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1. Project introduction 

Through the project “A Safe Return: Changing Attitudes and Traditions in 

Vietnam,” HealthBridge sought to build awareness and capacity among multiple 

sectors (both government and private institutions) that manage the exportation of 

female labour to reduce the vulnerability of women to HIV. It implemented this 

project in collaboration with the Thai Binh People’s Committee and with migrant 

associations and migrant women in Thai Binh province.  

 

The specific objectives of this project were to: 

1. Strengthen the capacity of the Department of Labor, Invalid and Social 

Affairs (DoLISA) and other key institutions (both government and private) 

to design and deliver improved support services for overseas migrants, 

including but not limited to enhanced pre-departure training programs. 

2. Improve the capacity of DoLISA and multiple sectors in other key 

institutions to promote policy dialogues and programming responses with 

the participation of male and female workers on issues related to workers’ 

rights and well-being. 

3. Improve the capacity of DoLISA and other key institutions to assess and 

report on “successes and failures” of overseas migrant programs, to 

provide recommendations towards a safe mobility model, and to 

disseminate these lessons learned and recommendations broadly, both 

nationally and regionally. 

 

2. The achievements of the project’ objectives to d ate  

a. Completed activities 

The following table provides an overview of the activities undertaken through this 

project.  

 

Activity Description 

Establishment of Project 

Management Board 

(PMB) in Thai Binh 

The PMB was established with 10 members who 

were representatives of the People’s Committee, 

Department of Health, Department of Labor, Invalid 



Province  and Social Affairs (DoLISA), Women’s Union, 

Farmer’s Union, and Labor Exportation 

Companies. The PMB was formed to facilitate the 

project’s implementation by mobilizing the 

participation of key players in the labour export 

system. The PMB held quarterly meetings with the 

participation of HealthBridge staff to review the 

progress being made, to contribute ideas, and if 

necessary, to revise the implementation plan to 

ensure that it is in line with the local context and 

needs. 

Signing of project 

implementation contract 

with partners 

The contract for project implementation was signed 

between HealthBridge Foundation of Canada in 

Vietnam (HBV) and Thai Binh Province in 

November 2006. Since the Department of Health is 

the coordinating partner for this project, and with 

the authorization of the Provincial People’s 

Committee, the contract was signed between HBV 

and the Department of Health. Financial 

transactions between HBV and local partners were 

conducted through the Department of Health via a 

bank account opened by the PMB; an accountant 

was assigned the responsibility of financial 

monitoring and ensuring transparency. 

Completion of Situational 

Assessment of Labour 

Exportation in Thai Binh 

Province 

The Situational Assessment was conducted in 

September 2006. The survey collected information 

about current labour exportation and supportive 

services provided to migrant workers and was used 

to guide and develop the project’s detailed 

activities. 

Hosting of Project 

Launch Workshop and 

dissemination of 

Assessment Survey  

The Project launch workshop was held in January 

2007. Participants came from relevant sectors in 

Thai Binh province and from the pilot district. 

Members of the Provincial Directing Board for 



Labour Exportation (PDBLE) were also present. 

Results, findings, and recommendations of the 

situational survey were disseminated at the 

workshop. The report provided local partners with a 

more comprehensive view of the labour exportation 

situation in the province. They also gained a 

clearer understanding of their own responsibilities 

related to the implementation and monitoring of the 

project. 

Development of training 

documents on HIV/STIs 

for migrant workers 

The documents were developed in a train-the- 

trainer (ToT) manual format, were designed for a 

two-day training course, and consisted of four 

lessons covering HIV/STI topics necessary for 

migrant workers, including general understanding 

on HIV virus, the difference between HIV and 

AIDS, modes of infection, risk behaviours, testing, 

rights and responsibilities of HIV positive people, 

prevention of sexually transmitted infection. 

ToT Training on HIV/STIs 

prevention for teachers 

from labor exportation 

companies and 

vocational education 

centers  

The first ToT course was conducted over a five day 

period in late March 2007; the refresher course, 

which focused more on facilitating skills, was 

conducted over 3 days in May 2008. These ToT 

courses provided trainees with basic information on 

HIV/STIs prevention and strengthened their 

capacity to conduct similar training courses on 

HIV/STIs prevention at their current work places. 

Trainees included 19 teachers from 8 labour 

exportation agencies and vocational training 

centers in the province. 

Training for potential 

migrant workers on 

HIV/STIs prevention 

Training was conducted through 6 companies and 

vocational training centers during their pre-

departure/ orientation programs. The main contents 

of these trainings were basic knowledge of 

HIV/AIDS and STIs, skills for safe sex and 



prevention for these diseases, and some relevant 

information related to migrant workers’ rights. By 

the end of June 2008, 2,469 potential migrant 

workers had attended these HIV/STIs prevention 

trainings. 

Adaptation and printing 

of a booklet on HIV/STIs 

prevention for migrant 

workers  

This booklet was adapted from CSEARHAP 

training materials to be more suitable to the Thai 

Binh context. Three thousand copies of the booklet 

were printed and distributed to migrant workers 

who attended the HIV/STIs prevention trainings. 

Writing of articles for Bon 

Phuong magazine  

A number of articles were published to provide 

health care information to Vietnamese migrants 

living in Taiwan. This is a monthly magazine 

published in Vietnamese targeting Vietnamese 

migrants, including workers and brides. The project 

supported the magazine by providing articles on 

health care for the health column. By June 2008, 

20 articles were published in the magazine, 

focusing mainly on sexual harassment and abuse, 

HIV prevention for migrants, medical rights for 

foreign workers in Taiwan (translated from legal 

documents), sexually transmitted infections among 

migrants, and depression in migrants. These 

articles were written in a friendly and 

understandable way, targeting specifically 

Vietnamese migrants in Taiwan. This is a way to 

transfer messages for health promotion from the 

project to migrants. 

Training on monitoring 

and evaluating the 

impacts of labour export 

on migrant’s family life 

and their community 

The training was conducted in Sep 21-24, 2007. 

Training participants were 8 governmental staff 

members who were responsible for addressing 

labour export services and women rights. Trainers 

are researchers from the Center for Women’s 

Study. 



Completion of research 

on impacts of labour 

exportation on migrant 

family life  

The research was undertaken in October 2007 and 

the report finished in May 2008. The research 

sought to analyze the impacts of labour export on 

migrant family life and to provide recommendations 

related to safer migration and to reduce the 

negative impacts on the sending community. The 

research report is attached in annex 1. 

Organization of research 

results dissemination  

workshops 

Through the dissemination workshops, the 

research results were shared with local and 

national partners in Thai Binh in May and in Hanoi 

in August 2008. There were 141 participants from 

governmental agencies, non-governmental 

organization (NGOs), international organizations. 

Many useful recommendations were made during 

the discussions at these workshops. 

Organization of dialogue 

between Thai Binh 

DoLISA and Vietnam 

Association of Manpower 

Supply (VAMAS) 

Two meetings were held in Dec 2007 and June 

2008 to discuss the difficulties the province was 

facing and to develop an action plan for addressing 

these problems. The focus of the discussions was 

on the situation of and solution for better managing 

the labour export services and supporting migrant 

workers.  

Hosting of workshop to 

reinforce the 

management of labour 

export 

The workshop was organized by the province team 

in June 2008, with participation from key sectors in 

labour export management and representatives 

from all the districts and communes. This workshop 

was technically supported by VAMAS. The two 

important outcomes obtained from this workshop 

were: 1) strengthened system for information 

management and reporting between province and 

labour export companies; and 2) refined data 

collection with controllable numbers of labour 

export companies to recruit workers in the 

province. 



Organization of a study 

tour for local partners 

The purpose of this tour was to study the situation 

of Vietnamese workers in Taiwan in April 2007 and 

to share information and to strengthen 

understanding of the real situation related to labour 

exportation and migrant workers. (Report attached 

in annex 2) 

Development of a manual 

“Depart and return safe” 

This manual was designed for migrant workers. It 

provides guidance and advice for migrant workers 

and their families to facilitate their overseas 

migration before departure, during their stay 

abroad, and after their return home, in terms of 

migration procedures, health care and family 

relations, in order to promote safe and effective 

migration. Four hundred copies of the booklet were 

printed and distributed. 

Translation of the 

research report 

The research report was produced in Vietnamese 

and English and disseminated to stakeholders 

working in migration.  

Provision of training for 

resource persons 

121 resource persons (representing the Women’s 

Union, Farmers’ Union, and Center for Community 

Learning) from 44 project communes were 

provided with updated information on labour export 

procedures, administration, effective preparation 

for departure, healthy living in destination countries 

and safe return. 

Development of concept 

papers for new programs 

Two concept papers were prepared; one sought to 

support domestic helpers in Hanoi and reduce 

gender stereotypes, while the other sought to 

increase knowledge about reproductive health and 

safe sex for potential migrant workers in Nghe An 

province. These concept papers were sent to some 

potential donors for funding, including Pact, TIMA, 

USAIDS.  To date, no additional funding has been 

generated. 



Hosting of project sum 

up workshop 

Project sum up workshop was organized on early 

September 2008 with participation of 50 

participants from the local sectors working on labor 

export management as Department of Health, 

DoLISA, Department of Investment and 

Development (DoID), Women’s and Farmer’s 

Unions, and representatives from the local  

authority of province and project’s district, local 

mass media. 

 

 

 

b. Successes in achieving the planned project outco mes 

Outcome 1: Increased quality and comprehensiveness of pre-departure/return 

services and pre-departure training programs 

 

The comprehensiveness of pre-departure services was improved through the 

incorporation of information about HIV/STI prevention for migrant workers into 

the orientation training agenda. Although a general government policy existed 

specifying that pre-departure training needed to include health care information, 

the actual training content was decided by the individual labour export companies 

and therefore normally focused only on foreign languages, working regulations, 

and cultural adaptation. This project, aiming to increase the comprehensiveness 

of pre-departure training, worked with provincial Department of Labour, Invalids 

and Social Affairs (DoLISA) to reinforce the policy by issuing a Directive 2 that all 

pre-departure trainings conducted in the province must include a section 

addressing HIV/STI prevention among migrants. The requirement for this newly 

added section then also applied to vocational training centers, where a number of 

trainees attend workshops prior to going to work abroad (or out of province) 

following their graduation. These vocational students are considered as potential 

migrant workers – as their training makes them more employable outside of their 

communities - and therefore they needed to be approached and provided with 

necessary information on HVI/STI prevention before they dispersed into the labor 

market. By the end of June 2008, 103 comprehensive training courses that 



included a newly developed curriculum on HIV/STI prevention 1 , had been 

provided through 6 labour export companies and vocational training centers, with 

the participation of 2,459 (potential) migrant workers. 

 

The teaching quality and capacity of the teachers in the labour export companies 

and vocational training centers were improved significantly following their 

participation in two train-the-trainer (ToT) workshops. During these ToT trainings, 

the teachers were provided with professional knowledge about HIV/STIs 

prevention and gained facilitation skills to better attract students participation in 

training workshops. They also were equipped with teaching supportive tools such 

as STIs images, CDs, and a manual to use when they conducted training 

seminars at their work locations. These facilitating skills were applied to not only 

HIV/STIs prevention education, but also to other topics included with the general 

orientation programs. Teachers at these centers indicated that they are now 

much more confident in teaching and discussing HIV and STIs related issues 

during their classes. 

 

Migrant workers’ access to key information about HIV risk was improved through 

the development and dissemination of a manual entitled “Depart and Return 

Safe.” This manual was developed to provide advice on a number of subjects to 

migrant workers and their families related to their overseas migration, and 

addressed issues that they would encounter prior to departure, during their stay 

abroad, and following their return home. Issues addressed in the manual include 

migration procedures, health care, and family relations. Four hundred copies of 

the manual were printed and distributed to those who attended orientation 

training in the province before going abroad. This document was designed in the 

format of a notebook-booklet so that it could be used on an every-day basis and 

be more accessible for reference. See Annex 4 for a copy of the guide.  

   

The consultation skills of resource persons in the province were improved 

through a series of training workshops on labor export consultation that were 

                                            
1 When the curriculum developed by HealthBridge’s and CSIH’s Canada South East Asia 
Regional HIV/AIDS Programme was approved by the Vietnamese Government for use 
nationwide, this project swiftly began using the material as its official training documents in Thai 
Binh. 
2 Directive is a document issued by higher governments to instruct, coordinate, require or monitor 
the implementation of a policy at lower levels.  



conducted in 46 communes in Dong Hung district. These courses were designed 

to provide trainees with information on labor export administrative procedures 

and how to prepare for an effective and safe migration, as well as to build their 

skills for providing consultations. Participants included 121 resource people who 

were officers of the Women’s, Farmer’s Unions and Center for community 

learning. These officers normally collaborate with labour export companies to 

recruit migrant workers in the local communities, and provide consultation and 

answer questions relating to labour export from community members. Providing 

these resources people with updated labor export information and consultation 

skills, therefore, was an effective approach to make information more accessible 

at the community level. 

 

Labor export administrative procedures, including loan policies, were improved 

following a Direction issued by the Provincial Directing Board for Labour 

Exportation. This direction mobilized participation and assigned responsibilities to 

different sectors in managing labor export services, facilitating the administration 

procedures, and supporting migrant workers. The Direction was developed with 

technical support from the Vietnam Association of Manpower Supply during the 

preparation for the workshop of strengthening labor export management. 

 

All of these achievements contributed to an increase in the quality and 

comprehensiveness of the pre departure services for migrant workers in Thai 

Binh province. 

 

Outcome 2: Improved awareness and capacity of institutions to protect workers’ 

rights and well-being 

 

The participation of multiple sectors in managing the project helped to raise the 

awareness of local authorities about the need to support migrant workers. Since 

the supportive services for migrant workers concerned various sectors, including 

health, labour, and social affairs, the project team determined that it would be 

best to have a project management board (PMB) that involved representation 

from multiple sectors and for which the Province People Committee (PPC) would 

act as the umbrella coordination party. The participation of the PPC brought a 

strong voice to the project in raising awareness of local sectors and institutions to 



migrant worker’s rights and well-being, since all the governmental institutions in 

the province worked under the direction of the PPC.  

 

Through their involvement in project implementation, PMB members’ awareness 

of migrant workers’ issues and capacity to address them were improved. This in 

turn benefited the labour exportation process within the province, as most of the 

PMB members were also members of the Provincial Directing Board for Labour 

Exportation. Due to its involvement in the project, the PDBLE has demonstrated 

more concern about issues related to the rights, health care, and social impacts 

of migration, rather than simply about the economic benefits of migration. It now 

understands better what each sector in the province could do to address the 

problems of migrant workers, and joined the project team in proposing solutions 

to improve the situation of the migrant workers in the project sites.  

 

Local authorities also gained deeper understanding of the “real” situation related 

to labour exportation and migrant workers by participating in a study tour to 

Taiwan. Through discussions with governmental agencies, companies, NGOs, 

and FBOs that work to support migrant workers in destination countries and 

directly with Vietnamese migrants in Taiwan, representatives from Thai Binh 

province were updated about the working mechanism of brokers in Taiwan, 

difficulties migrant workers encountered and barriers for Vietnamese migrants to 

protect themselves from abuse. Feedback from the delegation members during 

the discussions with the Taiwanese partners (as well as during 

workshops/meetings held in the province) showed substantial changes in their 

awareness of and attitudes towards migrant workers’ rights and well-being. Many 

recommendations were made to develop a better support system for migrants, 

including strengthening the cooperation between sending and destination 

countries, improving training on human right and worker rights in orientation 

trainings, and information sharing among organizations working to support 

migrant workers. 

 

Training activities implemented by the project in the province contributed 

significantly to increasing the capacity of local partners to protect workers’ well-

being. All key agencies working in labour export/migration services have 

benefited from these capacity building activities, which included training on 

HIV/STIs prevention, labour export consultation skills, identifying and evaluating 



the impacts of labour export on families and communities, and labour export 

management. Also, by being directly involved in managing the project, local 

partners’ capacity in implementing health promotion programs was improved. 

There were 163 staff members from local institutions who participated in the 

project’s capacity building activities. These resource people are certainly 

providing better services to migrant workers through their professional 

responsibilities as governmental and private companies’ staff. 

 

Research results dissemination workshops held at the provincial and national 

levels provided opportunities for relevant sectors to share, discuss, and provide 

recommendations on the impacts of labour export on families and communities. 

These workshops attracted numerous participants from sectors who had 

common interests in supporting migrant workers. Recommendations from these 

research result dissemination workshops showed deep societal concerns about 

the impacts of this emerging issue. 141 participants attended these 

dissemination workshops, including representatives from international 

organizations. The media attention given to issues of labour export impacts on 

families and communities following these workshops was widespread: there were 

6 articles/news covered through popular national media, including radio, 

television and newspapers. (See annex 3). Together with the increase in 

awareness, scientific evidence generated through the research would certainly 

serve as a foundation for institutions to develop and issue policies that support 

migrant workers’ rights and well being. 

 

Outcome 3: Strengthened capacity to design and conduct assessments of the 

impacts of labor exports programs, especially of female migrant workers on their 

community 

 

Conducting a situational assessment of existing labour exportation services in 

Thai Binh province provided the project team and the provincial Department of 

Health with an opportunity to improve the assessment skills of local staff 

members. The local staffs participating in the assessment and report writing 

gained a broader understanding of their current labour export situation and also 

were able to generate recommendations for the project team to incorporate into 

its operational plan. 

  



Eight key government staff persons from agencies such as DoLISA, Women’s 

Union, Farmers’ Union, and the Department for Family and Children gained 

greater knowledge about family dynamics and functions, the potential impacts of 

labour export on communities, and skills to identify and evaluate the possible 

impacts of migration on their own communities by attending training workshops 

that were designed to identify and evaluate the impacts of labour export on 

families and communities. Real-life situations of migrant workers who had 

returned home, changes in their family relationships, changes in their children’s 

education, and new life styles brought to community were shared and discussed 

among trainees. The trainees were then able to reflect on their own communities 

and identify what potential impacts needed to be followed up. Participants also 

learned how to develop tools for data collection, tested the questionnaires, were 

involved in in-depth interviews and discussions, and provided inputs for revising 

the research tools. By conducting interviews with many population groups during 

the research, they gained new skills on collecting data and also understood 

better the potential impacts that migration/labor export might create.  

 

Through the above activities, as well as the discussions at meetings/workshops 

during the project implementation, the capacity of local partners to design and 

conduct assessments was improved, and they have learned to be more efficient 

in identifying potential problems, collecting data, and developing intervention 

plans.  

 

c. Actual and expected difficulties in achieving th e project outcomes 

The short time available for project implementation  was one of the barriers 

that affected the full achievement of the project’s outcomes. As the objectives of 

the project were to raise awareness and build capacity for local partners, a longer 

time was needed to achieve greater change. In fact, some activities were 

completed just as the project phasing out; ideally, the project could have used 

more time to follow up and implement further intervention. For example, resource 

people who participated in the training workshops on consultation skills were 

expected to provide consulting services to potential migrants during their 

recruiting work with labor export companies. However, until June 2008, when the 

project was about to finish, the provincial government directly identified and 

selected good companies and promoted their operations in communes without 



the use of the consulting services. This would have been a perfect time for these 

resource people to apply their knowledge and skills achieved through the training 

into their job, but there was not sufficient time to make this happen. There 

needed to be a strong commitment from local partners to operate and maintain 

these services in the community so that the project could gain the desired 

outcomes. 

 

A large proportion of the migrant workers from Thai  Binh did not attend 

orientation training classes in the province. These migrant workers were 

contracted with companies operating outside the province or received orientation 

training at a place outside the province. By June 2008, there were 68 labour 

exportation companies with permits to recruit workers in Thai Binh province, but 

only 3 of the agencies actually conducted their pre-departure training programs in 

the province. This meant that the project accessed a smaller percent of the target 

group than anticipated. Given this difficulty, the project expanded its training 

programs to reach those persons who were learning at vocational training 

centers, because there were many people who applied for migration only after 

taking a vocational training and/or working for local factories for some time. 

 

The partnership between the Provincial Directing Bo ard for Labor 

Exportation and labor export companies did not function well and information 

was poorly managed. This meant that the project team faced difficulties obtaining 

reliable data for its planning phase as well as during its implementation. Also, the 

planned activity of reviewing labour contracts was canceled because the DoLISA 

was unable to collect enough the required contract samples from the labour 

export companies. Only at the end of the project the Provincial government did, 

with support from VAMAS, narrow down the group of 70 labour export companies 

(availble in 2008) and select the 16 most trustworthy companies to officially 

introduce them to recruit migrant workers. The government also developed a 

better management mechanism, including information sharing and reporting 

system, at the end of the project. By then, unfortunately, there was not enough 

time for the project team to implement the contract reviewing activity.  

 



d. Unexpected results  

The workshop on strengthening labour export managem ent  was organized 

and sponsored by the provincial government; this commitment and support by 

the government was a positive unexpected result. The project initiated the ideas 

and then facilitated meetings and communication between the province and the 

Vietnam Association for Manpower Supply (VAMAS) - an association that 

coordinates all labour export companies in the country. VAMAS had experience 

in improving management quality in labour export and had established some 

successful models in other provinces. It worked with the Thai Binh government to 

provide consultation to develop an action plan to improve the province’s situation, 

through the Direction issued by the Province following the workshop. After two 

meetings with VAMAS, the provincial government proposed that it would like to 

host the workshop itself, without financial support from the project. This 

increased its ownership of such an important issue - the provincial government 

wanted to demonstrate to its citizens that the Direction was issued by itself and 

not driven by any “outside” organization. This wise decision realized the changes 

in awareness of the provincial government staff in bettering their management 

system to support migrant workers.  

 

The partnership established between the project tea m, the Taiwan 

International Medical Alliance (TIMA), and Bon Phuo ng  newspaper was 

another unexpected result. Bridged by HealthBridge’s office in Vietnam, the 

partnership was then maintained by the project team through regular information 

sharing and updating about the issues related to supporting migrant workers. The 

project team also provided the health column in Bon Phuong newspaper with 

health promotion articles to provide health care information to Vietnamese 

migrants living in Taiwan. TIMA and Bon Phuong were the host agencies during 

the study tour of the PMB: they provided logistic support and were involved in 

investigating the current situation of Vietnamese migrants’ life. The discussions 

and information shared between the project team and TIMA, and the common 

commitment to supporting migrant workers, laid the foundation for potential 

cooperation in developing and implementing programs to support migrant 

workers. In fact, a concept paper was shared with TIMA and received positive 

feedback from them in terms of seeking funding donors. Also, Bon Phuong 

newspaper proposed a possibility to print the manual-notebook “Depart and 



Return safe” in Taiwan and distribute it to Vietnamese workers there. The project 

team has sent them the required documents and they are seeking funds to 

replicate the guiding manual.  

 

3. Project’s contributions to the small grant’s obj ectives  

New partnership  was established between TIMA, Bon Phuong newspaper and 

HealthBridge (as reported in section 1.5. unexpected results). 

 

The project’s implementation increased the role and visibility of HealthBridge 

in the field of HIV prevention and gender equality  for migrants among other 

stakeholders in Vietnam. HealthBridge is one of the leading organizations 

working on migrant health and HIV prevention for migrants in Vietnam through 

CSEARHAP. The A Safe Return project approached the issue of migrant 

vulnerability by taking a gender perspective, aiming to reduce vulnerability of 

female migrant workers, not only in HIV infection, but also in mental health, 

abuse, exploitation, and family relationships. The research conducted by the 

project team also analyzed the impacts of migration from a gendered 

perspective, and provided recommendation towards a better gender equality. 

This approach was highly appreciated by other organizations, and brought a 

clearer recognition of HealthBridge as a major organization working to support 

gender equality in migration. 

 

A new approach  was applied in HIV prevention when the project considered HIV 

infection as an eco-social issue. HIV infection therefore needed to be addressed 

in relation to other social and economical factors. In particular, the vulnerability of 

migrants to HIV infection is worsened by numerous factors, such as lacking of 

access to health care information, being out of community and family restraints 

while living abroad, being lonely, taking illegal jobs and being abused. These 

blended causing factors required a comprehensive approach to address the 

issue. The project advocated for the involvement of the Provincial People’s 

Committee in the PMB as an umbrella organization that worked to mobilize and 

coordinate multiple sectors in the province to implement the project activities. 

The guidebook to reduce HIV infection included such topics as migrant rights, 

psychological support, and family relations rather than only the medical 

prevention itself. The supportive policies that resulted from the project - issued by 



the local authority – addressed various aspects of migrant life, including loan 

facilitation. 

Accessing young migrant workers  for HIV/STIs prevention education was 

another contribution of the project to the small grant’s objectives. Migrant workers 

in this region had not previously been reached with information on HIV/STIs 

prevention and primary health care. The orientation training program 

implemented by labor exportation agencies in the province did not include a 

section on HIV/STIs prevention. By adding HIV/STIs prevention sections to the 

training courses for migrant workers and vocational learners, the project reached 

this previously “ignored” population. 

 

4. Monitor and Evaluation framework 

Monitoring activities were conducted through regular meetings among PMB 

members. During these meetings, PMB members discussed the progress of 

project’s implementation, difficulties encountered during the period, and 

proposed solutions. They also assessed progress towards the achievement of 

the project’s outcomes and the suitability of the project activities to the local 

context. Revisions were made when necessary.  

 

The project also established a monitoring and reporting system for its regular 

training programs at labour export companies and vocational training agencies 

that conducted training on HIV/STIs prevention. Before implementing the training 

programmes, these agencies submitted to the PMB their action plan (usually 

quarterly) for review and approval. The local collaborator and project team 

conducted random monitoring visits and provided necessary supervision. 

Reports were submitted to the PMB quarterly, in a format developed by the 

project, providing information on the accomplished activities, evaluation of the 

facilitators about the classes, and recommendations for more effective 

implementation in the future. These reports were important references for the 

project during its ongoing process of monitoring and revision. 

 

The close work and regular communication between the project team and the 

local collaborator as well as other PMB members, as well as a regular and 

consistent reporting system, were effective ways to monitor the progress of the 



project, identify the shortcomings of its implementation, and make necessary 

revisions for greater effectiveness.  

 

5. Project’s sharing information activities. 

Sharing information was successfully implemented through the following 

activities: 

• Training and IEC materials were disseminated and shared with other 

organizations. The project also adapted a booklet on HIV/STIs prevention 

developed by CSEARHAP for use in Thai Binh. (list of IEC and training 

materials is found in annex 4) 

• Regular participation in technical working groups on HIV, Migration, 

Sexual and Reproductive Health for Youth, Gender. During these 

meetings, information about the project was shared with other 

organizations. Many follow-up direct discussions were made between the 

project team and other NGOs and governmental organizations, including 

Department of Family, United Nations for Population Fund, World 

Population Fund, International Organization for Migration, and Plan 

International. 

• Research result dissemination workshops were held in Thai Binh and 

Hanoi, with 141 participants who represented local and central 

governmental agencies, NGOs, and international organizations (see more 

in section 1.2). 

• The project received substantial attraction from the media, for the 

emerging issues it was addressing, including health care for migrant 

workers, social impacts of labour export on family lives and communities, 

and gender aspects of labor exportation. Regular updates about the 

project were broadcasted on local television and messages from the 

project’s research on promoting safer migration were supported and 

covered on national radio, newspaper and television.  

• The study tour to Taiwan was an opportunity for the project team to share 

relevant information at international level (see more at annex 2) 

• The project implementation as a model in strengthening systems for HIV 

prevention was invited to present at the 15th Canadian Conference on 

International Health on coming October 2008.  

• HealthBridge’s website provided project updates as they were available.  



6. Women’s participation in, and benefit from the p roject 
activities. 

Women participated extensively in the project’s implementation. The head of the 

project’s PMB was female, as was the local collaborator who coordinated the 

day-to-day activities at the project site.  PMB members were also female. They 

were involved in planning and implementing the project’s activities, in monitoring 

the project’s implementation, and in contributing ideas to ensure the 

appropriateness of the project’s activities. 60% of HIV/STIs prevention trainers 

trained by the project were female. Most of the benefiting population is female. In 

fact, 80% of the migrant workers leaving Thai Binh province are female.  

 

7. Project’s sustainability 

Although the project was implemented for only two years, its impacts are 

substantial and possibilities to maintain its activities are greatly feasible, for the 

following reasons: 

 

• Migration and labor exportation are issues that receive more and more 

attention from the government, at both central and local levels. In fact, the 

remittances sent home by the Thai Binh migrant workers from abroad is 

equivalent to the province’s total annual GDP. But more important, the local 

authority has now well recognized the downside of migration and is 

concentrating efforts on reducing the negative impacts. The vice 

chairperson of the Province People Committee (also the Head of the 

project’s PMB) has been a strong advocate for health care and gender 

equality issues on migration. 

  

• The Project Management Board will continue working in a similar 

mechanism through the regular government structure. In fact, the Province 

Directive Board of Labor Exportation (PDBLE) was established before the 

project started, and it is a continuing function of the local government. 

When the project began its implementation, most of the key people in 

PDBLE participated in the project management board (PMB). Their capacity 

was strengthened substantially through their involvement in the project for 

the past two years and will be definitely useful for their governmental 



function in similar positions. Awareness on issues of migration and 

supporting migrants would have great impacts on the province existing 

PDBLE. 

 

• All of the people who participated in the ToT workshops conducted by the 

project are staff members of stable governmental or private organizations. 

They are teachers at vocational training centers, labour export companies. 

The resource people who were trained on labour export consultation are 

members of mass unions which operate successfully at grass root levels. 

Training and consulting capacity of these trained people would be used for 

their continuing work on migration and with potential migrant workers. 

 

• Training on HIV/STIs prevention was integrated into the regular training 

agenda in major training agencies in the province, including orientation 

training programs that conducted in the sites. The 6 centers that 

participated in the HIV/STIs prevention program during the project have 

plans to continue. 

 

8. Conclusion 

While the project had established a sound foundation for better implementation 

and coordination among relevant players in supporting migrant workers, it still 

requires strong commitment at every administrative level for a greater 

sustainability. The responses from the local governments, as seen by the project 

team, was encouraging and therefore indicated long term impacts from the 

project implementation to the location. Given the emerging trend in migration, the 

project’s impact and sustainability, it is recommended that similar programs 

should be implemented in other locations where similar issues of migration and 

migrants are existing. 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

1. Research rationale  

Labour export in recent years earns considerable sums of foreign currency for 

Vietnam. Foreign currency remitted to the country in 2005 alone was 1.7 billion 

USD, according to statistics of the Ministry of Planning and Investment. That sum 

accounted for approximately 3% of that year’s GDP2, and the figure increased to 

1.8 billion USD3 in 2007. Labour export has become viewed as an effective 

means to achieve hunger alleviation and poverty elimination, as well as 

employment creation and living standards improvement for a part of the labour 

force, notably in rural areas. Since 2001, those from rural areas have 

represented an overwhelming majority of Vietnamese guest workers abroad, 

comprising 95% of Vietnamese workers in Malaysia, 85% in Taiwan and 76% in 

South Korea4. 

By now, 400,000 Vietnamese workers have gone to work in more than 40 

countries in various occupations and industries such as domestic help, garments 

and textiles, mechanical engineering, electronic assembly, carpentry, and 

construction. Asian countries are the destination for 97% of Vietnamese guest 

workers, among which Taiwan ranks first (56%), and is followed by Malaysia 

(22%), South Korea, and Middle East countries. 

Thai Binh was among the first provinces to introduce labour export and leads 

the country in the number of guest workers. The Provincial Steering Board for 

Labour Export was established in October 2002. During the period of 2002-2005, 

the province sent the average of 2,900 workers abroad annually, of whom 46% 

were sent to Taiwan, 43% to Malaysia, and 11% to other countries; the rates of 

male and female workers were 18.5% and 81.5% respectively. The province 

has also set the goal of sending 2,500 to 3,000 workers abroad annually during 

the period of 2006-2010, of whom 30-40% have professional skills. Benifits from 

labour export are pronounced. Almost 45 million USD 5  remitted by guest 

workers with definite term contracts during the period of 2003-2005 has 

contributed much to development of the province and improvements in living 

conditons for a large number of families. However, labour export has also 

                                            
2 E-Newspaper Vietnamnet, 10/1/2006 
3 Vietnamese Women Newspaper as quoted by DOWM (MOLISA), 14/3/2008 
4 The quality of labour export remains poor 07/08/2007 (an e-newspaper) 
5 Report on Thai Binh labour export activities in 2006 



shown negative impacts not only on guest workers themselves but also on the 

family and community from where they departed. Identified negative impacts 

include changes in family functions and traditional gender roles and loosened 

family ties, which lead to various social problems such as moral degradation, 

sexual contacts outside marriage, family conflict, family break-up, uneducated 

children, and debts. 

In recent years, several research studies have been conducted to identify labour 

export issues such as “Female labour export and problems” (Le Phuong Thanh), 

“Labour export situation in Thai Binh province” (HealthBridge Canada in 

Vietnam and Health Department of Thai Binh province, Sept. 2006), and “The 

Reality: Vietnamese Migrant Workers in South Korea” (Nguyen Nguyen Nhu 

Trang, Youth Publishing House, 1999). These studies help to explore the 

reasons for people to work abroad, their employment and daily life. But there 

has been no research to date provinding intensive analysis on how labour 

export affects family life. 

To reduce the vulnerability of female guest workers to HIV/AIDS, HealthBridge 

Canada in Vietnam has collaborated with the Provincial People’s Committee of 

Thai Binh and other stakeholders to implement the project “A Safe Return: 

Changing Attitudes and Traditions in Vietnam”  in order to (1) build capacity 

for related sectors and departments as well as for state- and private-owned 

labour export businesses in evaluation and report on the outcomes of labour 

export programmes; (2) recommend and suggest a safe mobility model; and (3) 

disseminate lessons learned. In relation to this project’s objectives, the research 

“Impacts of labour export on family life”  conducted by the Research Center 

for Women seeks to provide further analysis and conclusions on how labour 

export affects family life so there will be appropriate interventions which could 

contribute to more effective overseas migration programmes and higher 

capacity of local project implementers. 

2. Research objectives 

1. To analyze how labour export affects family function in Thai Binh guest worker 

families, with consideration of gender issues. 

2. To provide recommendations on how to reduce negative impacts of labour 

export on the family and community, while enhancing positive impacts of it.  



3. Research questions 

1. How does labour export affect family function? 

2. What risks if any does labour export cause for family sustainability? 

3. Does the gender role change in guest worker families, and if so, how? 

4. Research areas 

The research was conducted in three areas: 

• Tien Hai county (two communes: Vu Lang and Dong Phong, representing 

coastal rural areas), 

• Dong Hung county (two communes: Dong Tan and Hong Chau, 

representing delta rural areas), 

• City of Thai Binh (Vu Chinh Ward, representing urban areas). 

5. Research target groups 

To explore how labour export changes gender roles in family function in different 

periods of time (prior to depature, during the term, and post return), 

questionnaires and in-depth interviews were applied to the following target 

groups: (1) guest workers prior to departure, (2) people whose husband/wife 

had/has gone to work abroad, and (3) returned guest workers. A total of 300 

people were interviewed via questionnaires, including: 

- People whose husband/wife has gone working abroad: 96 people 

- People whose husband/wife has returned home after working abroad: 

99 people 

- Returned guest workers: 105 people 

Men made up 47.3% and women 52.7% of the respondents. Most (77.0%) of the 

respondents were between 28 and 42 years of age. While most (82.6%) of the 

respondents had completed middle school, 16.1% had completed high school, 

and just 0.7% had only completed primary school or had completed 

college/university. 

To have a general view of how labour export affects family life and communities, 

in-depth interviews and group discussions were also applied to (1) people who 

are directly affected by labour export, such as wife/husband and children of 

guest workers, or grandparents who are looking after children of guest workers; 



(2) people in their communities; (3) other related people such as representatives 

of sectors and departments which control or directly take part in the labour 

export business (Department of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs; Health 

Department; Farmer’s Association; and Provincial Women’s Union, which is in 

charge of counselling on labour export); representatives of communal steering 

boards for labour export, training and job centers, and labour export companies. 

6. Research methodology and sample size 

Qualitative and quantitative survey methods were combined in this research 

along with other tools for data collection and analysis. 

Quantitative survey : Sample size of 300 

Questionnaire interviews were conducted by Research Center for Women staff 

in cooperation with local staff. 

Sample size formula: The sample size was calculated using the following 

statistical mathematical formula: 

    n= t2 q(1-q)/ ∆2 + 1/N 

 Of which: 

t: a parameter of normal distribution (Gaussian distribution), relevant to the 

given reliable probability p, t = 1.96 in this survey 

∆: possible precision, which is commonly as high as 5% (0.05) 

q: the rate of respondents who have chosen either given answers to binary 

questions (yes or no questions) 

N: total number of samples 

As there are a lot of binary questions in questionnaires, we often take q = (1-q) 

= 0,5 to have q(1-q) at maximum. Then the sample size formula will be as the 

follows: 

  n = t2 / 4 ( ∆2 + 1/N) (called as formula ** in short form) 

The total number of guest workers in these three counties/cities during the 

period of 2001-2006 is 4,564. 

Applying formula ** to calculate sample size for the three above mentioned 

research areas, we have the following result: 



  n = t2 / 4 ( ∆2 + 1/N) = 1,962 / 4 ( 0,052 + 1/4564) = 0.284 

We have N = 284 samples 

Actually, the number of samples was rounded up to N= 300 in this quantitative 

survey. 

As the survey was conducted in three counties/cities which had different 

numbers of guest workers during the period of 2001-2006, the survey samples 

were distributed as follows:  

Tien Hai county   = 284/4,564 x 1,763 = 109.7 (interviews conducted= 114) 

Dong Hung county = 284/4,564 x 1,804 = 112.3 (interviews conducted = 114) 

City of Thai Binh = 284/4,564 x 997 = 62 (interviews conducted = 72) 

Qualitative survey 

The qualitative survey was conducted by Research Center for Women staff 

utilising a semi-structured interview guide. All interviews were recorded and 

notes were also taken during the interviews. The qualitative research consisted 

of: 

- Four in-depth discussions with provincial and communal leaders 

- Six group discussions among relatives of guest workers 

- Three group discussions among people in their communities 

- 21 in-depth interviews with relatives of guest workers 

- Eight in-depth interview with returned guest workers 

Notes from the qualitative survey were read and analyzed to select typical 

quotations to include in this report. 

Review of secondary documents : The research team reviewed and analyzed 

available documents (features and news stories related to labour export 

business; reports by relevant authorities; and reports and statistics by local staff 

on the socio-economic and labour export situation according to the data 

collection form designed by the research team). 

7. Research ethics 

- As the research aimed to explore several sensitive issues (sexual contacts 

outside marriage, changes in family ties, HIV/AIDS etc.), all the information 



provided by respondents has been used for the research only and kept 

confidential according to the principle of anonymity. 

- People participated in the survey on a voluntarily basis. They were informed of 

their right to refuse to participate the survey or not to answers sensitive and 

personal questions. 

8. Research timeframeand staff 

- Timeline: The research was carried out from May 2007 to March 2008. The 

field survey was conducted in Sept. 2007. Data treatment was performed from 

November 2007 to January 2008. The report was developed from February to 

March 2008, and reviewed and revised in April 2008. The final report was 

released in a seminar in May 2008. 

- Research team: The survey was conducted by Research Center for Women 

staff in cooperation with the local staff who had attented the training course 

“Impacts of labour export on family life”. 

9. Research limitations  

Several difficulties occured during the research process which the research 

team attempted to overcome to ensure the best quality of their work.  

- While the data collection toolkit was reviewed during the training course 

“Impacts of labour export on family life”, it was only one of many activities, 

and as a result some weak points of the questionnaire were not recognized. 

For example, the question “Is there any change in your farmland?” might 

make people think about the change in farmland use, not in the farmland 

area. Or in the question “Is there any change in the emotional relationship 

between you and your spouse?”, “change” was commonly perceived in a 

negative way as “crack”. Several questions about the change in marital 

relationship could also have been raised to people whose wife/husband was 

now working abroad instead of returned guest workers only as it was 

instructed. The research team tried to overcome this weak point with 

qualitative interviews and group discussions. 

- Sex is a very personal matter so it was unlikely that researchers would 

obtain true information about sexual contacts outside of marriage of guest 

workers and their spouses through direct interviews with a questionnaire 

only. The staff tried to overcome this difficulty by making indirect questions 



and utilising as much information as possible from in-depth interviews and 

group discussions. 

- Though being carefully explained, several respondents did not fully 

understand the research objectives and charateristics. As it was feared that 

the survey findings might damage the fame of the locality, communal leaders 

were reluctant to raise negative impacts of labour export.  

- The poor skills of interviewing and filling out interview forms of some local 

staff have resulted in missing information. 

- Since several people who had been selected through random sampling did 

not appear at the survey time, the research team had to make a list of 

additional interviews for each locality. During the survey, local staff were very 

helpful in adjusting the number of respondents among localities to ensure 

the total number of samples. Several people who had been selected as 

samples refused to be involved in the survey because their families were 

facing conflict since their guest workers had returned. Local Women’s 

Unions had successfully convinced some them to change their mind, but 

others continued to refuse. This affected the representativeness of the 

survey sample. 



CHAPTER I: GENERAL VIEW OF THE RESEARCH AND THEORY 

1. General view of research on labour export 

Little research on labour export in general and its impacts on family life in 

particular have been conducted in Vietnam to date. The findings of the available 

research indicate that labour export in Vietnam has experienced changes in the 

scale, market, and employment structure. There aslo have been several 

limitations in terms of workers’ skills and disciplines, goverment management, 

and professionalism of the labour export businesses (“The Reality: Vietnamese 

Migrant Workers in South Korea” and “Labour export situation in Thai Binh 

province”). 

According to the research report “Vietnamese labour export: The reality and 

policies”6, labour export had changed significantly during the period 1991-1999 

when labour export businesses were allowed to operate under the market 

mechanism with government management. State-run businesses started to 

develop the iniatiative to develop markets, sign contracts, recruit employees and 

send them abroad. As administrative procedures in labour export sector have 

been clarified and simplified since 2000, social organizations such as Womens’s 

Unions and Farmer Associations became eligible to establish labour export 

businesses.  

Furthermore, the research also mentions existing problems of the labour export 

sector: the market is unstable since many workers break their contract and flee 

for higher-paid employment; rampant fraud and brokerage difficulties which 

cause risk and loss for employees; high service fees which make many families 

end up in debt; workers’ poor skills and discipline (in 2001 and 2002, 23% of 

guest workers had to return home earlier than planned due to poor professional 

and foreign language skills; in Malaysia only, 60% of Vietnamese guest workers 

had to leave earlier than planned due to health problems); poor relationship and 

cooperation between labour export businesses and source localities. Further, 

the research points out that competitive labour cost remains the only advantage, 

and the limitations of the government management (the Ministry of Labour, 

Invalids and Social affairs - MOLISA - which only knows how many workers 

                                            
6 Dang Nguyen Anh, Nghiem Thi Thuy, Phi Hai Nam and collaborators, 2003, Vietnamese Labour 
Export: The reality and policies, National Centre for Social and Human sciences, Institute of 
Sociology 



have gone abroad but does not know how many guest workers have to return 

earlier than planned or have finished their contract). 

The survey report “Labour export situation in Thai Binh province”7 confirms that 

Thai Binh is one of the leading provinces in terms of the number of guest 

workers. Forty-four businesses were introduced by the Department for 

Overseas Worker Management (DOWM) to go there for recruitment. However, 

several problems have occurred: many businesses do not seriously survey to 

identify the demand so they recruit more than needed or recruit without 

consideration of people's skills; the service fees are not publicized so 

sometimes people who pay less can depart earlier, and so on. 

Further, guest workers neither have full awareness of their rights and 

responsibilities nor acquire necessary knowledge of legal documents related to 

their life and employment abroad. The above-cited report also provides 

information about the life of Vietnamese workers in foreign countries: most of 

them spend spare time for extra work, and some of even work three shifts a day. 

Some flee to work for illegal employers. Sexual contacts are common among 

male and female guest workers – but while male workers tend to have sexual 

contacts with female workers in the same residential area, female workers have 

a far wider variety of partners. There are various difficulties guest workers have 

to cope with, such as language barrier which leads to misunderstanding 

between them and employers, and unstable employment which frequenly leaves 

them living in fear. Illegal employees face even more ploblems than legal ones 

in terms of housing, food, and health care; in particular, domestic helpers who 

flee to work in restaurants ore as sex workers are at high risk of contracting 

STDs and HIV/AIDS.  

Some studies have looked at labour export laws and policies. MOLISA 

mentioned the Protection of the rights of Vietnamese guest workers8 in a 2006 

research. The research findings show that during the previous years, with efforts 

by the Vietnamese Government, the management of guest workers and 

protection of their rights was gradually improved. However, in some specific 

markets, the protection of the rights of Vietnamese guest workers encounters a 
                                            
7 Nguyen Thi Dung, Nguyen Van Tung, Sept. 2006, Report of the survey on Labour export 
situation in Thai Binh province, Health Bridge Cananda in Vietnam and Health Department of 
Thai Binh 
8 DOWM, 2006, Protection of the rights of Vietnamese guest workers: The situation and solutions, 
MOLISA 



variety of obstacles, even coming to an impasse sometimes, particularly in the 

case of natural disaster, war, or bankruptcy of the employer. Some solutions to 

these problems have been suggested in the MOLISA research: (1) guest 

workers themselves have to take the initiative in negotiation and contract 

signing with employers, obtain necessary knowledge prior to departure, keep to 

the signed contract, and acquire self-protection skills in case of dispute with 

employers; (2) Governmental management authorities have to improve the 

system of legal documents on labour export, closely supervise labour export 

businesses, and enhance citizen protection; (3) Labour export businesses have 

to take the initiative in negotiation and contract signing with their partners, 

provide training and orientation for recruits, and supervise and protect the rights 

of their guest workers. 

In the research “Identification of the Main Contents of Law on Sending Guest 

Workers” 9  done by DOWM (MOLISA), it is acknowledged that the current 

mechanism, policies and laws on labour export remain inadequate and 

incomprehensive, and therefore have not met the practical demand. Some 

forms of labour abroad are not included in the governing scope and subjects of 

application; conditions for businesses to operate in this sector were 

inappropriately stipulated; rights and responsibilities of relevant private 

organizations have not been specified; governmental policies on investment in 

labour export have not been developed; and violation and punishment has not 

been sufficiently detailed. The report has therefore provided recommendations 

on the main contents of the Law on Labour Export (Law on Sending Employees 

Abroad). 

In general, the above-mentioned studies have only considered the labour export 

situation, labour export management by relevant authorities, reasons for people 

to go working abroad and their obstacles, and weak points of guest workers. 

None of the studies have analyzed impacts of labour export on family life. 

2. Current labour export policies 

2.1 Labour export policies by the Party and Government  

Sending workers abroad is a policy introduced by the Party and Government in order to 

create employment, increase income and improve professional skills for employees as 

                                            
9 DOWM, 2006, report of the research on Identification of the main contents of Law on Sending 
Guest Workers, code CB 2005 – 01 -01, MOLISA 



well as to provide them an opportunity of access to advanced technology. According to 

the report “Identification of the Main Contents of Law on Sending Guest Workers”10, 

the Government issued Decision No 46/CP dated Feb. 11th, 1980 in which sending a 

part of the Vietnamese labour force abroad to work for a definite term was seen as “a 

solution to employment creation for a part of our young people”. In the Government 

Council’s Resolution No 362/CP dated Nov. 2, 1980, it was pointed out that “through 

labour cooperation, brotherhood countries will help to train an army of highly skilled 

workers who meet the requirements of the country development in coming years”. 

With the policy of expanding labour cooperation to non-socialist countries, the President 

of the Ministerial Council issued Decision No 263 dated July 24th, 1984 on 

“Dispatching experts to developing countries in Africa and Middle East”. During the 

Sixth National Congress of the Party, “Doi moi” (“Innovation”) policy had been 

introduced, mentioning the goal“to send more workers abroad in various appropriate 

ways, considering it as an organic part of the general labour programme”. After that, in 

June 30th, 1988, the Ministerial Council issued Directive No 108/HðBT, which 

permitted the establishment of economic organizations providing guest worker services. 

In the Seven National Congress of the Party, labour export had been included in the 

“Strategy of socio-economic stabilization and development till 2000”. 

Recognizing the contribution of the labour export sector to the country development, in 

Directive No 41-CT/TW dated Sept. 22nd, 1998 on labour export, the Politburo 

confirmed: “Labour and expert export is a socio-economic activity which helps to 

develop human resource, create employment, generate income, improve professional 

skills for employees, earn foreign currency for the country,... along with other solutions 

to employment creation, labour and expert export is an important policy in long-term 

which contributes to the labour force development for the cause of industrialization and 

modernization,...” 

The Resolution of the 4th plenum of the Party Central Committee (VIIIth Congress) also 

mentioned goals such as: “To boost labour export to the existing markets and expand it 

to new ones. To allow economic sectors to get involved in labour export and provide 

guest worker services under the laws and close supervision of the Government. To 

determinedly correct guest worker service providers which operate against the 

Government’s regulations.” 

                                            
10 DOWM, Sept. 2006, report of the research on Identification of the main contents of Law on 
Sending Guest Workers, MOLISA. 



It is clear that the Party and Government have high awareness of the labour export 

importance to the country development and therefore have introduced a series of 

policies to encourage this activity to expand. 

2.2  Labour export legislation 

In previous years, the system of legal documents on labour export has been 

gradually improved to more closely reflect reality, thereby facilitating employees 

and businesses to be involved in labour export activities and approach regional 

and international labour markets. Various labour export policies have been 

legalized by, among others, the Law on Labour, Law on Social Insurance, and 

Law on Sending Guest Workers, thereby creating a sound legal corridor for 

labour export to develop. 

The Law on Sending Guest Workers introduced Dec. 12th, 2006 specifies rights 

and responsibilities of guest workers on contract, guest worker service 

providers, and relevant individuals and organizations in order to improve the 

management over this sector step by step. 

Legal documents firmly express that labour export businesses are encouraged and 

facilitated to expand markets in order to create employment for Vietnamese people in 

foreign countries. Besides that, the Government also has designed appropriate policies 

to protect the rights of guest workers and regulations to facilitate employees to work 

abroad, such as regulations on service fee cut, procedure simplification, and granting of 

credit. 

Apart from legal documents, from 1999 until the present, the Government has issued 

almost twenty decrees and circulars to specify and realize the laws. These documents 

specified regulations on labour export activities, such as conditions and procedures to 

establish a labour export business; the process of sending guest workers; binding 

regulations on and commitments by labour export businesses, occupations and industries 

to be encouraged/banned to send guest workers; violation activities and punishment 

(form, procedure, jurisdiction, fine cost, aftermath management); responsibilities of 

labour export businesses, employees, relevant ministries (MOLISA, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Ministry of Police; Ministry of Health etc.); and functions of the Fund for 

supporting labour export. 

However, many legal documents appear to have practical limitations as they have 

proved of limited effectiveness, and have even created legal gaps in terms of 

government management and the inability to prevent such problems as brokerage 



companies playing tricks on their customers, or guest workers abandoned after their 

arrival. There has been a lack of regulations to impose responsibilities on brokerage 

companies and to safeguard the rights of guest workers. There also have not been 

policies to ensure the quality of guest workers or to deal with social problems associated 

with labour export. 

2.3 Specific policies by Thai Binh authorities 

Complying with the general government policy of encouraging labour export 

activities, the Provincial Party Committee and authority of Thai Binh have made 

their own policies with more specific regulations to provide favourable conditions 

for relevant businesses to contribute to the provincial economic growth while 

simultaneously protecting the rights of guest workers. 

According to the Resolution No 14/2000/NQ – HðN dated June 26th , 2000, 

approved by the Provincial People’s Council (XIIIth Term) in the 3rd Session and 

Decision No 104/2001/QƯð – UB issued by Provincial People’s Committee in 

Jan. 22nd, 2001, labour export is seen as one of five solutions to implement the 

provincial employment programme from 2000 to 2005. This is an advantage for 

labour export activities in Thai Binh province to develop and be well managed.  

Implementing Directive No 12/CT- TU (07/10/2002) issued by the Provincial 

Party Committee on boosting labour export, the Provincial People’s Committee 

had established the Steering Board for Labour Export, the members of which 

included Vice President of the People’s Committee, Head of DOLISA and heads 

of others departments/sectors/unions. At the same time, Scheme No 10/DA – 

UB dated Nov. 21, 2002 was designed, setting the goal of sending about 2,500 

to 3,000 employees abroad to work for a definite term annually. 

Not many provincial policies on labour export have been designed, but what 

exists is enough to show the great interest of the Provincial Party Committee of 

Thai Binh and authority in this sector. These policies are seen as an orientation 

for relevant departments, sectors, and organizations to plan for effective labour 

export activities. However, while paying much attention to the number of guest 

workers, these policies offer almost no concern to their quality or to their situation 

after they have returned. In fact, a significant portion of Thai Binh guest workers 

are only able to take simple jobs of low income. They also suffer from various 

disadvantages and unexpected consequences due to poor discipline and low 

foreign language skills. 



3. Theory 

3.1 Related concepts  

Concept of family and family household 

The concept of family and family household used in this research is adopted from 

the research “Impacts of unplanned labour migration on families in rural areas of 

some northern provinces” conducted by the Research Center for Women and 

Vietnam Women’s Union in 2006.  

Family denotes a social group formed by marital relation and consanguinity. It is 

a social institution of vital importance for everybody’s life where people are born, 

grow up and become physically and emotionally mature. 

The concept of family household is an economic category and refers to all 

individuals who live in the same family dwelling, contribute to the family budget, 

have meals and engage in other activities together, and share economic benefits.  

Concept of labour export 

Based on references in several related documents, the research has designed a 

concept of labour export to use in this report:  Labour export is a phenomenon of 

migration to foreign countries for economic reasons such as to improve living 

standards for guest workers and their family members. Characteristics of guest 

workers include leaving home to go to another socio-economic (national, cultural, 

religious) environment. In this research, guest worker families refer to ones with 

wife or/and husband having gone to work abroad for a period of more than three 

months. 

3.2  Theories on family functions 

The vital family role is reflected in its functions in terms of human reproduction, 

health care and labour power reproduction, psychology and emotion, economy, 

education and culture. Along with the development of society, economic and 

educational functions may have been partly transferred to other social institutions, 

and cultural functions may be dimming in the market mechanism and process of 

globalization, but psychological and emotional functions cannot be performed by 

any other social institutions. However, in guest worker families, several typical 

functions, even psychological and emotional functions, have been affected at 

different levels.  



Functions of human reproduction, health care and labour power reproduction  

The family has an important function of fulfilling sexual needs between husband 

and wife, ensuring biological reproduction, preserving the human race, 

developing a working population for the society11, and facilitating labour power 

reproduction of family members. Through housework performance, the family 

satisfies nutritional needs and reproduces labour power of its members. As a 

result, dependent members such as children, the sick and the elderly can survive 

and the labour power of all family members are reproduced after each day of 

working or studying. Labour power reproduction is an essential factor for 

sustainable development, while care activities have a central role in human 

development: without nutrition and emotional care, children cannot be fully 

mature. 

When a family member, especially a wife, has gone to work abroad, family 

functions may suffer and sexual need is not satisfied; care activities, particularly 

childcare, are not taken seriously; and housework may be neglected. 

Psychological and emotional functions: The family has a specific function -- that 

no other social institutions can replicate -- in terms of satisfying the psychological 

and emotional need of its members. The family is not only where members 

reproduce their labour power but also where they share feelings, show sympathy 

to one another, and encourage one another to fully assume social responsibilities. 

The family could be considered a school of soul education for every member, 

especially children. In the family, the wife usually takes responsibility for 

emotional care: with her care, love and sympathy, every member can enjoy 

peace, harmony and safety in their life, and the “house” is turned into a “home”. 

With love and care, the mother helps her children increase their Emotional 

Quotient (EQ)12 which promotes their intelligence development. Also, with love, 

care and sacrifice, the wife makes her husband feel free to work to earn a living 

for the family and achieve his promotion. When one of them, either husband or 

wife, has gone to work abroad, the remaining members somehow feel lost.  

                                            
11 Le Thi Nham Tuyet, chief editor. The image of Vietnamese Women at the 
threshold to 21st century. World Publishing House. 
12 Just as IQ or intelligence quotient measures certain mental acuity, so the emotional quotient or 
EQ measures emotional skills which are vital for much work performance as well as social 
functioning and happiness. 



Educational function (also called a function of socialization) is reflected in the 

spread of cultural values, life skills and experiences to young generations. This 

function is of great importance to children as the family is their first school. The 

family is seen as a unit which takes responsibility to socialize children, 

particularly during the period of from 0 to 36 months old when they are at the 

beginning of their character formation. This function is performed for the benefit 

of the society, in the name of the society, and under the control of the society. Its 

performance enables family members to grow up with abilities and characters to 

take social responsibilities as good citizens in the future13. In the family, the 

mother is supposed to be the first teacher of her children. Therefore in the past 

women used to be blamed whenever the children failed to comply with expected 

moral standards. There is even an idiom which says, “ma is to be blamed for 

spoiled children, grandma is to be blamed for spoiled grandchildren”. However, 

as the children are growing up, the educational function is normally transferred to 

the father. Several studies have proved that the higher education background of 

the father, the more active role he plays in educating his children.  

In guest worker families, children are not only more involved in production 

activities and housework but also rarely have anyone to supervise their study and 

help them if needed. So it comes as no surprise if their learning is below average. 

Cultural function: The family also has the function of spreading humanitarian and 

cultural values to young generations, but this process is varied in different 

families due to their own customs and habits. A Vietnamese idiom says “To live 

in shabby gentility”. It means to remind people of moral, cultural and social 

standards as well as family customs and habits which they should take as an 

important reference for their behaviours. The national cultural tradition has 

survived through generations thanks to grandmothers and mothers who have 

constantly fed their children with sweet lullabies and folk tales full of moral 

lessons and human beauty – “an indispensable ingredient” for them to grow up. 

In the modern society, many families became inviolable fortresses, protecting 

their members from social evils. Nevertheless, in the recent context of regional 

and international integration and globalization, the preservation of cultural identity 

depends on each family and individual dignity. Living far away from each other 

                                            
13 Le Thi Nham Tuyet, chief editor. The image of Vietnamese Women at the threshold to 21st 
century. World Publishing House 



for a long time, guest worker couples are likely to be engaged in social evils as 

the consequence of their loneliness. Normally, receiving countries have a more 

consumerist lifestyle than Vietnam. Exposure to different cultures combined with 

long absences may explain why returned guest workers face certain difficulties in 

adapting to their old lifestyle after a long time of living abroad. 

Economic function: In most societies, the family household is an economic unit 

which takes responsibility to satisfy the basic material needs of its members. 

The family economic function is reflected in two typical activities: 

+ To directly make money from employment, business, service, and 

production.  

+ To be self-sufficient in staples through cultivation, animal husbandry and 

processing. 

Several studies have indicated that in the family household, the husband tends to 

focus on making money while his wife tends to take on production activities 

which directly satisfy the material needs of the members. But in the recent 

context of labour export, with the prominent rate of female guest workers, women, 

specifically in Thai Binh province, have showed their critical role in the formation 

of the "visible"14 household economy.  

To better perform its economic function, many families choose to send a member 

to work abroad. As a result, they accept the absence of either wife or husband or 

both for a certain time, which may result in the poor performance of other 

household functions. 

In general, wife and husband will perform family functions better together than if 

one of them is absent. However, even when the family functions are performed 

by both wife and husband, their children still face the risk of individual 

inharmonious development which causes unavoidable loss for the society if any 

function is more emphasized than the others. Many couples temporarily stay 

apart since one of them, and sometimes both, have gone to work abroad in order 

to make money and send remittances which enables the remaining members to 

cover daily living expenses, study expenses, health care services, house 

repair/construction and put aside savings to do business or expand production. 

                                            
14 In contrast to the "invisible" contribution women make through their unpaid work, both 
reproductive and productive. 



During their absence, or even after their return, family life will be affected in many 

or all aspects. 

Due to limitations of funds and time, this research has focused on analyzing the 

impacts of labour export on some family functions which are considered to be 

most affected, that is economic function, psychological-emotional function, 

cultural function, educational function, and function of health care and labour 

power reproduction. The research has also considered the gender aspect of the 

impacts that labour export has on family life. 

CHAPTER II: IMPACTS OF LABOUR EXPORT ON FAMILY LIFE  

1. General information about labour export in Thai Binh province 

1.1. Characteristics of guest workers  

During the period 2002-2005, the overwhelming majority of Thai Binh guest 

workers were female, accounting for 81.5% of the total number of guest workers. 

Still, in recent years, due to a broader range of occupations and industries 

involved in labour export15, the proportion of male guest workers has increased. 

Most (86%) of guest workers were aged between 28 and 42, and 90.2% of guest 

worker families had from three to five members. More than a third of guest worker 

families had at least one child under six, thus requiring special care and nutrition. 

Almost 50% of families with guest worker husbands had one child under six and 

9.2% had two children under six, representing a heavy burden on the remaining 

adults. 

Figure 1: Presence of small children in families wi th worker abroad  

     N= 298 

 

                                            
15 Source: Report on Thai Binh labour export activities in 2006 



 

1.2 Labour export situation 

Labour export was introduced in Thai Binh province before 2000 at a minor level, 

and largely expanded during the years of 2000-2003 (24.9% of the survey 

respondents went to work abroad in this period) and became a strong movement 

during the years of 2003-2004 (the total number of guest workers and returned 

guest workers of this period comprised 53.2% of the survey respondents). Since 

2005, the labour export scaled down, from 24.9% in 2005 down to 6.7% in 2007. 

This tendency was prominently reflected in the number of female guest workers.  

There was a wide range of markets for Thai Binh guest workers, among which 

Taiwan is the largest. Up to 64.1% of the survey respondents said they 

themselves or their wife/husband had been to Taiwan. Malaysia ranked second 

with 21.1%. South Korea appeared to be a desirable destination, however only 

8.7% of Thai Binh guest workers had been to this country. Just a minor portion of 

Thai Binh guest workers had been sent to Middle East countries or elsewhere. 

Their term commonly lasted two to three years (57.6%), or a year or two (33.6%).  

When attempting to go work abroad, people were likely to search for information 

about the procedures, service fees, employment, salary, insurance and living 

conditions in receiving countries from a variety of sources: labour export 

businesses (24.7%), relevant authorities and unions (19%), relatives and friends 

(18%); or job centers and brokerage establishments. 

Prior to departure, 84% of Thai Binh guest workers were farmers. Only an 

insignificant portion were small traders and businessmen (5%), craftsmen (2%) 

or employees (2%). 
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Taiwan remained the key market for Thai Binh guest workers, where the demand 

for domestic helpers accounted for the majority of job offers: 88.3% of Thai Binh 

female guest workers went there to work as domestic helpers. 

Male guest workers usually worked in such industries as electronics assembly, 

leather and footwear, textiles and garments, hospitality, carpentry, welding, or 

construction. These industries require physical health and certain professional 

skills, yet male guest workers were unlikely to earn more than female domestic 

helpers. 

After their return, a great number of guest workers did not want to resume 

farming, preferring to leave agriculture to pursue more profitable work, and often 

wished to be guest workers again. Leaders of the Steering Board for Labour 

Export of Dong Tan commune (Dong Hung county) revealed that up to 80% of 

female guest workers wanted to go work abroad for the second or even the third 

term as they found it a far greater chance to improve their family economic 

situation than working in the country. 

“…I returned after working abroad for five years and now I want to leave again 

because all the savings have been spent on the house construction; also, our 

children have grown up and they need more money for their study and other 

expenses. At first, I intended to be back for good, looking after the children and 

doing housework. But my hosts want me to return and promise to help me with 

the procedures. The hosts are kind and the job is not hard, so I think I should not 

miss the chance, I should go there for a few more years while I am still healthy; if 

so, I will be able to afford my children’s study and ensure them good employment 

in the future.”   (Woman, 39, having been in Taiwan for two terms and going to be back 

for the third term) 

A considerable portion of guest workers (23.3%) had successfully turned their 

savings into primary capital to do small business or trading as a sustainable 

livelihood. 

Most of the respondents (82.9%) said they or their family members decided to go 

work abroad because their economic situation is bad and they could not live with 

the income from farm work, particularly when crops were damaged by mice or 

harmful insects. 



Figure 2: Reasons for working abroad 

N=293 

 

“We were born farmers, being familiar only with the plough and buffalo; we save 

a couple of million VND per year when the weather is favourable, but if the crop 

is damaged and the family has troubles, we can save nothing… We have had 

two children and still almost have nothing in our hands…”  (Husband of a guest 

worker, 36 - Hung Dao village, Vu Lang commune, Tien Hai) 

“The main reason for leaving is the lack of farmland and capital for doing 

business, we also have no side job, so we have nothing to rely on except for 

about 1,000m2 of farmland.”  (Mother of a guest worker, 57 - Cong Hoa village, Hong 

Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

The second important motivation for people to go working abroad was their 

concerns about their children’s study and employment in the future. 

“My father has gone working abroad since our economic situation is gloomy. Our 

parents frequently could not afford our school fees; whenever I asked them for 

money to hand in to my teacher, they always kept me waiting till the deadline.”  

(Daughter of a male guest worker, 13 - Vu Xa village, Dong Phong commune) 

Another major reason was the lack of employment (35.2%): 80% of the Thai Binh 

population engage in farming and their income is low. People from generation to 

generation are familiar only with farming. But now as the young generations do 

not want to take up farming and instead look for higher paid employment, they 
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desperately need employment opportunities. Labour export can meet their 

demand. 

Apart from economic reasons, people also decided to go work in foreign 

countries as they wanted to explore the outside world and broaden their 

knowledge and vision.  

Guest workers did their best to earn money to send home. Most of them (60.9%) 

returned home after having finished their contract. Some of them (16.2%) 

unexpectedly returned because they were out of work since their employers went 

bankrupt or their hosts died. Some others were forced to return earlier than 

planned for other reasons: health problems (6.6%), being deported (3.6%), 

fleeing (4.1%). Many mentioned that employers violated signed contracts. 

However, in such cases, guest workers rarely agree to return home with bare 

hands, but often stayed on doing the same job or started to look for another one. 

2. Impacts of labour export on the family function performance 

2.1 Economic function  

2.1.1 Most of guest workers’ income is remitted hom e 

Almost a fifth (17.8%) of guest workers started to send money home about three 

to six months after their arrival, and a further 22.7% began to do so after six to 

twelve months. Most of them sent money home every few months while more 

than 20% of them did it once a year. 

The money was primarily used to pay debts, as indicated by 65% of the survey 

respondents.  

“After eight months, my wife has sent home 20 million VND. Half of the bank 

loan has been repaid; if her work keeps going on, her two year term can earn 

her as much as her ten years of working at home. It is an essential contribution 

to the family budget. At the moment, her remittance is primarily used to pay the 

loan, otherwise the interest will be accumulated, I have to cover other expenses 

on my own.”    (Husband of a guest worker - Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Employees accepted to live far away from their family due to their will to change 

their life and earn money to afford their children a full education. Almost half 

(45.7%) of the respondents said that their entire income was remitted home. In 

84.3% of families, the wife/husband of guest workers directly controlled the 

remittance. However, some husbands and wives spent the remittance 



extravagantly or even neglected the children and work, so guest workers decided 

to send money to their parents (3.7%), parents in law (3%), siblings (5.6%), or 

siblings in law (2.6%) instead. 

“A women in this community started to sent money home after her first three 

months in Taiwan but her husband wasted all the money on entertainment and 

even had deposited his father’s pension stamp booklet (retired people have to 

show this stamp booklet when they receive pension money every month) to get 

money for his lavish expenses. The wife returned home and saw it all, so when 

she left again, she decided to send money to her relatives instead of to the 

husband.”      (Man, 48, whose son and daughter in law 

are guest workers) 



2.1.2 Guest workers contribute much to their family  household income 

Figure 3: The income situation  

N= 297 

The survey findings show that the income of guest worker households prior to 

their departure was very low: for more than 30% of those surveyed, only from five 

to ten million VND per year,  or from 10 to 15 million per year for a further 16% of 

the sample. Only a few households earned more than 30 million VND per year, 

and almost no households earned more than 50 million VND per year. It was a 

very popular situation for households of farmers, workers, freelance workers or 

small traders that their low income was unlikely to cover their daily living 

expenses and children’s school fees. Thus when they became guest workers 

their income increased considerably. “Rural employees working abroad can earn 

six to ten times more than if they farm at home” (Dang Nguyen Anh, 2003). 

Nearly 40% of guest worker families had an income of 50 million VND to 100 

million VND, or even more than 100 million VND per year. 

“In Dong Tan commune, only 11,6% of households remain poor according to the 

new poverty line.”   (Leaders of Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

Obviously, labour export brought considerable incomes – a necessary condition 

for living standard improvement – for guest workers and their households, and 

also contributed to the development of rural areas. But still a part of guest 

workers had tricks played on them or had their contract ended early, which left 

them in hardship and debt default.  
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According to DOWM (MOLISA), the basic salary in South Korea was fixed at 700 

USD per month (not including overtime payment), and since 2007, the figure rose 

to 800 USD per month – the highest basic salary among guest worker receiving 

countries. 



Figure 4: The remittance situation 

 

 

The survey findings also indicate that guest workers in South Korea, 29% of 

whom sent home more than 100 million VND per year and others of whom sent 

home almost 160 million VND per year, accounted for the highest total amount of 

the annual remittance among destinations. The second largest remittances were 

by guest workers in Taiwan. Though only 7% of them sent home more than 100 

million VND/year, a large portion of them sent home from 30 to 50 million 

VND/year or from 50 to 100 million VND/year. That is why Taiwan remains a 

favourite destination for Vietnamese guest workers: the salary offered by 

Taiwanese employers is not the highest, but it is stable and fairly even across 

occupations and industries. Besides that, the Taiwanese market is large and able 

to receive a substantial number of guest workers. Taiwan also ranks second, 

after South Korea, regarding the employment satisfaction of guest workers 

(76.4%). Guest workers in Malaysia were only able send home on average 24 

million VND per year. 

 “It must be admitted that the Government was quite right to send workers to 

Taiwan because the salary there is high.” (Interview with a husband of a guest 

worker - Vu Lang commune, Tien Hai county) 
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their arrival 
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It is not easy for those from Thai Binh to get dozens of million VND to cover 

guest worker service fees, as most of them are farmers. In fact, 91.2% of 

respondents said their families had to borrow money to pay for their expenses 

prior to departure. 



Figure 5: The debt coverage ratio 

 

According to the survey findings, 82.1% of respondents said they had paid off 

their debt at the time of the survey, 11.8% had paid a part of the debt, and only 

6.1% had not paid any of their debt. It is clear that, as guest workers earned from 

five to seven million VND per month, excluding their daily living expenses, they 

could send home enough money to cover the debt within from six to twelve 

months. In-depth interviews and group discussions reveal that many people had 

borrowed money to build a new house before they managed to go work abroad 

to earn money for debt coverage. Of course, it would take more time to pay off 

the debt in such cases. 

Table 1: The debt coverage situation  

N= 264 
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Within 7-12 

months 
60.4% 66.7% 55.8% 27.3% 58.2% 

Within 13-24 

months 
15.7% 25.0% 18.6% 0.0% 16.0% 

More than 24 

months 
0.6% 8.3% 7.0% 54.5% 4.9% 

Most guest workers had paid off their debt a year after their arrival (77.8%), and 

some of them could even do so within from three to six months (18.8%). 

However, for more than 20% of guest workers it took more than a year to pay off 

the debt, and 4.9% were only able to pay off the debt more than two years after 

their arrival. The time needed to repay the debt of course depends in large part 

on the income of guest workers. However, there was only a minor difference in 

the debt coverage period among Thai Binh guest workers in the three largest 

markets - Taiwan, South Korea and Malaysia. 

Except for these three markets, there was a wide income gap among guest 

workers in other countries: 45.5% of guest workers in these countries could pay 

off the debt within a year while it took more than two years out of the three year 

term for the remainder (54.5%) to pay it.  

Figure 6: The remittance use  

N= 267 



 

After having paid off the debt, many families spent the remittance on house 

repair/construction (53.6%) or household items (59.9%). A large number of them 

also used the remittance to cover children’s study expenses (55.8%) before 

covering daily expenses and saving. 

Only a few of respondents (2.2%) thought the remittance was wrongly used, such 

as for gambling, drinking, or illegal lottery, but sometimes that waste of money 

led the family to a dangerously bad state as all the savings were gone. 

“It is said that men who have guest worker wives are easily attracted by gambling 

and girls since they do not have to worry about earning a living anymore. Most of 

them were hit in that way, my younger brother, for example, has spent the total of 

130 million VND his wife sent home.”     (Group discussion 

among mothers of guest workers) 

2.1.4. Living standards of guest worker families ha ve been considerably 

improved 

No one can deny positive impacts of labour export on family life as the living 

standards and economic situation have improved. 

“Household income has significantly increased and the economic situation gets 

far better, they have money to build houses, afford home conveniences, and 

have capital to shift or invest into other businesses.”   (Talk among leaders 

of Vu Chinh ward in Thai Binh city) 
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As guest workers had high incomes, their relatives could afford to pay for house 

repair/construction, vehicles, or household items with the remittance. The rate of 

guest worker households with 4th grade houses declined dramatically - from 

98.3% prior to their departure to 60.9% during their term, and 23.5% post return 

(Note: the house was clarified with grade, it shows the quality of the house in 

term of material to build the house, the number of stoires the house have, ect). 

Associated with the decreasing rate of 4th grade houses, the number of guest 

worker households with concrete houses significantly increased. Almost 70% of 

guest worker households had flat roof houses; remarkably, the rate of guest 

worker households with five-storey houses raised from 3.8% to 28.6% Both the 

survey findings and field observations of the research team show that the 

research areas have changed significantly with more concrete and spacious 

houses. As Vice President of Thai Binh Provincial Women’s Union16 noted: “The 

contribution of guest workers is noticeable, many new spacious houses have 

been built recently and many people have capital to run their own shops. There is 

also a sharp rise in the local budget.” 

With their fairly high income, guest worker households started to pay attention to 

their home conveniences such as water source, toilet, and cooking equipment. 

The rate of guest worker households with water-flushed toilet had risen from 

8.9% prior to their departure to 31% during their term and to 41.3% post their 

return. There was also a sudden increase in the rate of guest worker households 

with gas cookers – from 4.3% prior to their departure to 22.6% during their term 

and 30.5% post their return. 

Consumer goods such as motorbikes, TV sets, refrigerators, air-conditioners, 

computers, telephones and cell-phones were popular among guest worker 

households. Many of them had telephones installed so that they could keep 

contact with their guest workers, sometimes even installing them before their 

departure. It was common that guest worker households had installed telephones 

in their homes while the guest workers themselves had cell-phones which they 

bought in foreign countries after the arrival. Going abroad was a chance for guest 

workers to have access to hi-tech products, as a wife of a guest worker said: 

“When he was going to leave, I bought a cell-phone which cost only 900,000 

VND. But he has just bought a cell-phone which cost 9 million VND. He said it 
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was a souvenir for a period of his life.” (Wife of a guest worker, Hong Chau commune, 

Dong Hung county) 

Motorbikes were the first thing guest worker households planned to buy as they 

were seen not only as a useful mean of transport but also as a “value measure” 

of the owners. The rate of guest worker households owning motorbikes had 

sharply risen, from 26.9% prior to their departure to 47.3% during their term and 

53% post their return. According to the survey statistics, most of them bought 

motorbikes for the first time (67.7%) while the rest had their motorbikes 

“upgraded”, that is, they replaced their old motorbikes with more expensive ones. 

 “Since my mother went working abroad, the family material life has been much 

improved. Before, we lived a hard life, and the economic situation was unstable, 

but since my mother left, we were able to build a house, pave the yard, make a 

pond, buy a motorbike and a TV set; almost everything in the house was bought 

new. My house was built three years ago with the remittance from my mother.”  

(Daughter of a female guest worker, 18 years old) 

When asked, most wives/husbands of guest workers expressed the contribution 

of such workers to the families, as family life showed marked improvements, at 

least materially: Everybody is just the same, except for guest workers who can 

make a difference. They do not look worried anymore and do not have to borrow 

money, for food for example… You can not earn that much money if you stay at 

home for your whole life… You only can get money to build a house and buy 

things when you go work abroad.” (Interview with a husband of a guest worker, Vu 

Lang commune, Tien Hai county) 

Figure 7: Changes in the living standards of househ olds with returned 

guest workers 



Apart from better living conditions and food quality, children’s study was also 

improved. Many more households could afford their children extra classes, and 

school fees were not delayed as before. 

“My parents used not to be able to afford my school fees, whenever I asked them 

for money to hand in to the teacher, they always kept me waiting till the deadline. 

Since my father has gone working abroad, it takes only a day or two for my 

mother to get the money for me.” (Daughter of a male guest worker in Malaysia, 13) 

Therefore, it can be said that labour export has directly helped to considerably 

improve people's living standards. A large number of localities consider labour 

export as a means for households to escape from poverty and make wealth. 

Moreover, some of the returned guest workers have tried their best to start up 

businesses or establish family enterprises, which create employment for many.  

It is easy to imagine that household living standards must get better with the 

remittance from guest workers. But, surprisingly, it was not true for every guest 

worker household. There was always a considerable portion of guest worker 

households, equivalent to about a half of the total number, of which the living 

standards stayed the same or even worsened (see Figure 8 below).  

Figure 8: Changes in the living standards of househ olds with guest 

workers 
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As mentioned above, within the first year or first two years, guest workers sent 

money home primarily to cover debt, and then to buy consumer goods, mainly 

motorbikes or TV sets. A trend was noted that guest workers, particularly female 

ones, would eagerly send money home for these purposes during their first years 

but later, for several reasons, had the tendency to save their earnings and bring 

those savings home on their return. This issue will be addressed later in the 

report. 

2.1.5 Guest worker households tend to scale down th e farming activities 

Households with guest workers, especially with female ones, usually scaled 

down their farming activities by reducing the cultivated areas, animal husbandry 

and side jobs. They commonly leased their farmland (61.2%), returned rented 

farmlands to co-operatives (10.2%), and transferred the ownership or sold the 

farmland (10.2%). 

“Households with guest workers do not produce rice anymore, or they just 

produce to be self-sufficient in this staple. Their wives do not urge them to take 

up farming, they just want their husband to take care of the children and not to 

worry about making money. Then we rent their farmland to cultivate.”   (Group 

discussion among people in Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

“We have more than 3,600m2 of farmland, but now we just cultivate high quality 

rice on the area of more than 1,000 m2 to be self-sufficient, the rest of the 

farmland is leased and cultivated by other people.”   (Husband of a guest 

worker - Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county ) 
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Scaling down farming activities to save time for children and housework is a 

reasonable option for guest worker households. However, in many cases, it may 

leave idle husbands involved in bad behaviours. While their wives were working 

hard to earn money, they neglected housework and children, and wasted the 

remittance on things such as gambling, drinking and women. A number of wives 

had to spend a fairly large amount of the savings to cover debts caused by their 

husbands and children when they returned.  

“My son became addicted to gambling and the illegal lottery, and it cost my 

daughter-in-law 22 million VND to cover the debt. I have two sons and since my 

two daughters-in-law have gone to work abroad, the family is devastated. Last 

year, my youngest son lost five brand new motorbikes, three cell-phones and 50 

million VND in gambling; since then, his wife sends the remittance to my 

daughter.”   (Group discussion among mothers of guest workers) 

“A wife in my village had to spend her total savings of 70 million VND to pay off 

her husband’s debt when she returned. In another case, a man totally neglects 

his work and children when his wife is in Taiwan. One of his children is 13, the 

other is only one and a half, and both are left untidy and uncared as their father is 

busy gambling and flirting all the time.”  (Husband of a guest worker, Vinh Ninh 

village, Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

There are of course also a number of households where the remaining members 

kept working hard to ensure the income, and even pursue the dream of 

expanding economic activities. 

“I keep doing animal husbandry as before and cultivate some 700 m2 of land more 

than when my husband stayed at home. I also won the bid of the fishing pond at the 

end of the village. As my husband promises to send money home in the coming dry 

season, I intend to shift the farmland into a commercial ornamental plant garden. 

Moreover, I spend spare time making bricks which I can sell whenever I need 

money or I can use to build a guard house by the fishing pond.” 

 (In-depth interview with a wife of a guest worker with two small sons, who cultivates 3,200 

m2 of land in Hong Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

For these households, the effectiveness of labour export has been multiplied as 

the remittance has not been abused by daily expenses and the household 

members do not merely rely on it but try to make their own savings so they can 

contribute to the general household fund for business in the future. 



In general, labour export has a positive impact on the economic situation of guest 

worker households, reflected in the higher income and living standards, full debt 

coverage, better education for children, and opportunities to start up business 

with the savings as the primary capital. However, a not small portion of guest 

workers have failed to realize their goal of making money. Further, while another 

purpose of labour export is to train an army of highly skilled workers for the 

country, in fact only a minor portion of them (2.4%) could perform the skills they 

have been trained in foreign countries. This is one of the limitations of labour 

export at the moment. 

2.2 Psychological – emotional function 

2.2.1 It is the wife who moderates family relations  and connects family 

members 

Table 2. The family conflict moderator 

         N= 290 

Family conflict 

moderator 

  

Gender of the respondents 

 

Male Female 

Both wife and 

husband 
54.3% 57.2% 

Guest worker 10.1% 13.8% 

Wife/Husband 26.8% 15.1% 

Parents 3.6% 9.2% 

Nobody 4.3% 3.3% 

Family is a small scale model of the society with its own complexity and variety 

of characters, lifestyles and points of view. Disagreements between wife and 

husband, parents and children happen everyday as a matter of course. To live 

in harmony, every family member must have a good will, but with the calling of 

the wife/mother and her reputably more tolerant nature, women are expected to 



be the key persons to connect family members and deal with every family 

conflict. Thus when going to work abroad, women leave behind an emotional 

vacancy which is not easy to fill. A husband said: “…this hardship can not 

compare to my sorrow. During the daytime I somehow can forget about her as I 

am busy working, but at night I feel so lonely and empty that I can not sleep.” 

(Husband of a guest worker in her second term - Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung 

county) 

2.2.2 Both leaving and staying members feel worried  

The research shows that most guest workers were at the age between 20 and 

45 and were key family labourers who did farming and housework, and took 

care of other members physically and spiritually. Moreover, at this age, most of 

them had small children and elderly parents who were not able to work anymore. 

Both farmwork and housework accumulated on the staying member, whether 

husband or wife. That was why the leaving members worried about the staying 

ones in terms of their health situation, housework performance, economic 

activities, study, and childcare.  

“He is worried that I am the only labourer in the family since my parents are old. 

And he is worried that it will be harder for me if my children get sick while I can 

not give up cultivation and animal husbandry. Many times he called home when 

the children got sick but I always told him that they just had minor illnesses and I 

could manage so that he felt all right.”  (Wife of a guest worker in Malaysia - Hong 

Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

In addition to concerns about housework, female guest workers were also 

deeply concerned about their husbands. “Many women here have been working 

abroad for several years but stay penniless because their husbands have 

wasted all the savings on gambling and girls. I am worried too. I am afraid my 

husband could be tempted by his friends.” (Returned female guest worker - Dong 

Phong commune, Tien Hai County) 

There were responsible wives who carefully looked after family members and 

spent the remittance from their husbands on house construction and 

conveniences. Certainly, their living standards got much better, the marital 

relationship was safeguarded, and children were well educated. There were 

also not a few wives who were working hard in foreign countries to earn money 



but their husbands just wasted their remittance on entertainment without 

thinking about the children, and finally got engaged in social evils. 

The staying members were a lot more worried about the leaving ones, not only 

in terms of their health situation, employment, and living conditions, but that 

their guest workers were isolated in a strange land with a number of difficulties 

and hardships, which became more serious due to their poor language skills, as 

well as a variety of temptations. “All my three children are now working in 

foreign countries, and I am so worried about them. I wonder what will happen if 

they get sick and unemployed. They are not fluent in foreign languages, so if 

there is any mishap, who are they to rely on. I am old already but have not got 

free from worries.”  (Mother of guest workers - Hong Chau commune, Dong Hung 

county) 

“I am afraid he could change as now he has money. Everybody has that need, 

but we just have contact by phone.   (Wife of a guest worker - Tien Hai 

county) 

The survey statistics show that wives/husbands of guest workers were most 

concerned about workplace accidents (67.4%), occupational disease (53.3%), 

sexual contacts outside marriage (40.2%), and HIV/AIDS infection (16.3%). 

Wives appear to be more worried than men, with higher rates of concern on all 

the indicators than men. The difference was most reflected in their concerns that 

their husbands were likely to have sexual contacts outside of marriage (56%), 

be engaged in gambling and drinking (31.7), be infected with HIV/AIDS, (24.4%), 

and use drug and have sexual contacts with sex workers (19.5%). But less than 

10% of husbands had the same concerns, with only 2% of them worried that 

their wives were likely to be engaged in gambling or drinking. “How I can not be 

worried, I am afraid he may lose control because he is lonely, but I have to 

believe him. Sometimes he calls home to talk to me as he misses me, then I 

have to comfort and encourage him. If he has sexual contacts outside marriage, 

I somehow accept it. He swears many times, but who knows.”  (Wife of a guest 

worker - Dong Phong commune, Tien Hai county) 

Figure 9: Concerns about guest workers 

Unit: percent of the total number 
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The worries and concerns about guest workers were also reflected in specific 

actions such as buying them clothes, footwear, and personal items and 

preparing medicines for them prior to departure.  

“He said there were many bed-bugs and fungi there and some people had lost 

all their hair. I have just sent him some more medicines, but the anti-fungi 

medicine was refused by the post service because it was herbal, so I asked a 

friend to take a little balm for him to prevent bed-bugs.”      (Wife of a guest 

worker in Malaysia - Hong Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

2.2.3 Emotional vacancy has emerged as the biggest challenge for staying 

members and guest workers themselves  

The survey findings indicate that, for children of any circumstance and at any 

age, the absence of either father or mother somehow affected their psychology, 

emotions and character. Notably, if both their parents stayed away and they had 

to live with grandparents, it was impossible to fill the vacancy that their parents 

had left. They all deeply felt the lack of love and desperately missed the 

absentees. “When his father was staying at home, he used to hold him in his 

arms and take care of him so he misses his father very much.” (Group discussion 

among wives/mothers of guest workers in Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

These children appeared to be a disadvantaged group because they were not 

fully taken care of, physically and spiritually. Especially when the mother stayed 



away, children looked sad, did not talk or laugh as much as usual, and could 

hardly concentrate on anything. “Children feel sad when they miss someone. 

Some of them just sit silently and motionlessly. Some talk about the day when 

their parents will return, or remind us of their parents’ birthdays…” (Group 

discussion among fathers of guest workers in Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Children could not fully understand why their father/mother had left, so they felt 

as if they had been abandoned. “My child is only five but he told me ‘I wish pa 

was staying and working in construction sites as uncle A; if so, he could come 

home in the evening and play with me’.” “She told me, ‘if my mom returns, I will 

hold her tight and never let her go again’.” (In-depth interview with a mother of a 

guest worker in Cong Hoa village, Hong Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

But it was not easy even for adults to live far away from the family: “He often 

cries of homesickness” (In-depth interview with a wife of a guest worker in Hong 

Chau commune, Dong Hung). For economic reasons, guest workers were willing 

to live far away from their family, and when they felt homesick, all they could do 

is call home to listen to familiar voices and ask about their parents, 

wife/husband or children. “He often calls home when we are laying the table so 

he can talk to everybody. It is commonly at 10 am or 6 pm. Sometimes he calls 

home every three days, sometimes every fortnight, he never lets us know in 

advance. When he just left, he called home constantly due to homesickness, 

then we had to encourage him. To make him feel all right, we never tell him 

about our illnesses. ” (Interview with a mother of a guest worker in Vu Lang commune, 

Tien Hai county) 

According to the survey among wives/husbands of guest workers/returned guest 

workers, 87.3% of husbands and 80.2% of wives admitted that they felt lonely 

and empty when their partners were away. During the daytime, they were busy 

working, doing housework, and looking after the children, but at dinner time, 

they could not help thinking about their spouses. “Every couple needs intimacy. 

My wife is deep in my heart, I think about her everyday. Whenever I am going to 

have a meal, I think about her. In such lonely moments, I just sit in silence, 

thinking and smoking.” (In-depth interview with husbands of guest workers in 

Malaysia - Hong Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

As people understood that money could not buy them a family, they decided 

they would go away to make money, but only for a short term. “His term lasts 



three years and it can be extended to two years more, but he said he would stay 

there for two years only and then come back home because he felt meaningless 

without the family.” (In-depth interview with wives of guest workers in Malaysia – 

Hong Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

2.2.4 Changes in the marital relationship among gue st workers 

In this research, changes in marital relationship were considered in two periods - 

during their term and post return. Most couples said their marital relationship had 

not changed during the time they stayed apart, and about 60% of them said they 

could “enjoy more love and care” after their wife/husband returned. Several 

people said that “the first days after the return, we were as intimate as newly 

married couples” because they were apart for a long time, but life was gradually 

getting back on track and their relationship “stays the same as before”. (Husband 

of a returned guest worker - Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

Going abroad to work for several years was generally a challenge to people's 

marital relationship. It made them feel confused, thinking about faith, changes 

and cracks in their relationship as husband and wife. “She did not tell me where 

she was going to this time. She seemed sulky. Maybe she got jealous as she 

thought I have someone else at home.” (Husband of a guest worker - Dong Tan 

commune, Dong Hung county) 

Among families affected by negative impacts of labour export, 2.5% of women 

admitted to having sexual contacts outside of marriage and the same portion 

admitted to having children outside of marriage, while men absolutely denied 

such occurrences. But in-depth interviews confirmed sexual contacts outside of 

marriage had happened during the time couples were apart. “Actually, our men 

have been spoiled systematically, they spend every remittance from Taiwan on 

entertainments, girls, and boozing…” (Man, going to work abroad - Vu Lang 

commune, Tien Hai county) 

Table 3. Changes in the marital relationship  

No. Changes in the marital 

relationship 

During the term Post return 

Male Female Male Female 

1 More love and care 72.5 67.5 59.8 60.9 



2 More responsibility 54.9 47.5 58.5 50 

3 Less care 2 5 2.4 3.6 

4 Sexual contacts outside of 

marriage 

0 2.5 - - 

5 Children outside of marriage 0 2.5 0 0 

6 Violent behaviours - - 0 0.9 

7 Legal separation - - 3.7 1.8 

8 Disrespect  - - 0 0.9 

9 Indifference, coldness - - 1.2 1.8 

10 Jealousy, doubt - - 0 4.5 

 Total number of respondents 40 51 82 110 

Though the research sample did not include any case of divorce after guest 

workers returned because they had moved away, it does show that marital 

problems remained among guest worker families. Several guest workers were 

helped by local moderator teams to heal their families, and 3.7% of men and 

1.8% of women among returned guest workers said they had experienced a 

period of legal separation after coming back. The respondents also expressed 

their concerns that negative factors of labour export might threaten the marital 

relationship and family sustainability.  

“I am not so demanding about money, I just wish my wife will return healthy and 

unchanged. I often think that I was wrong to let her go because money can not 

compensate for the time when we are apart. Some female guest workers have 

abandoned their family when they returned or intended to cause troubles so that 

they can divorce. Some others have become thieves and sex workers in foreign 

countries as the result of their poor life in terms of money and emotion.” (In-depth 

interview with husbands of guest workers in Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

Changes in perceptions and lifestyle had caused not a little doubt, jealousy and 

indifference among guest workers and their partners when couples met again. 



Nevertheless, most of them could manage and overcome the crisis as they knew 

in advance the cost they might pay if they chose to go work abroad. Sometimes 

they still felt doubtful about their wife/husband, but with tolerance, many couples 

were likely to keep their families peaceful and warm. 

“Sometimes I hint whether she has someone else but it is better to ignore it 

because even if we keep thinking about it, there is have nothing we can do about 

it. Actually, we can not see it with our own eyes. It is hard to live in doubt.” (Group 

discussion among husbands of guest workers and returned guest workers -Dong Phong 

commune, Tien Hai county). 

Because of social stereotypes and women’s tolerance and suffering – two 

characteristics said to represent the nature of Vietnamese women – in case a 

husband has sexual contacts outside of marriage, his wife often forgives him to 

keep the family together. However, if a wife has sexual contacts outside of 

marriage, the risk of family break-up is great. 

“People say they are young, if girls try to tempt them, how can they resist, they 

leave home for two or three months and then return… If a woman leaves for a 

guy, she will get divorced; but if a man leaves for a girl, it is unlikely that he will 

get divorced.”  (Interview with mother of a guest worker in Vu Lang commune, Tien Hai 

county) 

Financial problems and disagreements on the remittance use were also common 

reasons leading to marital conflicts, with 9.1% of husbands and 3.1% of wives of 

guest workers expressing that the marital relationship was damaged due to those 

reasons.  

“She saved some dozens million VND but she sent the remittance to her mother. 

She neither sent money to her husband nor let him know. So when the husband 

found out, he was very irritated because he thought his wife did not trust him.”  

(Interview with a husband of a returned guest worker in Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Families were damaged partly because of the dissatisfaction of paternal and 

maternal sides with the remittance. This conflict partly came from the suspicion 

whether the guest worker sent money to his/her parents without letting his/her 

spouse and the spouse’s relatives know. How to send money home and how to 

use the money could also affect the relationship between husband and wife. If 

staying members devoted all their energy to production activities, housework 

performance and childcare and knew how to spend money smartly, they were 



likely to be trusted by guest workers. Otherwise, guest workers would lose their 

trust in staying members which was likely to initiate conflicts between them.  

“Prior to departure, they were a happy couple. Then she went working abroad 

and started to send money to her husband. Consequently, the husband gave up 

working as he had money. He bought a motorbike, a TV set and so on…and 

finally run out of money. The wife found out the truth and decided not to send 

money to the husband anymore and when she returned home, she also did not 

bring money to her parents-in-law but only to her parents though her two children 

live with her parents-in-law. It was simply that which broke up their family. Now 

the husband is in Libya while the wife married a foreigner. The two children 

sometimes live with their paternal grandparents and sometimes with their 

maternal grandparents.” (Group discussion among mothers of guest workers) 

In general, in guest worker families the relation between husband and wife was 

improved. However, some of the guest workers families faced various problems 

such as conflict, violence, indifference and legal separation. 

2.2.5 Whether leaving or staying, most men have sex ual contacts outside of 

marriage 

Through interviews among communal leaders, community group discussions and 

in-depth interviews, it is can be concluded that most husbands of guest workers 

had sexual contacts outside of marriage because they were tempted by friends, 

or they were lonely and needed to fulfill their sexual needs. 

“If asked, four out of ten men do not want their wives to go work abroad. And if 

asked, nine out of ten men admit to wasting money on drinking, gambling and 

girls in the city of Thai Binh.”     (Husband of a guest worker in Dong 

Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

In this research, sexual issues seemed to be more relevant to men than to 

women. Men, whether staying at home or going to work abroad, wanted their 

wives to accept the fact that they had sexual contacts outside of marriage during 

the time they were apart.  

“In marital life, ‘this or that’ is likely to happen when husband and wife are apart, 

but it must be moderate and acceptable. If we want to improve the family 

economic situation, we should be ready to pay for it as we can not take anything 

without paying.” (Man, 32, going to work abroad - Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 



Men found it difficult that husband and wife stayed apart for a long time and their 

sexual need was not satisfied. Though quantitative data on this sensitive issue 

was limited, in every group discussion and in-depth interview respondents were 

open in sharing their stories. 

“Sometimes I feel as if I am coming to an impasse because I am so lonely. 

During daytime I can forget about it because I am busy working, but at night, I 

feel so lonely and empty. Several men look for “something strange”. Actually, all 

men want to do so as they have the same need.” (Group discussion among 

husbands and grandfathers of guest workers – Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

Men admitted that sexual contacts outside of marriage were a common 

behaviour in modern Vietnamese society, suggesting that it was a consequence 

of the market mechanism and East-West cross culture. It was not only familiar in 

big cities, where economic growth was rapid, but had a tendency to spread to 

rural areas where strict rules on gender relations were supposed to be preserved. 

Particularly, if sexual need was not fulfilled as husband and wife stayed apart for 

a long time, and if men had abundant money which they did not have to sweat to 

earn, they were more likely to look for sexual services.  

Sexual contacts outside of marriage were common among men involved in this 

research. In fact, men somehow found their behaviour unfair to their wives who 

were working hard in foreign countries to earn and save money to ensure a 

better life for the whole family. But eventually they let themselves be driven by 

their sexual desire and then justified it for themselves: 

“It is no problem if you have it (sexual contacts outside of marriage) but still can 

keep your family in harmony.”  (Group discussion among husbands and grandfathers 

of guest workers - Dong Phong commune, Tien Hai county) 

In their mind, “no problem” meant “no moral violation”. They explained that sex 

was not synonymous with “love”, so they could have sexual contacts outside of 

marriage if they did not share their love with anyone but theif wife. That was 

enough for them not to feel guilty. So sexual contacts outside of marriage could 

be said to be common among husbands of guest workers.  

This research also explored people's safe sex awareness and behaviours. 

Through in-depth interviews and group discussions, men revealed their 

insufficient awareness of safe sex. They supposed that they just had to care 



about “safety” when having sexual contacts with sex workers but did not have to 

practice safe sex with a lover. 

“In general, we know how to find a “safe place” to go when our wives are away. 

Whenever we have sexual contact, we use condoms to prevent from diseases 

and unexpected pregnancies. Some people choose to have a lover as a safe 

solution and in such a case, they do not need to use condoms.” (Group discussion 

among husbands and grandfathers of guest workers – Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung 

county) 

Their insufficient awareness of safe sex could create a risk of STD infection and 

transmission among them and their wives and partners. This fact obviously 

deserves the attention of communication workers for reproductive and sexual 

health. 

Thus far, in the subconscious of Vietnamese people, particularly rural ones, 

sexual contacts are supposed to be attached to the relation between husband 

and wife; relations between man and woman outside of marriage are supposed 

to be criticized by the community regarding moral standards. That is why people 

who have sexual contacts outside of marriage tend to hide their behaviours. They 

even use the term “offshore fishing” to indicate their extramarital affairs which 

often take place outside their commune so that they are not noticed by anyone 

and gossip will not be spread to their wives when they return. That is, many men 

fully understand that sexual contacts outside of marriage are furtive, violate moral 

standards and threaten the family sustainability, but there is a huge gap from 

thought to action. Information provided through group discussions among men 

seemed fairly honest. 

“It is because our physiological and psychological needs are not satisfied. But 

wherever we “go”, we have to keep secret for the benefit of ourselves and the 

family.”  (Group discussion among husbands of guest workers, Dong Phong commune, 

Tien Hai county) 

However, given their great love for their families, some men were brave enough 

to resist temptations which not always came from professional sex workers, but 

also from neighbours, familiar people or old friends. 

“Noticing that my wife is away, an ex-girlfriend, who was my first love and is now 

a widow, called me many times and tempted me to resume our relationship…I 

sometimes want to do so but have to refrain as I think it over and see that it does 



not make sense at all. Family is the most precious, if we just think about our 

comfort, our children will suffer loss.”  (Husband of a guest worker, 38 – Hong Chau 

commune, Dong Hung county) 

Others were able to refrain from extramarital sex not merely due to a wish to be 

faithful but partly because they were afraid of disease.  

“To be honest, if asked whether I like it or not, I should say yes. Initially, it was so 

hard for me to refrain but I gradually get used to it. I am afraid of diseases, 

people may suggest condom use, but if condoms were torn by sex workers, we 

can be contracted with diseases and eventually ruin our life.”  (Husband of a guest 

worker who has been abroad for four years – Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

During in-depth interviews, most women agreed that sexual need was a natural 

thing whic varied among men and women. Women found it easier to keep it 

under control, and their behaviours were more strictly observed by the public. 

They could not help thinking about the faithfulness of their husbands but they 

were also very tolerant to think/believe that if their husbands did anything wrong, 

it was because they were lured and tempted by others. With this point of view, 

they had a tolerant attitude towards their husbands' sexual contacts outside of 

marriage. The research also confirms that women sometimes reluctantly 

accepted extramarital affairs of their husbands as these affairs were out of their 

sight. 

“I so much worry about the fact that there have been a variety of social evils and 

he may be tempted by his friends. But I think it is very important to believe each 

other. If anything happens at home I should accept it with sympathy. As we are 

apart, who knows what really has happened, so what can I do if I do not believe 

him.” (Woman, going to work abroad – Dong Phong commune, Tien Hai county) 

Men themselves understood that their wives knew well about their weak points 

regarding sexual abstinence. From far away, women often reminded their 

husbands of safe sex practice in a subtle way. 

“While talking, she hints that I should be 'careful' all the time. That is really my 

weak point, even if I say I am not involved in such things, she definitely will not 

believe me.” (Group discussion among husbands and fathers of guest workers – Dong 

Phong commune, Tien Hai county) 



Information collected through the qualitative survey indicates that though men 

kept violating “underground commitments” on faith to their wives, they took it for 

granted that they had the right to ask their women to be completely faithful. That 

was why not only women were concerned about the faith of their husband but 

men also did not hesitate to express their attitude towards the “integrity” of their 

wives. 

“I have sealed and stamped it. Be careful if there is any change when you return! 

(laugh). When she returned, I joked: You might have been busy working day and 

‘night’. She said, ‘you fool, I have saved it all for you’.”  (Husband of a guest worker 

with the second term – Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

Women were less likely to express their opinions on sex issues but that did not 

mean they had no sexual desire. Actually, due to long-lasting gender stereotypes, 

women tended to refrain or hide it deep inside. 

“If I do anything wrong, relatives and villagers will spread gossip about me, which 

could damage my family. I have to make sure that no one can make gossip about 

me. Everybody has emotional needs but I have to refrain.” (Wife of a guest worker 

in South Korea, 30, living with parents-in-law) 

Though being bound by certain ties with relatives of both paternal and maternal 

sides, or with villagers, not a few of those remaining behind, notably men, 

maintained sexual contacts outside of marriage. So what would happen to 

workers abroad who were temporarily free from all the ties that bind regarding 

sexual behaviours? 

Several previous studies have mentioned this issue and indicated three types of 

sex partners: native people, including both sex workers and employers; foreign 

guest workers; and compatriots. Unlike those staying behind, returned guest 

workers did not admit their sexual contacts outside of marriage. However, they 

confirmed such things had happened among their male and female compatriots 

and it was commonly a kind of exchange of love and money or other material 

benefits. 

“It is very complicated to live in a garment industrial zone with numerous women 

who frequently quarreled out of jealousy. Many women were really terrible, they 

slept with a huge variety of men. To be honest, when I was there, many girls 

clung to me because their salaries were low, they clung to me so that I would 



cover their daily expenses.”  (Male returned guest worker, 36, having come back after 

four and a half years) 

Several people did not hesitate to talk about their possibility of having extra 

marital affairs. 

“I myself can not make sure of anything. If this time I meet a suitable girl I do not 

know what will happen.”    (Male guest workers, 36, going to leave for Taiwan for the 

second term) 

Some returned guest workers admitted: 

“When I first came there, I just concentrated on working. A year later, as soon as I 

had paid off the debt, I got ready for dating. It did make sense but was not likely 

to end up in marriage.”  (Male returned guest workers, 28 – Dong Tan commune, Dong 

Hung county) 

Even women who were supposed to be more faithful than men had been 

suspected. 

“Rural women never have extra marital affairs at home but since they have gone 

working abroad, they definitely have changed their mind.” (In-depth interview with 

members of Provincial Steering Board for Labour export of Thai Binh) 

Notably, it was hard for guest workers who served as domestic helpers to 

preserve their dignity. A number of news stories, features, and memoirs have 

shown that in many cases, female guest workers in general and domestic helpers 

in particular, agreed or were forced to have sexual contacts with employers in 

order to get material benefits in return.  

Many male returned guest workers did not hide the fact that they had sexual 

contacts, but their partners were not native sex workers for two reasons: high 

cost and high risk of STD infection. 

“There were abundant services but I never dared to try because I was afraid of 

diseases. Several men who used the services had been worried for months until 

they had the next regular health check up.”              (Male guest worker, 36, going to 

leave for Taiwan for the second term) 

Their partners could be female guest workers from Vietnam or other countries.  



“Vietnamese girls were more cunning and demanding of money while Indonesian 

girls get satisfied just with some small gifts.”                  (Male guest worker, 36, going 

to leave for the second term) 

Only a few faithful men could repress sexual desire and they got self-satisfied 

with masturbation and remote support of their wives.  

“He often cries of homesickness. Then he calls home late at night to talk to me so 

that he can feel better. He also 'makes it' on his own but he says it is easier to 

make it while we are whispering on the phone. In such moments, he leaves for 

isolated open grounds alone. He says it was difficult for us to become husband 

and wife so he does not want to betray me. Prior to his departure, I asked him to 

buy and bring along some condoms but he refused, saying that he would not use 

them so what to buy them for.”  (Wife of a guest worker in Malaysia, 36, Hong Chau 

commune, Dong Hung county) 

2.2.6 Though admitting the important economic contr ibution of guest 

workers, many husbands have the feeling of inferior ity complex when their 

wives earn more than them 

The contribution of female guest workers to the family economy was admitted by 

their husbands: 29.7% of husband cited a significant improvement and 23.7% 

cited a slight improvement. 

“After eight months, my wife has sent home 20 million VND, a half of the bank 

loan has been repaid; if her work keeps going on, her two year term can earn 

her as much as her ten years of working at home. It is an essential contribution 

to the family budget.”  (Husband of guest worker - Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Table 4. Opinions on changes in the family living s tandards  

Unit: percent of total 

Number  

Living 

standards 

Wife/Husband of a 

guest worker 

Wife/Husband of a 

returned guest 

worker 

Male Female  Male  Female  

1 Significantly 

improved 

19.3 2.7 29.7 8.4 



2 Slightly improved 22.3 9.8 23.7 9.4 

3 Unchanged 22.3 16.6 11.4 6.9 

4 Worsened 1.7 3.4 5 1.5 

Many women had gone to work abroad because their husbands could not go for 

several reasons: they were overage, they were not qualified or simply because 

receiving countries ordered female labour. Various occupations recruited male 

labour but salaries were lower so families had to consider whether husband or 

wife would go. For example, in Dong Tan commune, women accounted for 90% 

of guest workers. Men accepted to stay at home doing housework and looking 

after children with an inferiority complex that their wives would disrespect them as 

they earned more. 

In addition, female guest workers were likely to make comparisons and be 

dissatisfied with the rural lifestyle when they returned as they got used to work in 

a "civilized" environment with modern equipment and facilities, and to living in 

better conditions. Several of them even showed disrespect to their husbands as 

they thought their husbands had no abilities to make money and lived on the 

remittance they sent home. That attitude made their feeling of inferiority complex 

more serious, which could lead to conflict, violence and divorce. “She told me to 

stay at home looking after children so she could go for a couple of years to earn 

money. But when she returned with money, she decided to divorce me.” (Husband 

of a guest worker, who asked to divorce after her return – Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city). 

“She thinks I have done nothing during the five years she stayed abroad, you see, 

her remittance was not enough to bring up children.”  (In-depth interview with a 

husband of a returned guest worker - Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Though admitting the important contribution of the wife to the family income, men 

had a tendency to emphasize their contribution. Many husbands even spent the 

remittance excessively or wasted it on gambling. “A wife in this village has sent 

home some hundreds million VND but her husband spent it all on gambling.” 

(Man, going to work abroad – Vu Lan commune, Tien Hai county) 

Men's biased thinking led to conflicts and violence “… as the wife has been away 

for a long time, so he wants to oppose her.” (Mother of a guest worker – Vu Lang 

commune, Tien Hai county)  



The signs of jealousy and doubt about extramarital affairs were often seen in the 

marital relationship among guest worker families. In general, labour export has a 

great impact on marital relationships, and the psychology and emotion of each 

family member. In fact, several families broke up, causing concerns for the 

society. With love and care, women make their families sustainable. That is why 

without women, the family life somehow is in disorder. Once the wife has gone to 

work abroad, there is likely to be a gap between the couple if the husband does 

not sympathize and share. Not only the difference in their living conditions 

creates gaps and contradictions in lifestyles and ways of thinking, but also other 

psychological and emotional factors contribute to the growing gap. Some of the 

resulting issues may make people think badly about labour export in general and 

female guest workers in particular. 

2.2.7 Labour export seriously affects the relations hip between parents and 

children 

People usually think badly about domestic helpers as they are influenced by 

backward feudal stereotypes; and in fact, the job has a complicated nature. This 

fact probably affected the spirit and psychology of children whose mothers had 

gone to work as domestic helpers in Taiwan. 

“I think a lot about gossip about my mother spread by villagers and wonder what 

will happen when my mother returns. I am afraid that she will not love us anymore 

after a long time apart.” (In-depth interview with a child of a guest worker – Tong Vu 

village, Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Not only suffering from the feeling of inferiority complex, they also had no one to 

take care of them and supervise their studies. A number of them had dropped out 

school as a result. “Sometimes I regret that I have dropped out of school since I 

think my mother does not love us anymore.” (Daughter of a guest worker – Vu Chinh 

ward, Thai Binh city) 

However, they themselves deeply respected their mother/father as they 

understood that he/she left to earn money to ensure them a better life. But they 

also wished their parents would have gone when they had been grown up with 

some basic knowledge of life and somehow had been able to look after 

themselves.  

“My mother should go work abroad as it provides her chances to improve living 

standards for us, but she should go when we have grown up. We are now small 



and desperately need her care. We want to sit by her, talking to her and asking 

her to explain every question about life.”  (Daughter of a guest worker – Vu Chinh 

ward, Thai Binh city) 

2.2.8. In general, both leaving and staying members  are satisfied with  

working abroad 

Most guest workers (71%) appeared to be satisfied with their term. However, they 

were not satisfied with the fact that they had to live far away from the family, and 

they found their work quite hard, given that they had to carry heavy weights and 

work with high power. In addition to that, they felt homesick and worried as they 

stayed away from the family. Ten percent of them expressed that they accepted 

the disadvantages of working abroad with the will to improve family economy. 

Figure 10: Attitudes of guest workers 

Unit: percent on the total number 

Satisfied 71%

Dissatisfied but 
accepted the 

disadvantages 10%
No answer  8%Regretted 11%

 

The satisfaction of wives/husbands of guest workers with their working abroad 

were considered according to three levels: satisfied (the largest portion), 

dissatisfied but accepted risks, and regretted (a minority). There was only a little 

difference between the attitudes of wives/husbands of guest workers and 

wives/husbands of returned guest workers. Direct contribution of guest workers to 

the family economic development clearly explained why most wives/husbands 

were satisfied though their spouses had to stay away from home., Several people 

accepted the disadvantages of working abroad for the economic benefits though 

they did not really want to live far away from their family, suffering homesickness 

and loneliness. 

Figure 11: Attitudes of wives/husbands of guest wor kers/returned guest 

workers  
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Apart from positive aspects of labour export, notably negative aspects included 

marital betrayal, social evils, and spoiled children. 

“They should not let their wives go work abroad. Not only my wife, but several 

other wives have changed the lifestyle since they returned with money.” (Interview 

with a husband of a returned guest worker – Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

The survey shows that guest workers considered labour export as a solution to 

livelihood which would enable them to accumulate capital to do business and 

afford their children a full education. 

Figure 12: The relation between satisfaction and im provement  

Unit: percent on the total number 
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The more their living standards improved, the more guest workers felt satisfied 

and vice versa. This once again proved that the economic benefits of labour 

export had a direct impact on the level of their satisfaction with working abroad. 

The close relation between these two factors was also seen through comparison 

between their satisfaction levels and changes in their good consumption, with 

83.3% of them feeling satisfied when their goods consumption significantly 

increased, and only 10% of them feeling so when it decreased. Only 1.5% of 

them felt regret while their goods consumption went up, but 70% of them felt so 

when it went down. 

Figure 13: Comparison between the changes in goods consumption and 

satisfaction levels 

                      N= 190 
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2.3 Cultural and educational function 

2.3.1 Both husband and wife share the responsibilit y of educating children 

but the guest worker has the tendency to emphasize his/her role  

Table 5. Education of moral standards lifestyle iss ues for children 

N= 278 

Major role 

Wife/husband 

of a guest 

worker 

Wife/husband 

of a returned 

guest worker 

Returned guest 

worker 

Both wife and husband 39.1% 36.2% 44.7% 

Guest worker 21.7% 22.3% 33.0% 

Wife/Husband of a guest 

worker 
21.7% 25.5% 6.8% 

Parents 1.1% 2.1% 2.9% 

The role of the remaining husband/wife in educating children was almost equally 

admitted by wives and husbands of guest workers, wives and husbands of 

returned guest workers, and guest workers (21.7%, 22.3% and 25.5% 

respectively). But guest workers found themselves of higher importance in 



educating children on moral standards and lifestyle issues than their spouses 

(33.0% vs 6.8%). That was why they fully understood how they could affect their 

children and what burden they had laid on their spouses when they were not at 

home. 

2.3.2 The absence of the mother/father has a negati ve impact on children 

The majority of guest workers were at the age between 28 and 42, particularly 

between 28 and 37. Many guest workers had at least one child under age 6 

(47.8% of guest workers aged between 28-32, and 32.3% of guest workers aged 

between 33-37). 

Figure 14: Percentage of guest workers having a sma ll child, by age of parent 

Without either the mother or father, childcare become a real challenge for those 

left behind. 

“I am the only labourer in the family since my parents are old. …it will be harder 

for me if my children get sick while I can not give up cultivation and animal 

husbandry.”  (Wife of a guest worker with two sons of six and 11 - Hong Chau 

commune, Dong Hung county) 

A number of women with babies under 12 months had to leave them home in the 

care of their husbands. They accepted the misery of separation so that they could 

pursue the chance of making money. This badly affected the physical and 

spiritual development of their babies.  
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“Small children call their mothers’ names in dreams at night, or wake up crying 

and agitated. When his mother left, he cried and insisted on going with her. He 

only felt better after she had been gone for three months.”  (Group discussion 

among husbands of guest workers/returned guest workers in Dong Phong commune, 

Tien Hai county) 

Even grown up children could hardly avoid a crisis when living without the mother 

suddenly and for a long time. 

“Children now have got used to it but before they missed their mother terribly. I 

remember when my wife had just left, my youngest child (she was 5 years old at 

that time) was so shocked. She would be startled whenever I told her something, 

as if her soul was somewhere else. It somehow affected her growth. My wife 

rarely expresses her feelings but she always sounds so touched and serious on 

the phone. As soon as the mother and children exchange a few words, they all 

start to cry.”  (Husband of a guest worker with a daughter of 9 and a son of 17 – his wife 

is in her second term) 

Most of the guest workers had at least one child aged above 7, or at the age of 

high school attendance. They decided to go work abroad in order to afford their 

children a full education. Though children of these ages did not need special care 

as do those of younger ages, it is hard for them, particularly girls, to experience 

psychological and physiological changes during their puberty without their 

mothers near them. 

“She is not as happy as her other friends, if she has any problem and question, 

she talks to her grandmothers or aunties, however, it is not as easy as to talk to 

her mother. I often remind her, if she has any problems of girls, she should tell 

the grandmothers and aunties and if she needs any items for girls, she can ask 

them to buy for her.”  (Group discussion among husbands of guest workers/returned 

guest workers – Dong Phong commune, Tien Hai county) 

Figure 15. The prevalence of children aged 7-16 yea rs 



 

Some people thought that men were as capable of bringing up children as 

women. However, they could not avoid some limitations in supervising children’s 

studies and helping them if needed. 

“The father is a worker, every evening he watches as their children are studying but 

he can not help much.”  (Group discussion among husbands of guest workers/returned 

guest workers – Dong Phong commune, Tien Hai county) 

Most of the respondents expressed their concern about how to take care of 

children, particularly children going through puberty, regarding their psychology. 

Another concern was how to educate them on spending money properly. 

“When their mother was staying at home, the children had nothing but much love 

and care. Now their mother earns money but they feel empty. If the mother gives 

them some money, she must ask how they will spend it. But we never do the 

same, sometimes they ask for one, but we offer two. Fathers are more generous 

than mothers. Children who live with mothers do not know how to spend money 

even when they have some. But children whose mothers have gone working 

abroad spend money proficiently though sometimes they are only 9th grade 

students.”  (Group discussion among people in the community – Dong Tan commune, 

Dong Hung county) 

But while some might consider it positive for children to "know" how to spend 

money, others raised the issue of children dealt with money as they were likely to 

be engaged in social evils when they had money but no one educated them on 

spending money properly or controlled the way they spent it. 
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“Several good children became spoiled and disgusted with their studies only one 

year after their mothers left.”       (Man, 44, going to work abroad – Vu Lang commune, 

Tien Hai county) 

Overall, 35% of parents said that children were depressed, lonely and sad while 

another 3.5% said they became stubborn and not obedient to adults. Further, the 

qualitative survey shows that the absence of the mother/father seriously affected 

the emotion and psychology of children. Children of different ages perceived this 

absence in different ways and with different reactions which reflected in their 

attitudes, behavious and words with other people. Their reactions were reported 

by their relatives from various points of view. Small children were reported to be 

sad, silent and self-pitying. They cried when missing their parents and when 

scolded or shouted at, they called their parents’ names. 

“Three years ago when his mother left, he was small and had no idea about his 

mother’s absence. The next time when she left again, he kept crying when seeing 

her off. He told me he missed her very much and even spelled the word ‘miss’. 

Unlike last time, now he is more knowledgeable so he is sad.” (Interview with a 

mother of a guest worker in Vu Lang commune, Tien Hai county) 

“How can he be as happy as other children. It will be different if his mother stays 

at home and holds him in her arms. Quite often he gets silent in the morning and 

evening.” (Interview with a husband of a guest worker in Vu Lang commune, Tien Hai 

county) 

If children of this age were comforted and encouraged by other family members, 

their sadness could gradually subside and they could concentrate on studies and 

become more independent.  

“They all miss their parents very much, I tell them that if they love their parents 

they should be well behaved and study hard… They often cry when speaking on 

the phone with their parents.” (Interview with a mother of a guest worker in Cong Hoa 

village, Hong Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

The mood of worry and self-pity and the feeling of inferiority complex were quite 

common among adolescent children, and they even had negative reactions to 

adults. 

“As my mother is far away from home, I feel sad and miss her very much. In such 

moments, I just want to sit alone in my corner, do not want to talk to anyone, and 



recall the previous days when my mother stayed at home and the whole family 

was very happy. Now I feel lonely and lost. Many times I missed her but I couldn't 

make contact and I had to wait until she called me back… Before I did well in 

school, but two years after my mother left, my studies got worse, then I could not 

concentrate on studying and did not want to go to school anymore because I 

found it so stuffy. My father does not let me to go out but I manage to sneak off, 

my friends and I wander everywhere in the city because I am fed up with being 

home alone all the time, my young brother also is busy going out with his friends 

in our hamlet.” (Interview with a son of a guest worker – Tong Vu village, Vu Chinh 

ward, Thai Binh city) 

“Nothing compares to maternal love. He has changed since his mother left. We 

do not dare to raise our voice when speaking to him otherwise we will be 

abusive. Two children in a family near my house tried to commit suicide by 

drinking pesticide because their paternal grandmother got angry with them. So I 

have to restrain my anger.” (Group discussion among mothers of guest workers) 

From the above mentioned facts, maybe the society should take action by 

providing spiritual and emotional support for children, as well as provide 

knowledge of child education and care for their grandparents or relatives who 

look after them when parents are not at home.  

2.3.3 In a number of families, children’s learning results worsen when 

parents are away from home 

According to the survey findings, most parents found their children's school 

results almost unchanged while 7.9% of them found it worse and another 0.9% 

blamed their working abroad for the children’s dropping out. Almost a fifth (18.9%) 

said their children's school performance improved, likely as a result of 

improvement in their economic situation. However, the rate of families investing in 

children’s study was not high so the rate of children with better learning results 

was not high either. Besides, money alone could not make children’s school 

performance better if adults did not supervise their studies and help them.  

“When his mother is far away from home, his father shouts at him all the time. 

Just a shout of his father can make him sit down at the table doing homework. 

When the evening TV movie ends and news programme begins, if he is still 

sprawling in front of the TV, a shout of the father makes him get up and go to his 



study corner right away.”  (Interview with a mother of a guest worker – Vu Lang 

commune, Tien Hai county) 

Figure 16: Children’s study 
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Further, some guest workers families did not pay attention to the children’s study 

and left them free to play, imitate their friends, neglect their studies and finally 

drop out school. 

“Several good children became spoiled and disgusted with their study only one 

year after their mothers left.” (Interview with a person who is going to work abroad – 

Vu Lang commune, Tien Hai county) 

“Her elder daughter is a 6th grade student with average learning capacity. When 

her mother was at home, she received commendations every school year, but 

since her mother left, her school results become worse and worse and in the last 

two years she has not received any commendations. The reason is she plays all 

the time, and we grandparents are too busy and our educational background is 

not high enough to help her. Besides, we think she has grown up enough to study 

voluntarily." (Mother of a guest worker – Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

It was difficult to deal with child care and education issues in guest worker 

families, particularly when both mother and father were guest workers, as 

children seemed to be entirely entrusted to their grandparents and relatives and 

they were neither sufficiently controlled nor fully taken cared of by the adults. Not 

a few of them were no longer interested in study and were driven by peer 

pressure to become "spoiled".   



2.3.4 Most returned guest workers are soon reintegr ated into the 

community  

People in the community of guest workers agreed that the lifestyles of returned 

guest workers were almost unchanged and many of them lived in a harmonious 

and responsible way. 

“They smile quite often and seem more open, polite and gentle than before, and 

rarely have quarrels with anyone. That is why we also treat them in a more gentle 

and intimate way than before. How can we treat them differently if they are so 

nice to us. None of them have signs of showing off.”   (Group discussion 

among people in the community – Dong Hung county) 

With their modern and friendly lifestyle, returned people were soon reintegrated 

into the family and community. The only problem that emerged in the research 

was that their income remained as low as before they went abroad because most 

of them had not been provided any kind of professional skill training so when they 

returned, they did not know how to do anything except farm work and animal 

husbandry. 

 2.3.5 Positive opinions of wives/husbands of guest workers about their 

lifestyles when they returned  

Most wives/husbands of guest workers had positive opinions about their lifestyles 

when they returned, such as they were cleaner, tidier, and more polite. Besides, 

some of them thought that returned guest workers had improved taste, so they 

knew how to decorate their houses and appeared well-dressed. 

Figure 17: Opinions of wives/husbands of guest work ers about their 

lifestyle when they returned  

Unit: percent on the total number 
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Apart from positive aspects of returned guest workers’ lifestyles, negative 

aspects were also mentioned: they often made comparisons between staying 

abroad and living in the country (mentioned by 11.6% of wives and 10.8% of 

husbands) which led to their intention of moving to another place to live 

(mentioned by 5.4% of wives and 1.2% of husbands) and their frequent 

complaints about reality (mentioned by 3.6% of husbands). A minority of them 

engaged in acts considered culturally inappropriate such as being scantily 

dressed, having nose rings and naval rings, having quarrels and being abusive. 

“My wife has completely changed since she returned, she has a foreign lifestyle, 

which absolutely differs from ours.” (Interview with a husband of a returned guest 

worker – Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city)  

Guest workers were easily influenced by various lifestyles which somehow 

changed their characters and habits. However, in most cases their spouses 

perceived these changes as positive or acceptable. 

2.3.6 Returned guest workers contribute to the chan ges of the community 

culture and lifestyle  

According to group discussions, lifestyles of returned guest workers had certain 

impacts on their communities. Especially, their politeness, gentleness, solidarity, 

cheerfulness, and their warm care and emotion were highly appreciated as 

positive factors to change the community lifestyle. 

“Before she was a carpet weaver at home and a farmer in the field. Now people 

say so many good things about her. Before, she never swept the house, now as 



soon as she comes home, she does everything. She said she used to work hard 

there so she had to keep working when she returned.”    (Interview with a 

father in law of a guest worker – Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Most returned guest workers had a better economic situation than before so they 

could afford more household items, making their living spaces cleaner and more 

convenient. They also had capital to make gardens, ponds, animal farms, and 

buy new equipment to expand production activities. This positive factor could 

have a direct impact on customs and lifestyles of communities with a large 

number of guest workers, change the appearance of localities and create various 

services and jobs such as hospitality and small businesses. 

2.4 Function of health care and labour power reproduction   

2.4.1 The wife plays the major role of looking afte r family members 

A specific characteristic of rural areas and farming households is that household 

economy is not separated from housework. According to the traditional gender 

division of labour, women were in charge of housework - they commonly did 50% 

or sometimes even 80% of domestic chores such as cleaning, cooking, shopping, 

and washing (see the table below).  

Table 6: Involvement in housework prior to departur e  

 N=297 

Housework 

categories 

Major role 

Others 

Both wife 

and 

husband 

Guest 

worker 

Wife/ 

husband Parents 

Mal

e 

Fem

ale 

Mal

e 

Fem

ale Male 

Fem

ale Male 

Fem

ale Male 

Fem

ale 

Nutrition 

care 
29.2 29.3 7.3 59.1 51.0 9.6 12.5 1.5 

- 
0.5 

Care of 

elderly and 

sick people 

22.1 25.3 5.3 46.5 34.7 7.1 7.4 2.0 30.5 18.7 



Cleaning 

and 

straightening 

around the 

house 

(original: 

make the 

house) 

17.5 14.6 7.2 74.2 66.0 9.1 9.3 1.5 

- - 

Supervision 

and support 

for children’s 

study 

24.2 25.6 6.3 59.3 58.9 9.5 5.3 1.5 5.3 3.0 

Notably, women with small children were busier and worked harder with housework. 

 “…I have to get up early, prepare food for my younger child and feed him. He still 

needs to be hand fed, otherwise he eats only a little. I also prepare milk and instant 

soup for him so that my elder son can feed him when I am too busy. Every day, I 

have to watch as my oxen are grazing in the field so that my son has time for study, 

moreover, it is too sunny and windy out there, I am afraid he may get sick.” 

2.4.2 Most guest worker families have difficulties in health care and labour 

power reproduction activities 

As most guest worker families in rural areas maintained their agricultural production 

at different levels, the burden of housework and farmwork was passed on to staying 

members. 

“When my husband was at home, he used to help me, now it is much harder as I am 

in charge of all the farmwork.”   (Wife of a guest worker, 30 – Tien Hai county) 

Women are taught to do various domestic chores from an early age so they have 

certain skills to maintain their “cell of the society”. When these responsibilities are 

transferred to men, families are likely to face a variety of difficulties and changes. 

The survey found that women in households with male guest workers faced fewer 

dificulties as domestic chores were quite familiar to them. But when men took on 

tasks traditionally done by women, there would likely be many changes because 

men were not used to doing house work.  



Men shared their stories about hardships and difficulties when they reluctantly filled 

in for their wives. 

“I am a father, but I am a mother, too. The housework piles up, especially when the 

children get sick. Sometimes I do this thing and ignore that thing. Once when the 

children got sick and housework piled up again, I thought about a negative solution, 

so when my wife called home, I said ‘Money is just money, you need not to stay 

there anymore’. But when I was calmer again, I knew that was the way my wife 

should be… to ensure us all a better life. So I should accept the reality.”  (40-year-

old husband of a guest worker in her second term, with a daughter of nine and a son 

of 17) 

The difference between staying men and staying women regarding difficulties they 

faced when their spouses were away from home was clearly reflected in two 

aspects: housework performance and health care activities. Most (64%) of women 

claimed a lack of sharing in housework and 41.5% of them claimed a lack of sharing 

of health care activities, compared to 79.4% and 69.6% respectively of men. 

Figure 18: Difficulties regarding house work perfor mance  
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considered to be stronger and have a higher educational background. So in male 

guest worker families, difficulties for women came from the fact that they were 

overloaded with production activities and incapable of controlling their children’s 

education. 

Thus when either husband or wife went to work abroad, production activities and 

housework performance was affected. However, the survey findings have stressed 

that some men made remarkable efforts in production activities as well as in child 

care and education when their wives were away from home.  

“I am afraid she may think I do not do house work seriously when she is far away. 

To be honest, I have done every thing perfectly.”   (40-year-old husband of a guest 

worker in her second term and with two children – Dong Tan, Dong Hung county) 

To show sympathy to the husband, the wife often encouraged him so that they both 

could overcome every difficulty to achieve their goal of a happy and wealthy life for 

the whole family. 

“He complained that he was too tired of working hard. So I wrote a letter home to 

encourage him in which I said that it was not easy to make money, we had to 

respect our sweat and tears. Moreover, we should think about the future of our 

children and our economic situation.” (A female returned guest worker – Vu Lang 

commune, Tien Hai county) 

Regarding an emotional vacuum in the absence of their spouse, guest workers had 

a different outlook on this issue in comparison with staying people. Most of staying 

people tended to focus on childcare and housework so they had to scale down 

farming activities in terms of cultivation areas and labour inputs. The more free time 

they had, the more they felt lonely and empty. But for guest workers, the more they 

worked the more they earned so they did not really have much time to think about 

their families. Moreover, most guest workers had cell phones to maintain contact 

with their families whenever they wanted and had time. Low charge of long distance 

phone calls in foreign countries (which was usually several times lower than in 

Vietnam) enabled guest workers to call home regularly so they did not felt as lonely 

and empty as their staying spouses (68.4% vs. 87.4% and 87.5%). 

Though staying people had tried their best to fill the gap that guest workers left 

behind (just over half of husbands/wives of guest workers had difficulties in 

productions activities, housework performance and nutrition care) but after several 

years working abroad, returned guest workers (mainly women) easily realized how 



their absence affected these areas. It was prominently reflected in the neglect of 

production and housework in the form of messy houses and untidy and neglected 

children. The rate of returned guest workers was much higher in those feeling an 

inordinate burden: overloaded with production activities (76.3% vs. 55.2% and 

61.3%), lack of sharing of housework (86.8% vs. 74.7% and 72.5%), and lack of 

sharing of health and nutrition care (86.8% vs. 52.9% and 65.0%).  

Table 7: Difficulties of guest worker families 

Problems Wife/husband 

of a guest 

worker 

Wife/husban

d of a 

returned 

guest worker 

Returned 

guest 

workers 

Financial problems 8.0% 6.3% - 

Overloaded with production activities 55.2% 61.3% 76.3% 

Lack of sharing of housework 74.7% 72.5% 86.8% 

Lack of sharing of health and 

nutrition care 

52.9% 65.0% 86.8% 

Lack of sharing of feelings 87.4% 87.5% 68.4% 

Lack of sharing in children's studies 

in children's studies 

55.2% 57.5% 52.6% 

2.4.3 Without active support from other family memb ers, men cannot 

substitute for their wives 

According to the survey, in most cases, the husband/wife of a guest worker had to 

play the roles of both father and mother. However, as analyzed above, if the wife 

was staying home, there would likely be fewer changes both in production activities 

and housework performance, particularly when children were able to help their 

mother. 

“My husband did not used to help me much with housework prior to his departure, 

he just helped the children with their studies, so when he left everything was little 

affected. My elder child is able to help me with some domestic chores such as 



putting the house in order and cleaning. He also is able to prepare himself for each 

school day.” (Wife of a guest worker, 30 – Tien Hai county) 

Due to the traditional division of labour, there will be a variety of difficulties if 

husbands are in charge of housework instead of their wives. Nuclear families are 

likely to face more difficulties than traditional ones with grandparents who could 

share housework with them. That was why it was preferred that the wife stay at 

home instead of her husband.  

“If the mother stays at home, children are all right and the economic situation is 

stable. If the husband leaves and the wife stays, there will be no worries because 

she provides perfect childcare. If the wife has to go, it is better to have a 

grandmother to look after children rather than the father doing it alone.” (Group 

discussion with people in Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

In addition, it was preferred that the wife stay as many husbands did not avoid 

dangerous temptations in the absences of their wives. 

“He has spent the whole remittance his wife sent from Taiwan on entertainments, 

boozing, and girls; and his children are badly behaved. This is common among 

female guest worker families. But no similar case has happened to families with 

male guest workers.”  (Man, 44, going to work in Taiwan – Vu Lang, Tien Hai) 

However, men seemed to be more confident in their ability to substitute for their 

wives: 83.2% of men thought that they could substitute for their wives while only 

73.7% of them believed their wives could substitute for them. 

Table 8: The best substitute 

Opinions 

  

Substitute for the 

wife 

Substitute for the 

husband 

male female male female 

No substitutes 8.0% 5.9% 7.5% 2.6% 

Wife/husband 83.2% 78.3% 73.7% 79.1% 

Grandma/Grandpa 5.1% 6.6% 2.3% 6.5% 



Although all the opinions expressed through in-depth interviews admitted the burden 

on the staying wife/husband, in fact families with female guest workers were likely to 

receive more sympathy and support by their relatives and community. Both paternal 

and maternal sides provided these families with considerable support. 

“When his wife left, the paternal grandparents asked to keep the elder child and the 

maternal grandparents asked to keep the other. But if a man leaves, his wife will 

have to do almost everything on her own, the paternal side will provide little 

support.”  (Group discussion among husbands and fathers of guest workers – Dong Phong 

commune, Tien Hai county) 

2.4.4 Labour export does not contribute to housewor k performance as much 

as expected  

Most of the respondents said that the quality of housework performance was 

unchanged, and 10% found it worse. About 30% of them found the quality of 

housework performance improved, but only 22.3% of them said their children's 

education improved. Nutrition care was supposed to be obviously improved since 

guest worker families had more money, but surprisingly, it was considered to be 

better by only one-third of the respondents. That is, the nutrition care quality does 

not depend on money alone, but also depends on skills of processing and cooking, 

and even the moods of nutrition receivers. Most of Thai Binh guest workers were 

women, which means that in their families, husbands were in charge of cooking. As 

they did not have sufficient knowledge and skills of cooking, quality of their nutrition 

care could hardly be compared with when their wives were at home.  

Figure 19: The quality of housework performance 



Among domestic tasks, supervising and helping children with study was considered 

to be unchanged by the highest portion of the respondents – 66.1%. According to in-

depth interviews and group discussions, this task was perceived by the respondents 

as one of the most important domestic tasks. Staying people had tried a lot to keep 

it at least as good as before whether the father or the mother had left. 

2.4.5 The health of guest workers is not taken care  of adequately  

In general, most guest workers gained weight, some gaining nine to ten kg with 

the improvement in living standards. 

 “When my wife moved to the next house, she could have meals with the hosts. 

They treated her good and seriously cared about her. They were afraid she could 

get sick so they provided her with a lot of food. My wife gained six kg within a 

month. Prior to departure, she weighed 56 kg, but when she returned she 

weighed 65 kg.” (Husband of a guest worker who served as domestic helper in Taiwan 

– Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

Most guest workers worked in medium-scale companies and factories with hundreds 

of employees where they were served with the two main meals of the day, so their 

nutrition need was basically satisfied. This was a model that many guest workers 

dreamed of. A portion of guest workers in some developed countries such as South 

Korea and Japan could even enjoy relatively comfortable living conditions. 

“His life there is quite comfortable, his company provides him with privileged meals. 

In summer, they have air-cons and in winter they have heating, his life was really 
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comfortable.”  (Wife of a guest worker in South Korea – Dong Phong commune, Don 

Phong county) 

Not every guest worker was lucky enough to find a job in such companies and 

factories where they were likely to be provided with good care services. It was a big 

difficulty for guest workers if they had to do cooking on their own every day. In some 

developing countries, guest workers were not seriously taken care of, and they lived 

in strict living conditions with poor diet quality and limited living spaces which directly 

affected their health.  

“His life there is so hard. He has instant noodles for suppers as he usually 

comes home late after extra working hours. He said there were many bed-bugs 

and fungi in there and some people had lost all their hair.”  (Wife of a guest worker 

in Malaysia - Hong Chau commune, Dong Hung county) 

The living conditions of guest workers might be comfortable or uncomfortable but 

the working conditions of most guest workers appeared to be difficult and possiblly 

damaging to their health. Some previous studies have mentioned that foreign 

employers were likely to offer guest workers hard and dangerous jobs which native 

workers refused at low salaries. For example, there was a kind of job in Japan called 

a 3K job (kitsui, kitanai, and kiken, or hard, dirty and dangerous) which no Japanese 

workers accept due to its hardship, high possibility of workplace accidents, and 

heated workplace. 

Work and life there is so hard. He has to work much harder than at home, the 

weather is not favourable. He also suffers from smoke of welding. It all damages his 

health badly.”  (Wife of a welding worker in South Korea – Tien Hai county) 

The working conditions of many female domestic helpers were not necessarily any 

less difficult. According to in-depth interviews with domestic helpers returned from 

Taiwan, most of them served in wealthy families where they were well-treated. But 

initially, most of them faced critical challenges by their hosts.  

“Initially, the host led her to a dwelling where seven siblings lived together, so she 

had to help them all one after another. It was so hard and busy as she had to do the 

washing all the time. They changed clothes every day, and winter clothes were 

heavy. If you are a domestic helper of a family, you will not have to repeat the chore 

you have finished today, but it is quite different when you are a domestic helper for 

seven families. You see, my wife is so big and strong but finally she got overloaded 



and had to quit.”  (Husband of a domestic helper in Taiwan – Dong Tan commune, Dong 

Hung county) 

Female guest workers returned from Taiwan said that most of their host families had 

sufficient conveniences to make housework easier and quicker, but during initial 

months, they did not allow domestic helpers to use these conveniences but asked 

them to do every chore with their hands instead to challenge them. The most 

common challenge was hand washing. As soon as they had been convinced by 

domestic helpers’ diligence and honesty, they gradually loosened their rules, and 

the relationship between the hosts and the domestic helpers improved. 

In worse cases, guest workers were initially defrauded by brokerages and then 

treated as slaves and squeezed as lemons by their hosts.  

“The employer treated me badly. During the initial time, I had to work 17 hours a day 

and work on Sunday without any overtime payment or health insurance. Whenever I 

got sick, I had nothing except for some medicines I brought from home. Some of my 

friends got sick constantly. I worked in a toxic environment with detergent and lived 

right in the workplace with no partition to divide the space and no mats or nets. Our 

diet was terribly poor, we mainly had vegetables, eggs, dried fish but almost no 

meat. It was so hard that I lost 6 kg. Prior to departure, I weighed 54 kg but after the 

return, I weighed only 48 kg. The worst thing was that we devoted too much energy 

but the salary was so low (two million per month), we were totally exhausted and 

just wanted to quit.  (A female guest worker who returned from Malaysia earlier than 

planned – Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Though guest workers had to pay for an insurance fund monthly, the research did 

not find any case where guest workers used their insurance cards to have health 

check-ups or treatment. 

Guest workers said they had to go through a thorough health check-up prior to departure. 

During their stay abroad they also had regular health check-ups and many of them had to 

return earlier than planned due to health problems from overwork. Most of them wanted to 

work extra hours and work on weekends and holidays. They appreciated any company 

which offered them extra work. Anyone who worked extra hours was considered to be 

lucky. Generally, guest workers wanted to earn as much money as possible during their 

term, so they worked continuously without holidays while their poor diet was unable to 

help them reproduce labour power. Consequently, their health got poorer and poorer and 

they frequently became ill.  



Another reason for the health degradation of numerous male guest workers was that 

they drank too much. However, when they returned, no officials were concerned 

how their health situation had changed, or if they suffered from any disease. This 

issue deserves to be considered by the Provincial Steering Board for Labour Export 

of Thai Binh.  

2.4.6 In guest worker families, the health of its s taying members is also 

affected by poor housework performance 

Not only guest workers had health problems. Many of their families also faced 

difficulties in life management which directly affected the health of its members, 

particularly when the wife left and the husband could not manage the housework, 

both paternal and maternal sides could not help, children were left uncared for, and 

the diet did not provide enough nutrition.  

“There is a case where a father and children live in a messy state. Two untidy 

children are running errands for their father, but the father is busy gambling 

somewhere. In general, men can hardly manage housework.” 

 (Community group discussion, Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 

“Many times I dropped in and was quite surprised to see their food. I wondered how 

they could eat these dishes, the rice was not well cooked, and the soup was without 

seasoning. I am so easy in eating but I could not swallow even a mouthful.”    (Group 

discussion among wives and mothers of guest workers – Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

A considerable number of families had both wife and husband working abroad so 

their children were brought up and educated by grandparents. At this age, elderly 

people were supposed to be taken care of by their children, but instead they had to 

take serious responsibilities to take care of others. 

 “I have to do cooking and the washing instead of their parents. I myself am not 

healthy with gastritis and duodenitis and arthritis but I am busy all day and have no 

time for rest. I am afraid some mishap can happen while we have no one to deal 

with it. I often cry when they phone home.”   (Widower, 57, whose son, 

daughter and daughter-in-law are guest workers in Malaysia) 

In these families, while elderly grandparents did housework and had no rest, 

children themselves could hardly be fully taken care of and educated when their 

parents were far away from home. The research also found several cases of men 

who were able to practice relatively good childcare in the absence of their wives. 



“Vegetables and fruits are available in the garden, ducks provide us their eggs every 

day, and fish is available in the pond so we can have it whenever we want. When 

the children get sick and sleep badly, I also cannot sleep.”  (40-year-old husband of a 

guest worker in her second term, with a daughter of nine and a son of 17 – Dong Tan, Dong 

Hung county) 

To conclude, in every guest worker family, there were various changes in care and 

labour power reproduction activities. These changes were particularly serious when 

the wife or both husband and wife had gone working abroad. The diet of children did 

not provide them enough nutrition to mature physically and mentally. 

3.  Impacts of labour export on family life regarding gender aspects  

 Female guest workers contribute higher income  

A characteristic of Thai Binh guest workers was that women accounted for a 

majority of the total number for subjective and objective reasons. Their 

remittance was also higher than of male guest workers. 

“Many women have gone working abroad because their husbands can not go 

due to their lack of professional skills. Most female guest workers served as 

domestic helpers. This job is suitable for them as it does not require any special 

skills except for the ability in doing domestic chores.”                     (Talk among 

leaders of Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Figure 20: The annual remittance  
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an income of 30 to 50 million VND per year or 50 to 100 million VND per year 

were much higher than respective rates among male guest workers. Thai Binh 

female guest workers in Macau, Malaysia, Taiwan, and South Korea commonly 

worked as domestic helpers. Generally, they worked in good conditions with 

higher salaries than other jobs. That was why many people said it was more 

effective to send female guest workers abroad. With this point of view, many 

families had consider the exchange of their roles: the husband stayed at home 

and took responsibilities of housework so that his wife could play a major role in 

family economic improvement as she went to work abroad. Moreover, female 

guest workers lived together with their hosts so they could cut their daily 

expenses and make considerable savings 

  There will be fewer changes in house work performance and childcare if the 

mother stays  

Health and nutrition care for family members is a major part of labour power 

reproduction and it is supposed to be performed by women. The difference between 

men and women regarding their roles in health and nutrition care activities were 

clearly seen in the below table. 

Table 9: Health and nutrition care in guest worker families prior to departure 

N= 293  

Major role 

Guest workers 

Male Female 

Both wife and husband 22.1% 40.4% 

Guest worker 8.4% 38.4% 

Wife/husband 58.9% 17.7% 

Parents 6.3% 0.5% 

Others 4.2% 3.0% 

In male guest worker families, only 30.5% of men were involved in health and 

nutrition care activities, among which 8.4% of them played the major role while 

58.9% of their wives played the major role. That was why when men went to 



work abroad, the additional housework burden they passed on to their wives 

was not so heavy.  

In female guest worker families, only 17.7% of men played the major role in care 

activities prior to departure. During the time their wives were not at home, men 

had to try their best to accomplish their task as the key person in care activities. 

It was a critical challenge for men as they did not have sufficient knowledge and 

skills to substitute for their wives. Consequently, they could hardly avoid several 

limitations, reflected in their embarrassment, confusion and ignorance. 

  From the aspects of both economic effectiveness and housework performance, the number 

of female guest workers with small children is suggested to be reduced 

All the opinions collected by the qualitative survey indicated that it would be 

more effective if the husband sent the remittance and the wife controlled it 

because women with their thrifty nature would know how to spend the money 

smartly. It also would be better for the family sustainability if the wife stays at 

home, because being deeply influenced by feudal ideology of marital faith and 

bound by certain ties, and with a tendency to dislike adventures, women who 

live among their community were unlikely to have extramarital affairs.  

“We keep the remittance unchanged. And unlike men, we are so thrifty. We do 

everything for the family, never think about anyone else except the husband 

while men just eat and do nonsense. Like my son, he is only a factory worker 

but four or five girls are around him. When his wife was at home, it was quite 

different.”  (Group discussion among mothers of guest workers) 

Not only the family economic situation was improved, but also the children were 

better taken care of and educated when the mother stayed at home. 

"It must be said that the learning results of 90% of children whose mothers have 

gone working abroad are lower. Children dearly need their mother’s love and care. 

Most children are more silent but more mischievous because they lack their 

mother’s love. While the mother is not at home, children can spend money 

carelessly, and they meet with suspicious persons. There has been a boy who is 

thought to be a drug user because he goes out all day. The father can not control 

children as strictly as the mother. The father is not as good as the mother in child 

education.”  (Group discussion among people in Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county) 



Such quotes, and other research results, suggest that women with small 

children should not go work abroad, as the toll on the children will be far more 

significant than the economic benefits gained. 

 Guest workers, either male or female, have a more respectful position in the family 

after their return 

With their important contribution to the family income, guest workers had confirmed 

their position in the family and society. The survey also found out certain changes in 

the way guest workers made their own decisions and the way they were involved in 

making decisions to family issues post their return. 

It is a decision of great importance how to invest in production or business to 

generate income for the family’s survival and children’s future establishment. 

According to tradition, men are supposed to be decision makers while women play a 

far less decisive role. This was true not only for the situation prior to departure (6.6% 

of women vs. 30.1% of man) but also true for the situation when family members 

were working abroad. The rate of women who decided to invest in production or 

business when their husbands were far away from home was far lower than the rate 

of men who decided to invest in production or business when their wives were not at 

home (40.9% of women vs. 67.7% of men). The role of husbands was also reflected 

in the fact that a few of them were involved in making decisions even when they 

were not at home (11.4% of men vs. 7.7% of women). 

The findings of the quantitative survey show that men played a vital role in important 

decisions, such as decision of investment in real estate, whether they stayed or left.  

“He decided to buy the land. I just did the work of searching. When I asked him to 

make a decision, he said yes so I bought it.”         (Wife of a guest worker, 40 – Dong 

Phong commune, Tien Hai county) 

But after their return, guest workers, both male and female, were more independent 

in making decisions and more involved in making decisions of investment in 

production or business. 

Table 10: Changes in the role of guest workers in m aking decisions 

N= 287  

 Decision maker 

Prior to 

departure During the term Post return 



male female male female male female 

Both wife and 

husband  
33.0% 39.8% 11.4% 7.7% 36.5% 41.4% 

Guest worker 18.7% 10.2% 4.5% 4.1% 23.1% 13.6% 

Wife/Husband  6.6% 30.1% 40.9% 67.7% 7.7% 25.0% 

The rate of male guest workers making decisions on their own rose from 18.7% to 

23.4%, and the respective rates for women were 10.2% and 13.6%. A big change 

was that the rate of women whose husbands used to make every decision on his 

own decreased from 30.2% prior to the wives’ departure to 25% after the wives’ 

returned. 

The same, albeit relatively small, changes held true for making decisions on buying 

valuable assets.  

Table 11: Changes in the role of guest workers in m aking decisions of buying 

valuable assets 

N= 287  

 Decision maker 

Prior to 

departure During the term Post return 

male female male female male female 

 

Both wife and 

husband 

34.1% 52.6% 15.6% 11.2% 46.2% 55.6% 

Guest worker 20.9% 9.7% 5.6% 5.1% 25.0% 14.8% 

Wife/Husband 8.8% 30.6% 42.2% 75.0% 7.7% 23.9% 

 In comparison between prior to departure and post return, guest workers had a 

greater role in making decisions of buying valuable assets after they returned; the 

rate of guest workers making decisions on their own and being involved in making 

decisions increased, too. After a time of working abroad, male guest workers had 



higher awareness of gender equality and they let their wives be more involved in 

making decisions. It was reflected in the fact that the rate of husband and wife 

making decision together increased from 34.1% prior to departure to 46.2% post 

return. This was certainly a postive impact that labour export had on family life. 

 



 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Conclusions 

1) Income, economic situation, living conditions, and home conveniences of 

most guest worker families (73%) were improved, significantly reflected in 

house construction and new consumer goods such as motorbikes or TV 

sets. However, the levels of improvement were varied among families due 

to uneven incomes among guest workers. Particularly, multi-storey-

houses and flush toilets were common among families with guest workers 

in Taiwan and South Korea. Apart from guest worker families with better 

economic situations, there was a small but considerable portion of families 

(7%) which ended up in debt and bankruptcy due to their broken contracts, 

lack of employment, or wrong use of the remittance. Moreover, another 

purpose of labour export is to train an army of highly skilled workers for 

the country, but in fact only a very minor portion of them (2.4%) could 

perform the skills they had acquired in foreign countries.  

2) Labour export had a certain impact on family sustainability. Apart from 

couples who found themselves more intimate and responsible (60-70%), 

there was a number of guest worker families which were badly affected by 

their working abroad, reflected in cracks in the marital relationship, violent 

behaviour, indifference due to doubt and jealousy, and even legal 

separation. Common reasons for marital problems were the irresponsibility 

of husbands and their poor skills of family management as well as 

changes in lifestyles and points of view of wives after they returned.  

3) Though guest worker couples knew that they might harm their marital 

relationship by having sexual contacts outside of marriage, most men still 

did so. Both men and women had sexual contacts with sex workers or 

lovers, though extramarital sex was far more common among men than 

women. Insufficient awareness of safe sex was worrisome, as they 

thought if they had sexual contacts with regular partners or lovers they did 

not need to use condoms.  

4) In guest worker families, not only elderly grandparents but also children 

themselves could not be fully and adequately taken care of. Childcare was 

often badly performed in terms of nutrition, emotion and psychology. The 



situation was more serious for children whose mothers were far away from 

home whose grandparents did not look after them.  

5) Labour export did not improve the quality of care activities and labour 

power reproduction among guest worker families as expected. Not only 

were production activities scaled down, but also housework performance, 

nutrition care, care of sick/elderly people, and supervision and support for 

children’s study were negatively affected, depending on whether it was the 

husband or wife who went to work abroad. It was very common that 

production activities were scaled down and domestic chores simplified or 

even neglected in families with wives going to work abroad. Although 

supported by paternal and maternal sides, some staying husbands could 

not accomplish their task of child care and education, failing to keep up 

with the changed gender roles in the division of labour.  

6) From the aspects of both economic effectiveness and family sustainability, 

the number of female guest workers, especially who are either married or 

had small children, should be reduced. 

7) Guest workers had a more important role in making decisions after their 

return. Notably, gender equality had a tendency to be improved in families 

with husbands having returned from foreign countries as many more wives 

were allowed to be involved in making decisions. However, men still 

played a major role in big decisions, for example, the decision of 

investment in real estate. 

8) Lifestyles of most guest workers and their families changed in a positive 

way. However, various moral values and traditional customs were 

threatened by negative impacts of their modern lifestyles.  

 



 Recommendations 

To government management: 

1. Stronger government management over labour export sector 

- To expand communication activities at all levels to enable employees, 

especially female ones, who want to go work abroad to acquire sufficient 

information about labour markets and requirements of recruitment, and to 

prevent employees from inconvenience and fraud. To spread more information 

about guest workers in foreign countries in order to eliminate the feeling of 

inferiority complex and raise awareness of labour export among families and 

communities. 

- The government and the administrative ministry should closely supervise 

labour export businesses; prevent the market from being cornered by private 

businesses; build a transparent operation mechanism; and publicize information 

about the fees, procedures, deposits, salaries, and brokerage fees. 

- Relevant authorities should consider thoroughly contracts submitted by labour 

export businesses, and reject contracts to supply guest workers for small 

employers and contractors who are unable to ensure stable employment and 

income for employees.  

- To create a legal corridor for labour export businesses to operate in 

compliance with the Law on Enterprises and in an effective, professional and 

responsible way; and severely punish cheating and irresponsible labour export 

businesses. 

- There is still a large potential demand on guest workers so the government 

should have active policies and moves to encourage exploitation and expansion 

of markets; pay more attention to the quality of guest workers; and enhance skill 

training for guest workers prior to departure. In addition, the government also 

should provide employees with more information about customs and culture of 

receiving countries as well as their laws and regulations. 

2. Higher effectiveness of management, education, and support activities for 

guest workers  

- Vietnamese embassies should cooperate with labour export businesses and 

foreign partners to closely control guest workers, and raise their awareness of 

laws and national pride. 



- To establish counselling hotlines to provide in time support for guest workers. 

Relevant authorities should collect, analyze, and disseminate information 

related to labour markets and monitoring and management organizations in 

foreign countries, so that people, especially women, can consider options and 

make decisions if they want to go work abroad. Information should also be 

widely available on the potential negative consequences of decisions to work 

abroad, so that individuals will be more likely to make a sound decision in terms 

of the potential of a higher income against the probability of emotional and 

intellectual harm to one's children. 

3. To review and revise the Law on Sending Guest Workers to raise the 

legalization of labour export activities, protect the rights of guest workers, and 

prevent and severely punish cheating and irresponsible labour export 

businesses. 

To provinces 

1. To enhance activities of hunger alleviation and poverty elimination and 

support local people to develop household economy. To expand vocational 

training; develop occupational villages; design various strategies of 

employment creation; provide people with more options which enable them 

to develop household economy in harmony with other aspects of family life 

and fulfill their wish of “abandon agriculture but not abandon homeland”. Also, 

provinces should build a strategy of transition of the structure of occupations 

and industries; scale down the proportion of agriculture; and support 

returned guest workers to effectively develop their household economy. 

2. The provincial Steering Board for Labour Export should prove its role in 

management and counselling. It also should screen and classify households 

with returned guest workers in order to design practical and effective support 

plans. 

3. To supervise and inspect service fees applied by labour export businesses 

according to legal regulations.  

4. To search for reliable labour export businesses and introduce them to Thai 

Binh province.  

5. To expand activities of communication and education on healthy lifestyles 

among communities and husbands/wives of guest workers, such as 



establish clubs for husbands/wives of guest workers where they can get 

information, share their stories and support one another; and organize talks, 

discussions, and subject talks to raise awareness of and sympathy for guest 

workers among communities and reduce misunderstandings and 

stereotypes. 

6. To pay attention to health care issues, especially reproductive health care, 

for both returned guest workers and their husbands and wives. 

To labour export businesses 

1. To raise professionalism and effectiveness of labour export businesses; 

reduce service fees; provide full and transparent information about income, 

employment, living and working conditions for employees. Businesses 

should provide in time intervention and support in case of mishap, workplace 

accident, and unstable employment. 

2. To provide skill training and knowledge of culture and tradition for guest 

workers.  

3. Labour export businesses should establish representative offices in receiving 

countries to closely control and provide in time support for guest workers. 

4. To raise their awareness of preserving honour and dignity of Vietnamese 

employees in the eyes of foreigners. 

5. To connect guest workers so that they can protect and help one another. 

To Vietnam Women’s Union 

1. To boost communication and education on moral standards, good customs 

and traditional values among communities prior to departure, to improve the 

image of Vietnamese employees in the eyes of foreign partners. 

2. To raise the effectiveness of vocational training, employment creation, and 

support for local women in family economic development. 

3. To establish a coordination mechanism among relevant authorities in order 

to control and support female overseas migrants, especially female guest 

workers. 

4. To take practical support activities for guest worker families such as home 

visits; psychological counselling; education on family budget management, 

child care, and nutrition and health care; and counselling on capital 



management in family economic development. It is possible to establish 

associations which provide care and support for guest worker families so 

that they feel free to work and live in foreign countries. 

To HealthBridge Canada 

1. To strengthen cooperation with partners in Thai Binh province. To design 

and take up support activities among communities, families and guest 

workers, such as communication activities; development of IEC documents 

to improve knowledge and raise awareness of legislation as well as to 

provide knowledge of capital management; organization of training courses 

to improve knowledge of family; transfer of appropriate technologies.  

2. To cooperate with health sector, Women’s Unions to enhance support for 

provinces with female guest workers; design ITC documents on health 

reproduction and prevention of sex abuse in order to raise the awareness of 

safe sex and HIV/AIDS among people. Especially to design communication 

documents on the role of father and grandparents as well as knowledge of 

child care, knowledge of psychology and physiology according to age to 

improve knowledge and make changes in behaviour and habits of family 

education and facilitate safe migration. 

3. To provide fund and organize research in a larger scale in order to fully 

identify and intensively analyze impacts of labour export on family life. To 

provide recommendations and suggestions of specific and practical 

intervention solutions to minimize negative impacts of labour export on 

families and communities. 
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ANNEX 

 
Guest worker stories 

“I would not have dropped out if my mother had not gone 
working abroad” 

(NDDinh*, 18 year old, Tong Vu village, Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Dinh’s mother has gone working abroad for four years now, he then 
was 14. His family used to be poor but since his mother sends money 
home, his family can build a two-storey house and buy various new things 
such as a TV, radio, disk player, and motorbike… 

The only thing is that Dinh has dropped out school when he did not 
finish the 10th grade. When his mother was at home, he was always 
marked as a good student. But after two years she left, his learning results 
became worse and worse because he was occupied playing all the time. 
He did not understand what teachers said during class time so he did not 
want to go to school anymore. After his mother left, he initially felt lonely 
and sad as he missed her very much. In such moments, he just sat in his 
corner, did not want to talk to anyone, and recalled the day when his 
mother was staying at home and the whole family was very happy.  In 
addition to that, gossips of villagers about how returned female guest 
workers abandoned their families made him worried that his mother would 
not love her children anymore. 

Since he is in his puberty, he has various questions about 
psychology, physiology and gender issues which he does not know who 
will answer for him. His father does not answer his questions, while his 
mother is so far away. He just can talk about it all to his friends and hangs 
around with them to ease his sorrows. Many times he whishes his mother 
would not go as long as he his younger sibling had not grown up. He 
wishes he had his mother beside him so that he could talk to her and ask 
her all his questions. And many times he regrets that he has dropped out 
school. Now he wants to have some vocational training to ensure a stable 
job in the future. 
* The name of guest worker has been changed 



 Happiness is out of reach 

(Vu Tong village, Vu Chinh ward, Thai Binh city) 

Nam* and his wife have been married for more than ten years now. 
During the first years, they were taking up farming, sometimes selling 
things in the market to earn extra money to bring up children. Actually, they 
were a happy couple at that time. Then, as his wife saw a number of her 
friends and relatives having gone to work abroad and their economic 
situation was noticeably improved, she asked him to stay at home looking 
after the children so that she could go to earn money. He absolutely 
approved her, hoping that after a few years of separation, they would 
collect enough money to build a house and afford the children full 
education.  

Initially, she phoned home every week, comforting her husband and 
encouraging the children to study hard. She also frequently sent money 
home to help him with bringing up children. Their house was definitely 
changed with the newly paved floor and a lot of new things such as a 
motorbike and other valuable items. Their life seemed to be like a dream in 
the eyes of many other people if … 

His wife’s term in Taiwan lasted two years, then she managed to 
illegally stay and work there for three years more until she was caught and 
deported by the local authority. Since she returned, they constantly had 
quarrels as Nam “feel repressed because after five years abroad, she has 
not earned as much as other guest workers who send their husbands 
enough money to build houses, she even does not let me know how much 
money she really has…” At the same time, his wife got disappointed about 
him since he had not contributed much to the family budget during the time 
she was abroad, and besides that, gossips spread by villagers made her 
doubtful about him. As the result of endless quarrels, they had conflicts 
and quite often she “receive warning face slaps” from her husband. She 
got fed up with her family life, and as she had money, she decided to leave 
her home to go here and there. Sometimes she visited Hanoi, sometimes 
she visited her siblings and relatives. Finally, she decided to go working 
abroad again – this time it was South Korea. Her decision made their 



conflicts more serious, and he confirmed: “If she wants to come back to me, 
she must not go abroad again, otherwise she must divorce first.” 
* The name of guest worker has been changed 



 We long for her warmth 

(Bui Van Kien* – Dong Tan commune, Dong Hung county, Thai Binh 
city) 

My wife has gone working abroad for several years now, we father 
and two children stay at home. Children terribly miss their mother, 
sometimes they look as their souls are somewhere else. Whenever their 
mother calls home, they all start to cry after exchanging a few words. I am 
a father so I can not be as close to them as their mother. 

Anyway, I am too busy working. I raise hundreds of ducks and 
chickens and about a dozen dogs, and cultivate some 2,500m2 of land, 
and I also do ploughing for other households to earn extra money. Actually, 
I am up to my ear in work, not mentioned when the children get sick. Then 
the house work piles up, I do not know what to do first. But this hardship 
can not compare to my sorrow. During the daytime I somehow can forget 
about her as I am busy working, but at night I feel so lonely and empty that 
I can not sleep. Once I got up at midnight to have a cigarette, it was raining 
outside so I could not help crying. To be honest, once I decided to “comfort 
myself”, but as I am afraid of disease infections so I had to refrain myself 
and spend spare time on other things such as playing chess, having dog 
meat and drinking. Without my wife, we really feel as if are abandoned, it is 
true that nothing is more precious than parents and children live together.  
 
* The name of guest worker has been changed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Annex 2: Study tour report 
 

The study tour for the A Safe Return project partne rs in Thai Binh province 

to Taiwan 

(April 5 to April 9, 2008) 

NARRATIVE REPORT 

1. Introduction 

The project “A Safe Return: Reducing the Vulnerability of Female Migrants to HIV 

Infection” has been implemented` in Thai Binh province since June 2006, as a 

collaborative initiative between HealthBridge Canada and the Provincial People’s 

Committee. The project aims to reduce HIV infection among migrant workers, by 

(i) enhancing cooperation among relevant sectors working on labor exportation 

and migration in the province, (ii) increasing local partners’ capacity to manage 

migration, and (iii) improve the quality of pre-departure training and consulting 

services before departure and after migrants return to Vietnam. 

Currently, Thai Binh province has sent more than 6,000 people to work in Taiwan; 

of those, 80% are women. The provincial authorities need to develop and put in 

place a comprehensive support system for migrant workers before, during, and 

after their migration. A good understanding of working and living conditions and 

the factors that drive migrant workers to follow behaviors that increase HIV 

infection risk is important to inform the development of new policies and 

interventions.  

 A study tour to Taiwan to examine these issues was conducted with financial 

support provided in part from the Small Grants Fund capacity building mini-grants, 

in part from the province of Thai Binh, and in part by the A Safe Return project. 

Taiwan International Medicine Alliance (TIMA) effectively facilitated the trip from 

Taiwanese end, including developing the agenda, contacting partners, supporting 

logistics, joining the delegates during the visit. 

Participants from Thai Binh province included representatives from the 

Department of Health, Women Union, Farmer Union and Dong Hung District 

People’s Committee. These partners, who have the greatest policy influence, 

directly observed and discussed the key issues and needs of migrant workers. 



The representative from the Department of Labor and Social Affairs was unable 

to join the trip because of a sudden personal affair. 

 

2. Purpose and approaches 

The purpose of the study tour was to gain insight on the situation of Vietnamese 

migrant workers abroad, via the following approaches: 

� Participatory discussion with migrant factory and domestic workers in 

Taiwan.  Discuss with employers, to understand viewpoints in the 

workplace in order to implement better policies and to collect qualitative 

information regarding working conditions and the reasons why workers 

engage in risky behaviors. 

� Discuss with employers about the challenges Vietnamese workers are 

facing, difficulties they encountered in managing Vietnamese workers, as 

well as what is needed in pre-departure training programs (in the view of 

the employers) to better manage migrant workers and improve relations in 

the workplace. 

� Discuss the Vietnamese workers’ situation with supporting agencies 

(Governmental organizations, non-governmental organizations, faith 

based organizations) to expand an information network.   

 

3. Working Agenda and Issues discussed 

 

Time Partners 

 

Issues discussed 

Day 1 

(April 6, 

2008) 

Meeting at Taiwan 

International Medicine 

Alliance (TIMA)  

� Introduction and Finalize the working agenda 

for the three days 

� Overview of Vietnamese workers and brides in 

Taiwan 

Visit the free medical 

service activities for 

migrant workers at Taipei  

� Availability of and Accessibility to (free) health 

care services 



Main  Station  

Visit migrant workers at 

the communities 

surrounding Taoyuan  

Train  Station   

� Working and living conditions of Vietnamese 

workers through direct and informal discussions 

with selected representatives of the workers 

 

Day 2 

(April 7, 

2008) 

Meeting with the 

management and 

representatives of the 

migrant workers of Nan Ya 

PCB Company  

� Strength and weakness of Vietnamese 

workers, professionally and personally 

� Issues that Vietnamese workers have been 

facing 

� Supportive services from the plant 

� Recommendations from the employers towards 

a better labor exportation 

Meeting with the Chairman 

and Secretary General of 

the Taipei  Employmen t 

Service  Institute  

Asso ciation  

� Working mechanism of LE “brokers” 

� Cooperation between Taiwan “brokers” 

Association and Vietnam authorities on 

migrants’ issues 

� Contract break 

� Direct hire 

Meeting with Secretary 

General of the Taiwan  

International  Worke rs’ 

Asso ciatio n (TIWA) 

� Contract break 

� Contract Violence 

� Migrants’ need for training 

� Direct hire 

 

Day 3 

(April 8, 

2008) 

Meeting at the Center  for  

Disease Control  and 

Prevention  

� Introduction on CDC’s programs on migrant 

health: Screening and Referring 

� Health issues related to Vietnamese workers in 

Taiwan  

Meeting at the Bureau  of  

Employment  and 

� Reporting system for abuse, violence, 

harassment among migrant workers 



Vocational  Training , 

Council of 

Labor Affairs 

� Contract break 

� “Brokers” fee 

� Management of the BEVT to the brokers 

� Cooperation between Taiwan and Vietnam 

government for better resolving migrants’ 

issues 

Meeting with Sister WEI 

Wei at the Rerum  

Novaru m Center  

� Legal support from the Center to migrant 

workers 

� Common problem that Vietnamese workers 

encounter 

� Vietnamese migrants’ lack of knowledge and 

skills to cope with domestic violence, sexual 

harassment. 

 

4. Major findings on situation of Vietnamese migran t workers in Taiwan 

4.1. Contract break is one of the factors that most  affects workers’ health 

According to the report from Taipei Employment service Institute Association, 

contract breaking among Vietnamese workers is very common, accounting for 

50% of all cases. Reasons for breaking contract and undertaking illegal work 

include: 

• Loans before departure pressure migrant workers to earn as much money 

as they can during their time in Taiwan. 

• “Brokers” charges are too high, taking a big deduction from their salaries. 

• Many domestic helpers have to work long hours, 16-18 working hours a 

day, and procedures to change employers are complicated and time 

consuming. 

• Illegal work generates higher pay (no broker fee, no tax, long working hour) 

• Illegal employers try to recruit more workers (in order to avoid broker fee) 

by providing many temptations, such as high pay, no passport required,… 

• Many illegal workers and Vietnamese brides also work as tempters by 



providing false information on working conditions and wages. 

Illegal workers usually work over time, in difficult working environments, and with 

limited safety and protection. These workers usually confine themselves in the 

working places and have little public contact because of fear of being arrested by 

police. When they are sick, they have to rely on their employers to get treatment 

and can not access the health care system as they do not have labor insurance. 

Because they work long hours, these workers tend to live in unhealthy conditions 

and lack mental relaxation. They are easily abused (physically, mentally and 

sexually) but do not dare to report these abuses to police. 

 

4.2. Low understanding of laws and regulations  

Vietnamese workers’ understanding about destination country laws and working 

regulations is low. This brings difficulties for migrant workers in adapting and 

integrating with new working and living environments, especially at the beginning 

of their migration. Many workers do not know how to calculate salary, over-time 

pay, or tax deduction. They may know that they are abused or their contracts are 

violated by their employers, but they do not know how to “fight” to protect 

themselves. Without a full understanding of the laws, they feel unconfident and 

ashamed, and so become more dependent on their employers. 

Rerum Novarum Center, which works to support abused migrant workers, 

reported that it has difficulties supporting Vietnamese workers. Many Vietnamese 

workers are sexually abused but do not dare and/or do not know how to report. 

They lack of information about such reporting system and where they can get 

support. Some report the abuse and go to the Center to get support, but not in 

time and without sufficient evidence. To compare with migrant workers from other 

countries such as the Philippines, Thailand or Indonesia, Vietnamese workers 

have less understanding of law and are less confident speaking up for their rights.  

 

4.3. Working condition varies and depends on employ ers 

For those companies that are doing well economically, have good infrastructure, 

and comply with government regulations, working conditions are quite 

satisfactory. Workers are cared for both physically and spiritually, and say they 



are happy with their current work and life. Nan-Ya company is an example of this 

group. 

Small companies who just can offer periodic employment usually hire illegal 

workers. They offer very limited living conditions and usually workers have little 

safety protection. They tend to work in small groups and at household 

construction sites. Some work long hours on fishing boats and suffer from severe 

mental and physical problems.  

Many domestic helpers have to work long hours, up to 16-18 hours a day as 

reported by the Taiwan International Workers Association. Most of them do not 

have enough freedom to satisfy their social contact needs. Many work without 

holidays or weekends, although the law states that they are entitled to two days 

off work per week.  

The Taiwan Bureau of Employment and Vocational Training is responsible for 

monitoring the working conditions at various companies. Companies which do 

not meet the working environment benchmark of the government will be fined, 

but the Bureau admits that it cannot reach all companies, especially small 

companies in remote areas. 

  

4.4. Domestic helpers are not covered by social/hea lth insurance  

Currently, only factory workers’ employers are required to buy labor insurance, 

including health insurance. Domestic helpers’ employers only receive 

“recommendations” to buy health insurance for their employees. This leads to the 

fact that many domestic helpers do not have health insurance during their stay in 

Taiwan. When they are sick, they have to rely on their employers to get treatment, 

and workers usually do not receive a salary when they cannot work due to illness. 

Many sick workers have been departed for other reasons such as laziness or 

dishonesty. Some local civil organizations are advocating for the inclusion of 

domestic helpers in the labor code. 

 

4.5. Unhealthy behaviors including drink, smoke, un safe sex are common 

Being free from the influence of their families and their home communities, 

lacking accessibility to healthy entertainment, and lacking opportunities for 

involvement in sport are common factors that drive migrant workers to engage in 



unhealthy behaviors. Many factory workers spend their free time in dormitories to 

chat, drink, and play cards. Drinking and smoking are very popular activities 

among male migrant workers. Those who work as floating workers (most of them 

are contract breakers) say they usually drink during working hours, right on the 

construction sites. To save money, many illegal workers brew rice liquor even 

though they know that they are forbidden to do so. 

Female workers and domestic helpers who work as sex workers are not rare 

according to the Rerum Novarum Center. During our visit to Vietnamese 

restaurants in TaoYuan district, we found that it is easy to find these sex workers. 

Their clients are both Vietnamese workers as well as workers from other 

countries. The underground discotheque in TaoYuan (the Thai OK) is a very 

popular place for commercial sex activities, not only for female sex workers but 

also for male sex workers and men who have sex with men, mostly from 

Thailand but also from other countries including Vietnam. 

Besides visiting sex workers, many Vietnamese migrant workers develop long 

term sexual relationship with other workers as a way to satisfy their sexual needs 

during their migration. Condom use is mostly applied when having sex with new 

partners. For those who have developed long term relationships, trust is a very 

common excuse for not using condoms. They seem not to understand that once 

their partners have sex with them, she/he can easily have sex with others. 

Having unsafe sex remained one of the risky behaviors for HIV/STI infection 

among migrant workers 

Working too hard, engaging in unhealthy habits such as drinking and smoking, 

and facing unsafe working conditions are factors for poor health among 

Vietnamese workers. Last year, CDC Taiwan discovered 43 cases having 

tuberculosis. All of these workers were deported to Vietnam upon diagnosis. 

 

5. Recommendations 

• Effectively implement pre-departure training, provide more knowledge 

about destination country laws, worker rights, and increase living skills 

such as safe sex, coping with sexual and other abuses, how to report 

when abused, etc. 



• Increase accessibility to health care services (from public, private and 

charity sources) to migrant workers, especially among domestic helpers 

who live sporadically and face difficulties in getting informed. 

• Increase the availability and accessibility of legal supportive services to 

migrant workers, instruct them to deal effectively with abuses, violence 

and support them to “stand up” and speak out to protect themselves from 

being mistreated by employers. 

• Provide organizations working to support migrant workers with information 

about Vietnamese migrant workers who are coming to Taiwan, for better 

access to delivery services, especially at the beginning when workers are 

very new to their destination. 

• Improve cooperation between Vietnam and Taiwan in supporting 

Vietnamese workers, especially those in difficult situations such as 

accidents, being sick, abused, contract breaks, etc.  

• Provide Vietnamese labor exporting companies/”brokers” with information 

on the Taiwan brokers ranking judged annually by the Taiwanese 

government. This will be a good source of information for selecting good 

Taiwan brokers. Success and well-being of migrant workers are very 

much dependent on how responsible and supportive their brokers are, as 

experienced by both migrant workers and supporters. 



Annex 3: Media coverage 

Article published in online newspapers: 
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Vợ xuất khẩu lao ñộng, chồng ở nhà ham 'của lạ' 

"Ban ngày có việc nọ việc kia quên ñi, nhưng ñêm ñêm thấy cô ñơn, trống trải. ðàn ông ai 
chả có nhu cầu sinh lý", ñó là lý giải cho việc tìm ñến gái mại dâm, hay cặp bồ của nhiều 
ông chồng có vợ ñi xuất khẩu. 

Theo nghiên cứu tác ñộng của xuất khẩu lao ñộng ñến cuộc sống gia ñình tại tỉnh Thái 
Bình do tổ chức Health Birdge Canada và Trung tâm nghiên cứu phụ nữ thực hiện, 73% 
gia ñình ở Thái Bình có người ñi làm việc nước ngoài ñã tăng thu nhập, ñời sống kinh tế, 
ñiều kiện nhà ở, tiện nghi sinh hoạt, chất lượng cuộc sống ñược nâng lên. Tuy nhiên, tính 
bền vững của gia ñình có chiều hướng giảm sút.  

 

Giải tỏa nỗi nhớ gia Ā?ình, chị em làm việc tại Malaysia 
ñang ñọc hướng dẫn sử dụng ñiện thoại giá rẻ ñể gọi 
về Việt Nam. Ảnh: Hồng Khánh. 

"Xa vợ lâu (2-5 năm), ña số ông chồng có quan hệ ngoài hôn nhân do bị lôi kéo, cô ñơn, 
thiếu thốn tình cảm và bức bách về sinh lý. Họ có tâm lý chung là mong muốn vợ chấp 
nhận quan hệ tình dục ngoài hôn nhân trong thời gian xa cách", bà Thu Thủy, một thành 
viên của nhóm nghiên cứu, cho biết.  

Bà Thủy kể, một người ñàn ông ở xã ðông Tân, huyện ðông Hưng, có vợ ñi xuất khẩu 
lao ñộng, ñã thẳng thừng: "Nếu hỏi 10 ông thì 4 ông không muốn cho vợ ñi xuất khẩu và 
nếu hỏi 10 ông thì 9 ông ở nhà rượu chè, cờ bạc, gái". Một anh khác ở xã Vũ Chính, 



thành phố Thái Bình, chuẩn bị ñi xuất khẩu lao ñộng cũng thừa nhận: "Mình ñi làm kinh 
tế thì phải xác ñịnh ñánh ñổi, mất cái nọ thì sẽ ñược cái kia, không thể nào toàn vẹn 
ñược". 

Nhóm nghiên cứu ñã chỉ ra, mặc dù nam giới ở nhà vẫn vi phạm các cam kết ngầm về sự 
chung thủy với vợ, nhưng lại luôn tự cho mình cái quyền ñược ñòi hỏi sự chung thủy của 
vợ.  

Chính quan hệ ngoài hôn nhân, cộng thêm những thay ñổi về lối sống, về tâm lý ỷ lại 
kiếm ñược nhiều tiền hơn của người vợ mà nhiều gia ñình ñã bất hòa, vợ chồng sống ly 
thân. Qua nghiên cứu, có 3,7% nam giới và 1,8% phụ nữ ñi xuất khẩu lao ñộng ở Thái 
Bình cho biết ñã ly thân một thời gian sau khi về nước. Nhưng vì xác ñịnh mục ñích và 
giá phải trả của việc ñi xuất khẩu nên phần lớn cặp vợ chồng tự giải quyết và vượt qua 
ñược khủng hoảng. 

Trao ñổi với VnExpress.net, bà Hoàng Kim Ngọc, Cục phó Quản lý lao ñộng ngoài nước 
cho rằng xuất khẩu lao ñộng là xu hướng tất yếu của một nước nghèo như Việt Nam. 
Riêng Thái Bình là trường hợp ñặc thù, có tỷ lệ nữ ñi xuất khẩu lao ñộng cao. Nhưng tính 
trên cả nước, trong 460.000 lao ñộng làm việc nước ngoài thì nữ chiếm chưa tới 30%. 
"Bài toán kinh tế gia ñình buộc chị em phải ra ñi. Và trước khi ñi, họ ñã xác ñịnh phải 
chấp nhận hy sinh, trong ñó có việc thiếu thốn tình cảm gia ñình", bà Ngọc nói. 

Dưới góc ñộ cơ quan quản lý nhà nước về gia ñình, bà Ngô Thị Ngọc Anh, Vụ phó Vụ 
Gia ñình, Bộ Văn hóa Thể thao và Du lịch, cho biết năm tới Bộ sẽ thí ñiểm xây dựng mô 
hình can thiệp, hỗ trợ gia ñình tại một số ñịa phương có nhiều người ñi xuất khẩu. 

Hồng Khánh 
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"Nhịn" chăn gối mấy năm trời vì... vợ ñi XKLð  

 - Con cái b ỏ học, hạnh phúc gia ñình tr ở nên mong manh, t ệ nạn xã hội rình r ập… 
ðó là th ực tế buồn với một số trường hợp ñi xu ất kh ẩu lao ñộng (XKL ð) ở tỉnh Thái Bình.  
 
ðàn ông mà ph ải... "nh ịn" hàng m ấy năm trời!  
Thái Bình là một trong những tỉnh có tỷ lệ người ñi XKLð cao ở phía Bắc, nhất là ở nữ giới. Và 
ñằng sau ñó là những câu chuyện... hậu XKLð vui buồn lẫn lộn ở khắp các thôn xóm quê lúa. 
 
Câu chuyện của anh Bùi Kim H. (xã ðông Tân, huyện ðông Hưng, TP.Thái Bình) rất cám cảnh. 
Vợ anh ñi XKLð từ nhiều năm nay, ở nhà chỉ còn 3 bố con. Bọn trẻ nhớ mẹ ñến nỗi, lần nào gọi 



ñiện cả mấy mẹ con ñều khóc. 
 
"Tôi là ñàn ông, nên không thể gần gũi như người mẹ, công việc nhà nông lại nhiều. Tôi nuôi vài 
trăm gà vịt, cấy 7 sào ruộng, vào vụ thì ñi cày ruộng thuê. Công việc cứ tối tăm mặt mũi, rồi lúc 
con cái ốm ñau, việc nhà ùn lên không biết giải quyết thế nào cho hết. Còn chuyện tình cảm, thật 
khó nói, khi tôi là ñàn ông mà phải “nhịn” hàng mấy năm trời…" - anh H. nói. 
  
Em Nguyễn ðắc D. (18 tuổi, trú tại xã Vũ Chính, 
TP.Thái Bình) kể: "Mẹ em ñi XKLð từ khi em 14 
tuổi, ñến nay ñã bốn năm. Gia ñình em ban ñầu rất 
khó khăn, nhưng rồi mẹ gửi tiền về, xây ñược nhà 2 
tầng. Bố em mua ñược xe máy, ti vi…". 
Chỉ có ñiều, D. ñã bỏ học khi chưa học xong lớp 10. Ngày 
mẹ ở nhà, em luôn là học sinh tiên tiến. Nhưng chỉ sau 2 
năm vắng bóng mẹ, học lực của D. giảm sút dần vì mải 
chơi. D. nhớ mẹ, nhưng hàng xóm thì lại rỉ vào tai em 
chuyện khi về bà mẹ sẽ ruồng rẫy chồng con, khiến em rất 
sợ khi mẹ về sẽ không còn thương hai anh em nữa. Bỏ 
học một thời gian, D. mới thực sự tiếc. Giờ thì em chỉ 
mong ñược ñi học nghề ổn ñịnh. 
 
Cùng thôn với D. có vợ chồng anh C. Hai người lấy nhau ñã 10 năm thì bàn tính cho chị ñi 
XKLð. Cũng như nhiều trường hợp ñi XKLð khác, tiền ñược gửi về và anh C. dùng lát nền nhà, 
mua xe máy cùng những vật dụng khác. 
 
Hợp ñồng XKLð của chị có thời hạn 2 năm, sau ñó chị trốn ra ngoài làm ăn thêm 3 năm thì bị 
chính quyền sở tại bắt ñược và cho về nước, thành ra tay trắng. Chị về, gia ñình lục ñục. Anh ức 
chế bảo, người ta ñi thì gửi tiền về cho gia ñình xây nhà cửa, chứ ñây thì ñi 5 năm, trừ một chút 
ban ñầu, còn kiếm ñược bao nhiêu chồng cũng không biết. Chị thì thất vọng, anh ở nhà ñã không 
ñóng góp ñược gì nhiều, lại thêm lời dị nghị của chòm xóm. 
 
Chán gia ñình, chị suốt ngày lên Hà Nội, ñi tỉnh khác thăm nom anh chị em, bạn bè. Rốt cuộc, chị 
lại ñòi ñi XKLð tiếp. Chuyện trầm trọng khi anh C. tuyên bố: “Nếu quyết tâm ñi thì bỏ nhau rồi hãy 
ñi”. 
  
Thách th ức không nh ỏ 
 
Trung tâm nghiên cứu phụ nữ (thuộc một Quỹ nước ngòai tại Việt Nam) chỉ ra những "ñặc ñiểm" 
của người ñi XKLð tại Thái Bình. Theo ñó, chủ yếu là lao ñộng nữ (trước năm 2005 thì tỷ lệ này 
là trên 80%), những năm gần ñây do thị trường mở rộng các ngành nghề lao ñộng xuất khẩu thì 
số nam giới ñi XKLð ñã tăng lên. Phần lớn số họ nằm trong ñộ tuổi từ 28-42.  
  
Hầu hết, các gia ñình tham gia XKLð có số nhân khẩu từ 3 ñến 5 người, hơn 1/3 số hộ có ít nhất 
một con nhỏ dưới 6 tuổi (lứa tuổi cần chăm sóc ñặc biệt về dinh dưỡng và tình cảm). ðặc biệt, 
những hộ có người chồng ñi XKLð tỷ lệ có một con dưới 6 tuổi chiếm ñúng phân nửa, có hai con 
dưới 6 tuổi chiếm 9,2%. Và ñây là gánh nặng rất lớn cho người ở nhà. 
 
Thực tế, trước khi ñi XKLð, thu nhập của các hộ gia ñình rất thấp, chủ yếu trong khoảng 5-10 
triệu ñồng/năm, khá hơn một chút là ñến dưới 15 triệu ñồng/năm. Rất ít số hộ có thu nhập một 
năm 30 triệu ñồng, còn trên 50 triệu ñồng thì hầu như không có. 
 
Khi ñi XKLð, thu nhập của người lao ñộng ñã tăng lên ñáng kể, khoảng từ 6-10 lần so với thu 
nhập cũ. Có tới gần nửa số hộ ñi XKLð thu nhập từ 50-100 triệu ñồng/năm và trên 100 triệu 
ñồng/năm. 

 

ði XKLð rõ ràng mang lại kinh tế cho nhiều gia 
ñình nông thôn, nhưng cũng có những tình cảnh 
hậu xuất khẩu lao ñộng buồn lòng... (Ảnh minh 
họa) 



 
Rõ ràng, XKLð ñã mang lại nguồn thu nhập không nhỏ, ñiều kiện quan trọng ñể cải thiện cuộc 
sống, cho bản thân người lao ñộng và hộ gia ñình, góp phần thay ñổi bộ mặt nông thôn. Tuy 
nhiên, làm thế nào ñể tránh bị lừa khi tham gia XKLð hay những câu chuyện hậu XKLð ngậm 
ngùi kể trên xảy ra ñang là thách thức không nhỏ. 
 

ðỗ Minh 
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Women working abroad stir up trouble at home 

(07-08-2008) 

HA NOI — Just as the Government is trying to boost the number of 
women working abroad, a study released yesterday found that female 
migrant workers can have a negative impact on family stability. 

Health Bridge Canada and the Centre for Women’s Studies released the 
study yesterday, conducted in Thai Binh Province which has a large 
number of migrant workers. 

The study found that women accounted for more than 80 per cent of 
migrant workers, and most of them were working as domestic helpers in 
countries and territories such as Taiwan, Malaysia, South Korea and some countries in 
the Middle East. 

A female domestic helper in the Republic of Korea can send home more than VND100 
million (US$6,000) a year, and in Taiwan workers can send between VND50 to 100 
million ($3,000-6,000) per year. That amount of money can have a huge impact on their 
families’ lives in Viet Nam. 

The positive aspects include the evident higher incomes, better education for children and 
better nutrition for family members. 

Upon their return, these women often find themselves in a better position to make 
decisions in their family, and encourage a more industrial lifestyle, which helps their 
agricultural community. 

However, the study also found negative sides to women working abroad, having left their 
husbands and children behind. Researchers said that children felt depressed and lonely 

A foreign-
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without their mothers, while many men undewent extra-marital relations when their 
wives were away. 

Nine out of 10 men had extra-marital relations or drank excessively when their wives 
were away, confirmed the husband of one female worker who admitted that he had sex 
with other women when his wife worked in Taiwan. 

According to the study children with mothers abroad are at risk of falling into bad habits 
from a lack of discipline. Some men also feel less confident, as their wives bring home 
more money than they can. 

Although the study found that both members of the family who either went abroad or 
stayed behind were satisfied with the arrangement because of economic gains and better 
living standards, it suggested limiting women who are married and have small children 
under six from working abroad. 

Using the theory that women are primarily responsibile to take care of and foster the 
psychological and emotional health of the family, the researchers urged people to think 
twice before deciding to work abroad. 

They suggested that more men, who often cannot care for their family as well as their 
wives can, work abroad instead of women. 

Some experts argue that the study may result in reducing the number of female workers 
abroad, stripping them of the opportunity to have a job with good income and binding 
them to traditional household work. 

Le Thi Quy, director of the Gender and Development Centre, said that labour export was 
essential for a poor country like Viet Nam. Quy said that if they banned women with 
small children from working abroad until they were older than six, women would be too 
old to travel overseas. 

Nguyen Luong Trao, chairman of the Viet Nam Association of Manpower Supply, said 
that although the Government wanted to reduce the number of domestic helpers, and 
increase the number of skilled workers abroad, the current number of workers, mostly 
female, did not meet demands. 

Trao said that marriage problems were not a consequence of labour export, but rather the 
inevitable consequences of a developing and integrating society. Other participants 
suggested that instead of reducing the number of female workers, they should offer 
training classes and counselling centres for family members so that they can cope with 
the negative side of labour export. 

The study is part of the programme A Safe Return: Changing Attitudes and Traditions in 
Viet Nam, being carried out in five different communes in Thai Binh Province which 



sends between 2,500 and 3,000 workers abroad each year. According to the study, last 
year Viet Nam received $1.8 billion from labourers working abroad. — VNS 
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Annex 4: IEC material copies 
 
Booklet on HIV/STIs prevention for migrant workers”  
 

 
 
Manual “Depart and return safe” 
 

 


