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Like many other countries that have 
undergone rapid economic and social 
development, Viet Nam has experienced 
an exponential increase in the movement 
of people both within and outside its 
borders over the past 20 years. There is 
growing recognition that these processes 
– development and migration – go hand-
in-hand. Migration drives, as well as stems 
from, a country’s social and economic 
development. In Viet Nam, the socio-
economic development resulting from the 
Doi Moi (Renewal) process launched in 1986 
has certainly catalyzed increasing internal 
migration, by not only making it possible 
for people to move away from their area of 
origin, but also by providing the motivation 
to do so as a result of growing regional 
disparities. Internal migration has in turn 
contributed to socio-economic development 
through the movement of workers to fill 
demand for labour created by industrial 
development and foreign direct investment, 
as well as by impacting large numbers of 
migrant-sending households.

To understand the role of internal migration 
for Viet Nam’s continued socio-economic 
development, it is important to first note the 
legal, policy and administrative frameworks 
for internal migration in Viet Nam. Firstly, 
there are numerous rights guaranteed to 
internal migrants (and all other Vietnamese 
citizens) under the Constitution of Viet 
Nam and various human rights instruments 
which Viet Nam has committed itself to 
internationally. Unfortunately, various 
government policies have not devoted 
enough attention to ensuring that the rights 
of internal migrants are equally fulfilled and 
protected in Viet Nam. In part, this is reflected 
in the diffusion of migrants’ protection issues 
across various government ministries, laws 
and policy documents. So far, no single 
agency or ministry has been given the 

responsibility to ensure the protection of this 
group of citizens, resulting in their interests 
often being inadequately represented in 
national policies. One particular policy which 
adversely impacts upon internal migrants 
and their rights is the hộ khẩu, or registration 
system, which records and restricts 
changes in people’s residency by classifying 
households into different categories that 
provide differential entitlements, such as the 
ability to access basic services. 

Overview of Internal Economic 
Migration in Viet Nam

The 2009 Census recorded that 6.6 million 
people migrated internally in Viet Nam over 
the 2004-2009 period. This is a significant 
increase from the 4.5 million internal migrants 
identified in the 1999 Census. The data also 
shows that the majority of migrants are young, 
increasingly female and that a large majority 
of migrants move alone, either because 
they are not married or because their family 
stays behind in the departure community. 
Most migrants move for economic reasons, 
including those who move looking for work, 
those intending to increase their incomes and 
living conditions, and also those who move 
with a family member that is migrating for the 
above-mentioned reasons. 

A majority of economic migrants move 
outside of government-led migrations and 
are therefore referred to as ‘spontaneous 
migrants’. While some government-led 
migration programmes, most notably those 
of sedentarization, have gradually declined 
since the 1990s, there has been a recent 
augmentation in relocation programmes 
motivated by environmental concerns such 
as natural disasters and gradual changes in 
climate. 

Internal migrations in Viet Nam encompass 
permanent movements, as well as those 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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that are short-term (temporary) or seasonal 
in duration. Unfortunately, most national and 
large-scale data on internal migrations in Viet 
Nam under-represent the latter two trends 
due to the sampling methods and definition 
of migration used. However, small-scale 
studies have found that these unrecorded 
movements are substantial in number and 
cover vast numbers of movements for off-farm 
employment in the low agricultural seasons, 
as well as migrants moving to infrastructure 
sites and urban areas for employment. 

The majority of migration flows are directed 
towards urban and industrial areas where 
employment opportunities exist. This has led 
to urban growth, with urban populations now 
growing by 3.4 percent each year compared 
to 0.4 percent in rural areas. Given the 
close link between migration and economic 
development, internal migration dynamics are 
constantly changing and responding to current 
events such as the global financial crisis, 
climate change and demographic structures, 
and will continue to do so in the future. 

Migration and Development 

From the outset, it is important to acknowledge 
that the lack of data constitutes a serious 
limitation of the following analysis of internal 
migration. The under-representation in 
government household surveys, such as the 
Viet Nam Household Living Standards Survey 
(VHLSS), of many temporary registered 
and un-registered migrants is particularly 
regrettable, given that the type of internal 
economic migrants that are most likely to 
have been excluded are generally vulnerable 
and inadequately considered in government 
planning.  

Adopting a gender and rights-based 
approach, this analysis uses three lenses 
to examine the impacts of development 
on migration, namely on: (1) migrants 
themselves; (2) migrant-receiving areas; and 
(3) migrant-sending communities. 

1) Migrants

Many who migrate internally in Viet Nam with 
the intention of finding work at their destination 
succeed in finding decently paid work in a safe 
environment and report that they are satisfied 
with life after migration compared to before 
they moved. Evidence shows that migrants 
search for work as soon as they arrive at their 
destination, or arrange it beforehand, work 
hard and maintain higher levels of employment 
than non-migrants. However, migrants find 
themselves particularly vulnerable compared 
to local residents, especially in the labour 
market. While concentrated in certain sectors, 
they are subject to less job security or lower-
paid work, and have no access to social, 
health and employment insurance if they are 
not covered by a labour contract. 

The strong link between registration status 
and access to social services impedes 
many temporary registered or un-registered 
migrants from accessing those services in the 
same way as residents, and obliges them to 
pay for them with direct outlays of cash that 
are not reimbursed. The fact that migrants 
have to resort to more expensive private 
providers for secure social services such 
as health care leads to existing inequalities 
being exacerbated and increasing urban 
poverty. This situation is especially acute for 
some particularly vulnerable groups of the 
migrant population such as migrant children, 
women migrants or migrant families with 
children, as they have little or no access to 
formal support structures and are separated 
from social networks they may have relied on 
otherwise. As migrants try to save money to 
send remittances home, they often reduce 
expenditure on vital needs for themselves, 
for example, by self-medicating rather 
than seeking medical help, and by living 
in unhygienic, poor-quality housing. The 
combination of these factors, as well as a lack 
of access to government-provided information 
and mass organization and government 
support structures, gives rise to particular 
vulnerabilities among migrants which require 
attention and solutions. 
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2) Migrant-receiving areas

The destination areas to which spontaneous 
migrants move are most often urban and 
industrial areas, leading to an urbanization 
process where the urban population now 
accounts for almost 30 percent of the 
country’s total population. This exerts 
pressure on existing infrastructure and urban 
services such as housing, education, health 
care, water and sanitation and transportation, 
with numerous economic, social and health 
consequences. In the 2004 Viet Nam 
Migration Survey, migrants identified housing 
as a key cause of dissatisfaction, as many 
live in temporary housing, low-quality guest 
houses where they pay rent by the day, or 
live onsite at their workplace, especially in 
the case of the construction sector. Women 
migrants in particular cited their home 
environment as a problem and are more 
vulnerable in terms of health and safety. The 
situation in industrial areas is also alarming, 
where living conditions have been described 
as cramped, insecure and unhygienic. 

Recently, the Government has made 
considerable efforts to improve the housing 
situation in Viet Nam. Unfortunately, those 
efforts will also not affect the most deprived 
and vulnerable, as those without registration 
status will not be eligible to apply for social 
housing. With Viet Nam undergoing rapid 
urbanization and industrialization over the 
past two decades, and signs indicating this 
trend is set to continue in the future, it is 
imperative that all residents, regardless of 
registration status, are considered in urban 
planning and budgeting to ensure adequate 
housing and infrastructure. 

3) Migrant-sending communities

In some ways, the communities which send 
migrants, and to which they often return, 
represent the most significant area for 
enhancing the benefits of migration. This is 
due to the fact that while migrants themselves 
only amount to 7.7 percent of the population, 
internal economic migrants in Viet Nam 

move to assist their households, which likely 
comprise numerous people and multiple 
generations. According to the VHLSS 2004, 
88.7 percent of Vietnamese households 
received some form of remittances, indicating 
the large reach of migration impacts across 
the country, all of which help finance the 
education and health care expenses of 
poor families and thereby reduce the 
disparities between urban and rural areas. 
Nevertheless, the impacts of migration on 
migrant-sending communities are extremely 
varied, as well as complex, and include the 
social and psychological impacts experienced 
by families in the absence of a migrating 
family member, parent or spouse. Migration 
affects the structure of responsibilities within 
households, both in terms of the gender-
distribution of these responsibilities as well 
as the distribution across generations. The 
impact of migration on children in households 
that remain behind is another area which 
raises concern, yet not much is known in 
the context of internal migration in Viet 
Nam. Another impact on migrant-sending 
communities can be seen when migrants 
return back to their home communities, and 
the resulting positive and negative transfers 
of knowledge and behaviours from migrants 
upon their return. In this respect, research 
findings confirming the spousal transmission 
of HIV from returning migrants are particularly 
worrying.  

Conclusion 

Migration is an integral and important 
contributor to Viet Nam’s socio-economic 
development. By meeting much of the 
demand for labour created by industrial 
development and foreign direct investment 
following the Doi Moi reforms, and remitting 
part of these earnings to the poorer areas of 
Viet Nam, migration represents significant 
opportunities for more even and widespread 
development through reducing existing 
regional differences. 

It is often said that in development there are 
winners and losers. Many individuals and 
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