have higher pressure from 
their manager during the high season 
as they also receive higher pressures 
from their bosses.

j on her personal life and identity

She initially got difficulties to find a job 
and an accommodation when she 
firstly arrived. But she has been part 
of the project for a while now, so she 
feels well integrated.

Her personal story tells us a lot 
about the social and family pressure 
that women in Vietnam have to go 
through. Indeed, when she firstly star-
ted to work, her parents wanted her to 
stop in order to get married but, as she 
wanted to be financially autonomous, 
she decided to leave, notably because 
she wanted to earn money to finance 
the education for her two younger sis-
ters, thus giving them the opportunity 
that she didn’t have to go to university.

Now that her sisters have graduated as 
well as married and that she is finan-
cially independent, she decided to 
get married. Which she did, one week 
before this interview. Even if she mar-
ried quite late, based on what is com-
monly accepted in Vietnamese culture 
for which women don’t marry after 
28 years old, and that she got a lot of 
critiques because of that, she doesn’t 
regret it saying: “it was the good time 
and I was thus able to get married 
out of love”. She is now waiting for 

j on her living conditions

According to her, the living condi-
tions in the common housing area 
have improved a lot in the recent 
years: she has now a private room that 
she can lock with her own toilets in-
side. Its matches her needs in terms of 
security but also of access to water and 
electricity even if the price of the room 
has increased.

Nevertheless, and even if she feels 
lucky about her own room, she under-
lines the fact that some other rooms 
still need to be renovated because 
they have not been improved since 
2007. However, she acknowledges the 

fact that it is difficult for the landlords 
to invest for the renovation of all the 
rooms at the same time.

She doesn’t notice any difference with-
in the common housing area based on 
gender, but she shares with us the fact 
the young people are more integra- 
ted (2000 generation) than the older 
ones as hers and that it is also more 
difficult for the Montagnards, one of 
the 53  ethnic minorities of Vietnam 
who come from the Central Highlands 
of the country. Indeed, they apparent-
ly take quite a bit of time to be fully 
integrated because they don’t master 
the culture and thus don’t have ac-
cess to all the needed information and 

Beginning of the night, late Septem-
ber – In the living room of her land-
lord, Khai Quang industrial zone.

Phuong was born in 1983, 23km 
from where she has been living for 
two years now.

She finished high-school before 
working in the fields which was ex-
hausting, reason why she chose to 
join a sewing professional training 
during 5 months in 2002. After that, 
she was able to be hired in the textile 
industry in Vinh Phuc. Her first years 
working were very unstable, show-
ing the precarious nature of the 
works performed by these women: 
she worked in three different facto-
ries during the first year, then in nine 
different factories between 2002 
and 2009 before settling to the one 
she still works in (HJC Vina which 
produces helmets). 

 Phuong
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her first child and the fact of having a 
“late pregnancy” has also made her the 
subject of critiques from her surroun- 
dings. However, once again, she 
doesn’t seem to really care.

In spite of her very strong personality, 
and as most of the women we inter-
viewed, she thinks that vietnamese 
women can’t express their ideas and 
opinions in all the situations, that they 
have to adapt themselves. For her, this 
is mainly due the Vietnamese culture, 
where men are the decision-makers, 
which is quite impossible to change. 
She strongly disagrees with this and 
thinks women and men should be 
equal even more so considering the 
fact that women currently have to go 
through this “double day” of work, out-
side and inside of the house.

Contrary to one of her peers who 
thought that single women were en-
joying from more freedom, she thinks 
that her life as a married woman will 
be easier as she will be able to share 
the task with her husband, who seems 
to be willing to do so. However, the 
downside of being married is the fear 
that she has to be judged by the family 
of her husband with who she now lives.

j how she sees her future 

in the future, she would like to open 
her own store. Her husband supports 
her in this project. But there are many 
obstacles for a woman to do so, nota-
bly regarding the type of products she 
wants to sell. Indeed, she shared with 

us the fact that as a woman, it is more 
difficult to sell electronic products, 
which are the most profitable ones, 
because the customers will not trust 
you as they trust men. Moreover, she 
has to borrow money from the bank, 
but it is not much and, as a woman, 
she has to be more responsible for her 
children and thus she can’t risk inves-
ting too much money. She also has  
to save money to be able to get her 
pension when she will be retired at 
the age of 55 (legal retirement age in  
Vietnam for women which is 5 years 
less than for men)26. Likewise, she 
would have liked to go work abroad 
to earn more money. However, if her 
husband can, her duty as mother im-
pedes her to do so.

26. It is important to specify here that most Vietnamese continue 
to work after the retirement age, mostly in the informal sector.  

Beginning of the night, late Sep-
tember – In the living room of her 
landlord and then in her room,  
Khai Quang industrial zone.

Binh was born in 1997. She comes 
from Tuyên Quang, 67km from Vinh 
Phuc. She has been in the province 
for four years now. She works in Vina 
Korea (textile industry) where she 
directly learnt sewing after finishing 
high school.

 binhi 

27. In this common housing area, there is a difference of 
300,000 VND (roughly 12 dollars) between the rooms with and 
without private toilets.

j on her living conditions

Overall, she considers that safety and 
hygiene are good within the common 
housing area. The only thing she men-
tioned and that should be improved, 
according to her, is the water flow 
which is very low, especially when all 
the workers come home at the same 
time.

As she lives in a common housing 
area where there are more men than 
women, she doesn’t always feel com-
fortable walking all the way to her 
room or to the toilets, more so as she 
doesn’t have private ones in her room 
because she can’t afford this type 
of room which are too expensive27.  
However, she declares not being bo-
thered by the men, and, as such, she 
doesn’t feel unsafe.  

j on her working conditions

She considers her salary to be decent 
even if she underlines the fact that the 
wages in the textile industry are lower 
than the ones in the electronics indus-
try.

in her factory, 90% of the workers 
are females. Contrary to the norm, 
most of the line managers are fe-
male as well (let’s remember here that 
we are in a textile factory) and, accor- 
ding to Binh they are stricter, “boss-
ier”, than the men. She doesn’t know 
why these women act in this way. For 
her, your level of responsibility within 
the enterprise is not related to your 
gender but more to your skills: there 
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thieves”. She also received criticisms 
related to the way she dresses; too 
“manly” according to the older wo-
men. At that time, she didn’t say any-
thing because “you have to respect 
your elders” but now the critiques have 
stopped, and she stills dresses the way 
she wants to.

She has a boyfriend who lives in the 
same common housing area, but they 
don’t share the same room. They come 
from the same hometown but were 
not together before. He is very protec-
tive though not intrusive, and they are 
going to get married next year.

She feels that her young age is an ad-
vantage. Especially when it comes to 
work because the employers think she 
can learn faster.

As a woman, finally, she thinks that 
it is good to express your own opi- 
nions. She feels comfortable doing so in 
most of the cases and with most of the 
people apart from her manager. With 
her boyfriend, she, for now, considers 
that they have an equal relationship 
and that she enjoys the freedom of a  
single woman. However, she thinks 
that it will change once they will get 
married as she will have more respon-
sibilities, notably when it comes to 
housework, even if her and her boy-
friend agreed to share the burden. She 
is not quite sure of how it will go in the 
end.

j how she sees her future

In the future, she would like to have a 
sewing machine at home to be able 
to repair clothes. She would also like 
to be trained to know how to design 
clothes, but she thinks that it is diffi-
cult and requires a lot of experience. 
The reason why she would like to do 
so is because it is harder to raise chil-
dren when you work at the factory, so 
it is better to work from home. If she 
doesn’t have children, she will stay at 
the factory. She loves sewing, she has 
wanted to do this job since she has 
been little, but she thinks she doesn’t 
have the ability to design clothes and 
so that it would be easier for her to just 
to reparations. 

As some of her peers, she has wished 
to go abroad to make a better living. 
She has thought about learning Ja-
panese to go work in Japan. Yet, it is 
rather an ideal than a real project and 
she plans to continue working at the 
factory for the years ahead.

are more women managers because 
they are more skilled when it comes to 
the textile industry than men are. Ho- 
wever, she shared with us the fact that 
the top positions are, once again, 
only occupied by men except from 
the human resources position. Follo- 
wing her same logic of reasoning, Binh 
told us that it came from the fact that 
the men were more “skilled and stron-
ger than women and that they could 
speak English” reasons why they were 
in top-management positions.

She is quite critical about her working 
conditions: it is very hot inside of the 
factory and the quality of the food is 
mediocre. If it was even possible, she 
said that the food in her sister’s com-

pany (electronic assembly one) were 
even worst. Apparently, the Labor 
Union tried to negotiate with the fac-
tories to have the quality of the food 
being improved but it always lasts for 
a couple of days only before getting 
back to normal.

work makes up for 70% of her time, 
thus she has no time for leisure or to 
go back home to see her family. 

j on her personal life and identity 

When she arrived in the common 
housing area, at first, it was very hard 
for her to be integrated as the other 
women didn’t want to work with her 
because the women of where she 
came from are thought as being “male 
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leave the door opened to have a chat. 
As a consequence, she speaks more to 
the men than to the other women. It is 
also difficult for her to share moments 
with the other women as they don’t 
have the same working hours.

j on her working conditions

She considers that her working con-
ditions are as good as her living con-
ditions and that “nothing needs to be 
improved”: the security is good; the 
meals are provided, and she can have 
different options, and everyone is 
equally treated. She doesn’t feel much 
pressure as the result requirements are 
only for the new employees. She can 
benefit from a promotion, but it has to 
be shared among 17 employees for a 
total amount of 300,000 VND (roughly 
13 dollars), which isn’t much at all.

At the factory where she works, the 
men sew quicker than women, they 
are “stronger” than the women. How-
ever, her line manager is a woman as 
well as most of the factory workers, in-
cluded at the higher levels of manage-
ment, except for the ones doing the 
ironing because that is an “hard work” 
which requires more strength. 

She doesn’t share much with her col-
leagues as there is a lot of noise during 
working hours. She would like to have 
more spare time during breaks to 
be able to speak with them on other 
things than work.

She hasn’t ever noticed any case of 
sexual harassment within the factory.

j on her personal life and identity

Even if she comes from another  
pro-vince, as she is now registered, she 
faces no particular issue due to her 
status as an internal migrant. Howe-
ver, because of having been forced  
to migrate for work reasons, she has 
been separated from her son who  
remained in Mai Chau with his 
grand-parents. She doesn’t even 
consider taking her son with her to 
Hai Duong because her parents are  
opposed to it. Thus, she is very sad of 
not having him with her, but she thinks 
that it is for the best and she manages 
to get him on the phone quite often.

She is married to a man who comes 
from the same province as her (Hoa 
Binh). He is five years older than her 
and they got married when she was 
19. She shared with us the fact that he 
was helping her for the housework. As 
a couple, they earn between 10 and 
12 million vnD per month, of which 
they only keep 2 to 3 million  for 
their expenses as they currently build 
a house in Mai Chau. However, she is 
happy with her level of income and 
could stay in the province for another 
20 to 30 extra years she said.

She qualifies herself as being quite shy 
but when we asked her if she was able 
to express her opinions, she said that, 
indeed, she was able to do so. She said 
that, actually, it was more the others 
who thought of her as being shy as she 
doesn’t speak very loudly. She likes 
women with strong spirit. When she 
compares her life to the ones of single 

Sunday, late in the morning, early 
September – In the living room of 
her landlord, Nam Sach industrial 
zone.

Duyen was born in 1994. She has 
worked for one year in Nam Sach 
industrial zone, in the factory Tinh 
Loi 2. When we met her, she had just 
come back from Mai Chau (Hoa Binh 
province), a village of Northern Viet-
nam from which she comes from, 
where she spent 5 months because 
she was sick. Indeed, as she belongs 
to one of the 53 ethnic minorities  
of Vietnam (The White Tai) and used 
to live in a very rural area of Vietnam, 
she benefits from a full coverage of 
her health expenses that compen-
sates for the fact that her company 
could only provide one month of 
sick leave. 

She was initially forced to move 
from Mai Chau to Hai Duong as it 
is very difficult to find a job without  

having qualification in the coun-
tryside, whereas in Hai Duong,  
according to her, she was able to be 
hired within one week. Upon arrival, 
she followed a one week training  
in sewing followed by 10 days of  
apprenticeship for which she was 
paid 3,500,000 VND (roughly 150 dol-
lars) before signing a contract of 
4,900,000 VND (roughly 210 dollars) 
per month, whereas as a fieldwor- 
ker she was only payed 2 million VND 
(roughly 87  dollars) per month to 
work in very harsh conditions. She 
also shared with us the fact that she 
will follow a new training that will al-
low her to earn more money, increa- 
sing her salary up to 5,600,000 VND 
(roughly 240 dollars) per month.

She has a husband who works in ano- 
ther factory, Tinh Loi 1, as a cooker.

 duyeni 

j on her living conditions

Duyen finds the landlord to be very 
nice and helpful as he has even re-
duced the rent of 100,000 VND (from  
700,000 VND to 600,000 VND) for her 
first few months back to the common 
housing area which she qualifies as 
“clean and safe”. She has a room with 
private toilets and pays 2,500  VND/
kWh for electricity, which, she in-
formed us, is less expensive than in 

other common housing areas. For her, 
there is “nothing to be improved”.

When it comes to differences between 
men and women, she shared with 
us that women are neater than men 
and that they take better care of their 
room. Also, they seem to be shier than 
men because, most of the time, when 
they come back from work, they go to 
their room and close the door to have 
more tranquility whereas the men 
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women, she says that even if single 
women enjoy from more freedom, for 
instance for traveling, she thinks that 
women with children are happier, less 
lonely. She doesn’t think that taking 
care of the children is difficult and she 
likes to take care of the ones of the other 
women in the common housing area. 

j how she sees her future 

In the future, and if she has earned 
enough money to do so, she would 
like to open an embroidery shop (local 
handicraft in Mai Chau), because she 
loves it. However, she doesn’t know if 
it will bring her enough money to pro-
vide for her family.

she also likes to drive trucks and 
she knows that such a job would  
allow her to earn more money and to 
have more spare time to spend with 
her kid. However, she said to us that  
it was impossible as, in Vietnam, trans-
port companies don’t hire women to 
drive trucks at it is supposed to be “too 
hard” for them.

j on her living conditions

To her point of view, her living condi-
tions are good. The landlord is nice. 
The only thing she is a bit upset about 
is the quality of the water of which  
she is doubtful, reason why she uses 
bottled water for everything, including 
for cooking. 

She has participated for three years 
to the activities of the Phu Nu project 
which allowed her to create stronger 
social links with other women within 
the common housing area as well as 
learning more on social benefits and 
insurance. However, she has only been 
able to participate to the club mee- 
tings a dozen of time because she 
works on Sundays and at night (the club  
meetings take place at night, around 
8:30pm usually during weekdays). 

As Duyen, she noticed that women  
living in the common housing area are 
shier than men.

j on her working conditions

She does three night-shifts at the fac-
tory which she finds to be very diffi-
cult. The manager of her department 
at the factory is a man, as most of the 
managers are, which she justifies by 
the fact that “men have more experi-
ence than women”. The conditions to 
get a promotion are the same for 
women and men meaning that they 
are capacity-based. She even con- 
siders that women are favored other 
men because they can rest longer 
when they are tired. As most of  
the women interviewed, she hasn’t 
personally noticed any case of sexual  
harassment within the factory. She 
has good relationships with her line 
ma-nager even if she shared with us 
the fact that he can “speak loudly” at 
people who don’t do the job right. But, 
for her, it is completely normal. 

 

Sunday, early in the afternoon, ear-
ly September – In the living room of 
her landlord, Nam Sach industrial 
zone.

Nuong was born in 1994 in Thanh 
Hoa, 300km away from Hai Duong. 
She has been living in Nam Sach 
industrial zone (Hai Duong) for 
3 years now. She used to work in an 
electronic factory and now works at 
Tinh Loi 1 where she works in textile 
quality control. 

She got married at 23 in her home-
town with a man she has known for 
10 years. They have a daughter of 
3  years old. Her husband works in 
the same factory as her as a tech-
nician. As the children of other wo-
men living in the common housing 
area, her daughter stayed in Thanh 
Hoa with her grand-parents. She vi-
sits her every one or two months.

 nuongi 

The lives of women inTernal migranT workers in vieTnam  i 5150 i  The lives of women inTernal migranT workers in vieTnam  



The only thing she is upset about is the 
quality of the meals: only industrial 
pork or chicken and the owners don’t 
want to change anything even after 
couple of demands from the workers.

j on her personal life and identity

As it is very easy to get administra-
tively registered into the province, she 
didn’t face any difficulty related to her 
migrant status. The main thing that 
bother her is the quality of the food 
and of the water which, she thinks, is 
less good here because of the proximi-
ty with the factories than in Thanh Hoa 
from where she originally comes from.  

She shared with us not feeling her-
self confident enough to express 
her point of view, especially with her 
manager. She doesn’t want to argue 
with him as, according to her, there is 
no point in doing so because if he also 
gets pressured from above and has 
thus “no choice”. As a consequence, 
she sometimes accepts to work over-
time even if she doesn’t want to as she 
fears of losing her job if she doesn’t 
do it.

When she compares her life to the one 
of single women, she thinks that they 
have more freedom to go out and 
that, even if her kid is not with her, she 
can’t go out as she wants because her 
husband is jealous and want to know 
where she goes and with who. Even 
if she qualifies their relationship of 
“equal” she shared with us the fact that 
he was taking most of the final deci-
sions and that she sometimes wanted 
to be a man to be able to do the same. 

However, she was able to refuse when 
her husband wanted to move closer to 
his parents. 

Nuong and her husband send 2  mil-
lion vnD (roughly 87 dollars) per month 
to her parents who raise their daughter 
back to Thanh Hoa which account for 
up to one quarter of their revenue. 

she doesn’t have a real hobby. She 
does like to sew and would like to 
open a sewing shop, but she lacks the 
money to do so.

j how she sees her future 

As for the future, she doesn’t want to 
stay in Hai Duong and think that she 
may leave within 5 or 7 years to open a 
grocery shop back to Thanh Hoa.

Sunday, late in the afternoon, early 
September – In her room, Nam Sach 
industrial zone

Phong was born in 1980 in Quang 
Ninh, 60km from Hai Duong where 
she arrived in 2012. Before, she 
worked in Dai An for two years. She 
also tried to go work to Japan but 
she unfortunately didn’t succeed, 
reason why she came to Hai Duong 
to work at Tinh Loi 2 where she has 
now worked for 5 years as a sewer. 
Her current salary is of 5,400,000 VND 
(roughly 234 dollars) of which she 

also adds 500,000  VND (roughly 
22 dollars) of bonus per month. She 
doesn’t work at night or on the Sun-
day. She is one of the woman leader 
of the Phu Nu project, role that she 
perceives as having a lot of advanta- 
ges: improved knowledge, increased 
trust to speak and exchange with 
the others and to provide them with 
support notably on subjects related 
to law. 

She has two daughters born in 1997 
and 1999 who live in Quang Ninh 
with their dad from who she has 
been separated since 2014. 

In 2007, she left to work in Jordan 
as a detached worker for three 
years. Her salary was higher than in 
Vietnam but not that much and it 
remained fix for the three years of 
her stay even if her skills improved 
during that time. Even if she didn’t 
speak the local language and that 
she was only living with Vietnamese, 
she felt well adapted to the country 
and would have liked to stay more. 
However, she missed her daughters, 
reason why she came back. 

 Phongi 
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j on her living conditions

There are various things regarding 
her living conditions of which she is  
critical of. First of all, she considers 
that the cost of water is too high: 
20,000 VND/m3 instead of 15,000 VND 

in some other housing areas. She high-
lights the fact that, some months, the 
cost of the bills is even higher than the 
rent (700,000 VND depending on the 
type of rooms) which, she thinks, is 
also quite expensive.



to be protected. She hesitates to get 
married to him as she still doesn’t “un-
derstand him completely”. 

When it comes to her identity as a 
woman and her vision of the relation-
ships between men and women, she 
shared with us that she had the fee-
ling that some men don’t want to be in 
relationship with a woman who has a 
strong personality as women should 
be “soft and gentle” and men think 
that they are “the best at everything”. 
For her, because of this kind of beliefs, 
it is harder to express your opinions as 
a woman. Moreover, there are a lot of 
jobs that are consider as only reserved 
to men that she would like to do as 
taxi driver or photographer. She said 
for instance that women are of course 
able to take pictures but that they are 
limited in time because they have to 
take care of the kids and also it is dif-
ficult for them to do this kind of job 
because their husband doesn’t want 
them to be surrounded by a lot of peo-
ple, and potentially other men. 

She tried to look for some solutions 
to change this kind of prejudices and  
behaviors, but she said that it was 
very hard as Vietnamese men are very  
stubborn and refuse to change their 
opinion. She thinks that holding mee-
tings with only women is not enough 
and that mixed meetings should be 
organized to make the men aware of 
the difficulties, needs, wishes and 
preoccupations of the women. How-
ever, for men to adopt a listening pos-
ture, they need a figure of authority to 
be there. For her, Vietnamese law is also 

not enough repressive. For instance, 
when it comes to sexual harassment, 
the price of the fine (200,000 VND) is 
insufficient and doesn’t encourage the 
men to stop. Thus, she thinks that the 
State should work more on educating 
men as the same time as increasing 
the level of repression of harmful be-
haviors. Finally, she also raised the idea 
of taking inspiration from what is im-
plemented abroad as she has the im-
pression that women rights are more 
respected in other parts of the world 
than in Vietnam. 

When she compares her life with the 
one of women who have children and 
live with them, she feels lucky because 
they are struggling with a “double day 
of work”.

j how she sees her future 

In the future, she will go back to her 
hometown at the beginning of 2020 
because it is now possible to find some 
jobs there. As a lot of other women mi-
grant workers, she would then like to 
open a grocery shop, but only if she 
has the money to do so. She would  
really have liked to be a taxi-driver but 
as the risk of gender-based violence 
is very high when doing this type of 
job, she doesn’t think she will ever be 
able to become one. 

When it comes to the quality of her 
room, she thinks it is too tight, dete- 
riorated and too warm. 

Concerning the relationships between 
the people within the common hou-
sing area, she thinks that everything 
goes well expect from the fact that 
some people who don’t participate to 
the project complain about the run-
ning of the club meetings within the 
yard of the common housing area as 
it appears to make too much noise. 
She shared the story of a man who 
was mad and started to be insulting 
towards the women, saying that they 
were making that much noise because 
they were alone and missing their hus-
band and, thus, needed to have sex. 
Moreover, and even if she considers 
that there is no case of sexual haras- 
sment within the common housing 
area, she acknowledges the fact that 
some exchanges between men and 
women are sometimes a bit “sensi-
tive” but that women are comfortable 
in reacting to them, so she sees no 
harm to it.

Finally, she shared the fact that the 
landlord was discriminating against 
ethnic minority people by conside- 
ring them as backward and lacking 
culture.

j on her working conditions

She is also quite critical of her working 
conditions. Firstly, she thinks that the 
meals are of a very low quality, forcing 
the workers to bring their own food. 
Moreover, she informed us that it was 
very cold in the factory in winter as, in 

order to insure the level of humidity 
to maintain the quality of the clothes, 
they are forced to use sprinklers. How-
ever, the factory hasn’t brought any 
solution to this issue yet. 

In her factory, there are more women 
in position of management because 
the selection is skill-based, which 
shows well that women can be as effi-
cient as men and even more. 

Phong was the only woman we in-
terviewed to recognize the fact that 
sexual harassment, in its verbal form, 
is widespread within the factory, co-
ming from men towards women of 
the same hierarchical level.

j on her personal life and identity

as a migrant worker, she sometimes 
has felt disadvantaged in comparison 
to the local population when it came 
to find an accommodation or visiting 
her family, notably during bank holi-
days when prices are doubled or even 
tripled. Likewise, the cost of electricity 
and water within the common hou- 
sing areas, where the majority of peo-
ple living are migrant workers, are 
generally more expensive than for the 
local population.

She has a normal relationship with 
her ex-husband. She doesn’t provide 
him with a pension to help in the 
childbearing of the girls, but she often 
takes them to eat outside when she 
visits them or sends them food. She 
has been involved in a relationship for 
3 years with a man from Hai Duong 
because, according to her, she needs 
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Looking at the living and working 
conditions of women internal migrant 
workers, we can say without exag- 
gerating that they do face very se- 
rious hardships, most of those due to 
a combination of factors arising out of 
their different identities: as women, as 
factory worker, as migrant, etc. The ste-
reotypes linked with these identities 
overlap to create extra-layers of dis-
criminations and difficulties that the 
women face. However, the resilience 
they consistently display, and which 
they use to describe themselves, is a 
proof of their ongoing journey towards 
empowerment, meaning towards the 
ability to make their own life choices 
but also to contribute to the overall  
society choices.

Notably, while participating to the Phu 
Nu project, these women, for instance 
through taking part to club meetings, 
with some of them acting as women 
leaders and negotiating with various 
stakeholders for the betterment of 

their living and working conditions, 
have been able to increase their self-
trust and level of critical thinking. If we 
are not yet to the point where these 
women can be full mistresses of their 
own life and personally flourish, the  
trials by which these women go 
through, have made of them strong 
and resilient people who need to be 
supported by structural changes, both 
political as well as cultural, in order to 
be able to thrive.

 “as a woman migranT i 
 worker i face hardshiPs, i 
 buT i am Tough and resilienT”i    



 annexesi    
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gender norms: beliefs on women and men, how they are or should be. E.g.:  
Women are soft, and men are strong.

gender prejudices: opinions, feelings and attitudes towards a person or a group 
of people based on their gender. They are at the origin of value judgements  
regarding what a person can and cannot do because of her gender 28.

gender roles: beliefs on what women and men should and can do in a society or 
on how they can and should behave. E.g.: women should take care of their family 
and men should provide the money.

gender stereotypes: overgeneralized and oversimplified thoughts about  
a person or a group of people based on their gender. More than just describing 
what people are they also determine what they should be and how they should 
behave based on the characteristics that society has attributed to them.

intersectionality: “the interconnected nature of social categorization such as race, 
class, and gender as they apply to a given individual or group, regarded as creating 
overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage 29”.

non-verbal sexual harassment includes: undesirable behaviors such as  
provocative body language, sexual interpretations or sexually explicit finger  
and hand gestures. Non-verbal sexual harassment also includes the display of  
pornographic materials, images, objects, posters, emails, notes, and messages  
related to sex.

Physical sexual harassment includes: direct contact with the body or  
deliberately and unwanted touching, stroking, pinching, cuddling or kissing, 
sexual assault and rape.

sexual harassment: any behavior of a sexual nature that affects the dignity of 
women and men, which is considered as unwanted, unacceptable, inappropriate 
and offensive to the recipient, and that creates an intimidating, hostile, unstable 
or offensive work environment 30.

stereotypes: images, beliefs, assumptions on certain groups of people in relation 
to different dimensions of their identity. Those are generally negative.

28. Gender equality Cayman Islands (2011), Stereotypes and prejudices.
29. Oxford Dictionaries.
30. Viet Nam Code of Conduct on sexual harassment in the workplace, p.3. 

 glossaryi



substantive gender equality (one of the three over-arching principles of the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women jointly 
with non-discrimination and State obligation principles): combination of formal 
gender equality with equality of outcome, meaning that equality in law, equal 
opportunities and equal treatment of women and men are complemented by 
equality in impact, outcome or result 31.

verbal sexual harassment includes: unwanted comments of a sexual nature 
or based on someone’s gender identity such as suggestive jokes about sex or 
comments about the clothes or body of somebody. Verbal sexual harassment 
also includes unwanted sexual suggestions and hints or acts of soliciting sexual 
intercourse in exchange of benefits at work (e.g.: favorable assessments, light  
duty assignments or better pay, promotions or similar promises).

idenTiTy wheel 

 Training maTerialsi

clarificaTion quesTions for
The idenTiTy wheel exercise

Physical and mental health
u Overall, do you feel good? Physically 
as well as mentally. 
u If not, do you have any disease (both 
physical and mental): which one(s)? 
Small issues as bigger ones. Long-term 
issues as temporary issues. You can 
mention any of these issues even it is 
not one of your main preoccupation at 
the moment.
u Do you feel depressed? Or on the 
contrary, do you feel happy?
u Do you have any kind of disability: 
both physical and mental?

ethnicity

To which ethnic group of Vietnam do 
you belong to?

family status

u If you are married or not 
u If you are in a relationship or not
u If you have (a) child(ren) or not
u If you raise your child(ren) alone or not 
u If you have brothers or sisters or not: 
how many sisters? How many brothers? 
Older than you? Younger than you?

social life

Do you have friends? How often do 
you meet with them? 
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Religion or spiritual
belonging

First language

Age Physical, mental
health

SexSocial life

Ethnic group

GenderFamily status

Sexual orientationMigration status

NationalityJob

Second Step

1. What are the identities which play
the biggest role in your daily life?

2. What are the identities which have
little impact on your daily life?

3. What are the identities do you think
determine the most the way other
people see you?

4. What are the identities do you think
determine the less the way other people 
see you?

31. European Institute for gender equality.



Table sheeT of The sTereoTyPe senTences exercise 

 identity type  sentences to fill 

nationality u I think that  u I think that u I think that u I think that Vietnamese are…
     French are…     Americans are…     Cambodians are... u People think Vietnamese are…                                                                                               

ethnic group  u I think that Kinh people are… u I think that people from ethnic minorities are…
 u People think Kinh people are… u People think that people from ethnic minrities are…                                                                                    

age  u I think that young people are… u I think that old people are…
 u People think young people are… u People think old people are…

disability  u I think that physically  u I think that mentally u I think that people 
     disabled people are…     disabled people are…     with HIV/AIDS are…
 u People think physically  u People think mentally u People think people 
     disabled people are…     disabled people are…     with HIV/AIDS are…

Physical and  u II think that depressed people are...  u People think that depressed people are...  
mental health

migration  u I think that migrants are…
status u People think migrants are…

job  u I think that factory workers are…
 u People think factory workers are…

gender u I think men are…  u I think women are…  
 u I think that men should… u I think that women should… 
 u Women think men are…  u Men think women are… 
 u Women think men should… u Men think women should… 

marital status  u I think that unmarried women are… u I think that unmarried men are…
 u People think unmarried women are… u People think unmarried men are…

gender u I think that transsexual people are… u I think that transgender people are…
identity u People think transsexual people are… u People think transgender people are…

religion and  u I think that religious people are… u I think that unreligious people are…
spirituality  u People think religious people are… u People think unreligious people are…

intersectionality  u I think that young women  u I think that young
(more than       migrant workers are…     women migrant workers can… 
3 identities u People think young women  u People think young women 
combined)     migrant workers are…     migrant workers can’t…
 u People think that young female u I think that young female 
     migrant workers can...     migrant workers can’t...”
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full lisT of The roles for The human conTinuum 

Young migrant woman worker / Young migrant man worker  
Poor woman in a wheelchair / Poor man in a wheelchair  
University graduate woman / University graduate man  
Woman from an ethnic minority / Man from an ethnic minority 
Woman with HIV / Man with HIV  
Poor old woman / Poor old man 
Heterosexual factory worker 
Poor man with a mental health issue / Poor woman with a mental health issue 
Man factory worker / Woman factory worker 
Man office worker / Woman office worker 
Male homosexual factory worker / Female homosexual factory worker 
Heterosexual male factory worker / Heterosexual female factory worker 
Unmarried young woman / Unmarried young man 
Unmarried old woman / Unmarried old man 
Married woman with children / Married man with children 
Unmarried woman with children / Unmarried man with children
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Providing insights on the living and working conditions of  
women internal migrant workers in Vietnam as well as on the 
stereotypes they may face in their daily life, this booklet intends  
to raise awareness among the general public, in Vietnam and 
abroad, as well as towards political and economic stakeholders 
who can act as real agents for change for sustainable and  
equitable improvements in the life of these women. To fulfill  
our goal of improving the working and living conditions of  
women migrant workers and ensuring that they can become  
real actresses of their own life and of the overall society, NGOs 
can’t work in isolation, reason why we created this booklet as  
a resource for our peers working on this specific issue.

Empowerment being about allowing all people to raise their 
voice and tell their own stories, we intended to write down  
these narratives as they were shared to us by the women we  
are working with.
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