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Abstract	  	  
	  

	  

Migration	   is	   often	   viewed	   negatively	   in	   development	   policy	   terms,	   and	  much	  

understandings	   of	   migration	   often	   portray	   it	   as	   a	   threat	   to	   social	   security	   in	  

destination	   countries,	   however,	   the	   sustainable	   livelihood	   approach	   presents	  

migration	   as	   a	   livelihoods	   strategy,	   suggesting	   that	   policy	   should,	   instead,	  

support	  human	  mobility.	  In	  the	  current	  context	  where	  regular	  labour	  migration	  

offers	   various	   consequences	   resulting	   in	   both	   positive	   and	   negative	   impacts,	  

irregular	  labour	  migration,	  though	  complex	  because	  of	  its	  undocumented	  nature,	  

has	  become	  the	  choice	  of	  many	  unskilled	  and	  low-‐‑skilled	  workers	  from	  Vietnam.	  

This	   study	   employs	   a	   case-‐‑study	   qualitative	   approach	   to	   look	   at	   the	   case	   of	  

irregular	  migrant	  workers	  from	  a	  central	  province	  of	  Vietnam	  migrating	  overseas	  

for	  economic	  purposes.	  It	  applies	  the	  New	  Economics	  of	  Labour	  Migration	  theory	  

and	   the	   Sustainable	   Livelihoods	   Approach	   and	   brings	   together	   their	   shared	  

premise	  of	  viewing	  migration	  as	  a	  household	  calculated	  strategy	  to	  sustain	  rural	  

livelihoods,	   to	   explore	   whether	   irregular	   migration	   can	   be	   a	   sustainable	  

livelihood	  strategy	  for	  the	  rural	  people	  of	  Ha	  Tinh	  province.	  The	  study	  finds	  that	  

irregular	   labour	   migration	   is	   a	   household	   calculated	   strategy	   and,	   similar	   to	  

regular	  migration,	   it	   brings	   about	   social	   and	   economic	   benefits	   that	   affect	   the	  

migrants,	   their	   families	   and	   home	   communities.	   Although	   such	   migration	   is	  

complex	  and	  vulnerable,	   it	   is	  well	   thought	   through	  by	  migrants	  and	   fits	   in	   the	  

context	   of	   rural	   Ha	   Tinh	   as	   a	   flexible,	   quick	   and	   convenient	   strategy	   to	   gain	  

income	   for	   the	   rural	   poor.	   The	   research	   also	   finds	   that	   the	   local	   people	   have	  

established	  their	  own	  supporting	  networks	  and	  found	  their	  own	  ways	  to	  mitigate	  

the	  risks	  and	  ensure	  their	  irregular	  migration	  is	  successful	  in	  terms	  of	  economic	  

gains.	   The	   combination	   of	   an	   economic	   migration	   theory	   and	   a	   livelihood	  

approach	   offers	   this	   research	   an	   in-‐‑depth	   discussion	   on	   the	   complexity	   of	  

irregular	   labour	   migration	   and	   its	   impacts	   on	   various	   aspects	   of	   social	   and	  

economic	  development.	  

Keywords:	   development,	   irregular	   migration,	   labour	   migration,	   sustainable	  

rural	  livelihoods,	  Vietnam.	   	  
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Chapter	  1:	  Introduction	  
	  

	  

	  

1.1.   Thesis	  background	  

1.1.1.   Irregular	  migration	  from	  Vietnam	  

Recently,	  there	  has	  been	  a	  movement	  of	  independent	  and	  unofficial	  Vietnamese	  

migrant	  workers	   going	  overseas	   to	   seek	   economic	   employment	   (ILO	  Vietnam,	  

2015).	  This	  movement	  is	  potentially	  exposed	  to	  exploitation,	  discrimination	  and	  

lack	  of	  legal	  protection	  due	  to	  the	  undocumented	  nature	  of	  the	  movement	  (ibid.).	  

Such	  movement	  is	  categorised	  as	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  and	  it	  has	  reportedly	  

increased	  in	  scale.	  

Attempts	  within	  the	  region	  to	  open	  up	  official	  labour	  migration	  for	  growth	  and	  

development	  have	  enabled	  the	  movement	  of	  people	  within	  the	  region,	  but	  only	  

regulate	  certain	  forms	  of	  migrant	  labour.	  To	  start	  with,	  within	  the	  ASEAN1	  region,	  

in	  2007,	  the	  Member	  States	  of	  the	  ASEAN	  collectively	  signed	  the	  Agreement	  on	  

the	  Movement	   of	   Natural	   Persons	   (MNP	  Agreement),	   bearing	   the	   ambition	   to	  

transform	   ASEAN	   into	   an	   economic	   region	   with	   free	   movements	   of	   goods,	  

services,	  investment,	  skilled	  labour,	  and	  freer	  flow	  of	  capital	  (Fukunaga	  &	  Ishido,	  

2015;	   Huelser	   &	   Heal,	   2014).	   Through	   the	  Mutual	   Recognition	   Arrangements	  

(MRAs)2,	  high-‐‑skilled	  workers	  will	  be	  provided	  with	  the	  freedom	  of	  movement	  

and	  rights	  to	  work	  across	  the	  region.	  The	  MRAs	  apply	  for	  professionals	  in	  eight	  

fields	   –	   accountancy,	   engineering,	   surveying,	   architecture,	   nursing,	   medical	  

services,	  dental	  services	  and	  tourism	  (ADB	  &	  ILO,	  2014).	  The	  realization	  of	  the	  

MNP	  Agreement	  promises	  greater	  potential	  for	  growth	  in	  the	  region,	  hoping	  to	  

make	  possible	  an	  ASEAN	  Economic	  Community	   (AEC)	  of	  economic	   integration	  

and	  free	  flow	  of	  skilled	  labour,	  economic	  opportunities	  and	  wealth	  (ibid.).	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1ASEAN:	   Association	   of	   South	   East	   Asia	   Nations	   including	   Brunei,	   Cambodia,	   Indonesia,	   Laos,	  
Malaysia,	  Myanmar,	  Philippines,	  Singapore,	  Thailand	  and	  Vietnam.	  
2MRA:	  Mutual	  Recognition	  Arrangement.	  An	  MRA	  enables	   the	  authorised,	   licensed	  or	   certified	  
qualifications	  of	  professionals	  which	  are	  recognized	  by	  the	  authorities	  in	  their	  home	  country	  to	  
be	  mutually	  recognized	  by	  other	  ASEAN	  Member	  States	  who	  are	  signatories	  to	  the	  MRA.	  MRAs	  
are	  not	  expected	  to	  override	  local	  laws	  (ASEAN,	  n.d.).	  
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Since	   the	   establishment	   of	   the	   MNP	   agreement,	   ASEAN	   Member	   States	   have	  

actively	  developed	  their	  legal	  frameworks	  and	  infrastructure	  towards	  integration	  

in	  2015	  (ASEAN,	  2012).	  ASEAN	  efforts	  under	  the	  established	  MRAs	  were	  viewed	  

as	  an	  “interesting	  movement”	  (Fukunaga,	  2015,	  p.	  1),	  however	  the	  movement	  of	  

regulated	   professions	   was	   found	   to	   be	   not	   easy	   due	   to	   the	   differences	   in	  

underlying	  legal	  frameworks,	  education	  systems	  and	  quality	  standards,	  as	  well	  as	  

the	   hesitation	   of	   established	   constituents	   such	   as	   professional	   associations	  

(ibid.).	  While	  the	  MNP	  agreement	  itself	  has	  limitations	  in	  conditioning	  the	  free	  

flow	   of	   skilled	   labour	   within	   ASEAN	   nations,	   its	   silence	   on	   the	   regulated	  

liberalization	  of	  unskilled	  and	  low-‐‑skilled	  labour	  mobility	  could	  lead	  to	  the	  rise	  

of	   an	   irregular,	   unofficial	   and	  undocumented	   labour	  movement	  within	  ASEAN	  

countries,	  given	  that	  citizens	  of	  ASEAN	  member	  states	  can	  move	  freely	  within	  the	  

region	  without	   applying	   for	   visas	   from	  countries	  of	  destination	  and	   stay	   for	   a	  

period	  of	  30	  days.	  That	  said,	  the	  issue	  of	  an	  irregular,	  undocumented	  and	  low-‐‑

skilled	  labour	  movement	  within	  ASEAN	  has	  been	  neglected	  by	  policy-‐‑makers.	  	  

According	   to	   the	   Vietnam	   International	   Labour	   Organisation	   (ILO	   Vietnam),	  

irregular	   migration	   falls	   outside	   the	   parameters	   of	   any	   memorandum	   of	  

understanding	  (MoU)	  on	  labour	  migration	  cooperation	  between	  countries;	  and	  is	  

not	  facilitated	  by	  legal	  recruitment	  agencies.	  ILO’s	  report	  in	  2015	  on	  Vietnamese	  

migrant	   workers	   listed	   20	   official	   MoUs	   between	   Vietnam	   and	   other	   labour	  

receiving	   countries,	   yet	   actual	   data	   from	   their	   household	   survey	   showed	   60	  

countries	  where	  migrants	  travel	   to	  work	  (ILO	  Vietnam,	  2015).	  Apparently,	   the	  

type	  of	  undocumented	  movements	  within,	  but	  not	  limited	  to,	  the	  ASEAN	  nations	  

have	   been	   recognized	   and	   viewed	   by	   ILO	   Vietnam	   as	   an	   on-‐‑going	   trend	  with	  

increasing	  numbers	  of	  Vietnamese	  workers	  opting	  for	  irregular	  migration.	  

1.1.2.   Vietnamese	  irregular	  economic	  migration	  –	  definition	  of	  a	  complex	  

movement	  

Irregular	  migration	  is	  complex	  and	  hard	  to	  define	  (Duvell,	  2006	  cited	  in	  Castles,	  

Cubas,	  Kim,	  &	  Ozkul,	  2012,	  p.	  117;	  Koser,	  2009)	  due	  in	  part	  to	  the	  undocumented	  

nature	  of	  movement	  involved	  (Castles	  et	  al.,	  2012).	  Therefore	  it	  is	  important	  to	  

define	  in	  detail	  the	  type	  of	  irregular	  migration	  with	  which	  this	  thesis	  is	  concerned.	  

Within	  the	  scope	  of	  my	  study,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  use	  the	  term	  “irregular	  economic	  
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labour	  migration”	  to	  target	  the	  specific	  type	  of	  irregular	  migration	  that	  my	  thesis	  

seeks	  to	  unpack.	  

Firstly,	   irregular	   migration,	   according	   to	   the	   International	   Organization	   for	  

Migration	  (IOM),	  is	  “movement	  that	  takes	  place	  outside	  the	  regulatory	  norms	  of	  

the	   sending,	   transit	   and	   receiving	   countries”	   (IOM,	   2015).	   In	   a	  more	   detailed	  

description,	  Castles	  et	  al.	  (2012,	  p.	  117)	  explains	  irregular	  migration	  as	  “people	  

entering	  and	  living	  in	  a	  country	  of	  which	  they	  are	  not	  citizens,	  in	  violation	  of	  its	  

immigration	   laws	  and	   regulations”.	  Many	  migrants	  enter	  a	   country	   legally	  but	  

become	   irregular	   by	   staying	   longer	   than	   permitted	   or	   by	   working	   without	  

permission	  (Castles	  et	  al.,	  2012).	  	  

Thirdly,	   Chiswick	   (2008)	   defines	   the	   term	   “economic	  migrants”	   as	   those	  who	  

move	  from	  one	  place	  of	  work	  and	  residence	  to	  another,	  either	  within	  a	  country	  

or	   across	   international	   boundaries,	   primarily	   because	   of	   their	   own	   economic	  

opportunities.	  	  The	  motivations	  of	  economic	  migrants	  are	  distinct	  from	  those	  of	  

refugees	  and	  those	  who	  move	  as	  dependents	  of	  other	  emigrants.	  In	  his	  detailed	  

description	  of	   economic	  migrants,	  Chiswick	  described	  migrants	  who	  move	   for	  

economic	   opportunities	   as	   “tending,	   on	   average,	   to	   be	   more	   able,	   ambitious,	  

aggressive,	  entrepreneurial,	  and	  healthier”	  than	  similar	  individuals	  who	  decided	  

to	  stay	  in	  their	  place	  of	  origin.	  In	  short,	  economic	  migrants	  tend	  to	  consider	  their	  

movement	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  their	  skills,	  health	  and	  other	  characteristics,	  meaning	  

that	  they	  are	  more	  healthy,	  skilful,	  more	  dynamic	  and	  motivated	  as	  well	  as	  more	  

driven	   by	   the	   favourable	   selectivity	   of	   labour	   markets	   than	   other	   types	   of	  

migrants	  (Chiswick,	  2008).	  

In	  the	  case	  of	  Vietnam,	  some	  of	  the	  literature	  on	  Vietnamese	  labour	  migration	  has	  

referred	  to	  “irregular	  migration”	  as	  the	  contract-‐‑quitting	  and/or	  visa	  overstaying	  

of	  migrant	  workers	  who	  went	   to	  certain	  countries	   through	  Vietnamese	  official	  

labour	  export	  programmes	  (Bélanger,	  Ueno,	  Hong,	  &	  Ochiai,	  2011;	  Dang,	  2008).	  

In	  2015,	  ILO	  Vietnam	  made	  the	  case	  that	  Vietnamese	  undocumented	  migration	  

comprised	   those	   who	   migrated	   to	   other	   countries	   legally	   with	   a	   tourist-‐‑visa	  

status	  to	  become	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  (ILO	  Vietnam,	  2015).	  ILO	  Vietnam	  

called	  this	  trend	  “labour	  migration	  through	  unofficial	  channels”	  (ibid.),	  given	  the	  

“official	   channels”	   being	   legalized	   serviced	   governmental	   and	   private	   labour	  
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export	   agencies	   in	   the	   country	  who	   send	   trained	   labourers	   overseas	   to	  work	  

through	  labour	  contracts.	  

This	  thesis	  adopts	  ILO	  Vietnam’s	  and	  Chiswick’s	  description	  of	  “labour	  migration	  

through	  unofficial	  channels”	  and	  “economic	  migrants”	  and	  offers	  a	  specific	  term,	  

“Vietnamese	   irregular	   economic	  migration”,	   to	   study	   cases	  of	  migrants	   from	  a	  

Vietnamese	  central	  province	  travelling	  (legally)	  abroad	  and	  becoming	  irregular	  

by	  working	  without	  permission	  for	  economic	  purposes.	  	  

ILO	   Vietnam	   suggests	   that	   Vietnamese	   irregular	   migration	   has	   become	   more	  

complex	  and	  varied	  in	  recent	  years	  with	  the	  increasing	  number	  of	  migrants	  and	  

the	   multiplying	   of	   countries	   of	   destination;	   yet	   there	   has	   been	   a	   lack	   of	  

information	   and	   understanding	   of	   irregular	   labour	  migration	   in	   Vietnam	   (ILO	  

Vietnam,	  2015).	  	  Thus,	  the	  identification	  of	  the	  specific,	  newly-‐‑emerging	  type	  of	  

irregular	  migration	  from	  Vietnam,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  study	  of	  its	  development	  impacts	  

on	  the	  migrants,	  their	  families	  and	  communities	  in	  the	  place	  of	  origin	  becomes	  

important.	  This	  thesis	  seeks	  to	  address	  the	  scant	  literature	  on	  the	  complexity	  of	  

irregular	  migration	  as	  a	  development	  phenomenon	   in	  Vietnam	  and	  to	  offer	   its	  

findings	  as	  a	  contribution	  to	  a	  better	  understanding	  of	  irregular	  economic	  labour	  

migration.	  

This	  thesis	  aims	  to	  explore	  the	  experience	  of	  returned	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  

from	  a	  central	  province	  of	  Vietnam,	  who	  have	  migrated	  without	  using	  the	  services	  

of	  any	  legalised	  state-‐‑owned	  or	  private	  labour	  recruitment	  agencies.	  In	  doing	  so,	  

the	  research	  seeks	  to	  explore	  the	  migrants’	  perspective	  to	  gain	  insights	  into	  their	  

migratory	   experience,	   the	   range	   of	   reasoning	   that	   influenced	   their	   decision-‐‑

making	  and	  how	  the	  process	  brought	  about	  changes	  that	  affect	  the	  livelihoods	  of	  

the	  irregular	  migrant	  workers,	  their	  families	  and	  communities	  of	  origin.	  Adopting	  

the	  explanation	  of	  labour	  migration	  of	  the	  New	  Economics	  of	  Labour	  Migration	  

theory,	  in	  combination	  with	  the	  sustainable	  livelihood	  framework,	  my	  research	  

aims	  to	  examine	  whether	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  can	  be	  a	  choice	  of	  livelihood	  

strategy	  for	  the	  local	  people	  in	  order	  to	  sustain	  their	  rural	  livelihoods.	  Under	  this	  

light,	   the	   research	   also	   assesses	   the	   extent	   to	  which	   the	   consequences	   of	   the	  

migration	  process	  produce	  an	  impact	  on	  national	  and	  rural	  development	  in	  the	  

place	  of	  origin.	  
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1.2.   Research	  Questions	  

In	   order	   to	   examine	   Vietnamese	   irregular	   economic	   labour	  migration	   and	   its	  

development	  impacts,	  I	  adopt	  a	  qualitative	  case	  study	  approach	  for	  my	  thesis.	  The	  

combination	   of	   the	   New	   Economics	   of	   Labour	   Migration	   theory	   and	   the	  

sustainable	   livelihood	   approach	   provides	   me	   with	   an	   appropriate	   theoretical	  

framework.	   In	   addition,	   I	   employ	   three	  main	   research	   questions	   to	   guide	  my	  

thesis.	  My	  questions	   explore	   irregular	  migration	   and	   seek	   to	  understand	  both	  

how	  such	  migration	   took	  place	  and	   the	   reasons	  why,	   in	   consideration	  of	   local	  

people’s	  livelihood	  situation	  and	  environmental	  settings.	  I	  also	  asked	  questions	  

regarding	  the	  impacts	  that	  migration	  brings	  as	  well	  as	  the	  change	  of	  dynamics	  in	  

the	  family	  and	  the	  community	  of	  origin	  after	  the	  temporary	  migration.	  The	  main	  

questions	  were	  as	  follow:	  

Main	  question:	  

What	  are	  the	  development	  impacts	  of	  the	  process	  of	  irregular	  economic	  labour	  

migration	  on	  the	  migrant	  workers,	  their	  family	  members	  and	  community	  in	  their	  

place	  of	  origin?	  

Sub	  question:	  

(1).	  How	  does	   the	  process	  of	   irregular	  migration	  happen	  and	  how	   is	   irregular	  

economic	  labour	  migration	  a	  choice	  for	  livelihood	  diversification	  in	  the	  context	  

of	  rural	  Ha	  Tinh?	  

(2).	  What	  are	  the	  range	  of	  reasons	  that	  shape	  the	  migratory	  decisions	  for	  the	  local	  

people	  in	  the	  case	  of	  irregular	  economic	  labour	  migration?	  

1.3.   Thesis	  Outline	  

This	  thesis	  consists	  of	  seven	  chapters.	  

Chapter	   One	   introduces	   the	   topic	   and	   background	   of	   the	   thesis	   with	   a	   brief	  

introduction	  of	  the	  issues	  framing	  this	  study.	  It	  also	  identifies	  the	  specific	  type	  of	  

irregular	  migration	  from	  Vietnam	  that	  this	  thesis	  is	  concerned	  with.	  I	  also	  outline	  

my	  research	  questions	  that	  guided	  my	  process	  of	  data	  collection.	  
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Chapter	  Two	  is	  a	  literature	  review	  which	  provides	  an	  analysis	  of	  key	  literature	  

related	   to	   the	   topic	   of	   migration	   and	   development	   that	   informs	   the	   research	  

discussion.	  The	  chapter	  also	  analyses	   the	  New	  Economics	  of	  Labour	  Migration	  

theory	  and	  the	  sustainable	  livelihood	  approach	  framework	  and	  brings	  together	  

their	   shared	   premises	   to	   study	   irregular	   labour	   migration	   as	   a	   calculated	  

household	   strategy	   to	   sustain	   rural	   livelihoods.	   The	   chapter	   also	   presents	   a	  

section	  on	  migration	  and	  development	  in	  the	  context	  of	  Vietnam.	  

Chapter	  Three	  outlines	   the	   research	  methodology.	  This	   research	  adopts	   social	  

constructivism	  as	  the	  epistemology	  that	  guides	  the	  conduct	  of	  the	  research	  and	  

employs	   three	   main	   methods	   of	   semi-‐‑structured	   in-‐‑depth	   interviews,	  

participation	  observation	  and	   the	  use	  of	   field	  notes	   to	  generate	   research	  data.	  

Other	  methods	  of	  data	  collection	   include	  data	   recording,	  photography	  and	   the	  

collection	  of	  supporting	  documents	  during	  fieldwork.	  The	  chapter	  also	  discusses	  

critically	  my	  positionality	  and	  ethical	  considerations.	  

Chapter	  Four	  provides	  a	  context	  description	  of	  the	  research	  location.	  Specifically,	  

the	  context	  chapter	  presents	  the	  social,	  economic	  and	  political	  characteristics	  of	  

Vietnam	   and	   moves	   on	   to	   a	   specific	   overview	   of	   the	   province	   of	   Ha	   Tinh’s	  

agricultural,	  environmental	  and	  economic	  situation.	  This	  section	  also	  details	  the	  

strategic	   geographical	   location	   of	  Ha	   Tinh,	   being	   close	   to	   the	   border	   between	  

Vietnam,	  Thailand	  and	  Laos,	  which	   informs	   the	  discussion	  of	   the	   research:	  Ha	  

Tinh’s	  location	  could	  be	  a	  reason	  why	  there	  have	  been	  an	  increasing	  number	  of	  

local	  people	  crossing	  the	  border	  unofficially.	  The	  analysis	  of	  the	  environment	  of	  

Ha	  Tinh	  also	  has	  an	  influence,	  detailed	  through	  the	  finding	  that	  rural	  people	  have	  

gradually	  lost	  their	  interest	  in	  farming	  due	  to	  low	  productivity	  and	  harsh	  climatic	  

conditions.	  

Chapters	  Five	  and	  Six	  present	  the	  research	  findings	  and	  discussion.	  Chapter	  Five	  

explores	  two	  research	  questions	  regarding	  how	  irregular	  migration	  has	  become	  

a	  livelihood	  strategy	  and	  the	  reasons	  that	  inform	  the	  migratory	  decision	  of	  the	  

research	   participants.	   Chapter	   Six	   offers	   findings	   and	   analysis	   of	   irregular	  

migration	  touching	  on	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  aspects	  such	  as	  social	  relations,	  economic	  

betterment	  and	  gender	  relations.	  	  
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The	   final	   Chapter	   of	   this	   research	   discusses	   the	   findings	   in	   relation	   to	   the	  

theoretical	   framework.	   In	   particular,	   it	   discusses	   the	   economic	   impacts	   of	  

irregular	   labour	   migration	   as	   predicted	   by	   the	   New	   Economics	   of	   Labour	  

Migration	  theory	  and	  the	  way	  remittances	  are	  used	  to	  sustain	  rural	  livelihoods.	  

The	   chapter	   also	   acknowledges	   the	   limitations	   of	   this	   research	   and	   suggests	  

several	  recommendations	  for	  further	  research.	  
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Chapter	  2:	  Literature	  review	  
	  

	  

	  

2.1.   Introduction	  

This	  chapter	  reviews	  the	  literature	  and	  describes	  the	  theoretical	  framework	  that	  

is	  relevant	  for	  this	  research	  into	  Vietnamese	  irregular	  economic	  migration.	  The	  

first	  section	  gives	  a	  brief	  overview	  of	  the	  different	  conceptual	  trajectories	  of	  the	  

migration	  and	  development	  relationship.	  Here	  it	  is	  necessary	  to	  look	  at	  historical	  

shifts	  in	  the	  migration	  and	  development	  paradigm	  in	  order	  to	  locate	  Vietnam’s	  

position	   in	   the	   global	   picture	   in	   the	   upcoming	   chapters.	   This	   is	   followed	  by	   a	  

discussion	   on	   the	   theoretical	   framework	   of	   the	   research	   that	   links	   irregular	  

economic	   migration	   with	   sustainable	   livelihoods.	   The	   focus	   then	   moves	   to	  

“irregular	  economic	  migration”,	  a	  term	  used	  here	  to	  explore	  the	  new,	  unregulated	  

strand	  of	  temporary	  economic	  migration	  from	  Vietnam	  to	  other	  countries.	  The	  

literature	  that	  describes	  irregular	  migration	  in	  negative	  terms	  is	  discussed,	  as	  is	  

the	  broader	  New	  Economics	  of	  Labour	  Migration	  (NELM)	  theory.	  NELM	  is	  used	  

to	  unpack	  the	  situation	  of	  irregular	  economic	  migration	  and	  to	  move	  beyond	  the	  

negative	   contention	   and	   argue	   that	   this	   type	   of	   migration	   has	   its	   positive	  

development	  impacts	  on	  migrants	  and	  their	  livelihoods.	  	  

2.2.   Migration	  and	  Development	  in	  the	  global	  context	  –	  a	  paradigm	  
shift	  

Debates	  about	  the	  relationship	  between	  migration	  and	  development	  have	  been	  

ongoing	  for	  decades	  with	  a	  strong	  focus	  on	  the	  economic	  aspect	  of	  migration	  with	  

both	   optimistic	   and	   pessimistic	   contentions	   (Castles,	   2009;	   DeWind	   &	   Ergun,	  

2013).	  The	  main	  concern	  was	  whether	  migration	  would	  lead	  to	  development	  in	  

countries	   of	   origin,	   or	   hinder	   such	   development	   (Castles	  &	  Miller,	   2009).	   The	  

debates	   on	  migration	   and	   development	   in	   both	   academic	   and	   policy	   research	  

were	   described	   by	   Hein	   de	   Haas	   (2008)	   as	   the	   “back	   and	   forth	   swing	   of	   a	  

pendulum”	  –	  shifting	  from	  optimism	  in	  the	  1950s-‐‑60s	  to	  pessimism	  in	  the	  1970s	  

then	  recently	  back	  to	  optimism	  (Castles,	  2009;	  De	  Haas,	  2008).	  	  
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During	   the	   1950s	   and	   1960s,	   under	   the	   influence	   of	   neo-‐‑classical	   and	  

modernization	  theories,	  development	  economists	  described	  labour	  migration	  as	  

“an	   integral	  part	  of	  modernization”	   (Castles,	  2009).	  Migration	  was	  believed	   to	  

generally	  have	  a	  positive	  impact	  on	  the	  development	  process	  in	  sending	  societies	  

(De	  Haas,	  2008).	  Academic	  research	  and	  policy	  during	  this	  period	  was	  focused	  on	  

the	   reciprocal	   effects	   of	   migration	   and	   development,	   holding	   that	   migration	  

would	  solve	  labour	  surpluses	  and	  unemployment	  in	  origin	  countries	  and	  lead	  to	  

development	   through	   migrant	   remittances	   that	   improve	   productivity	   and	  

incomes	   (Castles	   &	   Miller,	   2009,	   p.	   50).	   Castles	   (2009,	   p.	   4)	   described	   the	  

“positive	  view”	  about	  migration	  in	  the	  1950s	  and	  1960s	  as	  a	  “virtuous	  circle”:	  it	  

started	   with	   the	   beginning	   of	   development	   in	   poor	   countries	   that	   stipulated	  

migration	   as	   the	   mechanism	   to	   enhance	   development.	   The	   idea	   was	   that	  

migration	  would	  help	  reach	  income	  equilibrium	  through	  remittances,	  eliminating	  

the	   ‘root	   causes’	   of	   migration	   so	   people	   no	   longer	   had	   the	   need	   to	   migrate	  

(Castles,	  2009).	  	  

The	  pessimistic	  view	  about	  migration	  started	  to	  be	  developed	  a	  decade	  or	  two	  

later	  when	  migration	  and	  its	  positive	  linkage	  with	  development	  was	  contested	  by	  

a	   historical-‐‑institutional	   approach	   that	   viewed	   it	   instead	   as	   a	   “vicious	   circle”	  

(Castles,	  2009;	  De	  Haas,	  2008).	  According	  to	  De	  Haas,	  most	  migration	  pessimists	  

drew	   on	   structuralist	   social	   theories	   (namely	   neo-‐‑Marxist,	   dependency	   and	  

world	   systems	   theory)	   and	   addressed	   migration	   as	   a	   negative	   phenomenon	  

contributing	   to	   the	   further	   underdevelopment	   of	   sending	   countries	   (De	  Haas,	  

2008).	  Such	  arguments	  were	  strongly	  influenced	  by	  the	  core-‐‑periphery	  division,	  

which	   predicts	   that	   migration	   flow	   follows	   the	   flow	   of	   capital	   in	   capitalist	  

economies;	  that	  is,	  from	  peripheral	  to	  semi-‐‑peripheral	  then	  to	  core	  nations,	  all	  of	  

which	  ultimately	  ended	  up	  serving	  the	  needs	  of	  the	  ‘core’	  countries	  and	  isolating	  

the	  external	  area	  comprising	  poor	  nations,	  and	  creating	  a	  migration	  brain	  drain	  

(ibid.,	  p.7).	  Accordingly,	  migration	  was	  believed	  to	  have	  worsened	  the	  income	  and	  

poverty	  gaps	  between	  countries,	  and	  gradually	  increased	  the	  dependency	  of	  poor	  

countries	  on	  capital	  in	  core	  economies	  (Castles,	  2009).	  	  

However,	  from	  the	  1970s,	  the	  relationship	  between	  migration	  and	  development	  

began	  to	  be	  seen	  in	  a	  different	  light	  when	  other	  alternative	  theories	  arose	  that	  
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focused	  on	  the	  more	  positive	  side	  of	  migration	  (Castles,	  2009).	  	  This	  “radical	  shift”	  

(De	   Haas,	   2008)	   tends	   to	   promote	   the	   positive	   aspects	   of	   migration	   and	  

development,	  together	  with	  a	  more	  explicit	  appreciation	  of	  the	  reciprocity	  of	  this	  

relationship,	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  a	  certain	  level	  of	  development	  triggers	  migration	  

and	   migration	   can	   contribute	   to	   development	   in	   both	   sending	   and	   receiving	  

destinations	  (Piper,	  2008).	  During	  this	  period,	  approach	  to	  migration	  readjusted	  

itself	  to	  more	  subtle	  views	  under	  the	  influence	  of	  empirical	  work,	  such	  as	  the	  new	  

economics	   of	   labour	   migration,	   migration	   and	   livelihoods	   and	   transnational	  

theories	   (De	  Haas,	   2008)	  which	   re-‐‑theorised	   the	   links	   between	   human	   action	  

(individual	  or	  in	  groups)	  and	  broader	  processes	  of	  change	  in	  social	  structures	  to	  

offer	  more	  comprehensive	  understanding	  of	   the	  process	  of	  migration	   (Castles,	  

2009).	  	  

Another	  way	  to	  look	  at	  the	  relationship	  between	  migration	  and	  development	  is	  

through	  the	  study	  of	  diaspora.	  Sinatti	  and	  Horst	  (2015)	  recently	  discussed	  the	  

increased	  focus	  on	  the	  role	  of	  diasporas	  as	  the	  “new	  agents	  in	  development”	  since	  

the	  first	  decade	  of	  the	  new	  millennium.	  Migration,	  once	  considered	  as	  a	  threat	  to	  

national	  identity,	  social	  cohesion	  and	  security	  (Castles,	  2009;	  Munck,	  2008),	  now	  

begins	  to	  receive	  much	  appreciation	  from	  scholars	  and	  policy	  makers	  as	  the	  new	  

actor	  of	  development	  in	  states	  of	  origin.	  According	  to	  Sinatti	  and	  Horst	  (2015),	  

this	   was	   the	   time	   when	   debates	   on	   mainstream	   development	   and	   aid	  

effectiveness	  arose	  and	  the	  world	  was	  looking	  for	  new	  actors	  in	  development.	  In	  

2003,	  the	  World	  Bank	  drew	  attention	  to	  the	  potential	  impacts	  of	  migration	  when	  

its	   global	   financial	   report	   showed	   that	   the	   remittances	   migrants	   sent	   home	  

outweighed	  official	  development	  assistance	  (ODA)	  (Raghuram,	  2009:	  104	  cited	  

in	  Sinatti	  &	  Horst,	  2015).	  In	  2010,	  it	  was	  estimated	  that	  more	  than	  $400	  billion	  

was	  sent	  as	  remittances	  to	  developing	  countries,	  a	  figure	  more	  than	  double	  that	  

of	  the	  total	  ODA	  (Agunias	  &	  Newland,	  2012).	  

In	  recognition	  of	  this	  strong	  linkage	  between	  migration	  and	  development	  many	  

states	   have	   reformed	   their	   economic	   strategies	   (Østergaard-‐‑Nielsen,	   2003,	   p.	  

128)	   to	   facilitate	   remittance	   flows	   (Barry,	   2006;	   Délano	   &	   Gamlen,	   2014;	  
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Østergaard-‐‑Nielsen,	  2003),	  or	  grant	   ‘external	  citizenship”3	   to	  diasporas	  (Barry,	  

2006;	   Gamlen	   2008,	   2014)	   to	  welcome	   investment	   back	   to	   origin	   states.	   The	  

United	   Nations	   agencies,	   the	   International	   Organization	   for	   Migration	   (IOM),	  

World	   Bank,	   the	   Organization	   for	   Economic	   Co-‐‑operation	   and	   Development	  

(OECD)	  and	   the	   International	  Monetary	  Fund	   (IMF)	  have	  also	  directed	  policy-‐‑

makers	   to	   the	   role	   that	  diasporas	  and	   remittances	  play	   in	   the	  development	  of	  

origin	  states	  (Weinar,	  2010).	  All	  these	  efforts	  can	  be	  viewed	  as	  the	  response	  to	  

the	  growing	  belief	  that	  remittances	  are	  a	  more	  effective	  instrument	  for	  income	  

redistribution,	  poverty	  reduction	  and	  economic	  growth	  than	  large,	  bureaucratic	  

development	  programmes	  or	  development	   aid	   (Kapur,	   2003	   cited	   in	  De	  Haas,	  

2008).	  After	  decades	  of	  pessimism	  and	  concerns	  about	  brain	  drain,	  governments	  

of	  migrant	  sending	  countries	  have	  begun	  to	  embrace	  their	  emigrants	  and	  place	  

new	  hopes	  on	  their	  ‘diasporas’	  as	  potential	  investors	  and	  actors	  of	  development	  

(De	  Haas	  &	  Plug	  2006;	  Gamlen	  2006	  cited	  in	  De	  Haas,	  2008).	  

Migration	  is	  a	  multifaceted	  and	  complex	  process.	  Studies	  of	  migration	  over	  the	  

past	   few	   decades	   have	   been	   considered	   by	   various	   authors	   as	   “diverse	   and	  

interdisciplinary”	   (Munck,	   2008),	   “fragmented	   and	   narrow”	   (Castles,	   2009),	  

“separated	  and	  different	  in	  levels	  of	  analysis”	  (De	  Haas,	  2008)	  and	  built	  not	  on	  

shared	  concepts	  and	  questions	   (Castles,	  2009).	  The	   reason	   for	   that	   is	  because	  

migration	  (or	  human	  movement	  in	  general)	  is	  dynamic,	  complex	  (Munck,	  2008)	  

and	   very	   contextual.	   The	  diversity	   and	   complexity	   of	  migration	   as	  well	   as	   the	  

difficulty	  of	  separating	  the	  phenomenon	  from	  other	  socio-‐‑economic	  and	  political	  

processes	  made	  it	  impossible	  to	  generalize	  about	  the	  causes	  and	  consequences	  of	  

migration	  (De	  Haas,	  2008).	  De	  Haas	  (2008)	  therefore	  called	  for	  the	  need	  to	  study	  

migration	  in	  its	  wider	  societal	  context	  and	  to	  consider	  migration	  not	  only	  as	  an	  

essential	  process	  of	  the	  much	  broader	  transformation	  processes	  embodied	  in	  the	  

term	  “development”,	  but	  also	  as	  a	  dynamic	  process	  itself	  that	  functions	  with	  its	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3External	  citizenship	  is	  the	  ongoing	  relationship	  between	  emigration	  states	  and	  their	  citizens	  who	  
have	   moved	   temporarily	   or	   permanently	   to	   immigration	   states.	   It	   involves	   emigrants'	   and	  
emigration	  states'	  efforts	  to	  preserve	  links	  to	  one	  another.	  External	  citizenship	  also	  encompasses	  
emigrants'	  efforts	  to	  remain	  a	  part	  of	  the	  societies	  they	  left	  behind,	  independent	  of	  the	  state,	  that	  
is,	   their	   ongoing	   engagement	   with	   the	   national	   community	   not	   limited	   to	   the	   national	   polity	  
(Barry,	  2006,	  p.	  6).	  
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own	  internal,	  self-‐‑sustaining	  underlying	  forces	  that	  affect	  such	  transformation	  in	  

its	  own	  right	   (De	  Haas,	  2008).	  Migration	  cannot	  be	  viewed	  as	  an	   independent	  

variable	  to	  explain	  change	  (in	  relation	  to	  development),	  but	  is	  an	  integral	  part	  of	  

change	  itself	  in	  the	  same	  degree	  that	  it	  may	  enable	  further	  change.	  Therefore,	  it	  

would	   be	   more	   correct	   to	   bring	   together	   theories	   to	   study	   the	   reciprocal	  

relationship	  between	  migration	  and	  broader	  development	  processes	  instead	  of	  

looking	   at	   it	   as	   a	   one	   way	   migration	   impact	   on	   development	   (ibid.,	   p.	   43).	  

Migration	  is	  a	  process	  which	  affects	  every	  dimension	  of	  social	  existence	  (Castles	  

&	   Miller,	   2009),	   and,	   as	   remarked	   by	   Castles	   (2009,	   p.	   1),	   migration	   and	  

development	  are	  “part	  of	  the	  same	  process	  and	  thus	  are	  constantly	  interactive”.	  

2.3.   Theoretical	  framework	  

2.3.1.   Maximizing	  income	  –	  from	  individualism	  to	  the	  household	  decision	  	  

Globalization	   and	   the	   liberalization	   of	   economies,	   privatization	   and	   the	  

deregulation	  of	  the	  labour	  market	  have	  increased	  the	  mobility	  of	  capital,	  labour,	  

goods	  and	  services	  around	  the	  world	  (Beazley	  &	  Desai	  cited	  in	  Desai	  &	  Potter,	  

2013,	   p.	   411).	   Neo-‐‑classical	   theory,	  which	  was	   foundational	   in	   the	   1950s	   and	  

1960s	  for	  the	  understanding	  of	  labour	  migration,	  constructs	  labour	  mobility	  as	  

“the	   individual	   decision	   to	   migrate,	   based	   on	   the	   rational	   comparison	   of	   the	  

relative	   cost	   and	   benefits	   of	   remaining	   at	   home	   or	  moving”	   (Castles	  &	  Miller,	  

2009).	   In	   a	   sense,	   neo-‐‑classical	   theory	   treats	   the	   migratory	   decision	   as	   an	  

investment	  made	   by	   individuals	   in	   order	   to	  maximize	   income	   upon	  weighing	  

their	  options.	  The	  neo-‐‑classical	  model	  was	  primarily	  an	  economic	  theory	  (Castles	  

&	  Miller,	  2009),	  and	  it	  dominated	  much	  of	  the	  development	  thinking	  during	  the	  

two	  or	  three	  decades	  after	  the	  end	  of	  the	  Second	  World	  War	  (Binns,	  2013).	  	  

From	   the	   perspective	   of	   neo-‐‑classical	   theory,	   at	   a	  macro-‐‑level,	   people	   tend	   to	  

move	   from	   densely	   to	   sparsely	   populated	   areas,	   or	   from	   low-‐‑	   to	   high-‐‑income	  

areas	   (Castles	  &	  Miller,	   2009)	   in	   response	   to	   the	   structural	   differences	   in	   the	  

supply	  of	  and	  demand	  for	   labour	  (Massey,	  Arango,	  Hugo,	  &	  Taylor,	  1993).	  The	  

neo-‐‑classical	   theory	   perceives	   migration	   as	   the	   rational	   human	   reaction	   to	  

geographical	  wage	  differentials	  (Hicks,	  1932;	  Greenwood,	  1975,	  1985;	  Massey,	  

1990	  cited	  in	  Boyle,	  Halfacree,	  &	  Robinson,	  1998,	  p.	  61),	  which	  were	  created	  by	  
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the	  uneven	  economic	  development	  within	  regions	  and	  nations	  (Pedraza,	  1991;	  

Yamanaka	  &	  Piper,	  2005).	  	  

In	  brief,	  the	  neo-‐‑classical	  model	  explains	  a	  range	  of	  reasons	  for	  labour	  migration	  

under	  the	  forces	  of	  push	  and	  pull	  factors.	  Among	  “push-‐‑supply”	  factors	  that	  impel	  

people	  to	  move,	  prominent	  factors	  are	  demographic	  growth,	  low	  living	  standards,	  

lack	   of	   economic	   opportunities	   and	   political	   repression,	   while	   “demand-‐‑pull”	  

factors	   such	   as	   the	   need	   for	   labour,	   availability	   of	   land,	   good	   economic	  

opportunities	   and	   political	   freedom	   in	   receiving	   destinations	   tend	   to	   attract	  

migrants	  to	  certain	  places	  (Castles	  &	  Miller,	  2009).	  At	  the	  micro-‐‑level,	  migrants	  

are	   portrayed	   as	   having	   perfect	   knowledge	   of	   wage	   levels	   and	   employment	  

opportunities	   in	   destination	   areas	   and	   making	   migration	   decisions	   based	   on	  

these	   economic	   factors	   (Castles	   &	   Miller,	   2009)	   to	   maximize	   their	   aggregate	  

economic	  welfare	  (Marshall,	  1890	  cited	  in	  Desai	  &	  Potter,	  2013,	  p.	  101).	  	  

Neo-‐‑classical	  theorists	  believed	  that	  the	  flow	  of	  labour	  from	  low	  waged	  markets	  

to	  high	  waged	  markets	  would	   lead	   to	   factor	  price	  equalization.	  When	   the	   free	  

movement	   of	   labour	   leads	   to	   a	   scarcity	   of	   labour	   in	   the	   sending	   areas,	   in	  

combination	   with	   a	   higher	   labour	   productivity,	   wage	   levels	   will	   increase	   in	  

migrant	  sending	  countries	  and	  gradually	  equalize	  wage	  levels	  across	  countries	  of	  

sending	   and	   receiving.	   According	   to	   neo-‐‑classical	   theory,	   the	   phenomenon	   of	  

factor	  price	  equalization	  will	  lead	  towards	  an	  equilibrium	  of	  wage	  levels	  when	  no	  

more	  migration	  is	  necessary	  (Castles,	  2009;	  De	  Haas,	  2008).	  	  

Even	  though	  neo-‐‑classical	  theory	  has	  had	  much	  influence	  in	  economic	  studies	  of	  

migration,	   it	   has	   often	   been	   criticized	   for	   its	   individualistic	   notions	   and	   the	  

omission	   of	   historical	   perspectives	   and	   contexts	   (Castles	  &	  Miller,	   2009).	   The	  

application	   of	   such	   an	   economic	   push-‐‑pull	   approach	   –	  with	   its	  main	   focus	   on	  

expected	   income	   –	   to	   the	   understanding	   of	   labour	   migration	   have	   failed	   to	  

address	  actual	  patterns	  of	  migration	  (De	  Haas,	  2008).	  Neo-‐‑classical	  theory	  tends	  

to	   disregard	   other	   migratory	   motives	   outside	   of	   the	   “utility	   maximizing	  

individuals”	  as	  well	  as	  migrants’	  belonging	  to	  social	  groups	  (De	  Haas,	  2010).	  In	  

addition,	   neo-‐‑classical	   theory	   depicts	  migrants	   as	   the	   absolute	  winners	   of	   the	  

migration	  process	  and	  important	  actors	  of	  development	  when	  it	  postulates	  that	  

they	  not	  only	  bring	  back	  money	  but	  also	  new	  ideas,	  knowledge,	  technology	  and	  
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entrepreneurial	  attitudes	  to	  contribute	  to	  economic	  growth	  and	  development	  in	  

the	  sending	  countries.	  De	  Haas	  has	  found,	  in	  various	  empirical	  work,	  that	  it	  is	  not	  

always	  the	  case	  that	  migration	  delivers	  positive	  impacts.	  In	  some	  cases,	  migration	  

has	   a	   positive	   effect	   on	   the	   different	   dimensions	   of	   social	   and	   economic	  

development,	   in	  other	  cases	  it	  seems	  to	  have	  no	  effect	  or	  even	  negative	  effects	  

(De	  Haas,	   2010,	   p.	   240).	  On	  one	  hand,	   neo-‐‑classical	   theory	  does	  not	   take	   into	  

account	   the	   constraining	   factors	   of	   structural	   development,	   market	  

imperfections	  or	  government	  restrictions	  that	  can	  affect	  the	  migratory	  process,	  

thus	  it	  appears	  to	  be	  unrealistic	  to	  treat	  migrants	  as	  market-‐‑players	  who	  have	  full	  

access	  to	  information	  on	  their	  options	  and	  the	  freedom	  to	  make	  rational	  choices	  

regardless	  of	  those	  constraints	  (Castles	  &	  Miller,	  2009;	  De	  Haas,	  2008).	  On	  the	  

other	  hand,	  it	  completely	  ignores	  the	  significance	  of	  social,	  cultural,	  political	  and	  

institutional	  factors	  (De	  Haas,	  2008),	  and	  historical	  experiences	  as	  well	  as	  family	  

and	   community	   dynamics	   that	   are	   influential	   in	   shaping	   migratory	   decisions	  

(Castles	  &	  Miller,	  2009).	  

In	  response	  to	  the	  short-‐‑comings	  of	  neo-‐‑classical	  theory,	  the	  New	  Economics	  of	  

Labour	  Migration	  theory	  (NELM)	  is	  viewed	  as	  a	  more	  empirical	  approach	  within	  

the	  same	  neo-‐‑classical	  paradigm	  (Abreu,	  2012;	  Castles,	  2009).	  Unlike	   the	  neo-‐‑

classical	  theory	  of	  migration	  that	  focuses	  on	  the	  individual	  income	  maximization	  

and	  the	  rationality	  of	  migrants,	  NELM	  integrates	  motives	  other	  than	  individual	  

income	   maximization	   in	   the	   decision-‐‑making	   process	   and	   the	   risk-‐‑sharing	  

behaviour	  of	  households	  (De	  Haas,	  2007;	  Massey	  et	  al.,	  1993).	  It	  shifts	  the	  focus	  

of	   migration	   from	   individual	   independence	   to	   mutual	   interdependence	   as	   a	  

household	  “calculated	  strategy”	  (Stark	  &	  Bloom,	  1985).	  Emerging	  in	  the	  1980s,	  

NELM	   maintains	   the	   focus	   on	   income	   maximization	   (Castles,	   2009)	   and	   the	  

rationality	  of	  the	  migrants	  (McDowell	  &	  De	  Haan,	  1997),	  but	  strongly	  opposes	  the	  

individualism	   of	   the	   neo-‐‑classical	   approach.	   According	   to	   NELM,	   families,	  

households,	  and	  even	  communities	  contribute	  to	  migration	  decisions.	  Migration	  

is	   viewed	   as	   a	   “calculated	   strategy”	   (Stark	   &	   Bloom,	   1985)	   to	   diversify	   the	  

allocation	  of	  household	  income	  sources	  to	  control	  the	  risks	  to	  family	  economic	  

well-‐‑being	  (Massey	  et	  al.,	  1993)	  and	  provide	  resources	  for	  investment	  in	  existing	  

activities	   in	   the	   home	   areas	   (Castles	   &	   Miller,	   2009).	   Moving	   away	   from	   the	  

individualistic	  rational	  migrants	  of	  neo-‐‑classical	  theory,	  the	  focus	  of	  migration	  in	  
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relation	  to	  development	  was	  shifted	  onto	  families	  or	  households	  as	  the	  unit	  of	  

analysis.	  	  

2.3.2.   Integrating	   NELM	   with	   the	   sustainable	   livelihood	   approach	   to	  
understand	  migration	  as	  a	  household	  calculated	  livelihood	  strategy	  	  

NELM	  is	  an	  economic	  approach	  that	  explains	  migration	  as	  a	  household	  strategy	  

to	  diversify	  income	  sources,	  minimize	  income	  risks	  and	  ensure	  security	  for	  the	  

family	   in	   order	   to	   overcome	   market	   failures	   that	   constrain	   local	   production	  

(Taylor,	  2004).	  From	  the	  NELM	  perspective,	  households	  sent	  members	  abroad	  to	  

earn	   remittances	   for	   income	   diversification	   and	   the	   expansion	   of	   household	  

economic	   activity	   (Gamlen,	   Murray,	   &	   Overton,	   2016).	   NELM	   focuses	   on	   the	  

households	   as	   the	   “decision-‐‑making	   unit”	   (Taylor,	   1999)	   and	   it	   also	   “places	  

migration	   within	   a	   broader	   community	   context	   by	   linking	   a	   household’s	  

migration	  decision	  to	  its	  position	  in	  the	  local	  income	  distribution”	  (Massey	  et	  al.,	  

1993,	  p.	  458).	  Specifically,	  NELM’s	  theory	  of	  “relative	  deprivation”	  predicts	  that	  

migration	  is	  more	  likely	  to	  happen	  when	  there	  is	  a	  difference	  and	  comparison	  in	  

incomes	   among	  members	   of	   social	   groups	   (ibid.).	   Migrants	   under	   the	   lens	   of	  

NELM	   theory	   are	   believed	   to	   interact	   within	   their	   social	   groups	   of	   family	  

members,	  relatives	  and	  acquaintances	  in	  their	  community	  and	  engage	  regularly	  

in	  interpersonal	   income	  comparisons;	  and	  as	  a	  result,	  develop	  their	  feelings	  of	  

relative	  deprivation	   (Stark	  &	  Bloom,	  1985)	   that	  help	   to	   shape	   their	  migratory	  

decisions.	  For	  Stark	  and	  Bloom	  (1985),	  the	  greater	  the	  gap	  of	  income	  inequality	  

among	   reference	   groups	   of	   relatives,	   acquaintances	   and	   friends	   in	   the	  

community,	  the	  more	  likely	  for	  people	  to	  feel	  relatively	  deprived	  and	  therefore	  

have	  a	  higher	  tendency	  to	  migrate.	  

Stark	  and	  Bloom	  (1985)	  highlighted	  two	  factors	  –	  risk-‐‑handling	  and	  coinsurance	  

–	   as	   significant	   for	   the	  maximization	   of	   the	   family	   income	   through	  migration.	  

Accordingly,	   remittances	   are	   considered	   as	   an	   additional	   stream	  of	   income	   to	  

help	   the	   family	  reduce	   income	  risk	  and	  maximize	   income	   insurance	   to	  sustain	  

their	   living.	   In	   less	   developing	   or	   developing	   economies,	   where	   there	   is	   an	  

absence	  or	  imperfection	  of	  accessible	  public	  or	  affordable	  private	  insurance	  and	  

credit	  networks,	   the	  risks	   from	  market	   failures	  can	   lead	  to	   insufficient	   income	  

and	  create	  strong	  pressures	  for	  international	  movement	  (Stark	  &	  Bloom,	  1985).	  

As	  a	  result,	  families	  can	  send	  one	  or	  more	  members	  abroad	  to	  work	  and	  remit	  
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earnings	  home	  when	  there	  is	  no	  insurance	  for	  market	  failures	  to	  guarantee	  the	  

economic	   well-‐‑being	   of	   the	   family.	   Migration	   is	   considered	   a	   mechanism	   for	  

households	   to	  self-‐‑insure	  against	   income	  risks	   to	  maintain	  a	  reliable	  source	  of	  

income	  to	  support	  the	  family;	  it	  also	  helps	  increase	  the	  family	  income	  relative	  to	  

other	  families	  in	  the	  reference	  group	  to	  reduce	  their	  relative	  deprivation	  (Massey	  

et	  al.,	  1993).	  

In	   addition	   to	   NELM,	   this	   research	   also	   utilises	   the	   sustainable	   livelihood	  

approach	  (SLA)	  in	  order	  to	  study	  the	  complexity	  of	  the	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  

process.	  The	  definition	  of	   “sustainable	   livelihoods”	  was	   introduced	   in	  1992	  by	  

Chambers	  and	  Conway	  (1992)	  in	  a	  paper	  for	  the	  Institute	  of	  Development	  Studies	  

(IDS)	  and	  later	  adapted	  by	  Scoones	  and	  other	  authors	  as	  the	  following:	  

“A	  livelihood	  comprises	  the	  capabilities,	  assets	  (including	  both	  material	  and	  

social	   resources)	   and	   activities	   for	   a	   means	   of	   living.	   A	   livelihood	   is	  

sustainable	  when	   it	   can	   cope	  with	   and	   recover	   from	   stresses	   and	   shocks,	  

maintain	  or	  enhance	  its	  capabilities	  and	  assets,	  while	  not	  undermining	  the	  

natural	  resource	  base”	  (Scoones,	  2009).	  

The	  idea	  of	  sustainable	  livelihoods	  was	  the	  starting	  point	  for	  the	  development	  of	  

the	   “sustainable	   livelihood	   approach”	   (SLA)	   and	   it	   was	   incorporated	   into	  

development	   practice	   (Scoones,	   2009)	   as	   both	   “a	   framework	   that	   helps	   in	  

understanding	   the	   complexities	   of	   poverty”	   and	   “a	   set	   of	   principles	   to	   guide	  

action	  to	  address	  and	  overcome	  poverty”	  (the	  International	  Fund	  for	  Agricultural	  

Development	  (IFAD)	  cited	  in	  Morse	  &	  McNamara,	  2013,	  p.	  10).	  Rural	  livelihoods	  

diversification	  is	  a	  “process	  by	  which	  rural	  households	  construct	  an	  increasingly	  

diverse	  portfolio	  of	  activities	  and	  assets	  in	  order	  to	  survive	  and	  to	  improve	  their	  

standard	  of	  living”	  (Ellis,	  2000	  cited	  in	  Elliott,	  2013,	  p.	  202).	  	  	  

To	  start	  with,	  the	  livelihood	  approach	  offers	  an	  analytical	  framework	  to	  study	  the	  

concept	   of	   “sustainable	   rural	   livelihoods”	   and	   the	   relations	   between	   poverty	  

reduction,	  rural	  development	  and	  environmental	  management	  (Scoones,	  1998).	  

In	  a	  specific	  manner,	  the	  SLA	  framework	  provides	  a	  concept	  for	  analysing	  rural	  

livelihood	   as	   follows:	   Given	   a	   certain	   context,	   condition	   and	   trend	   (of	   policy	  

setting,	  politics,	  history,	  socio-‐‑economic	  matters),	  what	  combination	  of	  livelihood	  
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resources	   (different	   types	   of	   ‘capital’:	   natural,	   financial,	   human,	   social,	   and	  

others)	  result	  in	  the	  ability	  to	  follow	  what	  combination	  of	  livelihood	  strategies	  

(agriculture	  intensification,	  livelihood	  diversification	  and	  migration)	  with	  what	  

outcomes?	  (Scoones,	  1998,	  p.	  3).	  Mediating	  the	  ability	  to	  carry	  out	  the	  livelihood	  

strategies	  and	  to	  achieve	  (or	  not)	  the	   livelihood	  outcomes	  are	  the	  institutional	  

and	  organizational	  processes	   that	   influence	  access	   to	   livelihood	  resources	  and	  

the	  composition	  of	  livelihood	  strategies	  (ibid.).	  The	  SLA	  framework	  is	  often	  set	  

out	  as	  a	  diagram	  as	  shown	  in	  Figure	  1.	  

Figure	  1:	  The	  sustainable	  livelihood	  framework	  

	  

Source:	  (DFID,	  1999).	  

According	   to	   the	   sustainable	   livelihood	  approach,	  migration	   is	   considered	  one	  

key	   livelihood	   strategy	   among	   others	   such	   as	   agriculture	   intensification	   and	  

livelihood	   diversification,	   all	   of	  which	   are	   crucial	   in	   order	   for	   rural	   people	   to	  

achieve	  certain	  outcomes	   to	   sustain	   their	   livelihoods	  and	  cope	  with	   livelihood	  

shocks	  or	  stresses	  (Scoones,	  1998).	  	  
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SLA	  holds	  that	  the	  ability	  to	  pursue	  different	  livelihood	  strategies	  is	  dependent	  

on	   the	   basic	   material	   and	   social	   tangible	   and	   intangible	   assets	   that	   people	  

possess,	  referred	  to	  as	  ‘types	  of	  capital’.	  A	  key	  step	  in	  the	  analysis	  process	  is	  to	  

identify	  what	   types	   of	   livelihood	   capitals	   are	   required	   for	   different	   livelihood	  

strategy	   combinations.	   This	   often	   varies	   between	   different	   contexts,	   thus,	  

understanding	   how	   different	   resources	   are	   sequenced	   and	   combined	   in	   the	  

pursuit	  of	  different	  livelihood	  strategies	  (including	  migration)	  is	  critical	  (ibid.).	  

There	  are	  obvious	  differences	  between	  NELM	  and	  SLA	  framework.	  NELM	  is	  an	  

economic	  theory	  predicting	  the	  motives	  of	  migration	  and	  pattern	  of	  remittance	  

use	  while	  SLA	  was	  developed	  to	  unpack	  the	  complexity	  of	  rural	  poverty	  through	  

a	  combination	  of	  livelihood	  assets	  that	  result	  in	  the	  adoption	  of	  certain	  livelihood	  

strategies	  and	  their	  relation	  to	  rural	  development.	  However,	  both	  NELM	  and	  SLA	  

share	   the	   premise	   of	   looking	   at	   migration	   “as	   part	   of	   a	   broader	   household	  

livelihood	  strategy	  to	  diversify	   income	  sources	  and	  overcome	  social,	  economic	  

and	  institutional	  development	  constraints	  in	  the	  place	  of	  origin”	  (De	  Haas,	  2007,	  

p.	  6).	  	  

Translating	  SLA	  into	  research	  can	  result	  in	  a	  range	  of	  topics	  and	  research	  scales	  

because	  SLA	  allows	  researchers	  the	  ability	  to	  adopt	  the	  framework	  and	  adapt	  the	  

analytical	  scale	  to	  their	  specific	  needs.	  In	  this	  study	  I	  only	  use	  one	  part	  of	  the	  SLA	  

framework.	  I	  do	  not	  study	  the	  sources	  of	  capital	  that	  the	  local	  people	  of	  Ha	  Tinh	  

utilize	  for	  their	  livelihood	  strategies.	  Rather,	  I	  focus	  on	  the	  concept	  of	  “migration	  

as	   a	   livelihood	   strategy”	   in	   the	   SLA	   and	   set	   out	   to	   study	   how	   the	   process	   of	  

irregular	  labour	  migration	  in	  the	  context	  of	  rural	  Ha	  Tinh	  affects	  their	  sources	  of	  

capital	  and,	  at	  the	  other	  end,	  what	  kind	  of	  development	  impacts	  or	  outcomes	  it	  

produces	   for	   the	   labour	   migrants,	   their	   families	   and	   communities.	   The	  

combination	  of	  NELM	  and	  SLA,	  under	  their	  shared	  premise	  of	  viewing	  migration	  

as	  a	  household	  calculated	  strategy	  to	  sustain	  rural	  livelihoods,	  will	  provide	  this	  

research	  with	  a	  theoretical	  and	  analytical	  platform	  to	  study	  the	  case	  of	  irregular	  

labour	  migration	  from	  Ha	  Tinh	  in	  a	  broader	  developmental	  context.	  

The	  sustainable	  livelihood	  approach	  highlights	  and	  aims	  to	  address	  the	  multiple	  

linkages	  between	  development	  and	  poverty.	  However,	  connecting	  migration	  with	  

sustainable	  livelihoods	  to	  understand	  migratory	  determinants	  does	  not	  draw	  any	  
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firm	  conclusions	  on	   the	  causal	   relation	  between	  migration	  and	  poverty.	  While	  

livelihoods	  and	  poverty	  obviously	  affect,	  and	  are	  affected	  by	  migration,	  there	  are	  

no	  easy	  generalizations	  in	  the	  matter,	  given	  the	  correlation	  is	  likely	  to	  be	  context-‐‑

dependent	  (McDowell	  &	  De	  Haan,	  1997).	  	  

2.4.   Irregular	  migration	  in	  the	  global	  context	  

In	   the	   global	   migration	   context,	   the	   extensiveness	   of	   irregular	   migration	  

(undocumented	  or	   illegal)	   around	   the	  world	  has	  probably	  never	   been	   greater	  

than	   it	   is	   today	  (Castles	  &	  Miller,	  2009,	  p.	  3).	   In	  Asia,	   the	  majority	  of	   irregular	  

migration	  has	  been	   treated	  as	  a	   threat	   to	  receiving	  countries	   in	   terms	  of	  state	  

security	   and	   human	   security	   (Koser,	   2009);	   it	   is	   viewed	   as	   a	   contentious	  

development	  issue	  that	  has	  been	  neglected	  by	  governments	  of	  both	  sending	  and	  

receiving	  countries	  (Castles	  &	  Miller,	  2009).	  Munck	  (2008)	  also	  finds	  that	  one	  of	  

the	   debates	   on	   the	   interactions	   between	   migration	   and	   development	   views	  

migration	  as	  a	   threat	   to	  social	  security.	   In	  his	  view,	   the	  social	  constructions	  of	  

migration	  as	   the	  movement	  of	  people	   from	  different	  parts	   and	   cultures	  of	   the	  

world	   where	   there	  may	   be	   violence	   or	   suppression	   can	   give	   rise	   to	   the	   fear,	  

rejection	   and	   uncertainty	   of	   unfamiliarity	   for	   people	   in	   places	   of	   destination	  

(Munck,	  2008).	  	  

Migration	   management	   is	   often	   tied	   within	   the	   geographic	   or	   territorial	  

boundaries	  of	  nations	  and	  falls	  in	  the	  grey	  zone	  between	  domestic	  politics	  and	  

international	  affairs	  (Gamlen,	  2014).	  Once	  a	  person	  leaves	  their	  home	  country,	  

their	  original	  government	   is	  not	  bound	  to	  control	  and	  manage	   their	  migration	  

since	   they	   have	   moved	   to	   a	   new	   receiving	   territory.	   The	   same	   goes	   for	   the	  

receiving	  countries:	  they	  have	  the	  choice	  to	  not	  control	  the	  foreign	  migrants.	  By	  

doing	  so,	  receiving	  economies	  can	  be	  benefited	  from	  the	  inflow	  of	  undocumented	  

cheap	   labour	   workers.	   The	   undocumented	   migrants	   can	   find	   ways	   to	   obtain	  

employment	  and	  gain	  a	  source	  of	  income	  in	  destination	  countries.	  Additionally,	  

there	  is	  the	  “contradiction	  between	  state	  and	  market”	  (Castles	  et	  al.,	  2012)	  where	  

state	   migration	   regulations	   often	   signal	   in-‐‑migration	   to	   be	   limited,	   while	   the	  

market,	   on	   the	   other	   hand,	   signals	   that	   migrants	   are	   welcome	   by	   providing	  

employment	  opportunities	  to	  irregular,	  undocumented	  migrants.	  The	  grey	  zone	  

of	  labour	  management	  and	  the	  need	  for	  cheap	  labour	  could	  explain	  the	  reluctance	  
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of	   governments	   from	   both	   ends	   of	   the	   migratory	   process	   in	   dealing	   with	  

migration	   and	   irregular	   migration	   in	   particular.	   Baldwin-‐‑Edwards	   (2008)	  

contends	  that	  this	  mismatch	  between	  migration	  policies	  and	  the	  need	  for	  flexible	  

labour	  in	  the	  market,	  has	  created	  the	  conditions	  for	  illegal	  migration	  and	  illegal	  

employment	  (Baldwin-‐‑Edwards,	  2008).	  Irregular	  migration	  can	  effectively	  meet	  

labour	  needs,	  but	   it	   also	  creates	  a	   situation	  of	   insecurity	  and	  rightlessness	   for	  

workers	  due	  to	  the	  undocumented	  nature	  of	  their	  migration	  that	  can	  be	  exploited	  

in	  an	  environment	  where	  the	  unwillingness	  of	  governments	  to	  manage	  migration	  

coincide	   with	   the	   desire	   to	   use	   cheap	   and	   exploitable	   workers	   by	   employers	  

(Castles	  &	  Miller,	  2009,	  p.	  135).	  	  

2.5.   Migration	  and	  Development	  in	  Vietnam	  

2.5.1.   Vietnamese	  regular	  labour	  migration	  	  

In	  2011,	  it	  was	  reported	  that	  the	  law	  of	  economic	  supply	  and	  demand	  on	  labour	  

force,	   services,	   and	   income,	   and	   the	  differential	   conditions	   in	   living	   standards	  

between	   areas,	   have	   significantly	   stimulated	   flows	   of	   labour	   mobility	   from	  

Vietnam	  to	  other	  countries	  (Vietnam	  Consular	  Department,	  2011).	  Dang	  Nguyen	  

Anh,	   a	   prominent	   Vietnamese	   migration	   scholar	   demonstrated	   that	  

unemployment,	  labour	  surplus	  and	  lack	  of	  economic	  prospects	  have	  contributed	  

in	   pushing	   the	   flow	   of	   Vietnamese	   migration	   into	   other	   destinations	   where	  

differential	  wages	  exist	  (Dang,	  2008).	  Vietnam’s	  post-‐‑war	  economic	  development	  

efforts	  in	  the	  1980s	  put	  the	  country	  in	  a	  modest	  position	  behind	  other	  nations	  in	  

the	  global	  map	  of	  economic	  development.	  While	  regional	  countries	  such	  as	  Japan,	  

South	  Korea,	  Taiwan,	  Indonesia,	  Malaysia	  and	  Thailand	  have	  achieved	  rapid	  and	  

sustainable	   economic	   growth	   over	   a	   long	   period	   of	   time,	   Vietnam	   stands	   as	   a	  

newly	  industrializing	  economy	  (Dang,	  2008).	  	  

Since	  the	  beginning	  of	  its	  economic	  reform,	  Vietnam	  has	  placed	  a	  major	  focus	  on	  

labour	  migration	   as	   a	   policy	   mechanism	   to	   increase	   employment	   and	   reduce	  

poverty	  (ILO	  Vietnam,	  2015).	  Putting	  forward	  a	  close	  linkage	  between	  migration	  

and	   development	   has	   been	   key	   in	   Vietnam’s	   policy	   agenda.	   The	   Vietnamese	  

Government	  considered	  the	  sending	  of	  Vietnamese	  labour	  abroad	  as	  a	  relevant	  

policy	   action	   in	   line	   with	   current	   international	   migration	   trends	   (Vietnam	  

Consular	  Department,	  2011).	  According	  to	  the	  Vietnamese	  Consular	  Department	  
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report	  in	  2011,	  labour	  migration	  also	  contributes	  to	  the	  improvement	  of	  citizen’s	  

living	  conditions,	  social	  stability,	  and	  work	  force	  and	  labour	  skills	  (ibid.)	  

Vietnam’s	  labour	  export	  policy	  started	  in	  the	  1980s	  and	  was	  identified	  by	  three	  

main	  waves:	  the	  first	  two	  were	  directly	  to	  Eastern	  Europe	  and	  the	  Soviet	  bloc,	  

partly	  as	  a	  post-‐‑war	  debt-‐‑paying	  mechanism	  by	  the	  Vietnamese	  government	  to	  

those	   countries,	   and	   the	   third	   wave	   was	   into	   East	   Asia	   as	   part	   of	   Vietnam’s	  

integration	  efforts	  with	  the	  regional	  economy	  (Dang,	  2008).	  During	  the	  1980s,	  

labour	   cooperation	   agreements	   were	   signed	   between	   the	   Vietnamese	  

government	   and	   the	   former	  Soviet	  bloc	   to	   set	   the	  quota	   for	  dispatch,	   areas	  of	  

work,	  wage	  levels	  and	  so	  on	  (Dang,	  2008).	  Since	  the	  1990s,	  Vietnamese	  labour	  

export	  has	  been	   subject	   to	   licensing	   (Dang,	   2008)	   so	   state-‐‑owned	  and	  private	  

recruitment	  enterprises	  have	  been	  granted	  legal	  licenses	  from	  the	  government	  to	  

practise	  their	  labour	  sending	  business.	  Labour	  export	  agencies,	  as	  regulated	  by	  

the	   Vietnamese	   Ministry	   of	   Labour,	   Invalids	   and	   Social	   Affairs	   (MOLISA),	   are	  

responsible	   for	   monitoring	   overseas	   markets,	   securing	   service	   contracts,	   and	  

recruiting,	  training	  and	  sending	  workers	  (Dang,	  2008).	  There	  is	  a	  service	  fee	  and	  

a	   large	   deposit	   that	   workers	   have	   to	   pay	   to	   the	   labour	   export	   agencies	   to	  

guarantee	   their	   fulfilment	  of	   the	   labour	  contract	   (Dang,	  2008).	  The	  sending	  of	  

Vietnamese	  labourers	  to	  foreign	  labour	  markets	  through	  licensed	  labour	  export	  

channels	   became	   an	   increasing	   trend	   after	   2000	   when	   Vietnamese	   labour	  

migrated	  mainly	  to	  countries	  like	  Japan,	  Korea	  and	  Taiwan,	  Malaysia	  and	  other	  

regions	   like	   Europe,	   Eastern	  Europe,	  North	  Africa	   and	   the	  Middle	   East	   (Dang,	  

2008).	  Labour	  migration	  from	  Vietnam	  is	  expected	  to	  continue	  to	  grow	  as	  trade	  

links	  between	  Vietnam	  and	  other	  countries	  in	  East	  and	  Southeast	  Asia	  begin	  to	  

fully	  develop	  (ibid.).	  The	  Department	  of	  Overseas	  Labour,	  Ministry	  of	  Invalids	  and	  

Social	   Affairs	   reported	   a	   number	   of	   500,000	   Vietnamese	   labourers	   currently	  

working	  overseas,	  of	  which	  106,000	  moved	  in	  2014	  (ILO	  Vietnam,	  2015).	  

The	   official	   labour	   export	   programme	   is	   believed	   to	   ease	   unemployment	   in	  

Vietnam,	  providing	  local	  people	  with	  a	  way	  to	  diversify	  their	  livelihood	  strategy	  

while	  the	  remittances	  are	  believed	  to	  make	  a	  significant	  contribution	  to	  economic	  

growth	   and	   social	   change	   both	   at	   the	   national	   level	   and	   in	   localised	   places	   of	  

origin	   (Dang,	   Tacoli,	   &	   Hoang,	   2003,	   p.	   16).	   However,	   labour	   migration	   also	  
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entails	   many	   issues	   for	   Vietnam.	   Dang	   (2002)	   for	   example,	   found	   that	   out-‐‑

migration	  resulted	  in	  brain	  drain.	  The	  country	  lost	  talent	  and	  human	  resources	  

through	   educational	  migration	   and,	   in	   addition,	   domestically-‐‑trained	   technical	  

emigrants	  leave	  the	  country	  with	  their	  knowledge,	  talents	  and	  skills	  (Dang,	  2002	  

cited	  in	  Dang	  et	  al.,	  2003,	  p.	  16).	  	  

Other	  issues	  include	  cases	  of	  unfair	  treatment	  or	  labour	  exploitation.	  In	  another	  

example,	  Belanger,	  et	  al.	  (2011)	  found	  that	  Vietnamese	  labour	  migrants	  in	  Japan	  

were	  opting	  for	  irregular	  working	  conditions	  and	  status	  because	  they	  could	  earn	  

more	   income	   by	   working	   illegally	   (Bélanger	   et	   al.,	   2011).	   In	   addition	   to	   low	  

salaries,	   those	   legal	   workers	   had	   experienced	   an	   oppressive	   working	  

environment	   that	   forced	   them	   to	   “move	   out”,	   	   or	   “run-‐‑away”	   from	   the	   official	  

employer	  and	  opt	  for	  irregular	  employers	  in	  Japanese	  markets	  (Bélanger	  et	  al.,	  

2011).	  	  

Besides	  the	  wish	  to	  earn	  better	  income	  through	  their	   irregular	  work,	  potential	  

migrants	   understand	   through	   networks	   of	   former	  migrants	   that	   the	   capitalist	  

economy	  is	  dependent	  on	  illegal	  labour,	  and	  that	  illegal	  migration	  is	  the	  “normal”	  

way	   to	   earn	   a	   better	   life	   and	   employment	   in	   the	   world’s	   richest	   countries	  

(Baldwin-‐‑Edwards,	  2008).	  It	  is	  also	  very	  unlikely	  for	  the	  unskilled	  or	  semi-‐‑skilled	  

to	   migrate	   legally	   (Baldwin-‐‑Edwards,	   2008).	   In	   sum,	   even	   though	   irregular	  

migration	   is	   risky,	   there	   is	   evidence	   for	   the	   factors	   that	   condition	   irregular	  

migration	   to	   take	  place.	   In	   response	   to	   those	   factors,	  more	  unskilled	  and	   low-‐‑

skilled	   labourers	   are	   seeing	   that	   irregular	   migration	   can	   be	   adopted	   as	   their	  

livelihood	  strategy.	  Additionally,	  Belanger	  et	  al.	  (2011)	  also	  pointed	  out	  that	  the	  

precariousness	  of	  the	  migratory	  process	  can	  bring	  about	  certain	  advantages	  to	  

migrants,	  rather	  than	  being	  official,	  contract-‐‑bound	  and	  documented	  (Goldring	  et	  

al.,	  2009	  cited	  in	  Bélanger	  et	  al.,	  2011).	  	  

2.5.2.   Gender	  and	  migration	  in	  Vietnam	  

This	   section	   presents	   a	   discussion	   of	   traditional	   Vietnamese	   gender	  

characteristics	  which	  is	  necessary	  to	  allow	  a	  further	  discussion	  on	  the	  interaction	  

of	  labour	  mobility	  and	  gender	  relations	  in	  the	  construct	  of	  rural	  livelihoods.	  	  
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Werner	  (2002),	  has	  pointed	  out	  the	  complexity	  of	  contemporary	  gender	  relations	  

in	  Vietnam,	  arguing	   that	   they	  are	   “a	  compound	  of	  norms,	  values	  and	  practices	  

inherited	  from	  a	  distant	  ‘Confucian’	  past	  as	  well	  as	  a	  more	  recent	  ‘socialist’	  one,	  

together	  with	   changes	   associated	  with	   the	   current	   period	   of	   transition	   to	   the	  

market	  economy	  and	  integration	  into	  the	  global	  economy”	  (Werner,	  2002).	  

Owing	   to	   the	  Confucian	  heritage,	   traditional	  Vietnamese	  society	   is	  patriarchal;	  

boys	  receive	  more	  attention	  in	  the	  household	  than	  girls	  because	  they	  would	  be	  

the	   ones	   who	   continue	   their	   father’s	   patrilineage	   (Drummond	   &	   Rydstrøm,	  

2004).	  A	  son’s	  special	  position	  stimulates	  more	  freedom	  of	  action	  for	  men,	  while	  

women	  have	  been	   taught	   to	  be	  more	   reserved	   in	   their	  behaviour.	  The	   idea	  of	  

“good	  morality”	  has	  been	   taught	   from	  generation	   to	  generation	  of	  Vietnamese	  

women	  to	  embrace	  controlled	  behaviour,	   to	  nurture	  a	  good	  reputation	   for	   the	  

family,	   and	   to	  make	  up	   for	   the	   fact	   that	   they	   could	  not	   carry	  on	   their	   father’s	  

patrilineage	  (cf.	  Long	  2000;	  Nguyen	  Tu	  Chi	  1991;	  Pham	  Van	  Bich	  1998;	  Rydstrom	  

2003a	  cited	  in	  Drummond	  &	  Rydstrøm,	  2004,	  p.	  91).	  

The	   four	   Confucian	   feminine	   virtues	   (tu	   duc)	   of	   “cong”	   (labour),	   “dung”	  

(appearance),	  “ngon”	  (speech)	  and	  “hanh”	  (morality),	  have	  a	  strong	  influence	  on	  

how	  Vietnamese	  women	  are	  brought	  up	  and	  how	  they	  should	  present	  themselves	  

in	   the	   society,	   though	   the	   focus	  has	  become	   less	   extreme	   in	   the	  modern	  days.	  

Generally	   speaking,	  Vietnamese	  women	  are	  expected	   to	  be	  gentle,	  proper	  and	  

feminine	  (Ngo	  B.,	  cited	  in	  Drummond	  &	  Rydstrøm,	  2004,	  p.	  47).	  Bearing	  in	  mind	  

another	   teaching	   from	   Confucianism	   about	   family	   hierarchy,	   traditional	  

Vietnamese	  women	  are	  supposed	  to	  listen	  to	  their	  father	  in	  the	  household,	  listen	  

to	  their	  husband	  when	  they	  are	  married,	  and	  later	  in	  life	  let	  their	  son	  decide	  their	  

situation.	  The	  social	  construction	  of	  femininity	  in	  Vietnam	  concentrates	  evidently	  

on	  fostering	  female	  characters	  to	  be	  feminine	  and	  obedient,	  with	  an	  overarching	  

attention	  paid	  to	  their	  symbolic	  functions	  of	  reproducing	  and	  care-‐‑taking.	  	  

With	   this	   in	   mind,	   the	   gendered	   beliefs	   in	   Vietnamese	   society	   have	   a	   strong	  

influence	  on	  people’s	  perceptions	  of	  rights,	  obligations	  and	  legitimate	  behaviour	  

in	  relation	  to	  other	  people,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  way	  their	  migration	  is	  strategized	  within	  

the	   household	   (Hoang,	   2011).	   According	   to	   Hoang	   (2011),	   women’s	   agency	  

around	  their	  own	  migration	  was	  in	  part	  constrained	  because	  they	  were	  forced	  to	  
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negotiate	   for	   their	   interests	  whilst	   trying	   to	   preserve	   family	   harmony.	   Hoang	  

(2011)	  also	  identified	  in	  her	  research	  four	  Vietnamese	  female	  migration	  patterns:	  

consensual,	   uncontested,	   negotiated	   and	   conflictual.	   Consensual	   migration	   is	  

when	  the	  decision	  is	  made	  upon	  mutual	  consensus	  within	  the	  household	  prior	  to	  

migration.	  Uncontested	  migration	  are	  cases	  where	  migrants	  made	  the	  decision	  

themselves	   without	   consultation	   with	   other	   family	   members,	   and	   negotiated	  

cases	   are	  migrants	  who	  were	   able	   to	  negotiate	   and	  persuade	   their	   families	   to	  

agree	  for	  them	  to	  migrate,	  given	  their	  initial	  disagreement.	  Conflictual	  migration	  

involve	  cases	  where	  there	  is	  no	  consensus	  within	  the	  household	  on	  the	  decision	  

to	  migrate.	  	  

Family	  ties	  and	  patriarchy	  are	  important	  factors	  in	  Vietnamese	  households	  and	  

so	  most	  migratory	  decisions	  preferably	  need	  the	  consensus	  of	  the	  family,	  with	  the	  

most	  important	  power	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  the	  male	  head	  of	  the	  house.	  Gender	  norms	  

and	   gendered	   labour	   divisions	   in	   households	   have	   been	   found	   to	   be	   key	  

determinants	  of	  migration	  behaviour	  (Chant	  1991,	  Lawson	  1998	  and	  Hampshire	  

2002	  cited	  in	  Hoang,	  2011).	  It	  used	  to	  be	  rare	  for	  Vietnamese	  women	  to	  migrate,	  

since	  their	  roles	  are	  assumed	  to	  be	  associated	  with	  the	  care-‐‑taking	  of	  their	  family	  

members	  and	  children.	  The	  fact	  that	  a	  woman	  in	  the	  household	  has	  to	  migrate	  

also	  indicates	  a	  social	  belief	  that	  her	  husband	  is	  unable	  to	  take	  care	  of	  the	  family.	  

Cases	  of	  married	  female	  migration	  have	  the	  tendency	  to	  damage	  the	  reputation	  

of	  husbands:	  either	  their	  masculinity	  will	  be	  contested	  by	  social	  expectations,	  or	  

they	  would	  feel	  shameful	  in	  comparison	  with	  other	  men	  in	  the	  community	  for	  not	  

living	  up	  to	  the	  gendered	  division	  of	  labour	  and	  having	  to	  take	  over	  the	  wives’	  

care-‐‑taking	  roles.	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  migrated	  wives	  also	  attract	  rumour	  and	  

social	  judgment	  for	  not	  being	  “good	  wives”	  (ibid.).	  

Additionally,	   motherhood	   is	   considered	   a	   crucial	   component	   for	   a	   woman’s	  

identity	  in	  Vietnamese	  society	  (Rydstrom,	  cited	  in	  Drummond	  &	  Rydstrøm,	  2004,	  

p.	  75).	  Women	  are	  judged	  by	  their	  reproductive	  roles	  and	  female	  migrants	  often	  

have	   to	   endure	   the	   belief	   that	   they	   have	   chosen	   to	   focus	   more	   on	   economic	  

benefits	   by	   migrating	   while	   leaving	   their	   children	   behind	   with	   their	   fathers.	  

Women	  themselves	  feel	  the	  threat	  of	  low	  self-‐‑esteem	  when	  not	  being	  able	  to	  take	  

proper	  care	  of	  their	  children.	  
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2.6.   Summary	  

This	  chapter	  has	  engaged	  with	  the	  relevant	  literature	  surrounding	  migration	  and	  

development	  from	  the	  global	  context	  to	  the	  Vietnamese	  context.	  From	  the	  global	  

perspective,	   I	   have	   reviewed	   the	   relationship	   between	   migration	   and	  

development	  through	  different	  periods	  of	  time	  and	  change	  of	  viewpoints.	  In	  the	  

following	  section,	  I	  presented	  the	  theory	  and	  approach	  that	  provided	  me	  with	  the	  

foundational	  understanding	  of	  the	  subject	  of	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  that	  this	  

research	   is	  concerned	  with.	  The	  combination	  of	   the	  New	  Economics	  of	  Labour	  

Migration	  theory	  and	  the	  sustainable	  livelihood	  approach	  as	  the	  theoretical	  and	  

analytical	  framework	  that	  guides	  my	  research	  makes	  clear	  their	  shared	  premise	  

that	  migration	  may	  be	  viewed	  as	  a	  household	  calculated	  strategy	  to	  sustain	  rural	  

livelihoods.	  Through	  this,	  my	  research	  seeks	  to	  examine	  the	  case	  of	  Vietnamese	  

irregular	   economic	   labour	   migration	   and	   locate	   its	   relationship	   with	  

development,	   exploring	   whether	   irregular	   labour	   migration	   is	   a	   strategy	   to	  

sustain	  rural	  livelihoods.	  To	  better	  foreground	  this	  aim	  of	  the	  research,	  the	  two	  

sections	  following	  the	  theoretical	  framework	  section	  provided	  a	  brief	  review	  of	  

irregular	   migration	   in	   the	   global	   context	   and	   then	   moved	   on	   to	   discuss	   the	  

relationship	   between	   migration	   and	   development	   in	   the	   context	   of	   Vietnam.	  

Specifically,	   the	   discussion	   on	   migration	   and	   development	   in	   Vietnam	  

demonstrated	   that	   the	   regular	   labour	   export	   programme	   regulated	   by	   the	  

Vietnamese	   government	   has	   both	   positive	   and	   negative	   effects.	  While	   regular	  

labour	  migration	  can	  be	  a	  strategy	  to	  sustain	   livelihoods	  for	  many	  Vietnamese	  

workers,	   its	   regulated	   fees	   were	   considered	   high,	   and	   the	   regular	   working	  

experience	  in	  some	  cases	  was	  found	  to	  be	  low-‐‑paid	  and	  exploitative.	  The	  negative	  

experience	   in	   combination	   with	   the	   loose	   migration	   management	   policy	   in	  

destination	   countries	  has	  paved	   the	  way	   for	   irregular	  migration	   to	  emerge.	   In	  

respect	   of	   migration	   and	   development	   in	   Vietnam,	   I	   also	   presented	   the	  

characteristics	   of	   Vietnamese	   gender	   in	   relation	   to	   migration;	   this	   section	  

provided	   a	   background	   for	  my	  discussion	   in	  Chapter	   Six	   in	   regards	   to	   gender	  

relations.	  

The	  quest	  of	  this	  research	  is	  to	  examine	  whether	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  can	  

be	  a	  strategy	  to	  diversify	  and	  sustain	  rural	  livelihoods.	  All	  the	  relevant	  literature	  

discussed	  in	  this	  chapter	  will	  be	  referred	  to	  throughout	  the	  thesis	  to	  highlight	  the	  
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impacts	  of	  a	  complex	  issue	  of	  Vietnamese	  irregular	  economic	  labour	  migration,	  

and	   offer	   deeper	   understandings	   of	   how	   and	   why	   people	   engaged	   with	   such	  

migration	  to	  sustain	  rural	  livelihoods	  from	  a	  local	  perspective.	  
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Chapter	  3:	  Methodology	  
	  

	  

	  

3.1.   Introduction	  

This	  chapter	  presents	  the	  methodology	  that	  informs	  the	  conduct	  of	  the	  research.	  

Firstly,	   it	   introduces	  the	  epistemology	  that	  guides	  the	  action	  of	  the	  research.	  It	  

then	  moves	  on	   to	  discuss	   the	   researcher’s	  positionality	   in	   the	   field.	  Thirdly,	   it	  

explains	   in	   detail	   the	   qualitative	   design	   of	   the	   research	   and	   its	   case	   study	  

approach.	  In	  this	  section,	  I	  discuss	  the	  access	  to	  the	  field	  site,	  and	  the	  sampling	  

and	   recruitment	   of	   my	   research	   participants.	   The	   chapter	   continues	   with	   a	  

section	  on	  the	  process	  of	  data	  collection	  and	  analysis.	  The	  final	  section	  reflects	  on	  

the	  ethical	  considerations	  of	  the	  research.	  

3.2.   Research	  Epistemology	  

Epistemology	   is	   the	   way	   of	   understanding	   and	   explaining	   how	   knowledge	   is	  

acquired	   (Crotty,	   1998),	   thus	   it	   is	   necessary	   to	   discuss	   it	  within	   the	   research	  

(Creswell,	  2009).	  Epistemology	  provides	  a	  philosophical	  grounding	  (the	  logic	  and	  

criteria)	  for	  deciding	  what	  kinds	  of	  knowledge	  are	  both	  adequate	  and	  legitimate	  

(ibid.).	  In	  short,	  epistemology	  is	  “a	  basic	  set	  of	  beliefs	  that	  guide	  action”	  (Guba,	  

1990	   cited	   in	   Creswell,	   2014,	   p.	   6)	   for	   the	   research.	   There	   is	   a	   range	   of	  

epistemologies,	  and	  each	  approach	  implies	  a	  profound	  difference	  in	  how	  research	  

is	   conducted	   and	   the	   outcomes	   it	   presents	   (Crotty,	   1998).	   This	   research	   is	  

informed	   by	   social	   constructivism,	   which	   holds	   that	   truth	   and	   meanings	   are	  

created	   by	   individuals’	   interaction	   with	   the	   world	   (Gray,	   2004).	   Specifically,	  

individuals	   develop	   subjective	   meanings	   of	   their	   experiences.	   Often	   these	  

subjective	  meanings	  are	  negotiated	  socially	  and	  historically	   through	   interaction	  

with	   others	   (hence	   socially	   constructed)	   and	   through	   historical	   and	   cultural	  

norms	  that	  operate	  in	  individuals’	  lives	  (Creswell,	  2003,	  p.	  9).	  In	  this	  research,	  my	  

aim	   is	   to	   study	  and	  understand	  my	  research	  participants’	  historical	  and	  social	  

perspectives	  and	  later	  interpret	  what	  I	  find	  to	  generate	  meaning	  from	  the	  data	  

collected	  (Crotty,	  1998	  cited	  in	  Creswell,	  2009).	  As	  a	  qualitative	  study	  informed	  
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by	   constructionism,	   this	   research	   looks	   at	   (1)	   how	   people	   interpret	   their	  

experiences,	   (2)	   how	   they	   construct	   their	  worlds,	   and	   (3)	  what	  meaning	   they	  

attribute	   to	   their	   experiences	   (Merriam,	   2009)	   in	   their	   social,	   historical	   and	  

cultural	  settings	  (Creswell,	  2003).	  	  

3.3.   Researcher’s	  Positionality	  

Positionality	   frames	   social	   and	  professional	   relationships	   in	   the	   field	   (Chacko,	  

2004).	   	  A	  researcher	  often	  assumes	  the	  status	  of	  an	  insider	  and/or	  an	  outsider	  

during	  their	  fieldwork.	  This	  affects	  how	  their	  participants	  perceive	  and	  interact	  

with	  them	  in	  the	  field	  and,	  therefore,	  influences	  both	  the	  data	  collected	  (Sultana,	  

2007)	   and	   the	   information	   that	   becomes	   coded	   as	   “knowledge”	   (Clare	  Madge,	  

1993:	  296	  cited	   in	  Rose,	  1997).	  Positionality	  sets	   the	   tone	  of	   the	  research	  and	  

affects	  its	  course	  and	  outcomes	  (Chacko,	  2004).	  Being	  critical	  and	  reflexive	  about	  

one’s	  positionality	  is	  to	  reflect	  on	  how	  one	  is	  inserted	  in	  grids	  of	  power	  relations,	  

and	   how	   that	   influences	   methods,	   interpretations	   and	   knowledge	   production	  

(Kobayashi,	   2003	   cited	   in	   Sultana,	   2007).	   When	   it	   comes	   to	   the	   matter	   of	  

exploring	  the	  multidimensional	  geography	  of	  power	  (Rose,	  1997)	  in	  its	  relation	  

to	  knowledge	  production	  in	  doing	  research,	  “positioning	  is	   .	   .	   .	  the	  key	  practice	  

grounding	  knowledge”	  (Haraway,	  1991:	  193	  cited	  in	  Rose,	  1997).	  The	  knowledge	  

produced	   during	   fieldwork	   research	   is	   partial,	   contextual,	   social,	   political	   and	  

institutional,	   so	   researchers	   need	   to	   recognize	   the	   differences	   in	   power,	  

knowledge,	   and	   truth	   claims.	   Further,	   they	   must	   constantly	   negotiate	   these	  

factors	  to	  have	  more	  meaningful	  and	  respectful	  ethical	  research	  (Sultana,	  2007).	  

Many	  feminist	  researchers	  in	  their	  work	  have	  written	  about	  their	  privileges	  in	  

relation	  to	  their	  research	  participants.	  In	  my	  view	  this	  is	  the	  way	  for	  researchers	  

to	  acknowledge	  their	  positions	  and	  the	  power	  they	  assume	  as	  the	  controllers	  of	  

the	   research.	   Those	   privileges	   vary,	   from	   educational	   backgrounds	   and	  

professional	   statuses	   (Kobayashi,	   1994	   cited	   in	   Rose,	   1997),	   to	   material	  

inequalities,	   differences	   of	   opportunities,	   and	   the	   power	   of	   interpretation	  

exercised	  in	  the	  final	  result	  (Gilbert,	  1994).	  

My	  research	  was	  conducted	  in	  Ha	  Tinh,	  a	  rural	  province	  in	  the	  Central	  Coast	  of	  

Vietnam.	  Ha	  Tinh	  was	   chosen	   for	   this	   research	  after	   a	   survey	  by	   ILO	  Vietnam	  
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reported	  that	  a	  significant	  number	  of	  local	  people	  had	  migrated	  irregularly	  from	  

the	   province	   (ILO	   Vietnam,	   2015).	   I	   was	   firstly	   intrigued	   by	   the	   matter	   of	  

irregular	   labour	   migration,	   and	   wanted	   to	   investigate	   more	   specifically	   the	  

process	  of	  migration	  and	  how	  that	  had	  an	  impact	  on	  the	  people	  and	  community.	  

Secondly,	  because	  Ha	  Tinh	  is	  my	  mother’s	  hometown,	  I	  felt	  closely	  related	  with	  

the	  province	  and	  decided	  to	  conduct	  my	  research	  here	  as	  the	  way	  to	  reconnect	  

with	  my	  roots.	  Conducting	  fieldwork	  in	  Ha	  Tinh	  also	  gave	  me	  a	  chance	  to	  apply	  

my	   new	   knowledge	   gained	   through	   my	   course	   of	   Development	   Studies	   and	  

contribute	  to	  the	  better	  understanding	  of	  a	  new	  development	  issue	  that	  emerged	  

from	  the	  land	  that	  I	  feel	  dearly	  connected	  to.	  

Returning	  home	  to	  Vietnam	  for	  my	  fieldwork	  placed	  me	  as	  both	  an	  insider	  and	  an	  

outsider	  (and	  of	  course,	  one	  with	  privileges	  given	  I	  am	  a	  city	  girl	  and	  was	  living	  

overseas	   in	   New	   Zealand	   for	   my	   study).	   The	   rural	   environment	   and	   level	   of	  

economic	  development	  in	  the	  field	  site	  were	  quite	  different	  from	  the	  capital	  city	  

of	  Hanoi	  where	  I	  was	  born	  and	  have	  lived	  most	  of	  my	  life.	  I	  had	  been	  away	  for	  

almost	  a	  year	  and	  a	  half	  in	  New	  Zealand,	  and	  upon	  returning	  home	  for	  my	  field	  

work,	  even	  my	  city	  was	  becoming	  the	  new	  ‘old	  environment’	  that	  I	  had	  to	  adjust	  

myself	   to.	   In	   addition,	   the	   tropical	   summer	   heat	   in	   Ha	   Tinh	   was	   also	   more	  

extreme.	  Ha	  Tinh,	  where	  my	  research	  participants	  reside,	  is	  not	  my	  ‘home’,	  even	  

though	  I	  still	  have	  strong	  family	  ties;	  not	  only	  was	  my	  mother	  born	  and	  raised	  

there,	  but	  several	  relatives	  still	  live	  in	  the	  province,	  while	  childhood	  memories	  of	  

summer	  vacations	  spent	  with	  my	  grandparents	  in	  one	  of	  the	  villages	  made	  me	  

feel	  familiar	  and	  connected	  to	  my	  roots	  and	  to	  its	  rural	  settings	  (Sultana,	  2007).	  

What	  made	  me	  an	  insider	  was	  my	  familiarity	  with	  historical	  factors	  and	  political	  

processes	  and	   the	   feeling	  of	  being	   ‘native’	   (Sultana,	  2007),	  and	  my	  connection	  

with	  the	  site	  through	  my	  mother	  and	  relatives.	  I	  noticed	  that	  introducing	  myself	  

as	  the	  daughter	  of	  my	  mother	  –	  a	  former	  villager	  in	  the	  research	  site	  who	  still	  has	  

her	  family	  ties	  there	  –	  has	  enabled	  me	  to	  be	  more	  quickly	  accepted	  by	  most	  of	  my	  

participants.	   In	  a	  small	   rural	   community	  where	  everyone	  seems	   to	  know	  each	  

other,	   people	   were	   very	   welcoming	   and	   willing	   to	   share	   their	   stories	   and	  

contribute	  to	  the	  study	  of	  their	  fellow	  villager’s	  daughter.	  A	  lot	  of	  the	  participants	  

do	  not	  actually	  know	  my	  mother	  in	  person,	  but	  by	  associating	  her	  with	  my	  late	  

grandfather,	  the	  participants	  were	  able	  to	  ‘locate’	  her.	  Being	  aware	  of	  my	  insider	  
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status,	  I	  made	  sure	  none	  of	  my	  participants	  were	  related	  to	  our	  family.	  The	  fact	  

that	  none	  of	  my	  relatives	  who	  still	  live	  in	  the	  villages	  are	  irregular	  migrants	  also	  

helped	   me	   minimize	   the	   possible	   biases	   or	   conflict	   of	   interest	   during	   my	  

interviews	  with	  other	  irregular	  migrant	  workers.	  	  

Despite	  the	  family	  connection	  during	  my	  time	  in	  the	  field,	  I	  felt	  that	  my	  outsider	  

status	  was	  more	  dominant	  than	  my	  insider	  role,	  and	  I	  was	  aware	  of	  differences	  

between	  myself	  and	  the	  research	  participants	  (Gilbert,	  1994;	  Rose,	  1997).	  Being	  

an	  urban	  young	  professional	  pursuing	  a	  higher	  education	  degree	  overseas,	  I	  was	  

aware	  that	  my	  class	  and	  educational	  privilege	  (Sultana,	  2007)	  might	  have	  had	  an	  

effect	  on	  how	  I	  was	  being	   ‘othered’	   in	  the	  rural	  area.	  There	  were	  material	  and	  

symbolic	   differences	   (ibid.)	   to	   be	   noticed,	   and	   I	   was	   a	   total	   stranger	   to	   the	  

villagers.	   I	   constantly	   tried	   to	   be	   mindful	   of	   the	   differences	   and	   the	   power	  

imbalances,	  be	  careful	  with	  the	  way	  I	  interacted	  with	  my	  research	  informants	  and	  

the	   local	   people	   in	   the	   villages,	   and	   the	   way	   I	   behaved	   in	   the	   community	  

(Scheyvens	  &	  Storey,	  2003).	  To	  show	  respect	  and	  to	  avoid	  the	  sun,	  most	  days	  I	  

dressed	  myself	   in	   long	  pants,	   long	  sleeved	  shirt	  and	  opted	  for	  sports	  shoes	  for	  

comfort.	  I	  wore	  a	  big	  backpack	  that	  carried	  every	  possible	  thing	  I	  needed	  while	  

on	  the	  move:	  a	  bottle	  of	  water,	  my	  notebooks	  and	  interview	  papers,	  my	  phone	  as	  

a	  camera	  and	  a	  recorder,	  a	  handkerchief	  and	  a	  paper	   fan	   to	  keep	  me	  cool.	  My	  

backpack	  was	  huge	  and	  I	  wore	  a	  sports	  hat	  that	  could	  easily	  distinguish	  me	  from	  

the	  ‘locals’,	  as	  men	  in	  the	  villages	  wear	  military	  hardhats	  and	  women	  wear	  the	  

signature	  Vietnamese	  conical	  hats	  to	  keep	  them	  cool	  in	  the	  sun.	  Local	  people	  in	  

the	  villages	  tend	  to	  share	  a	  similar	  style	  of	  dress:	  men	  would	  wear	  long	  dark	  pants	  

of	   thick	   fabrics	   and	   light-‐‑coloured	   shirts,	   while	   women	   mostly	   wear	   plain	  

coloured	  pants	  and	  floral	  blouses	  or	  shirts.	  My	   long	  sleeved	  blue	   flannel	   that	   I	  

wore	  outside	  my	  T-‐‑shirt	  as	  protection	  from	  the	  heat	  was	  also	  different	  in	  look	  to	  

the	   locals.	   Everywhere	   I	   went,	   I	   noticed	   people	   looking	   at	  me	   because	   of	  my	  

different	  appearance.	  	  

In	  the	  rural	  community	  where	  people	  have	  come	  to	  respect	  and	  be	  deferential	  to	  

urban,	   educated	   elites	   (Sultana,	   2007),	   I	   constantly	   had	   to	   negotiate	   my	  

“sameness”	  and	  my	  “differences”	  (Rose,	  1997).	  Despite	  the	  sameness	  of	  ethnicity,	  

nationality,	  language	  and	  the	  ability	  to	  engage	  in	  regular	  conversations	  (Sultana,	  
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2007),	  the	  participants	  I	  talked	  to	  in	  the	  field	  seemed	  to	  place	  me	  in	  a	  hierarchy	  

with	  respect	  to	  my	  education.	  They	  treated	  me	  with	  respect	  and	  hospitality	  and	  

were	  genuinely	  honest	  and	  willing	   to	  share.	  As	  one	  of	  my	  women	  participants	  

said:	  “I	  will	  tell	  you	  everything	  I	  know,	  this	  is	  only	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  your	  study,	  and	  

I	  have	  nothing	  to	  hide”.	  I	  was	  touched	  by	  the	  honesty	  she	  offered,	  and	  at	  the	  same	  

time	  her	  comment	  drew	  me	  to	  my	  awareness	  of	  my	  fortunate	  education.	  I	  became	  

even	  more	  appreciative	  knowing	  that	  her	  genuine	  comment	  showed	  the	  typical	  

appreciation	  and	  encouragement	  for	  education	  often	  expressed	  by	  local	  people	  

towards	   younger	   generations.	   I	   felt	   clearly	   that	   I	   had	   been	   treated	   with	  

‘sameness’	  despite	  my	   ‘differences’.	  At	   that	  moment,	   I	   remembered	  reminding	  

myself	  that	  the	  work	  I	  was	  doing	  was	  not	  just	  “for	  the	  sake	  of	  my	  study”.	  It	  was	  

more	  about	  their	  true	  stories,	  their	  views,	  and	  it	  was	  not	  just	  about	  them,	  but	  for	  

them.	   It	   was	   also	   during	   my	   time	   with	   the	   participants	   that	   I	   became	   more	  

conscious	  about	  people’s	  hospitality	  towards	  me.	  In	  every	  household	  I	  visited,	  I	  

was	  offered	   fresh	  green	   tea	   in	  a	   clean	  glass,	  and	  while	  we	  were	  seated	  on	   the	  

wooden	  sofa	  in	  their	  living	  room	  or	  in	  their	  yard,	  the	  interviewees	  always	  brought	  

a	  fan	  in	  themselves,	  or	  told	  their	  kids	  to	  plug	  in	  the	  fan	  and	  have	  it	  blow	  the	  cool	  

air	  to	  my	  side	  of	  the	  table.	  It	  did	  not	  seem	  likely	  to	  me	  that	  each	  household	  had	  

enough	  electrical	  fans	  for	  every	  room	  in	  the	  house;	  often	  the	  fans	  are	  mobile	  and	  

flexible	  for	  when	  they	  have	  guests	  over.	  Those	  were	  the	  hottest	  days	  of	  summer.	  

The	  temperature	  always	  felt	  like	  40	  degrees	  Celsius,	  and	  the	  hot	  and	  dry	  westerly	  

wind	  from	  Laos	  to	  Central	  Vietnam	  made	  it	  even	  harder	  to	  bear.	  

During	  all	  the	  interviews	  I	  conducted,	  the	  different	  attitude	  people	  had	  towards	  

me	  as	  a	  young	   female	  researcher	  constantly	  shifted	  my	  positionality.	  The	  men	  

were	  neutral	  in	  sharing	  their	  stories,	  often	  quite	  reserved	  when	  asked	  about	  their	  

feelings	  about	  their	  experience.	  In	  the	  rural	  field,	  to	  my	  observations,	  the	  men	  still	  

act	  like	  the	  heads	  of	  their	  households	  and	  have	  a	  certain	  power	  over	  other	  family	  

members.	  The	   social	  norms	  around	  masculinity	  often	  portray	   them	  as	  men	  of	  

action,	  not	  feelings.	  In	  this	  case,	  my	  gender	  identity	  may	  partially	  have	  influenced	  

the	  way	  they	  expressed	  their	   feelings	  about	  their	  migratory	  experience	  during	  

our	  interviews.	  The	  older	  women	  were	  more	  comfortable	  with	  me,	  treating	  me	  

like	  a	  peer	  of	  their	  children.	  The	  younger	  women	  were	  more	  emotional	  in	  sharing	  

their	   feelings	   of	   the	   irregular	   labour	   experience,	   and	   this	   made	   me	   ponder	  
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whether	   or	   not	  my	   education	   and	   urban	   background	   and	   privilege	  may	   have	  

emerged	  more	  vividly	  as	  signs	  of	  difference	  between	  us	  as	  women	  of	  similar	  age,	  

especially	   during	   the	   sharing	   of	   hardships.	   Apparently,	   even	   though	  we	  were	  

women	   of	   similar	   age,	   our	   lived	   experiences	   were	   very	   different.	   Upon	   my	  

realization	   of	   our	   sameness	   and	   our	   differences	   –	   the	   challenges	   they	   faced	  

working	  illegally	  overseas,	  and	  my	  privileges	  with	  my	  life	  in	  New	  Zealand	  –	  I	  tried	  

not	   to	   reinforce	   any	   feelings	   (Scheyvens	   &	   Storey,	   2003)	   as	   they	   described,	  

emotionally	  at	  times,	  the	  difficulties	  they	  face	  in	  destination	  countries;	  instead	  I	  

just	   listened	  and	   told	   them	  afterwards	   that	   I	   appreciated	   their	   sharing	   (ibid.).	  

That	  being	  said,	   I	   realized	  that	   the	  differences	   in	   identity	  between	  me	  and	  the	  

research	   informants	  –	  especially	  with	   the	  group	  of	   female	  migrants	  who	  were	  

similar	  to	  my	  age	  –	  may	  have	  affected	  the	  way	  information	  was	  shared	  with	  me,	  

even	  though	  all	  participants	  were	  very	  generally	  open	  to	  share	  their	  experiences.	  

In	   sum,	   being	   an	   academic	   researcher	   from	   a	   foreign	   education	   institution	  

working	  in	  a	  rural	  field	  has	  helped	  me	  reflect	  on	  and	  become	  more	  conscious	  of	  

power	  relations	  and	  (mis)representations	  in	  the	  field.	  My	  insider	  status	  seemed	  

to	   help	   people	   to	   accept	   me	   more	   easily	   and	   quickly	   into	   their	   homes,	   thus	  

interviews	  were	  more	  accessible.	  My	  outsider	  status	  was	  more	  obvious,	  placing	  

me	   in	   different	   interpersonal	   relations	   with	   my	   participants.	   However,	   my	  

respect	   for	   the	  people	  and	  my	  belief	   in	   the	  research	  and	  the	  representation	  of	  

their	  stories	  made	  the	  process	  of	  trust-‐‑building	  possible.	  Even	  though	  there	  were	  

differences,	  we	  were	   able	   to	   share	   affinities	   (Haraway,	   1991	   cited	   in	   Sultana,	  

2007)	  through	  honesty.	  I	  was	  aware	  that	  the	  different	  positionalities	  I	  assumed	  

in	  the	  field	  required	  for	  me	  to	  be	  constantly	  reflexive,	  towards	  both	  ‘others’	  and	  

myself	   (Pillow,	   2003)	   in	   negotiating	   my	   ‘insider’	   or	   ‘outsider’	   status	   to	   stay	  

neutral	  with	   respect	   to	   the	   truth.	   I	   have	   tried	   to	   exercise	   reflexivity	   and	   stay	  

constantly	  alert	  to	  potential	  power	  imbalances	  and	  any	  signs	  of	  difference	  that	  

emerged	   in	   various	   interactions	   and	   contexts.	   Being	   aware	   that	  meanings	   are	  

socially	  constructed	  for	  my	  research	  participants	  through	  their	  interaction	  with	  

others,	   I	   have	   paid	   more	   attention	   to	   mindfully	   observe	   their	   identities,	  

behaviours	  and	  expressions	  during	  our	   interviews.	   I	  was	  also	   flexible	  with	  my	  

flow	  of	  questions	  and	  spent	  as	  much	  time	  as	  I	  deemed	  necessary	  to	  allow	  myself	  

to	  gain	  a	  better	  understanding	  of	  my	  participants’	   situations,	   their	   stories	  and	  
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experiences	  in	  light	  of	  the	  social	  and	  historical	  contexts	  in	  which	  they	  lived.	  It	  is	  

obvious	  though	  that	  my	  time	  spent	   in	  the	   field	  was	  very	   limited,	   therefore	  the	  

effort	  to	  fully	  gain	  a	  thorough	  understanding	  of	  the	  socially	  constructed	  truth	  is	  

impossible.	  	  

There	  are	  issues	  of	  truth	  and	  deception	  that	  also	  worth	  noting	  during	  the	  course	  

of	  research.	  Accordingly,	  to	  what	  extent	  people	  reveal	  the	  truth	  is	  unknown	  and	  

uncontrolled	  at	  both	  ends	  of	  the	  interaction.	  A	  researcher	  may	  tell	  lies	  to	  achieve	  

research	  objectives;	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  research	  informants	  can	  also	  tell	  lies	  or	  

partial	   truths	   in	  order	  to	   influence	  the	  research	  to	  their	  advantage.	  Scheyvens,	  

Nowark	  and	  Scheyvens	  (2003)	  suggest	  that	  it	  is	  best	  that	  researchers	  be	  guided	  

by	  their	  conscience,	  focusing	  on	  the	  best	  interests	  of	  those	  being	  researched	  (p.	  

161)	  to	  navigate	  research	  through	  the	  issues	  of	  truth	  and	  deception	  (Scheyvens	  

&	  Storey,	  2003,	  p.	  161).	  With	  my	  research,	  I	  have	  been	  honest	  with	  my	  research	  

participants	  about	  my	  research	  objectives.	  From	  their	  end,	  I	  believe	  that	  all	  the	  

participants	   to	   whom	   I	   talked	   have	   extended	   their	   honesty	   regarding	   their	  

migration	  experience.	  	  

To	  sum	  up,	  I	  acknowledge	  that	  balancing	  my	  positionality	  and	  being	  attentive	  to	  

the	   power	   relations	   in	   the	   field	   was	   not	   easy,	   especially	   with	   the	   growing	  

attachment	  I	  developed	  with	  the	  field	  towards	  the	  end	  of	  my	  fieldtrip.	  At	  the	  end	  

of	  my	  time	  in	  the	  field,	  I	  had	  become	  familiar	  with	  the	  local	  settings	  and	  the	  routes	  

between	  and	  in	  the	  villages.	  I	  also	  felt	  more	  like	  a	  local	  towards	  the	  end	  of	  the	  stay	  

because	  I	  felt	  that	  local	  people	  had	  also	  became	  familiar	  with	  my	  presence.	  The	  

stories	  that	  I	  was	  told	  also	  made	  me	  feel	  more	  attached	  to	  the	  land,	  the	  people	  

and	  the	  stories	  they	  shared.	  Automatically,	  I	  felt	  my	  responsibility	  to	  stay	  ethical	  

and	   truthful	   with	   the	   information	   I	   gained	   through	   the	   time	   spent	   with	   the	  

research	   participants	   due	   to	   the	   sensitivity	   of	   the	   stories.	  My	   family	   ties	  with	  

relatives,	   and	  very	   strongly	  with	   the	   land	   itself,	  was	   strengthened.	  However,	   I	  

have	  also	  felt	  my	  privilege	  because	  I	  had	  the	  option	  to	  leave	  this	  local	  reality	  and	  

move	   on	   with	   my	   own.	   I	   also	   remembered	  my	   joy	   and	   satisfaction	   upon	   the	  

collection	  of	  the	  data	  for	  my	  research.	  With	  this	  being	  said,	  I	  also	  realized	  that	  it	  

was	  natural	  for	  me	  to	  develop	  all	  these	  feelings	  upon	  my	  departure	  from	  the	  field,	  

therefore	  I	  allowed	  myself	  the	  space	  to	  accept	  those	  feelings	  and	  acknowledge	  
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both	   my	   negative	   and	   positive	   feelings.	   During	   the	   time	   in	   the	   field,	   I	   have	  

attempted	   to	   stick	   with	  my	   ethical	   procedures	   and	   thus	   not	   engage	   with	   the	  

participants	   at	   a	   personal	   level	   before,	   during	   and	   after	   the	   interviews	   were	  

completed	  to	  allow	  myself	  a	  neutral	  analysis	  of	  the	  data	  received.	  I	  am	  aware	  that	  

the	  most	  appropriate	  way	  I	  can	  thank	  my	  participants	  and	  pay	  tribute	  to	  them	  is	  

through	   conducting	   an	   ethical	   research	   that	   focuses	   on	   the	   interests	   of	   my	  

research	  participants,	  and	  thereby	  present	  the	  research	  matter	  as	  genuinely	  as	  

the	  data	  reflects	  (Scheyvens	  &	  Storey,	  2003,	  p.	  207).	  

3.4.   Research	  Design	  

Before	   fieldwork	   was	   conducted,	   a	   preliminary	   literature	   review	   about	  

Vietnamese	  irregular	  economic	  migration	  was	  compiled	  to	  identify	  the	  research	  

questions	  and	  locate	  the	  field	  site.	  Fourteen	  days	  of	  fieldwork	  was	  carried	  out	  in	  

a	   pre-‐‑selected	   province	   in	   Central	   Vietnam	   because	   of	   the	   large	   number	   of	  

irregular	  economic	  migrants	  in	  the	  terms	  identified	  by	  the	  existing	  literature.	  The	  

documents	  collected	  during	  the	  fieldtrip	  were	  reviewed	  after	  the	  interviews	  to	  

provide	  additional	  background	  data	  and	   to	  help	  construct	   the	  overview	  of	   the	  

field	  site	  in	  the	  context	  chapter.	  A	  list	  of	  research	  methods	  and	  tools	  used	  during	  

the	  fieldwork	  is	  presented	  in	  Table	  1	  below.	  
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Table	  1:	  Research	  methods	  and	  tools	  used	  during	  fieldwork	  

Research	  method	   Participants,	  data	  and	  location	   Research	  tools/	  
activities	  

Semi-‐‑structured	  
interview	  

20	  semi-‐‑structured	  interviews	  in	  4	  
villages	  in	  the	  field	  with	  4	  groups	  
of	  informants:	  
-   Irregular	  economic	  migrant	  

workers	  
-   Family	  members	  of	  irregular	  

economic	  migrant	  workers	  
-   Official	  of	  Provincial	  

Department	  of	  Labour,	  Invalids	  
and	  Social	  Affairs	  (DOLISA)	  

-   Local	  leader	  
	  

-   Pre-‐‑designed	  
interview	  questions	  
for	  each	  group	  

-   Field	  notes	  
-   Interview	  recordings	  

Informal	  interview	   Informal	  discussion	  were	  
conducted	  with	  a	  staff	  member	  of	  
the	  International	  Labour	  Office	  
(ILO)	  in	  Hanoi,	  and	  with	  two	  other	  
irregular	  migrant	  workers	  from	  
two	  different	  provinces	  of	  Vietnam	  
	  

-   Field	  notes	  
-   Recordings	  

Observation	   -   Livelihood	  observations	  of	  the	  
migrant	  workers’	  households	  
during	  interviews	  

-   Community	  observation	  of	  the	  
area	  while	  moving	  between	  
and	  around	  the	  villages	  

-   Observation	  of	  local	  people	  at	  
the	  village	  cultural	  houses	  and	  
at	  local	  coffee	  shops	  
	  

-   Field	  notes	  
-   Photography	  

Secondary	  data	  
collection	  and	  
visual	  materials	  

-   Provincial	  reports	  on	  the	  
situation	  of	  labour	  export	  from	  
2011–2015	  	  

-   Brochure	  of	  labour	  export	  
programme	  cooperation	  with	  
Korea	  

-   Reports	  of	  the	  labour	  export	  
programme	  with	  Korea	  

-   Provincial	  report	  on	  the	  
situation	  of	  labour	  export	  in	  
the	  period	  of	  2005–2016	  	  

-   Provincial	  report	  on	  
sustainable	  poverty	  reduction	  
programme	  in	  the	  period	  of	  
2011–2015	  	  

-   Development	  reports	  of	  the	  
province	  	  

-   Website	  of	  the	  provincial	  
DOLISA	  

-   Photography	  of	  the	  field	  
	  

-   Soft	  copies	  of	  the	  
reports	  were	  
obtained	  through	  
communication	  with	  
DOLISA	  staff	  	  

-   Copy	  of	  the	  provincial	  
report	  on	  the	  poverty	  
reduction	  programme	  
from	  one	  of	  the	  local	  
leaders	  
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3.5.   Qualitative	  research	  and	  case	  study	  approach	  

Qualitative	  research	  can	  be	  defined	  as	  a	  tool	  to	  describe	  the	  human	  environment,	  

individual	  experiences	  and	  social	  processes	  (Hay,	  2010,	  p.	  5).	  In	  the	  sphere	  of	  my	  

research,	   that	   involved	   discovering	   individuals’	   perceptions,	   feelings	   and	  

experiences	  of	  irregular	  migration	  processes	  and	  their	  lived	  experiences	  through	  

the	  lens	  of	  qualitative	  methods.	  The	  primary	  method	  I	  have	  chosen	  to	  achieve	  this	  

is	   the	   semi-‐‑structured	   interviews;	   that	   is,	   to	   study	   and	   understand	   irregular	  

migrant	  workers’	  historical	  and	  social	  perspectives	  through	  in-‐‑depth	  interviews	  

comprised	  of	  open-‐‑ended	  questions	  (Creswell,	  2009).	  A	  case	  study	  approach	  was	  

utilized	  as	  the	  main	  method	  for	  this	  research	  because	  it	  is	  the	  most	  suitable	  tool	  

to	  help	  unpack	  the	  situation	  of	  Vietnamese	  irregular	  migration	  in	  depth.	  A	  case	  

study	  is	  “an	  intensive	  study	  of	  a	  single	  unit	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  understanding	  a	  

larger	   class	   of	   (similar)	   units”	   (Baxter,	   2010	   cited	   in	   Hay,	   2010,	   p.	   81).	   Case	  

studies	  focus	  on	  illuminating	  a	  decision	  or	  set	  of	  decisions:	  why	  they	  were	  taken,	  

how	  they	  were	   implemented	  and	  with	  what	  result	   (Schram,	  1971	  cited	   in	  Yin,	  

2009,	  p.	  17).	  The	  case	  study	  method	  is	  most	  likely	  suitable	  for	  “how”	  and	  “why”	  

questions	   (Yin,	   2009),	   which	   works	   well	   to	   support	   my	   sub-‐‑questions	   in	   the	  

research.	  

3.5.1.   Access	  to	  Community	  

This	   research	   was	   inspired	   by	   a	   2015	   household-‐‑survey	   report	   from	   a	   well-‐‑

established	  international	  labour	  organization	  in	  Vietnam.	  Through	  a	  connection	  

with	  a	  former	  colleague,	  I	  was	  able	  to	  contact	  the	  Vietnamese	  staff	  member	  from	  

the	  International	  Labour	  Organization	  (ILO)	  who	  coordinated	  the	  report	  project.	  

Emails	  and	  phone	  calls	  were	  made	  prior	  to	  my	  trip	  back	  to	  Vietnam	  in	  June	  2016	  

to	  explore	  with	  the	  staff	  the	  requirements	  necessary	  to	  conducting	  my	  field	  work	  

and	  discuss	  my	  fieldtrip	  arrangements.	  When	  I	  arrived	  in	  Hanoi,	  we	  were	  able	  to	  

meet	   and	   talk	   about	  my	   research	   inquiry.	   Since	   irregular	   economic	  migration	  

from	   Central	   Vietnam	   can	   be	   quite	   a	   sensitive	   topic	   with	   its	   negative,	   illegal	  

connotation,	  the	  staff	  suggested	  that	  I	  acquire	  formal	  introduction	  letters	  from	  

either	  the	  Ministry	  of	  Education	  and	  Training	  (MoET)	  (given	  I	  was	  doing	  this	  for	  

my	  higher	  education	  thesis),	  or	  the	  Ministry	  of	  Labour,	  Invalids	  and	  Social	  Affairs	  

(MOLISA)	  (due	  to	  the	  field	  of	  research	  on	  labour	  migration).	  According	  to	  the	  ILO	  
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staff,	  an	  official	  introductory	  letter	  would	  help	  me	  access	  the	  field	  more	  easily.	  In	  

her	  opinion,	   an	   introduction	   letter	  of	   any	  kind	   from	   the	  Vietnamese	  authority	  

would	  ensure	  me	  easy	  access	  to	  the	  community	  and	  save	  me	  from	  trouble	  in	  case	  

there	  was	  any	  concern	  about	  the	  sensitivity	  of	  the	  research.	  I	  spent	  two	  weeks	  in	  

Hanoi	  trying	  to	  arrange	  such	  a	  letter	  and	  waiting	  to	  hear	  from	  my	  contacts	  in	  the	  

Ministries.	  However	  I	  was	  eventually	  told	  that	  since	  I	  don’t	  have	  any	  professional	  

working	  relation	  with	  either	  Ministry,	  they	  could	  not	  offer	  an	  introduction	  letter	  

with	  their	  official	  stamps.	  After	  two	  weeks	  of	  waiting,	  I	  decided	  to	  go	  to	  the	  field	  

without	  the	  introduction	  letters.	  	  

When	  I	  got	  to	  the	  first	  village,	  one	  of	  my	  relatives	  took	  me	  to	  see	  the	  local	  leader	  

of	  the	  village.	  I	  introduced	  myself	  to	  him	  with	  my	  VUW	  documents	  and	  asked	  for	  

his	   permission	   to	   access	   his	   village	   for	   interviews.	   After	   spending	   his	   time	  

examining	   my	   documents	   and	   the	   research	   questions	   carefully,	   the	   leader	  

granted	  me	   his	   permission.	   He	   provided	  me	   with	   a	   document	   containing	   the	  

commune’s	  report	  on	  the	  implementation	  of	  the	  sustainable	  poverty	  reduction	  

programme	  on	  the	  last	  day	  of	  my	  fieldtrip,	  after	  he	  had	  observed	  my	  time	  spent	  

in	  the	  field	  and	  perhaps	  noting	  that	  I	  had	  built	  some	  trust.	  Despite	  the	  lack	  of	  an	  

official	   letter	   from	  the	  central	  organization,	   the	  verbal	  permission	  by	   the	   local	  

leader	  of	  the	  first	  village	  was	  also	  powerful	  enough	  to	  gain	  me	  access	  to	  the	  first	  

village.	  Since	  the	  villages	  I	  wanted	  to	  go	  to	  were	  not	  too	  far	  from	  each	  other,	  and	  

fortunately	  the	  local	  people	  seemed	  to	  know	  people	  from	  other	  villages,	  I	  had	  no	  

trouble	  getting	  to	  other	  villages	  by	  using	  the	  permission	  of	  the	  local	  leader	  in	  my	  

first	  village	  as	  a	  guarantee	  for	  my	  visit.	  Being	  able	  to	  gain	  access	  to	  the	  villages	  

without	   affiliation	   to	   any	   central	   ministerial	   authority,	   or	   ILO	   Vietnam	   who	  

conducted	   the	   household	   survey	   report	   in	   the	   area,	   has	   enabled	  me	   to	   (1)	   be	  

independent	   in	   my	   analysis	   and	   bear	   no	   influence	   under	   any	   organisation’s	  

viewpoint,	  (2)	  mitigate	  any	  possible	  conflict	  of	  interest,	  and	  (3)	  maintain	  freedom	  

in	   framing	  my	  research	  questions	   in	   line	  with	  my	  own	  research	  direction.	  The	  

Vietnamese	  staff	  from	  ILO	  had	  given	  me	  the	  contact	  of	  a	  provincial	  governmental	  

official	  from	  the	  provincial	  Department	  of	  Labour,	  and	  she	  had	  also	  made	  contact	  

in	  advance	  to	  introduce	  me	  and	  arrange	  a	  meeting	  when	  I	  arrived	  in	  the	  province.	  

It	  was	  made	  clear	  to	  me	  that	  the	  information	  I	  gained	  from	  both	  of	  these	  contacts	  

(from	   the	   international	   organisation	   and	   the	   provincial	   department)	   reflected	  
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their	   own	   personal	   perspectives	   and	   not	   necessarily	   those	   of	   their	   own	  

organisations.	  	  

3.5.2.   Sampling	  and	  Participant	  Selection	  

Sampling	  in	  qualitative	  research	  is	  not	  intended	  to	  be	  representative,	  since	  the	  

focus	  is	  on	  the	  analysis	  of	  meanings	  in	  specific	  contexts	  (Robinson,	  1998	  cited	  in	  

Hay,	  2010,	  p.	  76).	   In	   case	   study	   in-‐‑depth	   interviews,	   interviewees	   can	   suggest	  

other	  persons	  for	   interview,	  as	  well	  as	  other	  sources	  of	  evidence.	  This	   form	  of	  

assistance,	   according	   to	   Yin,	   changes	   the	   role	   of	   the	   interviewee	   from	   a	  

respondent	   to	   an	   informant	   (Yin,	   2009).	   Key	   informants	   are	   essential	   to	  

successful	   case	   study	   research	   (Yin,	   2009).	   For	   a	   small-‐‑scale	   research	  project,	  

snowball	   sampling	   is	   an	   effective	   technique	   for	   collecting	   a	   reasonable	   sized	  

sample	   (Denscombe,	   2014).	   Snowball	   sampling	   is	   the	   process	   of	   selecting	   a	  

sample	  using	  networks	  (Kumar,	  2014).	  In	  this	  process,	  a	  participant	  will	  be	  asked	  

to	   identify	   other	   people	   in	   their	   networks,	   with	   the	   people	   selected	   for	  

participation	   as	   a	   result	   becoming	   a	   part	   of	   the	   sample	   (ibid.).	   By	   using	   the	  

snowballing	   technique,	   the	   accumulation	   of	   interviewees	   is	   quick,	   using	   the	  

multiplier	   effect	   of	   one	   person	   nominating	   two	   or	   more	   others	   (Denscombe,	  

2014).	  	  

In	   addition	   to	   snowball	   sampling,	   I	   employed	  purposive	   sampling	   to	   ensure	   a	  

sufficient	  number	  of	  participants	  was	   included	   in	   the	   sample.	  Unlike	   snowball	  

sampling	  based	  on	  references	  from	  one	  person	  to	  the	  next,	  purposive	  sampling	  

targets	  participants	  with	  “the	  particular	  qualities”	  that	  are	  relevant	  to	  the	  topic	  

of	  investigation	  and	  likely	  to	  produce	  the	  most	  valuable	  data	  (Denscombe,	  2014,	  

p.	  17).	  	  

My	  participants	  were	  recruited	  both	  through	  snowballing	  and	  through	  an	  initial	  

referral	  from	  one	  of	  my	  relatives	  in	  the	  village	  who	  made	  some	  initial	  enquiries	  

for	  me,	  from	  which	  I	  continued	  with	  my	  own	  participant	  recruitment.	  Through	  

him	   first	   asking	   around	   the	   village	   for	  me,	   I	  was	   able	   to	   gain	   faster	   access	   to	  

participants.	  The	  main	  criteria	  I	  had	  for	  recruitment	  of	  participants	  was	  to	  find	  

people	   who	   had	   gone	   abroad	   legally	   and	   then	   become	   irregular	   workers	   by	  

overstaying	   their	   visa	   and	   working	   without	   a	   work	   permit.	   Among	   the	  
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participants	   I	  was	   able	   to	   locate	   through	   purposive	   sampling,	  many	  were	   not	  

known	  by	  my	  relative.	  	  

During	  my	  time	  in	  the	  field,	  I	  was	  conscious	  of	  the	  influence	  that	  the	  relative	  may	  

have	   had	   on	   my	   participant	   selection	   and	   whether	   this	   would	   create	   any	  

imbalance	  in	  the	  data	  gathered,	  therefore	  I	  made	  sure	  that	  any	  participants	  who	  

were	  referred	  to	  me	  had	  no	  relation	  to	  our	  extended	  family.	  Additionally,	  as	  none	  

of	   my	   relatives	   who	   still	   live	   in	   the	   area	   were	   irregular	   economic	   migrant	  

workers,	   this	   helped	  me	   eliminate	   any	   possible	   biases	   in	   the	   data	   collected.	   I	  

ensured	  that	  my	  interviews	  with	  participants	  were	  conducted	  one-‐‑on-‐‑one,	  and	  

that	  none	  of	  the	  stories	  shared	  were	  discussed	  with	  my	  relatives	  or	  anyone	  in	  the	  

field.	   I	   decided	   to	   stay	   in	   a	   hostel	   instead	   of	  with	   family,	  which,	   to	   them,	  was	  

disappointing	   because	   they	   genuinely	   wanted	   to	   take	   good	   care	   of	   me.	   This,	  

however,	   has	   helped	   me	   maintain	   my	   neutrality	   and	   minimize	   any	  

misunderstandings	  (if	  any)	  of	  biases	  from	  the	  local	  people	  and/or	  my	  research	  

participants	  in	  the	  village.	  

3.5.3.   Recruitment	  of	  participants	  

Participants	   of	   the	   research	   were	   purposively	   targeted	   from	   four	   different	  

villages	   in	   Ha	   Tinh	   province	   to	   ensure	   more	   diversity	   and	   breadth	   of	   data	  

collected.	  	  

Irregular	  economic	  migrant	  workers:	  As	  mentioned	  above,	  irregular	  migrant	  

workers	  were	  recruited	  through	  snowballing	  and	  referral	  from	  the	  villagers.	  The	  

villages	  were	  small	  communities	  where	  everybody	  knew	  each	  other,	  so	  it	  was	  not	  

difficult	  for	  the	  villagers	  to	  point	  me	  to	  relevant	  target	  participants.	  Regardless	  of	  

the	  recruitment	  technique,	  all	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  whom	  I	  had	  the	  chance	  

to	  talk	  to	  in	  the	  field	  were	  open	  to	  sharing	  their	  stories	  and	  happy	  to	  introduce	  

me	  to	  similar	  cases	  as	  theirs.	  More	  than	  half	  my	  participants	  were	  introduced	  to	  

me	  through	  snowballing.	  All	  interviews	  were	  conducted	  at	  their	  homes	  in	  order	  

to	   create	   a	   comfortable	   atmosphere	   for	   the	   conversations.	   A	   majority	   of	   the	  

interviews	  were	  conducted	  at	  noontime	  when	  the	  workers	  were	  present	  at	  home	  

after	  their	  time	  doing	  farm	  work	  in	  the	  morning.	  This	  is	  the	  only	  time	  they	  could	  

see	  me	  due	  to	  their	  commitments	  to	  other	  agricultural	  tasks	  in	  the	  sowing	  season.	  
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Family	  of	  irregular	  economic	  migrants:	  In	  addition	  to	  the	  migrant	  workers,	  I	  

was	  able	  to	  talk	  to	  four	  family	  members	  of	  the	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  in	  order	  

to	  explore	  the	  change	  of	  roles	  during	  the	  migration	  as	  well	  as	  the	  effects	  migration	  

had	  on	  the	  family	  members	  left	  behind,	  and	  their	  perceptions	  and	  views	  about	  

the	  migration	  process.	   It	  was	  the	  busy	  sowing	  time	   in	  the	   field,	  so	  most	  of	   the	  

family	  members	  were	  away	  to	  work	  or	  in	  the	  paddy	  fields	  sowing.	  	  

Local	  leader:	  One	  interview	  was	  conducted	  with	  the	  local	   leader	  who	  granted	  

me	  permission	  to	  access	  the	  villages	  for	  interview.	  Due	  to	  the	  sensitivity	  of	  the	  

research	   topic	   and	   his	   personal	   confidentiality	   concerns,	   the	   leader	   agreed	   to	  

share	  his	  perspective	  with	  me,	  however	  he	  specifically	  requested	  that	  his	  identity	  

remain	  anonymous	  and	  for	  the	  interview	  to	  not	  be	  recorded.	  

Official	  from	  provincial	  Department	  of	  Labour,	  Invalids	  and	  Social	  Affairs:	  I	  

was	   introduced	   to	   this	   official	   by	   the	   contact	   from	   the	   Vietnam	   International	  

Labour	  Organization	  (ILO	  Vietnam)	  in	  Hanoi.	  He	  was	  in	  charge	  of	  labour	  issues	  in	  

the	  province	  and	  had	  worked	  with	  ILO	  Vietnam	  during	  the	  household	  survey	  in	  

the	  province.	  I	  made	  contact	  with	  the	  official	  before	  I	  arrived	  in	  the	  field	  to	  inform	  

him	  of	  my	  trip,	  however	  I	  chose	  to	   interview	  him	  at	   the	  end	  of	   the	   fieldtrip	  to	  

validate	  some	  of	  the	  initial	  findings	  I	  gathered	  during	  my	  time	  in	  the	  villages.	  	  

Regular	  migrant	  worker:	  Through	  the	  snowballing	  introduction	  of	  one	  of	  my	  

informants,	   I	   was	   unexpectedly	   introduced	   to	   a	   regular	   migrant	   worker.	   The	  

informant	  directed	  me	  to	  one	  of	  her	  acquaintances	  who	  used	  to	  work	  overseas.	  

However,	  when	  we	  were	   talking,	   I	   discovered	   that	   she	  was	   a	   regular	  migrant	  

worker	  who	  had	  migrated	  to	  Malaysia	  through	  official	  labour	  export	  channels	  in	  

the	  province.	  Interestingly,	  the	  interview	  with	  the	  regular	  migrant	  worker	  in	  the	  

village	   provided	   me	   with	   some	   background	   for	   comparison	   between	   the	  

migratory	  experiences	  of	  a	  regular	  and	  irregular	  worker	  from	  the	  same	  area.	  
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Table	  2:	  Summary	  of	  Informant	  profiles	  (N=	  20)	  

Category	   Number	   Percentage	  
By	  background	  
-   Irregular	  economic	  migrant	  workers	  
-   Family	  member	  of	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  
-   Local	  leader	  
-   Official	  from	  provincial	  Department	  of	  Labour,	  

Invalids	  and	  Social	  Affairs	  
-   Regular	  migrant	  worker	  

	  
13	  
4	  
1	  
1	  
	  
1	  

	  
65%	  
20%	  
5%	  
5%	  
	  

5%	  
By	  gender	  
-   Female	  
-   Male	  
	  

	  
11	  
9	  

	  
55%	  
45%	  

	  
3.6.   Data	  collection	  process	  

3.6.1.   Pre-‐‑departure	  preparation	  

Prior	  to	  the	  fieldwork,	  my	  information	  sheet,	  consent	  form,	  interview	  guides	  (See	  

Appendices	  1	  to	  6)	  were	  prepared	  to	  apply	  for	  my	  human	  ethics	  approval.	  After	  

receiving	  the	  approval	  (See	  Appendix	  7),	   I	   flew	  back	  to	  Vietnam	  for	   fieldwork.	  

The	  prepared	  documents	  were	  used	  as	  tools	  to	  conduct	  my	  field	  research.	  

3.6.2.   Data	  collection	  in	  the	  field	  

To	   maintain	   the	   credibility	   of	   the	   case	   study	   research,	   triangulation	   of	   data	  

sources	  is	  essential	  (Yin,	  2009).	  “The	  use	  of	  multiple	  methods	  of	  collecting	  data	  

(methods	   triangulation),	   for	   example,	   can	   be	   seen	   as	   a	   strategy	   for	   obtaining	  

consistent	   and	  dependable	  data,	   as	  well	   as	  data	   that	   are	  most	   congruent	  with	  

reality	  as	  understood	  by	  the	  participants”	  (Merriam,	  2009,	  p.	  222).	  This	  research	  

uses	   semi-‐‑structured	   interviews	   as	   the	   primary	   data	   collection	   method	   and	  

participant	  observation	  as	  the	  secondary	  one.	  Other	  tools	  for	  data	  collection	  to	  

ensure	   triangulation	   included	   field	  notes,	  photography	  and	  collection	  of	  visual	  

materials	  and	  other	  provincial	  reports	  acquired	  from	  the	  field.	  

3.6.2.1.   Semi-‐‑structured	  in-‐‑depth	  interviews	  
This	  research	  employed	   in-‐‑depth	   interviews	  to	  ask	  key	  respondents	  about	   the	  

facts	  of	  their	  irregular	  economic	  migratory	  experience	  as	  well	  as	  their	  opinions	  

about	  the	  matter.	  DeMarrais	  (2004)	  defines	  an	  interview	  as	  “a	  process	  in	  which	  

a	   researcher	   and	   a	   participant	   engage	   in	   a	   conversation	   focused	  on	  questions	  

related	  to	  a	  research	  study”	  (cited	  in	  Merriam,	  2009,	  p.	  87).	  The	  interviews	  were	  
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designed	   to	   be	   semi-‐‑structured	   so	   that	   the	   researcher	   has	   more	   freedom	   in	  

articulating	  flexibly-‐‑worded	  questions	  while	  ensuring	  the	  interview	  is	  a	  mix	  of	  

more	   or	   less	   structured	   questions	   (Merriam,	   2009).	   The	   semi-‐‑structured	  

interview	   allows	   the	   researcher	   to	   seek	   specific	   information	   from	   the	  

respondents,	   and,	   at	   the	   same	   time,	   remain	   flexible,	   since	   a	   large	   part	   of	   the	  

interview	  is	  guided	  by	  a	  list	  of	  questions	  or	  issues	  to	  be	  explored	  that	  is	  neither	  

defined	  by	  any	  exact	  wording,	  nor	  to	  be	  set	  in	  a	  structured	  order	  ahead	  of	  time.	  

This	   format	   allows	   the	   researcher	   to	   respond	   to	   the	   situation	   at	   hand,	   to	   the	  

emerging	  worldview	  of	  the	  respondent,	  and	  to	  new	  ideas	  on	  the	  topic	  (Merriam,	  

2009,	   p.	   90).	   Well-‐‑informed	   interviewees	   can	   provide	   researchers	   with	  

important	  insights	  into	  the	  case	  as	  well	  as	  shortcuts	  to	  the	  prior	  history	  of	  the	  

situation	  (Yin,	  2009,	  p.	  108);	  however,	  any	  interviewees’	  responses	  can	  be	  subject	  

to	   common	  problems	   of	   bias,	   poor	   recall,	   and	   poor	   or	   inaccurate	   articulation.	  	  

Hence,	   it	   is	   essential	   that	   the	   researcher	   corroborate	   interview	   data	   with	  

information	  from	  other	  sources	  (Yin,	  2009,	  p.	  109).	  

During	   the	   fieldwork,	   the	   semi-‐‑structured	   form	   of	   the	   interviews	   allowed	   for	  

flexibility	  in	  generating	  new	  questions	  in	  response	  to	  informants’	  natural	  flow	  of	  

viewpoint	  and	  recall.	   I	  had	  to	  note	  down	  in	  my	  interview	  guide	  any	  new	  ideas	  

raised	  by	  my	  informants	  in	  order	  to	  adjust	  the	  flow	  and	  revise	  the	  questions	  for	  

future	  interviews.	  

3.6.2.2.   Participant	  observation	  	  
In	  addition	  to	  the	  in-‐‑depth	  interviews,	  participant	  observation	  was	  employed	  as	  

the	  secondary	  data	  collection	  technique.	  This	  method	  allows	  the	  researcher	   to	  

engage	   in	   the	   events	   being	   studied,	   with	   activities	   ranging	   from	   casual	   social	  

interactions	  with	  various	  community	  residents	  to	  undertaking	  specific	  functional	  

activities	  within	  the	  neighbourhood	  (Yin,	  2009,	  p.	  111).	  Observation	  in	  the	  field	  

supports	  the	  researcher’s	  generation	  of	  data	  through	  observing	  and	  listening	  to	  

people	   in	   their	   natural	   setting,	   and	   to	   discover	   their	   social	   meanings	   and	  

interpretations	  of	  their	  own	  activities	  (Gray,	  2004).	  One	  of	  the	  main	  concerns	  for	  

participant	   observation	   is	   that,	   to	   be	   able	   to	   observe	   the	   participants,	   the	  

researcher	   should	   become	   “immersed”	   in	   the	   research	   setting,	   getting	   both	  

physically	  and	  emotionally	  close	  to	  the	  participants;	  this	  makes	  it	  challenging	  to	  
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balance	   between	   ‘insider’	   and	   ‘outsider’	   status	   (ibid.).	   Furthermore,	   the	   act	   of	  

observation	  itself	  may	  bring	  about	  changes	  in	  the	  activity,	  rendering	  it	  somewhat	  

atypical	   (Merriam,	   2009).	   It	   is	   thus	   critical	   that	   the	   researcher	   be	   aware	   and	  

mindful	  of	   the	  field	  happenings	  and	  practises	  positionality	  and	  reflexivity	  on	  a	  

regular	  basis.	  

Participant	  observation	  was	  essential	   for	  this	  research.	  Through	  observation,	   I	  

was	   able	   to	   study	   the	   participants’	   household	   livelihood,	   their	   daily	   life	   and	  

interactions	   with	   their	   family	   and	   neighbours.	   The	   social	   and	   contextual	  

background	   of	   the	   research	   participants	   plays	   an	   important	   role	   in	   their	  

construction	  of	  meanings	  of	  their	  lived	  experience.	  I	  also	  took	  note	  of	  the	  local	  

surroundings	   to	   examine	   the	   socio-‐‑cultural	   infrastructure	   of	   the	   area.	  

Observation	  of	  the	  interaction	  among	  family	  members	  enabled	  me	  to	  have	  some	  

understanding	   of	   the	   gender	   relations	   and	   hierarchy	   in	   the	   traditional	  

households.	  During	  the	  interview,	  I	  also	  noted	  down	  in	  my	  notebook	  the	  reaction	  

of	   my	   participants	   during	   our	   conversation,	   and	   the	   happenings	   around	   the	  

interview	  space.	  	  

Participant	  observation	  was	  helpful	   for	  me	  to	  study	  the	  cultural	  context	  of	   the	  

field,	   adjust	   my	   research	   questions	   where	   necessary,	   and	   deepen	   my	  

understanding	   and	   interpreting	   of	   the	   background	   around	   the	   research	  

participants’	   household	   livelihood.	   For	   ethical	   issues,	   I	   have	   restrained	  myself	  

from	   getting	   personally	   connected	   with	   my	   research	   informants.	   However,	   I	  

placed	  much	   focus	   on	   learning	   about	   the	   rural	   surroundings,	   the	   culture	   and	  

livelihood	   settings	   when	   possible.	   In	   one	   circumstance,	   I	   was	   invited	   to	   have	  

lunch	   with	   a	   local	   family	   in	   the	   village	   on	   a	   day	   when	   no	   interviews	   were	  

scheduled.	  Even	  though	  the	  family	  was	  not	  one	  of	  my	  research	  participants,	  I	  took	  

the	   chance	   of	   attending	   the	  meal	   to	   observe	   their	   daily	   life.	   I	   thought	   it	   was	  

important	   for	   me	   to	   learn	   about	   the	   culture	   and	   daily	   local	   practice	   in	   the	  

research	  area.	  The	  meal	  was	  very	  simple,	  with	  a	  small	  dish	  of	  boiled	  pork,	  home-‐‑

made	  pickle	  gourd	  and	  vegetable	  soup.	   I	  was	  touched	  by	  the	  hospitality	  of	   the	  

hosts	  when	  they	  kept	  making	  sure	  that	  I	  had	  enough	  to	  eat	  by	  putting	  food	  into	  

my	  rice	  bowl.	  The	  pickle	  gourd	  and	  vegetable	  soup	  were	  very	  new	  to	  me,	  thus	  it	  

was	  one	  of	  my	  most	  memorable	  meals	  in	  the	  field	  because	  of	  the	  new	  interesting	  
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food	  combination	  and	  the	  flavourful	  blend	  of	  simple	  local	  ingredients.	  After	  the	  

meal,	  I	  helped	  the	  hostess	  cut	  the	  watermelon	  from	  their	  garden	  for	  desserts.	  We	  

also	  went	  out	  to	  their	  garden	  to	  pick	  lemons.	  When	  they	  saw	  that	  I	  was	  taking	  

photos	  of	  the	  lemon	  trees,	  they	  asked	  me	  to	  take	  some	  photos	  of	  them	  under	  their	  

trees.	  That	  day	  I	  felt	  very	  happy,	  given	  the	  chance	  to	  interact	  with	  the	  locals	  in	  

their	  daily	  life;	  their	  welcoming	  gestures	  made	  me	  feel	  closer	  and	  more	  able	  to	  fit	  

in	  with	  the	  field	  itself.	  

Much	  of	  my	  observation	  was	  noted	  down	  in	  my	  notebook	  at	  night	  upon	  my	  recall	  

of	  the	  day	  when	  I	  had	  returned	  to	  my	  hostel.	  I	  also	  used	  my	  phone	  to	  take	  photos	  

when	   I	  wandered	   around	   the	   village	   and	   took	   notes	   of	   the	   happenings	   in	  my	  

phone.	  The	  notes	  were	  later	  transferred	  to	  a	  summary	  note,	  either	  of	  the	  field	  or	  

of	  the	  participants	  I	  had	  interviewed.	  	  

3.6.2.3.   Field	  notes	  	  
Field	  notes	  are	  “the	  backbone	  of	  collecting	  and	  analysing	  field	  data”	  (Bailey,	  1996	  

cited	  in	  Gray,	  2004,	  p.	  244);	  they	  comprise	  everything	  the	  fieldworker	  believes	  to	  

be	  of	  importance	  (Gray,	  2004).	  I	  was	  allowed	  to	  record	  my	  interviews	  with	  the	  

research	  participants,	  so	  I	  was	  able	  to	  take	  side	  notes	  of	  my	  observations	  during	  

the	  interviews.	  Field	  notes	  were	  also	  written	  after	  the	  interviews,	  and	  later	  were	  

transferred	  to	  a	  computer	  alongside	  the	  interview	  transcriptions.	  

3.6.2.4.   Data	  recordings	  
The	   recorder	   was	   utilized	   in	   most	   interviews	   to	   record	   the	   content	   of	   the	  

conversations	  and	  to	  allow	  myself	  the	  freedom	  to	  note	  down	  my	  observations.	  

This	   has	   proved	   to	   be	   immensely	   helpful	   for	   me	   because	   the	   data	   was	   fully	  

captured	   in	   the	   recordings,	   so	   I	  was	   able	   to	   take	   side	  notes	  of	   the	  participant	  

observations	   including	   their	   apparent	   feelings	   and	   body	   language,	   household	  

livelihoods	   and	   facial	   reactions	   to	   the	   research	   question	   or	   to	   their	   recall	   of	  

migration.	  

3.6.2.5.   Photography	  
During	  fieldwork,	  various	  photos	  were	  taken	  in	  the	  field	  capturing	  the	  household	  

livelihood,	  community	  and	  village	  surroundings.	  Some	  photos	  are	  featured	  in	  the	  

data	  analysis	  as	  illustration.	  
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3.6.2.6.   Provincial	  documents	  and	  reports	  
The	  materials	  were	  provided	  as	  the	  fieldwork	  proceeded	  in	  the	  field.	  After	  my	  

conversation	  with	  the	  local	  leader	  of	  the	  first	  village	  I	  visited,	  he	  showed	  me	  an	  

assessment	  report	  on	  the	  commune’s	  progress	  and	  results	  of	  the	  implementation	  

of	  the	  national	  programme	  on	  sustainable	  poverty	  reduction.	  Several	  materials	  

and	  brochures	  on	  the	  provincial	  regular	  labour	  migration	  programme	  were	  given	  

to	  me	  during	  the	  interview	  with	  the	  official	  from	  Ha	  Tinh	  DOLISA.	  He	  later	  sent	  

me	   via	   email	   some	   reports	   and	   background	   presentations	   on	   the	   situation	   of	  

regular	   and	   irregular	   migration	   from	   Ha	   Tinh.	   Those	   documents	   have	   been	  

essential	   in	   constructing	   the	   background	   information	   for	   the	   context	   of	   this	  

research.	  

3.7.   Data	  Analysis	  

3.7.1.   Data	  transcription	  

Most	  of	  the	  interviews	  were	  recorded	  with	  the	  permission	  of	  the	  interviewees.	  

There	  was	  one	  participant	  who	  was	  concerned	  about	  being	  recorded,	  so	  I	  took	  

notes	  manually	   during	   our	   conversation.	   The	   interview	   recordings	  were	   later	  

translated	   into	  English	  during	   the	  process	  of	   transcribing.	  All	   interviews	  were	  

conducted	   in	   Vietnamese	   and	   the	   researcher	   was	   solely	   responsible	   for	   the	  

translation	  and	  transcription	  of	  the	  interviews	  into	  English.	  

3.7.2.   Data	  Analysis	  

Data	  coding	  is	  not	  merely	  about	  data	  labelling,	  but	  rather	  bringing	  all	  the	  parts	  of	  

relevant	   documents	   about	   a	   topic	   together	   so	   the	   researcher	   can	   review	   and	  

develop	  the	  thinking	  about	  the	  topic	  (Richards,	  2005).	  There	  are	  three	  types	  of	  

data	   coding	   in	   qualitative	   research:	   descriptive	   coding,	   topic	   coding	   and	  

analytical	  coding	  (ibid.).	  Descriptive	  coding	  is	  the	  initial	  step	  in	  data	  coding,	  when	  

the	  researcher	  stores	  all	  information	  about	  the	  cases	  being	  studied.	  Topic	  coding	  

is	   the	   process	   of	   labelling	   text	   according	   to	   its	   subject	   (thematic	   coding).	  

Analytical	  coding,	   is	  central	   to	   the	  research.	  This	   is	  when	   the	  coding	   leads	   the	  

researcher	  to	  theory	  emergence	  and	  theory	  affirmation	  (Richards,	  2005).	  In	  the	  

scope	  of	  this	  research,	  NVivo10	  analysis	  software	  was	  used	  to	  code	  my	  research	  

data.	  The	  interview	  transcription	  with	  the	  field	  notes	  were	  typed	  into	  Microsoft	  

Word	  files	  and	   inserted	   into	  NVivo	  software	   for	  analysing	  purpose.	  Due	  to	   the	  
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free	  flow	  of	  the	  interview,	  the	  topics	  discussed	  were	  scattered	  and	  diverse,	  coding	  

therefore	   was	   helpful	   for	   the	   researcher	   to	   organize	   data	   and	   explore	   the	  

different	  dimensions	  of	  the	  data	  gathered	  (Richards,	  2005).	  

3.8.   Ethical	  considerations	  

Ethical	  consideration	  is	  essential	   in	  research	  to	  ensure	  that	  the	  research	  is	  not	  

affected	  by	  the	  self-‐‑interest	  of	  any	  party	  and	  is	  not	  carried	  out	  in	  a	  way	  that	  harms	  

any	  party	  (Kumar,	  2014,	  p.	  284).	  This	  research	  sought	  official	  ethical	  approval	  

from	   Victoria	   University	   of	   Wellington’s	   Human	   Ethics	   Committee	   before	   its	  

realization.	  Through	  the	  guidelines	  of	  the	  ethics	  committee,	  I	  was	  aware	  of	  the	  

requirements	   during	   fieldwork	   for	   the	   research	   to	   be	   in	   full	   compliance.	   The	  

ethics	   guidelines	   stated	   clearly	   that	   ethical	   procedure	   and	  participant	   consent	  

forms	   need	   to	   be	   obtained	   before	   any	   interviews.	   In	   detail,	   written	   consent	  

explains	   the	   confidentiality	   of	   the	   research,	   gives	   the	   permission	   to	   conduct	  

interviews	   and	   ascertains	   whether	   or	   not	   an	   interview	   can	   be	   recorded.	  

Additionally,	   a	   consent	   form	   requests	   that	   the	   researcher	   explains	   to	   the	  

interviewee	   their	   rights	   and	   options	   during	   the	   interview,	   and	   seeks	   the	  

interviewee’s	  permission	  to	  use	  their	  information	  prior	  to	  the	  interview.	  	  

However,	  as	  it	  appeared	  to	  me	  in	  the	  field,	  the	  mention	  of	  ethics	  procedures	  at	  

the	  beginning	  of	  the	  conversation	  often	  set	  my	  participants	  in	  a	  cautious	  mode.	  

They	  became	  cautious	  because	  of	  the	  unfamiliarity	  of	  such	  an	  ethical	  procedure.	  

After	  my	  explanation	  of	  the	  purpose	  of	  the	  procedure,	  they	  were	  willing	  to	  sign	  

consent	   forms	  and	  share	  their	  stories	  with	  me.	  However,	   I	   find	   it	  necessary	  to	  

mention	   their	   cautious	   initial	   reaction.	   Ethics	   consideration,	   despite	   its	  

importance	  and	  relevance	  in	  social	  research,	  sometimes	  requires	  negotiation	  in	  

the	  Vietnamese	  rural	  setting.	  I	  committed	  myself	  to	  the	  ethical	  guidelines	  of	  VUW,	  

however	  I	  was	  aware	  that	  my	  participants	  could	  become	  hesitant	  when	  issues	  of	  

ethical	  conduct,	  rights	  and	  options	  were	  explained	  to	  them,	  therefore	  I	  spent	  the	  

extra	  time	  needed	  to	  explain	  to	  my	  participants	  that	  conducting	  these	  procedures	  

is	  crucial	  to	  protect	  their	  identification	  and	  participation	  in	  my	  research.	  I	  had	  to	  

rely	   on	  my	   personal	   judgment	   to	   decide	   when	   they	   had	   become	   comfortable	  

before	  I	  began	  asking	  them	  any	  research	  related	  questions.	  All	  the	  participants	  

who	  expressed	  their	  initial	  concern	  regarding	  the	  ethics	  procedure	  appeared	  to	  
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feel	  more	  comfortable	  sharing	  when	  we	  began	  to	  talk,	  since	  none	  of	  the	  questions	  

were	  threatening	  or	  prying	  into	  inappropriate	  matters.	  

All	  responses	  have	  been	  kept	  confidential	  and	  I	  made	   it	  clear	   that	   I	  would	  not	  

discuss	  any	  of	  their	  responses	  with,	  or	  in	  the	  presence	  of,	  any	  other	  respondent.	  

I	  explained	   to	  participants	   that	   they	  could	  go	  off	   record	   for	  questions	  deemed	  

sensitive	  or	  uncomfortable	  to	  answer.	  All	  names	  of	  participants	  were	  changed	  to	  

avoid	  any	   identification	  of	   the	  participants.	  The	   interview	   transcriptions	  were	  

only	  accessible	  to	  the	  researcher.	  

3.9.   Summary	  

This	  chapter	  discussed	  the	  qualitative	  methodology	  under	  the	  epistemology	  of	  

social	  constructivism	  that	  guides	  my	  research.	  It	  explored	  the	  methods	  and	  tools	  

used	  in	  the	  research	  to	  justify	  the	  reliability	  of	  the	  data	  collected.	  The	  chapter	  also	  

reflected	  on	  my	  research	  experience	  in	  the	  field	  and	  touched	  on	  the	  challenge	  of	  

balancing	  the	  ‘insider’	  and	  ‘outsider’	  selves	  when	  immersed	  in	  power	  relations	  

during	   fieldwork.	   I	   also	   discussed	   the	   challenge	   of	   the	   ethical	   procedures	   for	  

informed	   consent	   in	   those	   circumstances	   that	   required	   the	   researcher	   to	   be	  

attentive	  and	  flexible	  to	  ensure	  full	  compliance	  of	  the	  conducted	  research,	  and,	  at	  

the	   same	   time,	   to	  maintain	   a	   comfortable	   environment	   for	   the	   participants	   to	  

express	  their	  views.	  
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Chapter	  4:	  Context	  
	  

	  

	  

4.1.   Introduction	  

The	   first	  section	  of	   this	  chapter	  discusses	  key	   features	  of	   the	  social,	  economic,	  

political	   and	   agricultural	   development	   contexts	   of	   Vietnam	   that	   inform	   this	  

research.	  The	  second	  part	  of	  the	  chapter	  focuses	  on	  the	  geography,	  demography,	  

environment,	  and	  basic	  economic	  development	  of	  the	  research	  location	  –	  Ha	  Tinh	  

province.	   The	   second	   part	   also	   presents	   an	   overview	   of	   Ha	   Tinh’s	   strategic	  

location	  that	  contributes	  to	  the	  discussion	  of	  this	  research.	  This	  section	  informs	  

the	  argument	  that	  Ha	  Tinh’s	  strategic	  location	  and	  easy	  transportation	  within	  the	  

Mekong	  sub-‐‑region	  play	  a	  critical	   role	   in	  boosting	   the	   flow	  of	   irregular	   labour	  

migration	  from	  the	  area	  to	  neighbouring	  countries	  

4.2.   Vietnam	  Country	  Profile	  

4.2.1.   Geographic	  and	  demographic	  features	  

Vietnam,	  officially	  known	  as	  the	  Socialist	  Republic	  of	  Vietnam	  (SRV)	  is	  located	  on	  

the	   Indochina	   Peninsula	   in	   South	   East	   Asia.	   Vietnam	   shares	   4,550	   km	  of	   land	  

borders	  with	  China	  to	  the	  north,	  and	  Laos	  and	  Cambodia	  to	  the	  west.	  To	  the	  east	  

is	   the	  South	  China	  Sea	   (See	  Figure	  2).	  The	  S-‐‑shaped	  country	   stretches	  along	  a	  

distance	  of	  1,650	  km	  from	  north	  to	  south,	  and	  its	  geography	  is	  categorized	  into	  

three	   large	   regions	   –	   North,	   Central	   and	   South	   –	   with	   very	   distinct	   climates	  

(Vietnam	   Government	   E-‐‑portal,	   2016).	   The	   North	   consists	   of	   uplands	   and	  

mountainous	   areas,	   and	   the	   Red	   River	   Delta;	   the	   Central	   region	   includes	   the	  

coastal	  area	  along	  the	  Truong	  Son	  mountain	  range	  and	  the	  central	  highlands;	  the	  

South	  embraces	  the	  south-‐‑eastern	  area	  and	  the	  Mekong	  Delta	  (Rowley	  &	  Truong,	  

2009).	   72	   percent	   of	   the	   country’s	   land	   area	   is	  mountain	   or	   hill	   and	   only	   28	  

percent	  is	  plain	  (OECD,	  2015).	  According	  to	  Food	  and	  Agriculture	  Organization	  

(FAO)	  data	  in	  2013,	  more	  than	  35	  percent	  of	  Vietnam’s	  land	  area	  is	  agricultural	  

land,	  of	  which	  20	  percent	  is	  arable	  (World	  Bank,	  2015).	  Vietnam	  has	  a	  tropical	  

monsoon	   and	   extremely	   humid	   climate.	   Climatic	   extremes	   in	   the	   form	   of	   too	  
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much	  or	  too	  little	  rain	  every	  six	  months	  of	  the	  year	  during	  the	  rainy	  season	  have	  

disastrous	  effects	  on	  agricultural	  production	  (Rowley	  &	  Truong,	  2009).	  

Vietnam	  is	  a	  densely	  populated	  nation	  with	  more	  than	  94	  million	  people	  living	  on	  

an	  area	  of	  331,000	  sq.	  km;	  the	  population	  density	  is	  296	  people	  per	  sq.km.	  The	  

Vietnamese	   rural	   population	   makes	   up	   70	   percent	   of	   the	   population,	   and	  

agricultural	  labour	  accounts	  for	  48	  percent	  of	  the	  total	  work	  force	  (CIA,	  2015).	  

Vietnam	  has	  a	  young	  population	  with	  an	  annual	  growth	  rate	  of	  one	  percent	  and	  

an	  increasing	  percentage	  of	  people	  in	  the	  working	  age	  group	  (World	  Bank,	  2015).	  

Given	   its	   high	   proportion	   of	   rural	   population,	   the	  majority	   of	   the	   Vietnamese	  

labour	  force	  is	  low-‐‑skilled	  labour	  earning	  very	  low	  to	  minimum	  wage	  and	  facing	  

high	  pressure	  of	  unemployment.	  	  
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Source:	  (The	  University	  of	  Texas	  Library,	  n.d.)	  
	  
	  
	  

Figure	  2:	  Administrative	  Map	  of	  Vietnam	  	  
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4.2.2.   General	  economic	  features	  

Since	  1986	  when	  Vietnam	  embarked	  on	  its	  new	  economic	  reform	  (Doi	  Moi),	  the	  

country	  has	  witnessed	  remarkable	  transformation	  in	  its	  development.	  Vietnam	  

shifted	   its	  economy	   from	  a	  centrally-‐‑planned	  model	  which	  was	  described	  as	  a	  

“bureaucratic	  centralized	  state	  subsidy	  system”	  (Litvack	  &	  Rondinelli,	  1999)	  to	  a	  

more	   open	   market	   economy	   (Van	   Arkadie	   &	   Mallon,	   2004).	   The	   Vietnamese	  

economy	  consists	  of	  four	  sectors:	  agriculture;	  industry	  and	  construction;	  trade;	  

and	   services.	   Doi	   Moi,	   with	   its	   focus	   on	   the	   three	   elements	   of	   agricultural	  

development,	   macroeconomic	   reform	   and	   trade	   liberalization	   (Adams,	   2002),	  

gained	  much	  credit	  as	  a	  “major	  turning	  point”	  in	  the	  economic	  development	  of	  

Vietnam	  for	  transforming	  a	  poor,	  war-‐‑weary	  economy	  into	  a	  dynamic	  one	  with	  

remarkable	  rates	  of	  economic	  growth	  and	  poverty	  reduction,	  especially	  during	  

its	  peak	  period	  in	  the	  late	  1990s	  (Harvie	  &	  Tran,	  1997).	  According	  to	  the	  World	  

Bank,	   Vietnam’s	   headcount	   index	   of	   poverty4	   in	   1984	   was	   75	   percent	   –	   this	  

indicator	   dropped	   significantly	   by	   one-‐‑half	   to	   37.4	   percent	   in	   1997	   (Dollar	   &	  

Litvack,	  1998).	  In	  2014,	  only	  13.5	  percent	  of	  the	  population	  fell	  below	  national	  

poverty	   lines.	  Vietnam’s	  Gross	  National	   Income	  (GNI)	  at	   the	  World	  Bank	  Atlas	  

conversion	  reached	  USD	  1,980	  in	  2015,	  placing	  the	  country	  in	  the	  low	  middle-‐‑

income	  group	  of	  nations5	  (World	  Bank,	  2015).	  In	  2014,	  Vietnam	  ranked	  116	  out	  

of	  188	  countries	  and	  territories	  on	  the	  UN	  Human	  Development	   Index	  (UNDP,	  

2014).	  	  

Vietnam	   nowadays	   remains	   one	   of	   the	   dynamic	   emerging	   economies	   (Van	  

Arkadie	  &	  Mallon,	  2004),	  the	  country’s	  Gross	  Domestic	  Product	  (GDP)	  per	  capita	  

growth	  has	  been	  among	  the	  fastest	  in	  the	  world	  since	  1990	  (World	  Bank,	  2016),	  

which	  is	  impressive	  for	  a	  country	  that,	  in	  the	  mid-‐‑1980s,	  was	  one	  of	  the	  world’s	  

poorest	   nations	   (OECD,	   2015).	   Between	   2011	   and	   2015,	   Vietnam	   averaged	   6	  

percent	  per	  annum	  GDP	  growth	  (World	  Bank,	  2015);	  the	  rate	  slowed	  during	  the	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4National	   poverty	   headcount	   ratio	   is	   the	   percentage	   of	   the	   population	   living	   below	   national	  
poverty	   lines.	   National	   estimates	   are	   based	   on	   population-‐‑weighted	   subgroup	   estimates	   from	  
household	  surveys	  (World	  Bank,	  2015).	  
5According	   to	   the	  World	  Bank,	   for	   the	  2017	   fiscal	   year,	   low-‐‑income	  economies	  are	  defined	  as	  
those	  with	  a	  GNI	  per	  capita,	  calculated	  using	  the	  World	  Bank	  Atlas	  method,	  of	  USD	  1,025	  or	  less	  
in	  2015;	  lower	  middle-‐‑income	  economies	  are	  those	  with	  a	  GNI	  per	  capita	  between	  USD	  1,026	  and	  
USD	  4,035.	  (https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org).	  
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first	  half	  of	  2016	  to	  5.5	  percent	  due	  to	  a	  severe	  drought	  affecting	  the	  agricultural	  

production,	  and	  slower	  industrial	  growth	  (World	  Bank,	  2016).	  

4.2.3.   Urbanisation	  

Although	   Vietnam’s	   economic	   transition	   has	   helped	   the	   country	   achieve	   high	  

economic	  growth	  and	  remarkable	  poverty	  reduction	  results	  over	   the	  past	   two	  

decades,	   the	   process	   also	   increased	   the	   gap	   between	   some	   of	   the	   poorest	  

households	  and	  the	  better	  off,	  and	  between	  different	  rural	  and	  urban	  regions	  of	  

the	  country	  (Booth	  &	  Le,	  2010;	  World	  Bank,	  2013).	  Booth	  and	  Le	  (2010)	  found	  

that,	   while	   the	   living	   standard	   of	   all	   Vietnamese	   people	   had	   increased,	  

nonetheless	   an	   urban-‐‑rural	   expenditure	   inequality	   contributes	   to	   national	  

inequality	   in	  Vietnam.	  Booth	  and	  Le	  (2010)	  also	  concluded	  that	  this	   inequality	  

has	  a	  relation	  with	  internal	  migration.	  The	  rural-‐‑urban	  inequality,	  in	  the	  context	  

of	   a	   more	   relaxed	   policy	   environment	   on	   internal	   migration	   since	   the	   early	  

2000s6,	  has	  encouraged	  labourers	  to	  move	  from	  low	  wage	  to	  high	  wage	  regions	  –	  

more	  specifically,	  from	  rural	  to	  urban	  areas,	  and	  from	  low	  productivity	  to	  high	  

productivity	  provinces	  (ibid.).	  Urbanisation	  has	  been	  progressing	  in	  Vietnam	  as	  

people	  migrate	  from	  the	  agricultural	  sector	  to	  better	  paid	  jobs,	  which	  are	  mostly	  

in	  urban	  areas	  (OECD,	  2015).	  Data	  from	  the	  World	  Bank	  has	  shown	  a	  consistent	  

rise	  in	  the	  percentage	  of	  urban	  populations	  in	  Vietnam	  from	  1960	  to	  the	  present,	  

with	   a	   prominent	   increase	   from	   20	   percent	   in	   1990	   to	   33.5	   percent	   in	   2015	  

(World	  Bank,	  2015).	  The	   increase	  by	  half	  of	   the	  urban	  population	   in	  25	  years	  

reflects	  the	  response	  of	  the	  people	  to	  Vietnam’s	  rapid	  economic	  growth	  which	  is	  

unbalanced	   between	   regions.	   The	   dramatic	   increase	   also	   creates	   major	  

challenges	  for	  a	  more	  integrated	  development	  of	  rural	  and	  urban	  areas	  (OECD,	  

2015).	  

4.2.4.   Basic	  political	  features	  

Vietnam	  is	  a	  socialist	  republic	  state	  with	  a	  one	  party	  system	  led	  by	  the	  Communist	  

Party	  of	  Vietnam	  (CPV)	  since	  1954	  in	  the	  North,	  and	  since	  the	  reunification	  of	  the	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6Internal	  migration	  in	  Vietnam	  used	  to	  be	  under	  tight	  control	  by	  the	  Vietnamese	  government	  from	  
the	  Doi	  Moi	  period	  to	  the	  early	  1990s.	  During	  this	  time,	  the	  Government	  set	  strict	  targets	  for	  rural	  
people	   to	  migrate	   to	   cities;	   for	  example,	   to	  be	  eligible	   for	  migration	   to	   the	   cities,	   rural	  people	  
needed	  to	  first	  own	  a	  house	  and	  have	  secured	  a	  job.	  	  The	  law	  on	  residence	  was	  amended	  twice	  in	  
2001	  and	  2006	  to	  reflect	  less	  rigorous	  and	  more	  flexible	  regulations	  towards	  internal	  migration	  
(Booth	  &	  Le,	  2010).	  	  
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country	   in	  1975	  over	   the	  whole	   country.	  The	  National	  Congress	   is	   the	  party’s	  

most	   senior	   institution,	   which	   meets	   every	   five	   years	   to	   elect	   Vietnam’s	   CPV	  

Central	   Committee.	   The	   Vietnamese	   Central	   Committee	   is	   the	   most	   powerful	  

body,	   deciding	   Party	   affairs	   and	   government	   policy.	   The	   Central	   Committee	  

adopts	   key	   policies	   and	   elects	   the	   Politburo	   and	   its	   Secretariat	   (OECD,	   2015).	  

These	   top	   party	   organs	   control	   and	   guide	   the	   National	   Assembly	   (NA),	   the	  

Cabinet	  and	  the	  satellite	  organizations	  such	  as	  the	  Fatherland	  Front7,	  the	  General	  

Confederation	   of	   Labour	   (trade	   union),	   and	   the	   Youth/Women/	   Farmers	  

Associations	   (Rowley	  &	  Truong,	   2009).	  There	   are	  58	  provinces	   and	   five	   cities	  

beneath	  the	  central	  government,	  each	  with	  their	  own	  administrative	  subdivisions	  

of	  districts,	  municipalities	  and	  communes.	  At	  the	  local	  and	  regional	  level,	  there	  

are	  the	  People’s	  Councils	  which	  are	  elected	  locally.	  Their	  executive	  bodies	  are	  the	  

People’s	  Committees,	  elected	  by	   the	  People’s	  Council.	  These	   local	  and	  regional	  

bodies	  supervise	  the	  implementation	  of	  central	  Government	  laws	  and	  regulations	  

at	  their	  local	  level.	  	  

The	   top	  down	  governing	   structure	  allows	   the	  Government	  much	   leverage	  and	  

limited	  opposition	  in	  its	  choice	  of	  policy	  directions	  and	  decisions	  (OECD,	  2015;	  

Rowley	  &	  Truong,	  2009).	  However,	  the	  top	  down	  approach	  often	  results	  in	  policy	  

interventions	  that	  fail	  to	  address	  the	  needs	  of	  individuals	  at	  the	  grassroots	  level.	  

For	   policies	   and	   regulations	   regarding	   migration	   specifically,	   migrants	   are	  

generally	   viewed	   as	   a	   homogenous	   population	  with	   uniform	   needs,	   goals	   and	  

abilities,	   while	   the	   reality	   is	   that	   they	   are	   highly	   heterogeneous	   (Dang	   et	   al.,	  

2003).	  Dang	  et	  al.	  (2003)	  found	  that	  the	  results	  of	  direct	  policy	  interventions	  to	  

affect	   migration	   have	   been	   limited.	   Because	   of	   this,	   one	   of	   the	   aims	   of	   this	  

research	  is	  to	  highlight	  Vietnamese	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  with	  insights	  into	  

the	  process,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  needs	  and	  priorities	  of	  the	  migrants	  when	  engaging	  

with	  irregular	  migration;	  it	  also	  explores	  the	  development	  impacts	  that	  migration	  

can	  offer,	  looking	  to	  shed	  light	  on	  a	  better	  understanding	  of	  the	  matter	  from	  the	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7Vietnamese	  Fatherfront	  Land	  is	  an	  umbrella	  organisation	  for	  pro-‐‑government	  mass	  movements	  
in	   Vietnam.	   It	   has	   close	   links	   with	   the	   Vietnamese	   Communist	   Party	   and	   the	   government	   of	  
Vietnam.	  Its	  role	  is	  to	  promote	  “national	  solidarity”	  and	  “unity	  of	  mind	  in	  political	  and	  spiritual	  
matters”	  in	  society.	  
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perspective	   of	   the	   people	   and	   communities	   on	   the	   ground.	   This	   in-‐‑depth	  

understanding	  will	  help	  any	  policy	  intervention	  be	  more	  effective.	  

4.2.5.   Strengths	  and	  vulnerabilities	  in	  the	  Vietnamese	  agricultural	  
context	  

One	  of	  the	  great	  economic	  achievements	  of	  the	  Doi	  Moi	  process	  for	  Vietnamese	  

agriculture	   was	   the	   growth	   of	   agricultural	   production	   within	   the	   country.	  

Vietnam	   was	   able	   to	   solve	   its	   food	   shortage	   problems,	   ensure	   national	   food	  

security,	  and	  grow	  from	  one	  of	  the	  world’s	  low	  production	  nation	  to	  the	  world’s	  

second	   biggest	   rice	   exporter	   since	   1989.	   From	   2006	   to	   2010,	   the	   agriculture	  

sector	  has	  grown	  at	  around	  4	  percent	  per	  annum.	  In	  the	  last	  five	  years,	  the	  growth	  

rate	  has	  fluctuated	  significantly,	  between	  2.6	  percent	  in	  2013	  and	  peaking	  at	  3.31	  

percent	   in	  2014	  –	   the	  highest	   rate	  over	   this	   time	   (Ministry	  of	  Agriculture	  and	  

Rural	   Development	   (MARD),	   2015).	   The	   majority	   of	   the	   workforce	   in	   the	  

Vietnamese	   agricultural	   sector	   are	   small-‐‑scale	   farmers.	  Agricultural	   growth	   in	  

Vietnam	   over	   time	   has	   been	   achieved	   through	   an	   increase	   in	   land	   use,	   a	  

diversification	  into	  high-‐‑value	  crops,	  and	  effective	  use	  of	  material	  inputs	  such	  as	  

labour,	   capital	   and	   fertilisers	   (OECD,	   2015);	   however,	   the	   sector	   is	   now	  

approaching	   its	   physical	   and	   financial	   limitations.	   Agricultural	   production	   has	  

brought	  negative	  impacts	  to	  bear	  on	  the	  environment	  such	  as:	  biodiversity	  loss	  

and	  degradation	   of	   natural	   resources,	  water	   pollution,	   land	  discoloration,	   and	  

increased	  production	  costs,	  all	  of	  which	  threaten	  the	  sustainability	  of	  the	  sector’s	  

growth.	  In	  the	  future,	  natural	  resources	  for	  agricultural	  growth	  will	  no	  longer	  be	  

abundant;	  agriculture	  will	  have	  to	  compete	  with	  the	  industry	  and	  other	  services	  

sectors.	  	  

The	   government	   has	   recognized	   the	   disadvantages	   of	   a	   low-‐‑quality	   agri-‐‑

processing	   sector,	   its	   lack	   of	   support	   services	   and	   infrastructure,	   as	  well	   as	  

coordination	  among	  various	  actors	  that	  have	  resulted	  in	  low	  productivity,	  low	  

value-‐‑added	  exports	  and	  low	  returns	  to	  farmers.	  Consequently,	  the	  Vietnamese	  

government	   is	   placing	   greater	   emphasis	   on	   a	   market-‐‑driven	   approach	   for	  

investments	   in	   the	   agriculture	   sector	   and	   the	   agricultural	   value	   chain.	  

Accordingly,	  agriculture	  diversification	  is	  encouraged	  for	  production	  to	  be	  more	  

responsive	   to	   market	   forces.	   This	   approach	   of	   market-‐‑oriented	   agricultural	  

development	  is	  also	  a	  key	  element	  of	  the	  government’s	  drive	  to	  eradicate	  poverty.	  
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The	   2016–2020	   socio-‐‑economic	   development	   plan	   introduced	   an	   initiative	   to	  

restructure	   the	   agricultural	   sector	   towards	   increased	   growth	   value	   and	  

sustainability	   (World	  Bank,	   2016).	   It	   is	   suggested	  that	  agricultural	  development	  

during	  this	  period	  should	  achieve	  high	  value-‐‑added,	  improved	  competitiveness	  and	  

enhanced	  efficiency	  in	  production.	  Given	  that	  Vietnam	  has	  been	  a	  member	  of	  the	  

World	  Trade	  Organisation	  (WTO)	  since	  early	  2007,	  and	  has	  recently	  reached	  

the	  Trans	  Pacific	  Partnership	  (TPP)	  agreement	  with	  11	  nations	  in	  the	  Asia-‐‑

Pacific	  region8,	  this	  strategy	  is	  relevant	  because	  it	  will	  provide	  opportunities	  for	  

exporters	  of	  agricultural	  products	  to	  access	  a	  wilder	  global	  market,	  but	  it	  will	  also	  

present	  challenges	  as	  farmers	  become	  more	  vulnerable	  to	  external	  influences	  and	  

face	  possible	  exclusion	  from	  markets	  due	  to	  the	  inability	  to	  meet	  quality	  and	  food	  

safety	  standards.	  

4.3.   Research	  location	  context	  

4.3.1.   Ha	  Tinh’s	  geographic	  and	  demographic	  features	  

Ha	  Tinh	  is	  located	  in	  the	  North	  Central	  area	  of	  Vietnam,	  about	  340	  km	  south	  of	  

Hanoi,	  bordered	  by	  Nghe	  An	  province	  to	  the	  north,	  Quang	  Binh	  province	  to	  the	  

south,	  Laos	  to	  the	  west,	  and	  the	  Eastern	  Sea	  (South	  China	  Sea)	  to	  the	  east	  with	  

137km	  of	  coastline	  (See	  Figure	  3).	  Ha	  Tinh	  has	  a	  diverse	  topography	  including	  a	  

hilly	  area,	  midland,	  plain	  and	  sea.	  The	  province’s	  plain	  area	  is	  rather	  small	  and	  

separated	  by	  the	  mountains	  and	  rivers.	  Ha	  Tinh	  has	  14	  large	  and	  small	  rivers	  and	  

many	  lakes	  (Ha	  Tinh	  E-‐‑Portal,	  2016).	  Ha	  Tinh	  province	  consists	  of	  one	  city	  (Ha	  

Tinh	  city),	  two	  townships	  (Hong	  Linh	  and	  Ky	  Anh)	  and	  ten	  districts	  (Nghi	  Xuan,	  

Duc	   Tho,	   Huong	   Son,	   Huong	   Khe,	   Vu	  Quang,	   Can	   Loc,	   Loc	  Ha,	   Thach	  Ha,	   Cam	  

Xuyen,	   Ky	   Anh).	   The	   province	   is	   further	   subdivided	   into	   12	   townlets,	   235	  

communes	  and	  15	  wards.	  	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  On	  20	  January	  2017,	  Donald	  Trump	  became	  the	  45th	  President	  of	  the	  United	  States	  of	  America	  
and	  withdrew	  the	  U.S.	  from	  the	  TPP	  agreement;	  this	  significantly	  affected	  the	  scenario	  for	  the	  
remaining	  11	  countries	  as	  the	  U.S.	  market	  was	  the	  biggest	  driver	  for	  their	  trade	  liberalization.	  
Without	  the	  U.S.,	  the	  TPP	  agreement	  would	  not	  have	  the	  same	  heft	  as	  the	  original,	  however	  the	  
fate	  of	  TPP	  is	  still	  to	  be	  discussed.	  Vietnam’s	  Ministry	  of	  Foreign	  Affairs	  made	  a	  statement	  
indicating	  that	  “Vietnam	  will	  continue	  its	  reforming	  process	  and	  make	  better	  domestic	  
preparation	  to	  fulfil	  the	  commitments	  of	  trade	  agreements	  of	  which	  Vietnam	  has	  been	  and	  will	  
be	  a	  member”	  (Berlinger,	  2017).	  
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Figure	  3:	  Map	  of	  Ha	  Tinh	  

	  

Source:	  (Vietnam	  Invest	  Network	  Corporation,	  n.d.)	  

	  

Ha	  Tinh	  has	  a	  total	  area	  of	  6,055.6	  sq.km	  with	  a	  population	  of	  1,280,782	  according	  

to	  data	  reported	  in	  2015	  (Ha	  Tinh	  E-‐‑Portal,	  2016).	  The	  province	  has	  a	  population	  

density	  of	  203.6	  people	  per	  sq.km	  with	  a	  slow	  growth	  rate	  averaging	  0.45	  percent	  

over	   the	   past	   five	   years	   (GSO,	   2015).	   One	   of	   the	   main	   reasons	   for	   the	   low	  

population	  growth	  rate	  of	  Ha	  Tinh	  is	  out-‐‑migration	  to	  other	  provinces	  or	  abroad	  

(Le	  et	  al.,	  2015).	  This	  is	  confirmed	  by	  the	  consistent	  negative	  net	  migration	  rate	  

of	  the	  province	  over	  the	  past	  few	  years	  (-‐‑9.7	  in	  2010	  and	  staying	  stable	  at	  -‐‑4	  from	  

2013-‐‑15)	  (GSO,	  2015).	  The	  population	  of	  Ha	  Tinh	  is	  primarily	  concentrated	  in	  the	  

eastern	  coastal	  plain	  (Le	  et	  al.,	  2015).	  According	  to	  the	  Ha	  Tinh	  Department	  of	  

Labour,	   Invalids	   and	   Social	   Affairs,	   an	   average	   of	   10,000	   people	   out-‐‑migrate	  

annually	   from	  Ha	  Tinh	  (Ha	  Tinh	  DOLISA,	  2016a).	  There	  are	  745,300	  people	  of	  

labour	  age	  (15-‐‑60	  years	  of	  age)	  in	  Ha	  Tinh;	  of	  this	  number,	  44.7	  percent	  work	  in	  

agricultural	   sector	   (down	   from	   63	   percent	   in	   2010),	   26.62	   percent	   work	   in	  

construction,	  and	  28.68	  percent	  work	  in	  trade	  and	  services,	  as	  reported	  in	  2015	  

(Ha	  Tinh	  DOLISA,	  2016a).	  
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4.3.2.   Environmental	  features	  

Ha	  Tinh	  province	  lies	  in	  the	  tropical	  area	  with	  regular,	  hot	  and	  humid	  monsoon	  

and	  rain.	  The	  province	  is	  strongly	  influenced	  by	  the	  transitional	  climate	  between	  

the	  Northern	  and	  Southern	  regions	  of	  Vietnam,	  featuring	  a	  typically	  tropical,	  hot	  

climate	  in	  the	  South	  and	  freezing	  winter	  in	  the	  North.	  In	  general,	  the	  climate	  is	  

very	  harsh	  in	  the	  province.	  Ha	  Tinh	  has	  two	  seasons:	  the	  rainy	  season	  from	  March	  

to	   October	   (with	   rainfall	   accounting	   for	   75	   percent	   of	   annual	   rainfall)	   and	  

summer	   from	   April	   to	   October.	   During	   summer,	   the	   province	   suffers	   from	  

extreme	  heat,	  and	  the	  dry	  and	  hot	  southwest	  winds	  from	  Laos.	  The	  evaporation	  

rate	   in	   the	   province	   reaches	   its	   highest	   from	  May	   to	   August	   every	   year.	   The	  

annual	  average	  temperature	  is	  24.7	  degrees	  Celsius,	  however,	  during	  summer	  the	  

temperature	   can	   average	   32.9	   degrees	   Celsius	   with	   the	   highest	   temperatures	  

reaching	  between	  38.5	  and	  40	  degrees	  Celsius	  (Ha	  Tinh	  E-‐‑Portal,	  2016).	  Over	  the	  

last	   five	   years,	   Ha	   Tinh	   has	   experienced	   a	   complexity	   of	  weather	   and	   climate	  

change.	  The	  average	  temperature	  in	  the	  region	  increased	  by	  0.25	  degrees	  Celsius	  

since	  1981	  to	  2011	  (Le	  et	  al.,	  2015).	  The	  average	  regional	  precipitation	  has	  been	  

observed	  to	  fluctuate.	  What	   is	  more,	  other	  significant	  changes	  in	  humidity	  and	  

evaporation,	   the	  unusual	  appearance	  of	  high	   frequency	  and	  complexly	  moving	  

storms,	  and	  tropical	   low	  pressure	  under	  the	  impact	  of	  climate	  change,	  have	  all	  

intensified	  the	  severe	  climatic	  conditions	  of	  the	  region	  (Ha	  Tinh	  E-‐‑Portal,	  2016)	  

and	  will	  probably	  continue	  to	  do	  so.	  

4.3.3.   Ha	  Tinh’s	  economic	  features	  

Ha	  Tinh	  has	  a	   less	  developed	  economy	   in	  comparison	  with	  other	  provinces	  of	  

Vietnam.	  Its	  annual	  economic	  growth	  rate	  increased	  from	  11	  percent	  in	  2010	  to	  

19	  percent	   in	  2013	  (Le	  et	  al.,	  2015)	  while	  GDP	  per	  capita	  was	  44	  million	  VND	  

(approximately	  1,970	  USD)	  in	  2015	  (Ha	  Tinh	  DOLISA,	  2016a).	  In	  recent	  years,	  the	  

provincial	  economy	  has	  improved	  significantly	  due	  to	  the	  rapid	  development	  and	  

contribution	  of	  its	  industrial	  sector	  since	  the	  operation	  of	  the	  Vung	  Ang	  Economic	  

Zone	   in	   2006.	   This	   economic	   zone	   on	   its	   own	   contributed	   42	   percent	   to	   the	  

provincial	  revenue	  budget	  in	  2015	  (Tran,	  2016).	  However,	  the	  rapid	  growth	  of	  

Ha	  Tinh	  is	  not	  translated	  into	  economic	  improvement	  across	  the	  board	  for	  all	  its	  

population.	  While	  85	  percent	  of	  the	  population	  live	  in	  rural	  areas	  (Le	  et	  al.,	  2015),	  

their	   living	   conditions	   are	   still	   fairly	   poor.	   The	   poverty	   in	   Ha	   Tinh	   can	   be	  
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attributed	  to	  the	  harsh	  natural	  conditions	  in	  the	  region	  with	  severe	  climates	  and	  

unfavourable	   soils.	   The	   total	   value	  of	   agriculture,	   forestry	   and	   fisheries	   in	   the	  

province	   increased	   by	   double	   between	   2010	   and	   2013,	   but	   its	   share	   in	   GDP	  

decreased	   from	   30	   percent	   to	   23	   percent	   (Le	   et	   al.,	   2015).	   Major	   industrial	  

products	   include	   apparel,	   pharmaceutical	   drugs,	   wood	   products,	   green	   tea,	  

mining	   products	   and	   construction	   materials	   (Nguyen,	   2012).	   Within	   the	  

agriculture	  sector,	   the	   largest	  share	  of	  production	  is	   from	  crop	  production	  (50	  

percent),	  though	  this	  has	  declined	  from	  62	  percent	  in	  2010	  to	  54	  percent	  in	  2013.	  

The	  main	  crops	  of	  Ha	  Tinh	  are	  rice,	  peanut,	  orange,	  tea,	  rubber,	  pomelo,	  sweet	  

potato,	  cassava,	  bean,	  maize	  and	  vegetables	  (Le	  et	  al.,	  2015).	  	  

There	   are	   two	   Special	   Economic	   Zones	   (SEZ)	   in	   Ha	   Tinh:	   the	   Cau	   Treo	  

International	   Border	   Economic	   Zone	   which	   covers	   560	   sq.km	   (established	   in	  

2013),	  and	  the	  Vung	  Ang	  Economic	  Zone	  of	  227.8	  sq.km	  (established	  in	  2006)	  (Ha	  

Tinh	   Economic	   Zone	   Authority,	   2017).	   Vung	   Ang	   was	   established	   with	   the	  

intention	  to	  utilize	  the	  region’s	  ports	  at	  Vung	  Ang	  and	  Son	  Duong.	  Vung	  Ang	  EZ	  

mainly	   focuses	   on	   heavy	   industry.	   There	   are	   two	   foreign	   direct	   investment	  

projects	  in	  Son	  Duong,	  run	  by	  Taiwanese	  Formosa	  Heavy	  Industries	  with	  a	  total	  

registered	  capital	  of	  USD	  7.89	  billion	  (Nguyen,	  2012).	  The	  establishment	  of	  the	  

two	   economic	   zones	   contributed	   greatly	   in	   providing	   labour	   employment	   for	  

local	   people.	   In	   2016,	   the	   Formosa	  Ha	  Tinh	   Steel	   Plant	   released	  deadly	  heavy	  

metal	  and	  chemical	  toxins	  into	  the	  sea	  of	  Ha	  Tinh,	  killing	  millions	  of	  fish	  along	  the	  

Central	   Coast	   of	   Vietnam	   and	   endangering	   the	   lives	   of	   its	   people	   through	  

subsequent	  poisoning.	  The	  release	  of	  toxic	  chemicals	  from	  the	  massive	  industrial	  

plant	   in	   Vung	   Ang	   has	   been	   reported	   to	   be	   one	   of	   the	   largest	   environmental	  

disasters	  in	  Vietnam’s	  history.	  The	  Steel	  Company	  admitted	  to	  the	  case	  in	  June	  

2016	  after	  much	  tension	  caused	  by	  Vietnamese	  and	  offered	  USD	  500	  million	  in	  

compensation	  (RFA,	  2016).	  

4.3.4.   Ha	  Tinh	  Strategic	  Location	  

Ha	   Tinh	   enjoys	   a	   strategic	   location	   in	   the	   North	   Central	   Coast	   of	   Vietnam,	  

bordering	  Laos	  to	  the	  west	  and	  the	  South	  China	  Sea	  to	  the	  east.	  The	  location	  has	  

been	   beneficial	   for	   its	   trading	   and	   economic	   development.	   Since	   French	  

colonization,	  a	  lot	  of	  focus	  was	  put	  into	  the	  transport	  network	  in	  Central	  Vietnam	  
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in	   order	   to	   connect	   Laos	   to	   the	   ocean	   (Nguyen,	   2012).	   The	   French	   invested	  

heavily	  in	  three	  transport	  networks	  in	  the	  central	  part	  of	  Vietnam	  –	  routes,	  ports	  

and	  airports	  –	  during	  the	  late	  1890s	  and	  early	  1900s	  (Nguyen,	  2012).	  Specifically,	  

they	  started	  the	  construction	  of:	  	  

-‐   Route	  No.9	  from	  Laos’	  Savannakhet	  to	  Dong	  Ha,	  Quang	  Tri,	  Vietnam	  

in	  1895;	  	  

-‐   Route	  No.	  8	   from	  Borikkhamsay	  (Laos)	  to	  Hong	  Linh,	  Ha	  Tinh	   in	  

1903.	  	  

-‐   Route	  No.	  9	  and	  Route	  No.	  12	  (from	  Thakhek,	  Laos	  to	  Ba	  Don	   in	  

Quang	  Binh	  province),	  open	  in	  1930	  	  

-‐   Route	  No.	  7	  from	  Luang	  Prabang	  to	  Dien	  Chau,	  Nghe	  An,	  put	  into	  

operation	  in	  1937.	  	  

	  

In	   2011,	   the	   Third	   Thai-‐‑Lao	   Friendship	   Bridge	   over	   the	   Mekong	   River	   was	  

officially	   opened.	   The	  bridge	   serves	   as	   an	   important	   infrastructure	   facilitating	  

cross-‐‑border	  trade	  along	  Asian	  Highway	  15	  (Route	  No.	  8)	  and	  Asian	  Highway	  131	  

(Route	   No.	   12)	   between	   Northeast	   Thailand,	   Central	   Laos	   and	   North	   Central	  

Vietnam	  (See	  Figure	  4).	  

Figure	  4:	  Map	  of	  the	  Third	  Thai-‐‑Lao	  Friendship	  Bridge	  connecting	  to	  Ha	  Tinh	  

	  

Source:	  (Nguyen,	  2012).	  
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When	  the	  East-‐‑West	  Economic	  Corridor	  (EWEC)	  was	  established	  in	  1998	  (ADB,	  

2010),	  the	  cross-‐‑border	  trade	  among	  countries	  in	  the	  Greater	  Mekong	  Sub-‐‑region	  

was	   facilitated	   much	   further	   (ADB,	   2010;	   Nguyen,	   2012).	   The	   EWEC	   was	  

considered	  one	  of	  the	  flagship	  initiatives	  of	  the	  GMS	  to	  target	  some	  of	  the	  poorer	  

areas	  of	  the	  GMS	  countries	  through	  a	  cost-‐‑effective	  way	  of	  instituting	  an	  efficient	  

transport	   system	   for	   goods	   and	   people	   in	   the	   sub-‐‑region	   (ADB,	   2010).	   The	  

location	  in	  Central	  Vietnam	  clearly	  benefits	  Ha	  Tinh	  as	  a	  well-‐‑connected	  hub	  to	  

major	  transport	  infrastructure	  in	  the	  region.	  

4.4.   Conclusion	  

In	  this	  chapter,	  I	  have	  discussed	  the	  geographic,	  economic	  and	  political	  features	  

of	   Vietnam	   as	   the	   general	   context	   of	   the	   country	   where	   this	   research	   is	  

undertaken.	   Then	   I	   featured,	   in	   more	   detail,	   the	   research	   location	   –	   Ha	   Tinh	  

province.	   It	   can	   be	   seen	   from	   this	   chapter	   that	   a	   number	   of	   Ha	   Tinh’s	  

characteristics	  make	   it	   a	   prime	   location	   for	   out-‐‑migration.	   The	   harsh	   climatic	  

conditions	  make	  agricultural	   cultivation	  difficult,	  while	   its	   connection	   to	  other	  

parts	  of	  the	  region	  enables	  easy	  travel	  to	  neighbouring	  countries.	  In	  addition,	  the	  

recent	  environmental	   catastrophe	  which	  poisoned	   fish	  along	   the	   coastline	  has	  

impacted	   on	   what	   are	   already	   rather	   marginal	   rural	   livelihoods.	   Given	   these	  

conditions,	   it	   is	   unsurprising	   that	   many	   local	   people	   seek	   to	   diversify	   their	  

livelihoods	  through	  temporary	  migration.	  What	  I	  have	  found	  through	  the	  context	  

study	  of	  my	  research	  location	  is	  that	  while	  Vietnamese	  policy	  applies	  a	  top	  down	  

approach	   for	   interventions,	   the	   increasing	  rate	  of	  out-‐‑migration	   from	  Ha	  Tinh,	  

much	  of	  which	  is	  irregular,	  undocumented	  migration,	  calls	  for	  a	  more	  in-‐‑depth,	  

contextual	   intervention	   should	   irregular	   migration	   be	   regulated	   in	   order	   to	  

optimize	   temporary	   mobility	   as	   a	   strategy	   to	   sustain	   rural	   livelihoods.	   The	  

findings	   presented	   in	   the	   following	   Chapter	   (Five)	   portrays	   how	   irregular	  

migration	  has	  been	  adopted	  as	  a	   livelihood	  strategy	   for	   the	   local	  people	  of	  Ha	  

Tinh;	   it	  also	  investigates	  the	  range	  of	  reasons	  why	  irregular	  migration	  is	  more	  

preferable	  for	  them	  than	  regular	  labour	  migration.	  
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Chapter	  5:	  Irregular	  Migration	  as	  a	  Livelihood	  Strategy	  
	  

	  

	  

5.1.   Introduction	  

This	  chapter	  presents	  and	  discusses	  the	  findings	  of	  the	  fieldwork	  that	  I	  conducted	  

in	   June	  2016	   in	   four	  villages	  of	  Ha	  Tinh	  province.	   It	  addresses	  my	  two	  central	  

research	  questions,	  asking	  (i)	  How	  irregular	  migration	  emerged	  as	  a	  livelihood	  

strategy	  in	  the	  rural	  context	  of	  Ha	  Tinh,	  and	  (ii)	  the	  range	  of	  reasons	  why	  local	  

people	  decided	  to	  engage	  with	  irregular	  migration.	  The	  first	  part	  of	  the	  chapter	  

divides	   my	   research	   participants	   into	   three	   different	   categories	   based	   on	  

participants’	   age,	   but	   which	   show	   up	   clear	   distinctions	   in	   motivations	   and	  

characteristics	  as	  well.	  This	  categorization	   is	  useful	   in	  understanding	  how	  and	  

why	   different	   groups	   of	   people	   respond	   to	   irregular	  migration,	  which	   is	   then	  

discussed	  in	  the	  following	  sections	  of	  the	  chapter.	  	  

The	   second	  part	   examines	   the	   significance	  of	   irregular	   labour	  migration	  as	  an	  

appealing	  means	  to	  diversify	  rural	  household	  incomes	  to	  sustain	  livelihoods.	  It	  

captures	  the	  change	  in	  perceptions	  of	  rural	  people	  about	  farm	  work,	  and	  explores	  

their	   desire	   to	   steer	   their	   future	   generations	   away	   from	   farm	   work.	   This	  

transition	  is	  one	  of	  the	  reasons	  why	  mobility	  is	  likely	  to	  be	  encouraged	  from	  the	  

rural	  areas	  of	  Ha	  Tinh.	  	  

The	  third	  part	  of	  the	  chapter	  investigates	  the	  differences	  between	  regular	  labour	  

migration	   through	   official	   channels	   and	   irregular	   labour	   migration	   through	  

unofficial	  channels	   from	  the	  migrant	  workers’	  perspective.	  This	  analysis	  sheds	  

light	  on	  the	  framing	  of	  irregular	  migration	  under	  the	  labour	  migration	  push	  and	  

pull	  framework,	  presented	  in	  the	  section	  following.	  

The	   last	  section	  of	   the	  chapter	  addresses	   the	  decision-‐‑making	  process	  and	  the	  

range	  of	  reasons	  why	  local	  people	  chose	  to	  migrate	  irregularly.	  This	  is	  conducted	  

through	   an	   examination	   of	   three	   key	   influencing	   factors	   –	   finance,	   social	  

networks,	  and	  distance	  between	  home	  and	  destination	  countries.	  	  
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5.2.   Categories	   of	   irregular	   migrant	   workers	   according	   to	   age	   and	  
motivation	  

I	  conducted	  interviews	  with	  13	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  for	  this	  study,	  of	  which	  

five	  were	  male	  and	  eight	  female.	  It	  became	  clear	  that	  motivations	  for	  migrating	  

differed	  according	   to	   the	   life	  stage	  of	  each	  participant.	  Therefore	   I	  divided	   the	  

participants	   into	   three	   categories	   based	  on	   their	   age	   and	  hence	   their	   primary	  

motivations	  for	  migrating.	  

The	   three	   categories	   are:	   (i)	   senior	   people	   in	   their	   mid-‐‑40s	   to	   early	   50s,	   (ii)	  

middle-‐‑aged	  people	  in	  their	  late	  30s	  to	  mid-‐‑40s	  and	  (iii)	  young	  people	  freshly	  out	  

of	  basic	  education,	  in	  their	  late	  teens	  to	  early	  20s.	  The	  largest	  group	  of	  irregular	  

migrant	  workers	  fell	  into	  the	  second	  category,	  while	  the	  youngest	  group	  was	  the	  

smallest.	  This	  fits	  with	  the	  finding	  that	  most	  young	  people	  of	  labour	  working	  age	  

were	  absent	  from	  the	  countryside	  having	  already	  left,	  either	  attending	  vocational	  

school	   or	   higher	   education	   elsewhere,	   or	   migrating	   for	   work	   internally	   or	  

externally.	  This	  group	  was	  few	  in	  number,	  and	  it	  was	  also	  found	  to	  be	  the	  most	  

flexible	   group	   of	   irregular	   migrant	   workers.	   Besides	   the	   obvious	   financial	  

purpose,	   one	   young	   worker	   migrated	   irregularly	   due	   to	   curiosity	   and	   the	  

boredom	  of	  staying	  in	  the	  countryside.	  In	  another	  case,	  a	  young	  informant	  opted	  

for	  irregular	  migration	  to	  China	  after	  being	  sent	  home	  from	  Malaysia,	  where	  he’d	  

failed	  to	  meet	  the	  health	  check	  requirement	  after	  a	  year	  working	  there	  through	  

the	  official	  labour	  export	  programme.	  When	  his	  friends	  asked	  him	  to	  join	  them	  in	  

China,	  he	  decided	  to	  follow	  them.	  Both	  of	  the	  younger	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  

had	   returned	   home	   and	   were	   considering	   their	   options	   for	   future	   livelihood	  

betterment,	  however,	  they	  expressed	  their	  uncertainty	  of	  migrating	  irregularly	  

again.	  The	  parents	  in	  both	  cases	  shared	  a	  similar	  view,	  wishing	  for	  their	  children	  

to	   “have	   stable	   jobs,	   possibly	   migrating	   through	   official	   channels	   and	   being	  

protected	  in	  a	  safe	  working	  environment”	  (Informant	  11.1),	  rather	  than	  working	  

illegally	  overseas.	  	  

Unlike	   the	  younger	  generation,	   the	  other	  groups	  of	   irregular	  migrant	  workers	  

seemed	  to	  have	   fewer	  choices.	  To	  maintain	  or	   improve	   their	   living	  conditions,	  

they	  had	  adopted	   irregular	  migration	  as	  a	  non-‐‑agricultural	   economic	   strategy,	  

while	  family	  members	  who	  stayed	  behind	  continued	  with	  existing	  farm	  work.	  For	  
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both	   groups	   of	   older	   migrant	   workers,	   irregular	   migration	   offered	   the	  

opportunity	   to	  earn	  better	  money	  on	  a	   regular	  basis	   to	  support	   their	   families,	  

while	  at	  home	  their	  chance	  to	  access	  paid	  jobs	  was	  less	  likely	  compared	  to	  the	  

younger	  generation.	  	  

The	   group	   of	   migrant	   workers	   in	   their	   mid-‐‑40	   to	   50s	   were	   all	   females	   who	  

migrated	   to	   work	   as	   domestic	   workers.	   Due	   to	   the	   nature	   of	   domestic	   work	  

associated	  with	  women,	   there	  were	  no	  male	  workers	   found	  migrating	   for	   this	  

type	  of	  job.	  While	  the	  women	  were	  likely	  to	  find	  similar	  jobs	  in	  the	  local	  market,	  

most	  were	  driven	  by	  better	  pay	  in	  destination	  countries	  and	  the	  ability	  to	  remit	  

most	   of	   their	   earnings	   home,	   since	   their	   food	   and	   accommodation	  were	   often	  

provided	  with	  the	  job.	  When	  asked	  about	  her	  decision-‐‑making,	  one	  female	  in	  her	  

50s	  shared,	  with	  determination:	  “I	  didn’t	  ask	  much	  for	  consultation.	  I’ve	  known	  

people	  who	  went	  abroad	  to	  work	  and	  made	  better	  money.	  I	  heard	  them	  say	  that	  

in	  Thailand	  there	  are	  many	  jobs	  suitable	  for	  my	  age,	  so	  I	  went”	  (Informant	  14).	  	  

For	  the	  group	  of	  middle-‐‑aged	  migrants	   in	  their	  30s	  to	  40s,	   irregular	  migration	  

was	  an	  option	  that	  worked	  for	  the	  family.	  The	  workers	  in	  this	  group	  were	  found	  

to	   be	   the	  most	   dynamic	   in	   terms	   of	  migrant	   flow.	   This	   group	   had	   the	   largest	  

number	  of	  workers,	  working	  a	  variety	  of	  jobs	  in	  both	  genders	  and	  at	  their	  best	  in	  

terms	  of	  labour	  productivity.	  Many	  informants	  in	  this	  group	  said	  that	  they	  would	  

never	   think	   of	   working	   overseas	   through	   the	   official	   labour	   export	   channel	  

because	  of	  the	  relatively	  high	  cost.	  Regular	  labour	  migration	  was	  considered	  an	  

investment	   that	   not	   everybody	   could	   afford.	   In	   addition,	   regular	   labour	  

migration,	   with	   its	   strict	   rules	   and	   training	   requirements,	   as	   well	   as	   the	  

commitment	  to	   long-‐‑term	  work	  contracts,	  was	  not	  as	   flexible	   for	   this	  group	  of	  

migrant	  workers	  who	  tended	  to	  be	  settled	  with	  their	  families,	  with	  children	  and	  

elderly	  people	  in	  the	  countryside.	  For	  these	  workers,	  irregular	  migration,	  though	  

risky,	   was	   more	   affordable	   and	   flexible.	   With	   irregular	   migration,	   migrant	  

workers	  could	  go	  abroad	  for	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  time	  to	  work	  for	  money,	  but	  still	  

maintain	  a	  close	  connection	  with	  their	  family,	  attending	  to	  family	  business	  such	  

as	   being	   home	  when	   older	   relatives	  were	   sick;	   and,	   if	   they	  were	   careful,	   they	  

could	  work	  well	  and	  return	  home	  safely	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  Table	  3	  below	  shows	  

groups	  of	  irregular	  migrants	  divided	  by	  age.	  
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The	  irregular	  economic	  migration	  studied	  in	  this	  research	  falls	   into	  the	  typical	  

pattern	  of	  the	  gender-‐‑segregated	  labour	  market	  in	  the	  case	  of	  labour	  migration	  

in	   the	   global	   south.	   Accordingly,	   male	   migrants	   were	   often	   employed	   in	  

production	   industry	   while	   female	   migrants	   were	   associated	   with	   mundane	  

repetitive	   tasks	   and	   low-‐‑skilled	   service	   jobs	   (Elson	   1995;	   Pyle	   2011	   cited	   in	  

Beazley	   &	   Desai,	   2014,	   p.	   412).	   Among	   the	   five	   males,	   three	   worked	   in	  

construction	  in	  two	  different	  destinations,	  one	  worked	  in	  a	  kitchenware	  factory	  

and	  one	  for	  a	  wood	  factory.	  The	  eight	  female	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  worked	  

as	  live-‐‑in	  kitchen	  hands,	  housemaids,	  and	  caretakers	  of	  seniors	  or	  children.	  This	  

research	   found	   that	   each	   of	   the	  migrant	   households	   chose	   to	   send	  one	   family	  

member	  overseas	  based	  on	  the	  relevance	  of	  that	  person’s	  skills	  for	  the	  job	  market	  

where	  they	  migrated	  (see	  Table	  3)	  

	   	  



69	  

Table	  3:	  Category	  of	  irregular	  migrants	  divided	  by	  age	  groups	  

Category	  of	  
migrants	  

Characteristics	  of	  migrants	   Jobs	  in	  
destination	  
countries	  

Purpose	  of	  
migration	  

Senior	  
migrant	  
workers	  

Gender:	  all	  female	  
Age:	  mid-‐‑40s	  to	  early	  50	  years	  
Family	  status:	  married	  with	  

teenaged	  children	  or	  older.	  	  
Some	  have	  children	  with	  their	  

own	  dynamic	  family;	  some	  
have	  children	  who	  are	  also	  
migrant	  workers	  

A	  strong	  sense	  of	  family	  
responsibility	  towards	  their	  
own	  and	  their	  children’s	  
family	  or	  career	  business	  

	  

Domestic	  
workers:	  
-  Live-‐‑in	  care	  
taker	  for	  old	  
people	  or	  
babies	  
-  Kitchen	  
helper	  

	  

-  Housing	  
improvement	  
-  Support	  their	  
children’s	  
education	  
-  Support	  
children’s	  debt	  
repayment	  

Middle-‐‑aged	  
migrant	  
workers	  

Gender:	  male	  and	  female	  
Age:	  30s	  to	  mid-‐‑40	  
Family	  status:	  married	  with	  

children	  of	  school	  age	  
Settled	  their	  family	  in	  the	  

countryside	  
At	  the	  best	  of	  their	  health	  and	  

productivity	  
Family	  responsibilities	  include	  

taking	  care	  of	  their	  own	  
family	  and	  looking	  after	  
older	  generation	  in	  the	  
family	  	  

	  

-  Construction	  
workers	  
(males)	  
-  Live-‐‑in	  
maids	  
(females)	  
-  Live-‐‑in	  care	  
takers	  
(females)	  

-  Family	  
improvement	  
-  Support	  
children’s	  
education	  
-  Savings	  
-  Debt	  
repayment	  

Young	  
migrant	  
workers	  

Gender:	  all	  young	  males.	  There	  
were	  young	  female	  irregular	  
migrants	  as	  I	  was	  told,	  
however	  I	  didn’t	  have	  the	  
chance	  to	  meet	  any	  during	  
my	  fieldwork	  

Age:	  early	  20s	  
Family	  status:	  single	  without	  

children	  
Flexible	  family	  responsibility;	  

focus	  on	  their	  future	  career	  	  
	  

-  Factory	  
workers	  

-  Earning	  
financial	  
support	  for	  
their	  future	  
plan	  
-  Trying	  new	  
things	  
-  Boredom	  of	  
life	  in	  the	  
country	  side	  
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As	  mentioned	  previously,	   from	  my	  observation,	  not	  all	   the	   rural	  people	   in	   the	  

villages	   responded	   to	   irregular	  migration	   (Field	   notes,	   2016).	  However,	   those	  

who	   chose	   to	   migrate	   irregularly	   expressed	   a	   strong	   economic	   motivation	  

underlying	  their	  migration.	  The	  migratory	  purposes	  of	  each	  age	  group	  differed	  

according	  to	  the	  life-‐‑stages	  of	  the	  migrants.	  While	  younger	  people	  were	  found	  to	  

be	  curious	  about	  the	  world	  around	  them	  and	  migrated	  to	  accumulate	  savings	  for	  

their	   future	   plans,	   the	   middle-‐‑aged	   group	   of	   migrants	   focused	   on	   working	  

overseas	  to	  improve	  the	  livelihoods	  of	  their	  families.	  The	  oldest	  group	  of	  migrants	  

wanted	  to	  earn	  money	  to	  improve	  their	  housing	  conditions	  as	  well	  as	  to	  provide	  

financial	  support	  for	  their	  children	  who	  had	  married	  and	  had	  their	  own	  nuclear	  

families.	  	  	  

The	  views	  shared	  within	  the	  three	  different	  groups	  of	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  

respectively	   reflected	   the	   differentiated	   dynamics	   of	   different	   generations	   of	  

migrants.	   This	   suggests	   that	   the	   roles	   of	   each	   generation	   of	  migrant	   workers	  

reflected	   the	   family	   responsibility	   they	   assumed	   in	   a	   traditional	   family.	   The	  

younger	  group	  was	  quite	  flexible	  with	  their	  roles	  in	  the	  family,	  and,	  not	  yet	  having	  

their	  own	  families,	  had	  the	  freedom	  of	  mobility.	  Since	  they	  were	  younger,	  they	  

could	   rely	   on	   their	   parents	   to	   assume	   family	   responsibilities.	   In	   contrast,	   the	  

parental	   generation	   in	   the	   countryside	   was	   less	   mobile	   due	   to	   family	  

responsibilities	   and	   a	   strong	   sense	   of	   being	   rooted	   in	   the	   place	   where	   their	  

ancestors	  had	  lived	  and	  accumulated	  the	  assets	  their	  families	  later	  inherited.	  In	  

Vietnamese	   culture,	   with	   age,	   one	   assumes	   more	   responsibility,	   caring	   for	  

parents	  and	  paying	  tribute	  to	  ancestors.	  The	  oldest	  group	  of	  migrants	  were	  not	  

only	  responsible	   for	  their	  own	  family	  businesses,	  but	  also	  had	  the	  tendency	  to	  

help	  any	  married	  children	  with	  some	  of	  their	  family	  responsibilities.	  	  

5.3.   How	  is	  irregular	  migration	  a	  livelihood	  strategy?	  

5.3.1.   Irregular	  migration	  as	  a	  means	  to	  diversify	  family	  income	  sources	  

Migration	  has	  been	  an	  important	  means	  of	  sustaining	  livelihoods	  for	  local	  people	  

in	   rural	   areas	   in	  Vietnam	   (Winkels	  &	  Adger,	   2002).	   In	   fact,	   Jonathan	  Rigg	  has	  

highlighted	  that	  the	  “growing	  role”	  of	  migration	  and	  mobility	  in	  livelihoods	  in	  the	  

rural	   south	   has	   come	   to	   be	   generally	   acknowledged	   (Rigg,	   2006,	   p.	   181).	   A	  

common	   practice	   shared	   among	   the	   local	   people	   in	   the	   villages	   where	   my	  
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research	   interviews	  were	   conducted	   supported	   this	   view.	   Specifically,	   I	   found	  

that	  having	  a	  family	  member	  working	  away	  from	  home	  is	  a	  normal	  practice	  for	  

many	  households	  in	  the	  province	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  

Most	  of	  the	  research	  informants	  implicitly	  expressed	  their	  loss	  of	  interest	  in	  farm	  

work	   due	   to	   the	   low	   productivity	   of	   land,	   harsh	   climate,	   and	   low-‐‑earning	  

potential	   of	   agricultural	   activities	   (Field	   notes,	   2016).	   A	   report	   on	   labour	  

migration	   in	   the	   Greater	   Mekong	   sub-‐‑region	   (Caouette,	   Sciortino,	   Guest,	   &	  

Feinstein,	   2006)	   pointed	   out	   that	   Vietnam,	   with	   a	   large	   proportion	   of	   the	  

population	   still	   engaging	   in	   agriculture,	   was	   in	   the	   midst	   of	   a	   process	   of	  

urbanisation	  with	  an	  enormous	  number	  of	   internal	  migrants	  moving	   to	  urban	  

and	   semi-‐‑urban	   areas.	   Some	   of	   the	   main	   reasons	   for	   this	   movement	   were	  

reportedly	  the	  lack	  of	  access	  to	  capital,	  productive	  land	  and	  technological	  know-‐‑

how	   and	   tools,	   all	   of	   which	   limited	   farmers	   from	   competing	   in	   emerging	  

agricultural	  markets	  (ibid.).	  This	  explained	  why	  farmers	  were	  being	  pulled	  to	  the	  

rapidly	  expanding	  sectors	  of	  construction,	  services	  and	  manufacturing	  (Caouette	  

et	  al.,	  2006).	  Ten	  years	  later,	  during	  my	  interviews	  with	  the	  migrant	  workers	  who	  

were	   all	   rural	   residents,	   exactly	   why	   agriculture	   has	   failed	   to	   sustain	   rural	  

livelihoods	  was	   still	   being	   discussed	  with	   similar	   reasoning.	  Many	   informants	  

mentioned	  that	  they	  had	  to	  work	  from	  early	  morning	  till	  late	  at	  night	  on	  the	  farm,	  

even	  then	  only	  earning	  enough	  for	  the	  family	  to	  survive.	  They	  therefore	  opted	  for	  

irregular	  migration.	   In	   this	   case	   study,	   I	   investigated	   how	   the	   scale	   of	   labour	  

migration,	  as	  a	  response	  to	  the	  pull	  of	  rapid	  economic	  development,	  has	  reached	  

beyond	  regional	  borders	  to	  encompass	  international	  migratory	  routes.	  Vietnam’s	  

impressive	   rate	   of	   economic	   growth	   over	   the	   past	   ten	   years	   has	   obviously	  

changed	   the	   economic	   scenario	   of	   the	   country,	   in	   both	  urban	   and	   rural	   areas,	  

however,	  it	  does	  not	  seem	  to	  have	  significantly	  reduced	  the	  gap	  between	  rates	  of	  

development	  in	  urban	  and	  rural	  areas.	  



72	  

Figure	  5:	  The	  road	  that	  runs	  along	  one	  of	  the	  villages	  

	  

Photo	  taken	  by	  author	  during	  fieldwork,	  June	  2016.	  

Ha	  Tinh	  has	  a	  harsh	  climate	  and	  poorly	  conditioned	  soil	  where	  rice	  cultivation	  is	  

seasonal	   (mainly	   planted	   in	   the	   rainy	   season)	   and	   highly	   dependent	   on	   the	  

weather	  and	  soil	  quality.	  Figure	  5	  above	  is	  a	  photo	  taken	  on	  one	  of	  the	  hottest	  

days	  of	  summer	  in	  one	  of	  the	  villages	  where	  I	  conducted	  my	  research	  interviews.	  

The	  weather	  reached	  40	  degrees	  Celsius	  at	  noon.	  During	  this	  time	  of	  day,	  people	  

were	   advised	   to	   stay	   indoors	   to	   avoid	   the	   severe	   heat.	   Many	   of	   the	   research	  

participants	   said	   that	   they	   could	   only	   farm	   for	   six	   months	   of	   the	   year,	   thus,	  

incomes	   are	   not	   stable	   (Field	   notes,	   2016).	   In	   order	   to	   ensure	   the	   family’s	  

subsistence,	  out-‐‑migration	  has	  for	  some	  time	  been	  an	  economic	  strategy	  for	  local	  

people	   looking	   to	   diversify	   their	   household	   sources	   of	   income	   for	   greater	  

stability.	  

Through	  interaction	  with	  research	  informants,	  I	  learned	  that	  irregular	  migration	  

via	  unofficial	  channels	  has	  been	  ongoing	  for	  more	  than	  a	  decade	  in	  this	  part	  of	  the	  

country.	  Along	  with	  other	  types	  of	  regular	  migration	  in	  the	  region,	  such	  as	  rural	  

to	   urban,	   rural	   to	   rural,	   and	   international	   labour	   migration	   through	   official	  

recruitment	  companies,	   irregular	  economic	  migration	  is	   found	  to	  also	  help	  the	  
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local	   people	   sustain	   rural	   livelihoods	   (Field	  notes,	   2016).	  As	   rural	   households	  

strived	  towards	  income	  diversification,	  often	  agriculture	  remained	  the	  livelihood	  

strategy	  of	  those	  who	  stayed	  back	  in	  the	  countryside.	  On	  one	  hand,	  the	  families	  

of	  the	  migrants	  maintained	  their	  farming	  activities	  as	  one	  source	  of	  income,	  and	  

on	   the	   other,	   the	   remits	   of	   the	   migrants	   themselves	   were	   another	   important	  

financial	   resource	   for	   the	   family.	   In	   this	   regard,	   an	   irregular	   migrant	   worker	  

shared:	  “My	  wife	  managed	  her	  [farm]	  work	  and	  the	  kids	  helped	  out	  with	  farm	  

work	  too.	  Since	  I’m	  away	  she	  had	  to	  outsource	  some	  work	  with	  the	  rice	  husking,	  

things	   I	  was	   in	   charge	   of	  when	   at	   home	   she	   now	  outsources.	   So	  we	  have	   our	  

income	  from	  the	  farming	  still	  and	  then	  the	  extra	  that	  I	  earned	  working	  in	  Laos”	  

(Informant	  02).	  	  

In	  their	  2008	  study	  on	  temporary	  rural	  to	  urban	  migration	  in	  Vietnam,	  Pham	  and	  

Hill	  (2008)	  found	  that	  those	  who	  migrated	  still	  retained	  their	  foothold	  in	  the	  rural	  

areas.	  This	  research	  resonates	  with	  this	  point;	  especially	  in	  the	  case	  of	  irregular	  

labour	  migration,	  when	  the	  migration	  is	  supposed	  to	  be	  temporary	  for	  economic	  

purposes,	  it	  is	  very	  important	  that	  migrants	  retain	  their	  family	  ties	  and	  a	  foothold	  

in	   the	   village	  while	   remitting	   home	   from	   afar.	   Doing	   so	   ensures	   that	  migrant	  

workers	  and	  their	  families	  have	  different	  sources	  of	  income	  to	  sustain	  their	  lives	  

and	  cope	  with	  any	  shocks	   to	   livelihoods.	  At	   the	  same	  time,	   the	   foothold	   in	   the	  

rural	  area	  can	  ensure	  that	  the	  irregular	  migrant	  can	  return	  home	  if	  there	  is	  any	  

family	   business	   that	   requires	   their	   presence,	   re-‐‑joining	   the	   family	   farming	  

business	  should	  migration	  no	  longer	  be	  the	  choice	  for	  them	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  

From	   this	   we	   can	   confirm	   that	   irregular	   migration	   is	   a	   household	   calculated	  

strategy	  to	  ensure	  that	  the	  family	  have	  different	  sources	  of	  income	  to	  sustain	  and	  

improve	  rural	  livelihoods.	  

5.3.2.   A	  change	  of	  perception	  about	  rural	  farm	  work	  

In	  rural	  areas	  there	  is	  a	  general	  belief	  that	  associates	  farming	  with	  poverty	  and	  

low	  social	  status.	  In	  addition,	  many	  people	  have	  commented	  that	  “farm	  work	  is	  

hard	  work	  and	  low-‐‑earning”	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  It	  is	  thus	  normally	  the	  case	  that	  

parents	  would	  not	  wish	  for	  their	  children	  to	  stick	  with	  farm	  work	  if	   they	  have	  

other	  choices	  (Informants	  04,	  05,	  07,	  15).	  Therefore,	  migration	  and	  mobility	  come	  

to	  play	  an	  essential	  role	  for	  the	  local	  people	  as	  an	  option	  besides	  farming.	  Rigg	  
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found	  in	  his	  study	  in	  the	  rural	  south	  that,	  especially	  in	  South	  East	  Asia	  countries,	  

(i)	   education,	   social	   media	   and	   consumerism	   have	   gradually	   changed	   rural	  

people’s	   ideas	   about	   the	   continuation	   of	   rural	   work	   and	   farming	   in	   their	  

children’s	  future,	  and	  (ii)	  since	  farming	  is	  believed	  to	  be	  a	  low	  status	  occupation,	  

younger	   people	   express	   a	   strong	   wish	   to	   build	   their	   future	   avoiding	   farming	  

(Rigg,	   2006,	   p.	   189).	   In	   line	   with	   Rigg’s	   finding,	   all	   of	   the	   irregular	   migrant	  

workers	  whom	  I	  interviewed	  confirmed	  that	  they	  are	  becoming	  more	  open	  about	  

their	  children’s	  choices	  for	  the	  future:	  their	  children	  do	  not	  necessarily	  have	  to	  

continue	  their	  farming	  legacy	  if	  they	  do	  not	  wish	  to.	  The	  participants	  explicitly	  

expressed	  a	  desire	   for	   their	   children	   to	  have	  a	  better	   future	   than	   they	  had,	   so	  

moving	  out	  of	  farm	  work	  was	  encouraged	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  	  

Through	   my	   interaction	   with	   the	   irregular	   migrant	   informants,	   I	   sought	   to	  

investigate	  whether	  young	  people	  did,	  as	  Rigg	  suggests,	  seek	  to	  build	  their	  future	  

away	  from	  farming.	  Both	  of	  the	  young	  participants	  in	  this	  research	  shared	  a	  view	  

similar	  to	  Rigg’s	  finding.	  I	  met	  with	  these	  young	  men	  when	  they	  had	  just	  moved	  

back	  home	  after	  their	  irregular	  migration.	  Both	  said	  that	  they	  were	  staying	  home	  

at	  that	  moment	  to	  help	  their	  parents	  with	  farm	  work,	  but	  also	  that	  they	  would	  

soon	  find	  jobs	  somewhere	  else	  and	  leave	  the	  village.	  Since	  most	  of	  their	  friends	  

had	  migrated	  for	  work	  elsewhere,	  both	  the	  young	  men	  expressed	  the	  wish	  to	  do	  

the	  same,	  as	  they	  found	  living	  in	  the	  village	  and	  farming	  quite	  boring	  (Informants	  

11	  and	  12).	  	  

Within	  the	  scope	  of	  my	  research,	  I	  was	  able	  to	  also	  verify	  this	  argument	  from	  the	  

perspective	  of	  the	  parents,	  since	  most	  of	  my	  research	  informants	  were	  of	  middle-‐‑

age	  and	  older,	  all	  of	  whom	  were	  married	  with	  children.	  While	  Rigg	  suggests	  that	  

young	   people	   want	   to	   build	   their	   careers	   away	   from	   farming	   because	   it	   is	  

considered	   a	   low	   status	   occupation,	   the	   viewpoint	   of	   the	   parents	  was	   slightly	  

different.	  They	  argued	  that	  there	  was	  a	  need	  to	  move	  away	  from	  farming	  not	  only	  

of	   its	   low	  social	   status,	   but	   also	  because	   it	  was	  hard	  manual	  work	  and	  poorly	  

remunerated.	  	  

Whatever	  the	  reasons,	  this	  finding	  reflects	  a	  strong	  desire	  among	  rural	  people	  in	  

the	   area	   to	   steer	   future	   generations	   away	   from	   farming	   for	   their	   livelihoods.	  

Parents	  themselves	  had	  pursued	  careers	  outside	  farm	  work	  and	  seen	  first-‐‑hand	  
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how	  other	  livelihood	  options,	  such	  as	  those	  offered	  by	  irregular	  migration	  could	  

make	  a	  difference	  to	  their	  situation	  (Informant	  04).	  

My	  findings	  show	  that	  the	  older	  generation	  did	  not	  respond	  to	  the	  low	  status	  of	  

farm	   work	   as	   strongly	   as	   the	   younger	   generation.	   Older	   irregular	   migrant	  

workers,	  as	  parents,	  were	  living	  partially	  disconnected	  from	  farm	  work,	  in	  order	  

to	  pave	  the	  way	  for	  future	  generations	  to	  realize	  their	  options	  in	  moving	  away	  

from	  farm	  work.	  All	  participating	  migrant	  workers	  expressed	  their	  wish	  for	  the	  

children	   to	   escape	   poverty	   and	   hard	   work	   on	   the	   farm,	   and	   migration	   (not	  

necessary	  irregularly),	  in	  their	  view,	  is	  a	  realistic	  strategy	  to	  attaining	  this	  desire.	  

It	  is	  worth	  noting	  that	  with	  the	  fragility	  of	  the	  irregular	  migration	  process	  and	  the	  

risks	  it	  entails,	  90	  percent	  of	  parents	  who	  had	  migrated	  irregularly	  did	  not	  want	  

their	  children	  to	  migrate	  the	  same	  way.	  In	  sum,	  this	  study	  finds	  that	  low	  social	  

status	  was	  one,	  but	  not	  the	  most,	   important	  driver	  for	  research	  participants	  to	  

distance	   themselves	   from	   farming	   in	   the	   rural	   area;	   it	  was	   the	  hard	  nature	  of	  

agricultural	   work	   and	   its	   low	   economic	   impacts	   that	   more	   urgently	   pushed	  

people	  away	  from	  farming	  towards	  other	  options.	  Irregular	  economic	  migration	  

was	  chosen	  as	  a	  means	  of	  livelihood	  diversification,	  but	  not	  necessarily	  out	  of	  a	  

concern	  for	  the	  low	  social	  status	  of	  farming.	  The	  work	  opted	  for	  through	  irregular	  

migration	  was,	  after	  all,	  illegal,	  low-‐‑skilled	  and	  had	  a	  similar	  level	  of	  social	  status.	  

However,	  low-‐‑skilled	  irregular	  migration	  was	  seen	  as	  a	  means	  of	  elevating	  people	  

out	  of	  rural	  poverty	  towards	  economic	  betterment.	  

5.3.3.   The	  old	  poverty	  and	  the	  new	  prospect	  

Rigg	  argues	   that	   the	  production	  and	  reproduction	  of	  poverty	   in	   the	  new	  rural	  

south	  are	  becoming	  delinked	  from	  land	  and	  agricultural	  resources	  more	  widely	  

(Rigg,	  2006,	  p.	  183).	  He	  describes	  a	  poverty	  transition	  from	  old	  poverty	  to	  new	  

poverty	  as	  the	  gradual	  move	  from	  agriculture-‐‑based	  livelihoods	  to	  the	  adoption	  

of	  landless,	  non-‐‑farm	  activities	  in	  rural	  areas.	  “Old	  poverty”	  according	  to	  Rigg,	  is	  

“inherited”	  (Rigg,	  2006,	  p.	  190),	  meaning	  the	  poverty	  that	  is	  a	  product	  of	  resource	  

failures,	   limited	   land	   use	   and	   low	   productivity	   of	   land	   in	   the	   rural	   south	   is	  

transferred	  from	  one	  generation	  to	  another.	  This	  type	  of	  poverty	  is	  dependent	  on	  

traditional	  technology,	  limited	  income	  and	  remoteness	  from	  the	  resources	  of	  the	  

state	  and	  market.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  the	  “new	  poverty”	  is	  reproduced	  through	  
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the	   rapid	   diversification	   of	   rural	   livelihoods,	   market	   integration	   of	   rural	  

households	   and	   communities	   into	   the	   economic	   mainstream,	   a	   noticeable	  

increase	  in	  mobility,	  and	  a	  proliferation	  of	  opportunities	  outside	  farming	  (Rigg,	  

2006,	  p.	  194).	  The	  view	  gained	  during	  this	  research	  fieldwork	  indicates	  similarly	  

the	  preferred	  “de-‐‑linkage”	  from	  land	  and	  agricultural	  resources,	  especially,	  but	  

not	  only,	  for	  the	  younger	  generations	  in	  rural	  villages.	  While	  parents	  can	  be	  seen	  

as	  the	  key	  actors	  in	  the	  transition	  between	  the	  two	  forms	  of	  poverty,	  their	  wish	  

for	  children	  to	  move	  away	  from	  farm	  work	  and	  consider	  non-‐‑farming	  activities	  

as	  a	  livelihood	  option	  is	  becoming	  more	  recognised	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  In	  this	  

way,	  parents	  are	  not	  only	   transitional	  actors,	  but	  also	   the	  principle	   sources	   in	  

supporting	  their	  children	  to	  create	  futures	  outside	  farm	  work	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  

This	   research	   wants	   to	   adapt	   the	   understanding	   of	   poverty	   used	   by	   Rigg.	  

Specifically,	  for	  many	  participating	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  and	  their	  families,	  

their	  migration,	  though	  irregular	  and	  illegal,	  is	  more	  likely	  considered	  as	  “the	  new	  

prospect”	  to	  combat	  their	  “old	  poverty”.	  	  	  

5.3.4.   The	  role	  of	  education	  in	  the	  rural	  area	  

According	  to	  2016	  data	  from	  Ha	  Tinh’s	  Department	  of	  Labour,	  trained	  labourers	  

in	  Ha	  Tinh	  number	  approximately	  15,000	  annually,	  however,	   the	  province	  can	  

only	  accommodate	  employment	  for	  5,300	  (Ha	  Tinh	  DOLISA,	  2016a).	  Already	  the	  

number	  of	  trained	  labourers	  from	  Ha	  Tinh	  who	  have	  to	  migrate	  for	  employment	  

is	   around	   10,000	   per	   year	   (ibid.).	   Besides	   the	   portion	   of	   trained	  migration,	   a	  

significant	  amount	  of	  out-‐‑migration	  from	  the	  countryside	  is	  untrained	  and	  low-‐‑

skilled	  based	  on	  the	  level	  of	  education	  of	  the	  migrants.	  The	  issue	  of	  education	  was	  

not	  included	  in	  any	  of	  the	  questions	  posed	  in	  the	  interviews,	  but	  the	  topic	  arose	  

nonetheless	   in	   the	   discussion	  with	  most	   of	   the	   informants.	   As	   reiterated	   by	   a	  

parent	  I	  met	  in	  the	  village,	  most	  rural	  parents	  are	  so	  occupied	  with	  doing	  farm	  

work	  and	  making	  ends	  meet	  on	  a	  daily	  basis	  that	  they	  do	  not	  have	  the	  time	  to	  

help	   their	   children	   with	   study	   (Field	   notes,	   2016).	   While	   there	   are	   other	  

important	  factors	  that	  affect	  a	  child’s	  learning	  experience,	  such	  as	  the	  quality	  of	  

the	  educational	  system	  in	  the	  rural	  area	  and	  the	  roles	  of	  the	  educators,	  most	  of	  

my	  informants	  expressed	  a	  general	  concern	  about	  their	  roles	  as	  parents	  in	  their	  

children’s	   education.	   The	   majority	   of	   the	   irregular	   migrants	   with	   children	   of	  

school	   age	   shared	   that	   they	  were	   not	   spending	   time	   helping	   and	   encouraging	  
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their	  children	  with	  study,	  and	  felt	  that	  this	  resulted	  in	  them	  not	  doing	  very	  well	  

in	  school.	  	  

Even	  though	  this	  was	  the	  general	  comment	  from	  parents	  in	  the	  interviews,	  there	  

are	  undeniably	  other	  influential	  factors	  that	  can	  determine	  a	  child’s	  educational	  

failure	  or	  success.	  In	  some	  cases,	  the	  child’s	  aspiration	  and	  passion	  for	  education	  

can	  be	  the	  driving	  force	  to	  help	  them	  excel	  in	  school	  without	  their	  parents	  help	  

(Case	   of	   informant	   05).	   For	   informant	   15,	   support	   from	   parents	   played	   an	  

important	  role	   in	  helping	   their	  children	  to	  succeed	   in	  education.	   Informant	  15	  

worked	  for	  ten	  years	  in	  Thailand	  to	  ensure	  her	  three	  children	  had	  the	  financial	  

support	   necessary	   to	   enter	   higher	   education,	   and	   that	   they	   could	   focus	  

completely	  on	  their	  study	  without	  having	  to	  work	  part-‐‑time	  jobs	  to	  survive.	  At	  

the	  same	  time,	  her	  husband	  strategically	  stayed	  at	  home	  to	  take	  care	  of	  their	  farm	  

work	  and,	  most	  importantly,	  to	  encourage	  and	  support	  their	  children	  with	  their	  

study	  in	  basic	  education9	  to	  prepare	  themselves	  for	  higher	  education	  (Informants	  

15	  and	  15.1).	  The	  husband	  said:	  “I	   literally	  studied	  with	  them,	  so	  I	  knew	  what	  

they	  study	  and	  could	  help	  them	  when	  they	  had	  questions.	  I	  only	  finished	  grade	  

10	  back	  in	  the	  days	  when	  I	  was	  in	  school,	  so	  I	  had	  to	  learn	  with	  them	  now	  in	  order	  

to	  teach	  them.	  When	  the	  kids	  were	  at	  school,	  I	  studied	  their	  books	  whenever	  I	  

finished	   farm	  work”.	   In	   this	   case,	   the	   family’s	   calculated	   strategy	  was	   for	   the	  

mother	  to	  work	  overseas	  to	  ensure	  they	  had	  the	  finances	  to	  help	  all	  three	  children	  

gain	   their	   higher	   education,	   while	   the	   father	   who	   stayed	   back	   was	   highly	  

supportive	  of	  the	  children’s	  study	  in	  a	  direct	  and	  practical	  sense.	  The	  farm	  work	  

that	  the	  father	  maintained	  at	  home	  also	  contributed	  to	  their	  daily	  livelihood.	  The	  

mother	  recalled	  with	  determination:	  “The	  moment	  my	  youngest	  child	  finished	  his	  

university,	   I	   immediately	   stopped	   [working	   illegally]	   and	   moved	   back	   home”	  

(Informant	  15).	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9Basic	  education	  refers	  to	  Vietnam’s	  education	  system,	  consisting	  of	  primary	  school	  (age	  6-‐‑11),	  
middle	  school	  (age	  11-‐‑15),	  and	  high	  school	  (age	  15-‐‑18).	  Primary	  education	  is	  compulsory	  for	  all	  
citizens,	  middle	  school	  is	  compulsory	  for	  the	  job	  market,	  one	  has	  to	  finish	  middle	  school	  to	  enter	  
either	  vocational	  school	  or	  the	  job	  market,	  and	  high	  school	  is	  compulsory	  only	  for	  those	  who	  want	  
to	  pursuit	  higher	  education.	  
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It	  is	  obvious	  that	  each	  household	  is	  different,	  and	  that	  the	  connection	  between	  

the	  role	  of	  the	  parent	  and	  the	  educational	  outcome	  of	  the	  children	  varied	  from	  

case	  to	  case.	  Since	  education	  was	  not	  within	  the	  scope	  of	  this	  study,	  the	  factors	  

that	   influenced	   education	   in	   the	   researched	   area	   cannot	   be	   generalized	   and	  

would	  benefit	  from	  further	  investigation.	  However,	  to	  my	  understanding	  gained	  

during	   fieldwork,	   as	  much	  as	   rural	   parents	  want	   for	   their	   children	   to	   excel	   in	  

school,	   they	   have	   come	   to	   accept	   that	   busy	   farm	   work	   prevents	   them	   from	  

nurturing	   their	   children’s	   passion	   for	   and	   dedication	   to	   education.	   Study	   is	  

therefore	  solely	  left	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  the	  children	  themselves.	  In	  addition	  to	  having	  

to	  take	  care	  of	  their	  own	  study,	  most	  rural	  children	  also	  need	  to	  spend	  time	  each	  

day	  helping	  with	  farm	  work	  and	  household	  chores	  such	  as	  cooking,	  cleaning	  and	  

taking	  care	  of	  younger	  siblings	  (See	  Figure	  6).	  	  

Figure	  6:	  Children	  helping	  out	  with	  farm	  work:	  herding	  buffalo.	  

	  

Photo	  taken	  by	  author	  during	  field	  work,	  June	  2016.	  
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Due	  to	  the	  intense	  workload	  on	  the	  farm	  and	  the	  involvement	  of	  the	  children	  from	  

an	   early	   age	   in	   family	   labour,	   most	   of	   the	   parents	   whom	   I	   talked	   to	   showed	  

themselves	  to	  be	  understanding	  about	  the	  results	  of	  their	  children’s	  study.	  Very	  

few	   of	   the	   parents	   interviewed	   specifically	   put	   pressure	   on	   their	   children	   to	  

perform	   well	   at	   school.	   The	   fact	   that	   many	   rural	   parents	   compromise	   their	  

children’s	  study	  due	  to	  busy	  farm	  work	  may	  enable	  the	  young	  generation	  to	  be	  

quite	  flexible	  with	  their	  study	  –	  they	  can	  either	  finish	  their	  basic	  education	  or	  quit	  

early	  to	  work	  if	  they	  wish.	  Most	  of	  the	  youth	  in	  this	  area	  would	  normally	  have	  

their	  basic	  education	  at	  home	  and	  then	  face	  a	  choice	  between	  either	  moving	  to	  a	  

new	  place	  to	  find	  a	  non-‐‑agricultural	  job	  or	  staying	  home	  and	  helping	  with	  family	  

farm	  work.	  Not	  all	  of	  them	  wait	  to	  finish	  high	  school,	  and	  not	  all	  of	  those	  who	  stay	  

until	  high	  school	  aim	  for	  higher	  education	  like	  colleges	  or	  universities.	  Moving	  to	  

other	  cities	  or	  provinces	  to	  work	  in	  economic	  zones	  for	  factories	  or	  in	  other	  low-‐‑

skilled	  jobs	  has	  been	  the	  more	  popular	  choice	  for	  most	  of	  the	  young	  people	  in	  this	  

region	   rather	   than	  working	   in	   the	   farming	  sector.	  Due	   to	   the	   lack	  of	   jobs,	   it	   is	  

typical	  for	  young	  people	  to	  leave	  their	  family	  to	  either	  study	  or	  work	  elsewhere,	  

then	  later	  reside	  in	  the	  cities	  or	  other	  regions	  where	  they	  could	  earn	  more	  stable	  

incomes.	  As	  a	  result,	  I	  noticed	  that	  the	  majority	  of	  workers	  who	  had	  remained	  in	  

the	   rural	  hometown	  are	  seniors	  or	   those	  who	  have	  married,	  had	  children	  and	  

settled	  their	  family	  in	  the	  villages.	  	  

5.3.5.   Keeping	  a	   low-‐‑profile	   life	  –	  how	  people	  make	  irregular	  migration	  
work	  

Despite	  some	  of	  the	  benefits	  to	  be	  gained	  from	  irregular	  migration	  in	  terms	  of	  

flexibility	  and	  income,	  migrating	  illegally	  for	  work	  carries	  a	  number	  of	  risks.	  In	  

this	  section	  I	  explore	  the	  impact	  of	  those	  risks	  on	  migrant	  workers,	  and	  the	  steps	  

they	  take	  to	  reduce	  their	  vulnerability.	  In	  the	  view	  of	  several	  migrant	  workers,	  

they	  risk	  exposure	  to	  the	  local	  authority	  in	  two	  ways:	  one	  is	  when	  they	  are	  out	  

and	  about	  in	  public	  and	  might	  be	  ID-‐‑checked	  by	  the	  police,	  and	  the	  other	  is	  when	  

the	  police	  arrive	  on	  the	  spot	  at	  their	  workplace.	  In	  fact,	  it	  has	  been	  found	  that	  not	  

only	  are	  the	  migrant	  workers	  whom	  I	  interviewed	  highly	  sensitive	  to	  their	  illegal	  

status,	  but	   so	   too	  are	   their	   employers	   fully	   aware	  of	   the	   risks	  associated	  with	  

hiring	  illegal	  workers.	  Often	  both	  parties	  reach	  a	  mutual	  understanding	  whereby	  

a	  very	  low	  profile	  is	  maintained	  for	  the	  migrant	  workers,	  especially	  at	  work.	  In	  
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some	  cases,	  as	  I	  was	  told	  by	  my	  informants,	  employers	  bribe	  the	  local	  police	  to	  go	  

easy	  on	  their	  employees,	  and	  may	  bail	  employees	  out	  if	  arrested	  by	  the	  police.	  

However,	   this	   case	   cannot	   be	   generalized	   for	   all	   employers	   in	   destination	  

countries.	  	  

There	  are	  other	  cases,	  as	  I	  was	  told	  by	  the	  research	  participants,	  when	  employers	  

take	  advantage	  of	  their	  workers’	  illegal	  status	  to	  exploit	  their	  labour.	  Informant	  

15,	  for	  example,	  went	  to	  Thailand	  to	  work	  12	  years	  ago	  in	  2004.	  When	  she	  first	  

got	   to	   Thailand,	   her	   employment	  was	   arranged	   by	   a	   broker	  who	  was	   paid	   to	  

transport	  her	  to	  work	  as	  a	  kitchenhand	  for	  a	  Thai	  employer.	  The	  employer	  did	  

not	  pay	  her	  the	  agreed	  salary	  for	  the	  first	  three	  months	  she	  was	  there.	  Informant	  

15	  had	  to	  tell	  her	  broker	  to	  arrange	  for	  her	  to	  work	  at	  another	  place.	  She	  recalled:	  

“They	  kept	  promising	  that	  they	  would	  pay	  me,	  and	  after	  three	  months	  without	  

payment,	  I	  was	  mad	  so	  I	  quit.	  I	  moved	  to	  another	  place.	  When	  I	  decided	  to	  move	  

to	  another	  place,	  they	  didn’t	  let	  me	  go.	  They	  told	  me	  to	  go	  home	  and	  they	  would	  

send	  me	  the	  money,	  but	  they	  didn’t”.	  Informant	  15	  migrated	  irregularly	  with	  the	  

help	  of	  a	  broker	  from	  the	  same	  village	  but	  who	  now	  resides	  in	  Thailand,	  returning	  

to	  the	  village	  occasionally	  to	  “recruit”	  workers	  to	  Thailand.	  	  

When	   asked	   about	   support	   in	   dealing	   with	   unfair	   treatment	   as	   well	   as	   other	  

work-‐‑related	  issues,	  the	  informant	  said	  that	  she	  did	  not	  rely	  on	  any	  other	  source	  

of	  support	  apart	  from	  her	  broker	  who	  lived	  in	  her	  area.	  She	  did	  not	  know	  the	  Thai	  

language	  and	  therefore	  had	  to	  rely	  on	  the	  only	  contact	  she	  knew	  –	  her	  broker	  –	  

to	  communicate	  her	  concerns	  to	  her	  employer;	  when	  the	  conflict	  resulted	  in	  her	  

leaving	  her	  job,	  she	  had	  to	  rely	  on	  him	  to	  arrange	  for	  new	  work	  placement.	  She	  

knew	  other	  Vietnamese	   irregular	  migrant	  workers	   in	  nearby	  areas	  who	  might	  

have	  been	  in	  similar	  situations	  to	  herself.	  Both	  the	  broker	  and	  she	  decided	  not	  to	  

confront	  the	  local	  employer,	  afraid	  that	  the	  employer	  would	  call	  the	  police	  and	  

report	  on	  her	  illegal	  working	  experience.	  She	  recalled:	  

“I	  lost	  my	  salary.	  The	  old	  employer	  didn’t	  know	  where	  I	  moved	  to	  next.	  I	  

didn’t	  argue	  with	  them,	  because	  if	  I	  do,	  they	  will	  call	  the	  police	  to	  arrest	  

me.	  If	  the	  police	  got	  me,	  I	  will	  be	  in	  trouble.	  When	  I	  said	  “trouble”,	  I	  don’t	  

mean	  like	  being	  beaten	  up	  or	  anything,	  but	  they	  would	  arrest	  me	  and	  keep	  

me,	  then	  I	  won’t	  be	  able	  to	  work,	  I	  won’t	  have	  money”	  (Informant	  15)	  
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As	   discussed	   by	   Caouette	   et	   al.	   (2006),	   irregular	   migrants	   have	   few,	   if	   any	  

channels	  through	  which	  to	  seek	  redress	  when	  they	  suffer	  abuse,	  and	  they	  do	  not	  

dare	  protest	  against	  not	  being	  paid	  or	  not	  being	  paid	  in	  full,	  not	  receiving	  wages	  

on	  time,	  or	  for	  physical	  and	  sexual	  abuse.	  None	  of	  my	  research	  participants	  had	  

experienced	   physical	   or	   sexual	   abuse.	   While	   there	   was	   unfair	   treatment	   and	  

verbal	  threatening	  as	  shared	  by	  informant	  15,	  other	  migrants	  shared	  that	  their	  

employers	  were	  very	  nice	  to	  them	  (Informants	  03,	  05).	  However,	  it	  seemed	  there	  

were	  few	  channels	  for	  them	  to	  seek	  justice,	  given	  their	  awareness	  of	  the	  illegality	  

of	   their	   work.	   Many	   of	   the	   migrants	   interviewed	   said	   they	   could	   rely	   on	   the	  

brokers	   who	   had	   transported	   them	   to	   the	   destination,	   who	   knew	   the	   local	  

language,	  and	  had	  established	  networks	  to	  arrange	  for	  new	  work	  placements	  in	  

case	   of	   unfair	   treatment.	   None	   had	   reported	   unfair	   treatment	   to	   any	   support	  

channels	  due	  to	  the	  fear	  of	  deportation	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  The	  story	  of	  informant	  

15	   is	   only	   one	   among	   many	   similarly	   exploitative	   incidents	   that	   irregular	  

migrants	   face	   in	   their	   everyday	   lives	   in	   foreign	   lands.	   This	   reflects	   the	   fickle	  

labour	  relations	  between	  different	  ends	  of	  the	  working	  relationship	  that,	  at	  any	  

stage,	  can	  turn	  migrant	  workers	  into	  victims	  of	  exploitation	  and	  mistreatment.	  In	  

their	  illegal	  working	  experience,	  the	  irregular	  migrants	  I	  talked	  to	  were	  found	  to	  

be	  heavily	   reliant	  on	  a	   fragile	   relationship	  with	   their	  broker	  who	  had	  brought	  

them	  to	  the	  foreign	  land,	  and	  their	  employers	  who	  provided	  them	  with	  jobs.	  Such	  

work	  is	  arranged	  in	  an	  environment	  where	  the	  labour	  commitment	  is	  based	  on	  

verbal	  agreements	  alone,	  and	  the	  working	  experience	  of	  the	  migrant	  workers	  is	  

dependent	  on	  their	  luck	  in	  having	  a	  decent	  employer,	  and	  in	  not	  being	  exposed	  to	  

any	  local	  authority.	  	  
	  

This	  study	  found	  that	  the	  participating	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  had	  no	  formal	  

access	  to	  social	  services.	  In	  addition	  to	  having	  very	  basic	  living	  conditions,	  most	  

of	  the	  migrant	  workers	  bear	  in	  their	  everyday	  life	  the	  fear	  of	  being	  reported	  and	  

arrested	   by	   the	   local	   police.	   As	   a	   result	   of	   working	   illegally,	   all	   the	   migrant	  

workers	  interviewed	  in	  this	  study	  limited	  their	  outings	  in	  public	  and	  chose	  to	  take	  

good	  care	  of	  themselves	  to	  ensure	  their	  ability	  to	  work,	  self-‐‑medicating	  when	  sick	  

to	  minimize	   access	   to	   any	   social	   services	   in	   destination	   countries.	   Their	   lives	  

involved	  going	   to	  work,	   coming	  home	   to	   rest	   at	  night	  and	   then	  going	   to	  work	  
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again	  the	  next	  morning.	  Some	  of	  the	  female	  informants	  who	  were	  live-‐‑in	  maids	  

stayed	  indoors	  most	  of	  the	  time,	  constantly	  aiming	  to	  avoid	  detection	  by	  the	  local	  

authority.	  According	  to	  some	  of	  my	  informants,	  if	  caught	  by	  the	  police	  they	  faced	  

detainment	  in	  a	  police	  camp	  for	  several	  months	  until	  they	  had	  enough	  money	  to	  

buy	  themselves	  a	  plane	  ticket	  home,	  while	  their	  deportment	  would	  obviously	  be	  

recorded	  by	  the	  police.	  	  

In	  sum,	   irregular	  migration	  on	   the	  one	  hand	  has	  proved	   itself	   to	  be	  a	  possible	  

means	  of	  sustaining	  lives	  in	  rural	  areas	  for	  local	  people;	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  this	  

type	  of	  livelihood	  diversification	  brings	  with	  it	  the	  everyday	  uncertainty	  that	  can	  

put	  every	  migrant	  (and	  every	  member	  of	  their	  household	  involved)	  at	  risk.	  Since	  

the	   nature	   of	   work	   in	   the	   irregular	   migration	   process	   is	   illegal,	   most	   of	   the	  

migrants	   do	   not	   rely	   on	   any	   legal	   protection.	   They	   also	   avoided	   confronting	  

employers	  in	  any	  case	  of	  mistreatment	  or	  exploitation	  since	  they	  can	  use	  the	  local	  

police	  as	  a	  powerful	   force	  to	  the	   irregular	  migrant	  workers’	  disadvantage.	  The	  

irregular	  workers,	   therefore,	   are	  precariously	   situated	   in	   the	   receiving	   society	  

with	  the	  possibility	  of	  exploitation	  without	  legal	  protection.	  This	  may	  explain	  the	  

fact	   that	  not	   all	   people	   in	   rural	   areas	   are	   likely	   to	   choose	   irregular	  migration.	  

Every	  irregular	  migrant	  worker	  is	  a	  risk-‐‑taker,	  since	  the	  work	  in	  the	  foreign	  land	  

is	  largely	  unknown,	  and	  life	  in	  the	  foreign	  land	  is	  unlikely	  to	  be	  pleasant.	  

5.4.   Why	  irregular	  migration?	  

5.4.1.   The	  differences	  between	  regular	  and	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  

This	   research	   finds	   that	   there	   are	   several	   differences	   between	   regular	   and	  

irregular	  international	  labour	  migration	  that	  make	  it	  the	  choice	  for	  some,	  but	  not	  

for	  all.	  First	  of	  all,	  regular	  labour	  migration	  has	  certain	  criteria	  for	  migrants	  to	  

meet.	  For	  example,	  one	  has	  to	  go	  through	  vocational	  and	  language	  training	  before	  

they	  are	  fully	  admitted	  to	  the	  labour	  exchange	  programme.	  The	  training	  period	  

depends	   on	   each	   programme	   and	   the	   ability	   of	   each	   participant,	   however,	   it	  

normally	  takes	  from	  three	  months	  or	  six	  months	  to	  a	  year.	  The	  trainees	  often	  have	  

to	  take	  a	  test	  to	  pass	  the	  training	  course	  and	  then	  move	  on	  with	  the	  programme.	  

Once	   fully	   admitted	   and	   sent	   to	   the	   foreign	   labour	   market,	   labourers	   are	  

contracted	  to	  work	  for	  their	  employers	  for	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  time	  (Dang	  et	  al.,	  

2003).	  The	  Ha	  Tinh	  Department	  of	  Labour,	  Invalids	  and	  Social	  Affairs	  (DOLISA)	  
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is	  the	  governmental	  authority	  at	  the	  provincial	  level	  that	  regulates	  and	  manages	  

the	  implementation	  of	  labour	  exports	  in	  the	  province,	  in	  accordance	  with	  national	  

law.	  One	  of	   their	   functions	   is	   to	  publicize	  Vietnamese	  policies	   and	   laws	   about	  

workers	   working	   abroad	   under	   official	   labour	   contracts	   (Ha	   Tinh	   DOLISA,	  

2016b).	  Figure	  7,	  for	  example,	  is	  an	  official	  brochure	  issued	  by	  the	  Department	  

about	  a	  joint	  labour	  export	  programme	  between	  Vietnam	  and	  South	  Korea,	  to	  be	  

distributed	  and	  promoted	  to	  citizens	  in	  the	  province.	  According	  to	  the	  brochure,	  

the	  contract	  time	  within	  this	  official	  labour	  export	  programme	  is	  three	  years,	  with	  

conditions	   for	   possible	   extension.	   The	   deposit	   fee	   (or	   bond)	   is	   regulated	   at	  

100,000,000	   Vietnam	   Dong	   (approximately	   4,500	   USD)	   for	   the	   South	   Korean	  

market,	   and	  which	   labourers	   are	   required	   to	   deposit	   prior	   to	   departure.	   The	  

deposit	  will	  be	  deducted	  as	  a	  fine	  if	  migrant	  workers	  break	  the	  labour	  contract.	  

The	  deposit	  will	  be	  transferred	  back	  to	  the	  migrant	  workers	  upon	  their	  fulfilment	  

of	  the	  labour	  export	  programme	  contract.	  	  	  
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Figure	  7:	  Ha	  Tinh’s	  DOLISA	  brochure	  on	  the	  joint	  labour	  export	  
programme	  between	  Vietnam	  and	  South	  Korea	  

	  

Source:	  Ha	  Tinh	  DOLISA,	  retrieved	  by	  author	  during	  fieldwork,	  2016.	  

Besides	  factors	  such	  as	  the	  time	  for	  training	  and	  preparation	  prior	  to	  departure,	  

and	  all	  the	  costs	  associated	  with	  regular	  migration,	  the	  labour	  export	  programme	  

also	  regulates	  certain	  age	   limits	  and	  health	  requirements.	  These	  requirements	  

are	  very	  transparent	  and	  accessible	  to	  most	  labourers	  since	  they	  are	  published	  

on	  the	  website	  of	  many	  recruitment	  companies,	  as	  well	  as	  provided	  in	  the	  official	  

brochures.	  The	  information	  is	  also	  provided	  through	  the	  offices	  of	  various	  labour	  

export	  agencies	  in	  the	  province.	  Labourers	  from	  18	  to	  32	  or	  35	  years	  of	  age	  and	  
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in	   good	   health	   are	   eligible.	   Some	   particular	   fields	   that	   require	   labourers	  with	  

good	   industrial	   skills	   such	   as	   garment-‐‑processing	   and	   electrical	   welding	   can	  

intake	  labourers	  of	  up	  to	  39	  years	  of	  age.	  This	  information	  was	  found	  by	  a	  simple	  

Google	   search	   on	   the	   internet	   and	   extracted	   from	   three	   websites	   of	   private	  

agencies	  promoting	  labour	  export	  to	  South	  Korea,	  Japan	  and	  Taiwan10.	  

The	  fee	  associated	  with	  regular	  labour	  export	  (which	  must	  be	  paid	  by	  migrants	  

prior	  to	  entering	  their	  training)	  consists	  of	  various	  fees	  including	  the	  training	  fee,	  

air	   ticket,	   and	   labour	   export	   service	   fee	   (Informant	  16).	  According	   to	  Ha	  Tinh	  

DOLISA,	   besides	   the	   deposit	   of	   4,500	   USD,	   the	   fee	   for	   a	   labourer	   to	   join	   the	  

programme	   in	   South	   Korea	   is	   1,250	   USD	   including	   air	   ticket,	   training	   fee,	  

insurance	  and	  other	  expenses.	  This	  amount	   is	  considered	  rather	  high	  for	  rural	  

people,	   so	  many	   of	   them	   never	   consider	   this	   type	   of	   regular	  migration	   as	   an	  

option	   for	   their	   livelihood	   diversification.	   In	   contrast	   to	   the	   cost	   of	   regular	  

migration,	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  is	  much	  cheaper.	  An	  informant	  shared	  that	  

it	  cost	  her	  a	  total	  of	  250	  USD	  to	  have	  a	  broker	  take	  her	  to	  Thailand	  and	  find	  her	  a	  

work	  placement	  (Informant	  08).	  

In	   general,	   it	   is	   acknowledged	   that	   regular	   labour	   migration	   calls	   for	   strict	  

requirements	   that	   a	   labourer	   has	   to	   meet	   in	   order	   to	   work	   overseas,	   while	  

irregular	   migration,	   presents	   itself	   as	   a	   very	   flexible	   option.	   Irregular	   labour	  

migration	  has	  no	  age	  limit	  or	  specific	  health	  requirement,	  requires	  no	  training	  of	  

skills	   and	   language,	   and,	   in	   most	   cases,	   costs	   migrants	   significantly	   less	   than	  

regular	   labour	   migration.	   With	   regular	   migration	   applying	   strict	   rules	   and	  

requirements,	   even	   some	   of	   the	   local	   people	   whose	   families	   could	   afford	   the	  

higher	   cost	  of	   regular	  migration	  were	  not	  able	   to	  meet	   the	   criteria.	  A	  migrant	  

worker	  shared:	  “I	  didn’t	  meet	  the	  health	  requirement	  for	  Malaysia	  so	  I	  couldn’t	  

go.	   So	   I	   decided	   to	   go	   to	   China	   [irregularly]”	   (Informant	   12).	   Low	   cost	   and	  

flexibility	  made	  irregular	  migration	  an	  attractive	  way	  to	  work	  overseas	  and	  earn	  

better	  money.	  More	  than	  one	  of	  the	  informants	  in	  this	  research	  commented	  that	  

upon	   making	   their	   decision,	   they	   could	   call	   a	   broker	   to	   arrange	   to	   migrate	  

irregularly.	  The	  broker	  would	  collect	  enough	  people	  to	  go	  on	  one	  trip	  and	  inform	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10The	  websites	  were:	  http://vieclamhanquoc.vn/xuat-‐‑khau-‐‑lao-‐‑dong-‐‑han-‐‑quoc-‐‑yeu-‐‑cau-‐‑nhung-‐‑
dieu-‐‑kien-‐‑gi-‐‑64.htm;	  http://xuatkhaulaodongnb.com/dieu-‐‑kien-‐‑de-‐‑duoc-‐‑di-‐‑xuat-‐‑khau-‐‑lao-‐‑dong-‐‑
tai-‐‑nhat-‐‑ban.html;	  http://vieclamdailoan.vn/dieu-‐‑kien-‐‑di-‐‑xuat-‐‑khau-‐‑lao-‐‑dong-‐‑dai-‐‑loan-‐‑210.htm	  
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them	  of	  the	  departure	  day	  within	  a	  short	  period	  of	  time	  (Informants	  03	  and	  11).	  

It	   can	   be	   seen	   that	   irregular	  migration	   is	   quite	   flexible	   and	   requires	   very	   few	  

procedures	  from	  the	  migrants’	  end.	  

Even	  though	  irregular	  migration	  emerged	  in	  rural	  area	  as	  a	  feasible	  option	  for	  

local	   people’s	   livelihood	  diversification,	   the	  major	  difference	  between	   the	   two	  

kinds	  of	  labour	  migration	  discussed	  in	  this	  section	  rests	  with	  the	  illegality	  of	  the	  

irregular	  migration	   process.	   This	   factor	   is	   the	   biggest	   challenge	   that	   irregular	  

migrant	   workers	   face	   in	   the	   making	   of	   their	   everyday	   lives	   in	   destination	  

countries.	  Due	  to	  the	  illegality,	  most	  of	  the	  migrant	  workers	  maintain	  a	  very	  low,	  

almost	  invisible	  profile	  in	  the	  receiving	  society.	  Pham	  and	  Hill	  (2008)	  discuss	  the	  

importance	   of	   retaining	   a	   rural	   foothold	   in	   the	   hometown	   along	   with	   other	  

structural	  factors,	  such	  as	  legal	  barriers	  and	  a	  lack	  of	  social	  support,	  all	  of	  which	  

make	  it	  difficult	  for	  rural	  migrants	  to	  fully	  integrate	  into	  their	  new	  urban	  social	  

settings.	  The	  situation	  for	   irregular	  migrants	   is	  very	  different.	  All	   the	   irregular	  

migrant	  workers	   interviewed	  were	   found	   to	  be	   aware	  of	   their	   illegal	  working	  

status,	  and,	   in	  response,	   improvised	  and	  adopted	  their	  own	  strategies	  to	  avoid	  

social	   integration	   into	   their	   receiving	   communities.	   With	   that	   being	   said,	   the	  

irregular	  migrant	  workers	  willingly	   and	   intentionally	   chose	   their	   roles	   as	   the	  

“passer-‐‑by”	  in	  the	  new	  society	  in	  order	  to	  minimize,	  at	  least	  from	  their	  end,	  any	  

chance	   their	   illegal	   working	   scheme	   might	   be	   sabotaged.	   In	   that	   way,	   the	  

migrants	  were	  able	  to	  work	  and	  maintain	  a	  regular	  flow	  of	  income	  to	  serve	  their	  

migratory	  purposes.	  For	  the	  irregular	  migrant	  workers,	  retaining	  their	  foothold	  

in	  the	  rural	  area	  became	  the	  way	  they	  held	  onto	  their	  original	  identities.	  It	  indeed	  

strengthens	  their	  sense	  of	  belonging	  and	  acts	  as	  a	  spiritual	  reminder	  of	  where	  

their	  real	  society	  lies.	  	  

5.5.   Decision-‐‑making	  

5.5.1.   The	  poverty	  push	  and	  the	  economic	  development	  pull	  

The	   previous	   section	   explored	   the	   differences	   between	   regular	   and	   irregular	  

labour	  migration.	  It	  was	  followed	  by	  the	  analysis	  of	  the	  migrants’	  characteristics	  

and	  their	  migratory	  purposes	  based	  on	  age	  groups.	  The	  discussion	  below	  builds	  

on	  these	  two	  sections	  and	  identifies	  further	  the	  reason	  why	  research	  participants	  

chose	  irregular	  migration	  as	  a	  livelihood	  strategy.	  This,	  I	  believe,	  will	  give	  us	  a	  
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richer	   understanding	   of	   why	   irregular	   migration	   fits	   into	   the	   livelihood	  

diversification	  of	  certain	  people	  in	  the	  rural	  area.	  

The	  majority	   of	   irregular	   migrant	   workers	   interviewed	   in	   this	   study	   went	   to	  

nearby	   countries	   such	   as	   Laos	   and	   Thailand	   via	   road	   routes.	   There	  were	   two	  

participants	  who	  went	  to	  further	  destinations,	  two	  to	  Angola,	  and	  two	  to	  China.	  

As	   mentioned	   in	   the	   literature	   review,	   migration	   can	   be	   explained	   through	  

certain	  push	  and	  pull	  factors	  that	  impel	  people	  to	  move	  from	  their	  countries	  of	  

origin	   to	   reside	   in	   certain	   destinations.	   This	   section	   will	   attempt	   to	   locate	  

irregular	  migration	  from	  Ha	  Tinh	  under	  the	   influence	  of	  push	  and	  pull	   factors.	  

From	  the	  perspective	  of	  the	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  interviewed	  in	  this	  study,	  

low	   living	   conditions	   and	   limited	   job	   opportunities	   contributed	  much	   to	   out-‐‑

migration	  in	  this	  region,	  while	  the	  better	  economic	  opportunities	  and	  the	  need	  

for	  labour	  in	  receiving	  destinations	  attracted	  them	  to	  new	  places.	  A	  push	  and	  pull	  

diagram	  of	  irregular	  economic	  migration	  is	  presented	  in	  Figure	  8	  to	  visualize	  the	  

migratory	  decision	  process	  of	  the	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  in	  Ha	  Tinh.	  	  

Figure	  8:	  The	  push	  and	  pull	  diagram	  of	  irregular	  migration	  
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Figure	  8	  illustrates	  a	  simple	  model	  of	  irregular	  migration	  that	  I	  generated	  from	  

the	  responses	  of	  the	  research	  participants.	  This	  model	  locates	  irregular	  migration	  

under	  the	  push	  and	  pull	  framework	  of	  migration,	  as	  predicted	  through	  the	  theory	  

of	  the	  New	  Economics	  of	  Labour	  Migration	  (NELM).	  According	  to	  Figure	  8,	  the	  

decision-‐‑making	   process	   of	   the	   participating	   irregular	   migrant	   workers	   was	  

strongly	   influenced	   by	   structural	   push	   and	   pull	   factors	   in	   the	   sending	   and	  

receiving	  destinations.	  However,	  the	  decision-‐‑making	  was	  never	  a	  linear	  process,	  

it	  was	  in	  fact	  governed	  by	  a	  detailed	  set	  of	  household	  cost	  and	  benefit	  calculation.	  

For	   the	   sake	  of	   illustration,	   the	  detailed	   list	   of	   the	  household	   cost	   and	  benefit	  

calculation	  is	  presented	  in	  a	  table	  in	  the	  following	  section.	  Figure	  8	  shows	  that	  

push	  and	  pull	  factors	  are	  primarily	  macro	  and	  structural,	  and	  exist	  at	  both	  ends	  

of	  the	  migratory	  process.	  In	  order	  to	  turn	  ideas	  into	  action,	  local	  people	  conduct	  

a	   thorough	  cost	  and	  benefit	  calculation	   including	  risk	  assessment	  between	  the	  

options	  of	  going	  away	  irregularly	  or	  remaining	  at	  home.	  With	  the	  main	  ‘push	  and	  

pull’	   factors	   being	   structural,	   these	   factors	   are	   quite	   set	   and	   immobile	   while	  

decision-‐‑making	  based	  on	  the	  household’s	  cost	  and	  benefit	  analysis	  consists	  of	  

more	  personal,	  household-‐‑specific	  reasoning	  (See	  Table	  4).	  In	  a	  detailed	  manner	  

the	   migrant	   workers	   made	   their	   irregular	   economic	   decisions	   based	   on	  

considerations	  around	  the	  cost	  of	   the	  migratory	  process,	  how	  much	  one	  could	  

earn	  and	  save	  monthly,	  and	  how	  long	  one	  required	  to	  save	  the	  amount	  of	  money	  

which	  the	  family	  had	  set	  out	  to	  earn.	  A	  detailed	  description	  of	  the	  cost	  and	  benefit	  

analysis	   is	   generated	   from	   the	   responses	   of	   the	   research	   informants	   and	  

presented	  in	  Table	  4	  below.	  
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Table	  4:	  The	  household	  cost	  and	  benefit	  analysis	  

Challenges	  at	  home	   Benefits	  of	  migrating	  
●   Hard,	  low-‐‑earning	  farm	  work	  
●   Poor	  living	  conditions	  
●   Few	  much	  savings	  
●   Struggle	  to	  afford	  nutritious	  food,	  
clothing	  and	  tuition	  fees	  for	  
children	  in	  school;	  would	  become	  
harder	  as	  they	  entered	  senior	  or	  
higher	  education	  

●   Minimal	  improvements	  to	  the	  
house	  

●   Have	  to	  borrow	  money	  in	  the	  
village	  in	  case	  of	  emergency	  or	  on	  
special	  occasions,	  such	  as	  sickness,	  
house	  improvement,	  buying	  a	  new	  
tool	  for	  the	  farm	  

●   Slow	  rate	  of	  debt	  repayment	  
	  

●   Stable	  job	  with	  higher	  monthly	  
income	  

●   Being	  able	  to	  save	  most	  of	  the	  
salary	  since	  food	  and	  
accommodation	  are	  often	  provided	  
for	  the	  migrant	  workers	  

●   Being	  able	  to	  afford	  education	  for	  
the	  children	  

●   Having	  more	  financial	  support	  for	  
family	  living	  conditions	  and	  
improvement	  

●   Faster	  rate	  of	  debt	  repayment	  

Benefits	  of	  remaining	  home	   Challenges	  in	  destination	  countries	  
●   Being	  close	  to	  family	  and	  being	  
able	  to	  share	  household	  
responsibility	  between	  husband	  
and	  wife	  

●   Being	  around	  for	  the	  children’s	  
upbringing	  and	  guidance	  and	  
taking	  care	  of	  elderly	  family	  
members	  

●   A	  more	  comfortable	  social	  life	  
surrounded	  with	  family	  and	  
friends	  

	  

●   Being	  far	  away	  from	  family	  
●   Differences	  in	  language	  and	  
culture	  

●   More	  pressure	  and	  workload	  for	  
family	  members	  left	  behind	  	  

●   Illegal	  work	  
●   Minimal	  social	  interaction	  
●   Minimal	  living	  conditions	  
●   The	  stress	  of	  maintaining	  a	  low	  
profile	  in	  the	  foreign	  land	  

Factors	  of	  consideration	  

●   Social	  network:	  Acquaintances	  or	  relatives	  working	  in	  the	  destination	  
market	  and	  their	  irregular	  migratory	  “success	  stories”	  	  

●   The	  cost	  of	  migration	  
●   The	  income	  in	  destination	  markets	  
●   Debt	  repayment	  period	  once	  they	  have	  worked	  overseas	  
●   The	  change	  of	  roles	  in	  the	  family	  and	  division	  of	  labour	  

	  
Source:	  Author	  generated	  from	  views	  shared	  by	  research	  informants	  (2016).	  
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5.5.2.   Financial	  matters	  

Most	  of	  the	  participants	  decided	  to	  migrate	  (illegally)	  based	  on	  a	  family’s	  cost	  and	  

benefit	   analysis	   in	   regards	   to	   economic	   outcome,	   and	   on	   thinking	   about	   their	  

future	  prospects.	  According	  to	  most	  of	  the	  research	  participants,	  life	  at	  home	  was	  

hard	   and	   their	   economic	   situation	  was	  not	  promising	   (Field	  notes,	   2016).	   For	  

them,	   staying	   at	   home	   meant	   sticking	   with	   farm	   work,	   which	   consisted	   of	  

mundane	  tasks	  from	  around	  the	  house	  to	  the	  paddy	  fields.	  A	  view	  shared	  among	  

research	  informants	  was	  that	  farm	  work	  did	  not	  bring	  much	  profit	  to	  the	  family	  

economic	  situation.	  Much	  literature	  about	  Ha	  Tinh	  points	  to	  the	  region’s	  harsh	  

climate,	  unfavourable	  soil	  quality	  and	  limited	  irrigation	  systems	  as	  major	  factors	  

in	  the	  province’s	  low	  agriculture	  and	  aquaculture	  productivity	  (Ha	  Tinh	  E-‐‑Portal,	  

2016;	  World	  Bank,	  2004).	  This	  has	  been	  validated	  through	  many	  of	  the	  research	  

informants’	  remarks.	  On	  one	  hand,	  farmers	  would	  have	  to	  work	  hard	  all	  day	  to	  

maintain	   subsistence	   level	   agricultural	   activities.	  The	  hard	  work,	   on	   the	  other	  

hand,	  does	  not	  reward	  them	  with	  sufficient	  crops	  and	  income	  for	  the	  family.	  For	  

the	  particular	  informants	  of	  this	  study,	  rice	  is	  the	  dominant	  crop	  of	  cultivation,	  

with	   other	   agricultural	   activities	   being	   seasonal	   vegetable-‐‑	   and	   fruit-‐‑planting,	  

and	   livestock	   husbandry.	   For	   example,	   Figure	   9	   shows	   a	   field	   of	   cassava	   and	  

sweet	  potatoes	  which	  were	  widely	  seen	  in	  all	  the	  villages	  during	  fieldwork.	  

“At	  home	  I	  only	  worked	  on	  the	  farm,	  I	  didn’t	  have	  anything	  much.	  Seeing	  

other	   people	   around	   here	   going	   to	   work	   overseas	   and	   making	   better	  

money	  than	  at	  home,	  I	  decided	  to	  go	  too.	  Farm	  work	  at	  home	  didn’t	  earn	  

much,	  life	  was	  hard”	  (Informant	  03).	  

“Currently	  at	  home,	  with	  the	  severe	  weather,	  low	  salary,	  hard	  work	  and	  

not	  much	  working	  time	  –	  in	  a	  year,	  you	  would	  only	  able	  to	  farm	  for	  five	  or	  

six	  months,	  so	  the	  income	  is	  not	  stable.	  It’s	  a	  vicious	  circle”	  (Informant	  04).	  	  
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Figure	  9:	  Sweet	  potatoes	  and	  cassava	  field	  

	  

Photo	  taken	  by	  author	  during	  field	  work,	  2016	  

Even	  though	  remaining	  at	  home	  is	  hard	  on	  the	  economic	  side,	  as	   the	   irregular	  

migrants	  have	  stressed	  it,	  home	  was	  still	  the	  comfort	  zone	  for	  most	  in	  terms	  of	  

social	  and	  spiritual	  aspects.	  As	  one	  participant	  has	  commented:	  “Staying	  at	  home	  

is	  good	  in	  many	  ways,	  but	  the	  money	  earned	  is	  less.	  It	  is	  very	  comfortable	  at	  home	  

with	  the	  family	  and	  the	  kids,	  working	  in	  Thailand	  you	  have	  to	  follow	  the	  schedule,	  

work	  and	  finish	  according	  to	  time,	  at	  home	  you	  take	  a	  break	  whenever	  you	  want	  

to.”	  From	  this	  comment,	  it	  can	  be	  seen	  that	  the	  migrant	  workers	  have	  decided	  to	  

trade	   their	   comfort	   at	   home	   for	   the	   economic	   outcome	   of	   their	   migratory	  

experience	  in	  order	  to	  improve	  their	  livelihoods.	  As	  a	  result,	  they	  can	  have	  jobs	  

with	  stable	  incomes	  to	  serve	  their	  financial	  purpose.	  A	  common	  view	  among	  the	  

illegal	  migrant	  workers	  interviewed	  for	  this	  study	  was	  that	  it	  was	  not	  difficult	  to	  

find	  jobs	  in	  the	  destination	  markets.	  There	  were	  usually	  “more	  job	  opportunities	  

than	   at	   home”	   (Informant	   02),	   and	   the	   fact	   that	   all	   of	   the	   irregular	   migrant	  

workers	  were	  able	  to	  find	  jobs	  easily	  in	  the	  destination	  countries	  confirms	  this	  

view.	  	  
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“All	  you	  need	  is	  health	  when	  working	  overseas,	  they	  would	  employ	  you	  no	  

matter	  if	  you’re	  young	  or	  old,	  just	  as	  long	  as	  you’re	  healthy.	  They’d	  take	  

you	  even	  if	  you’re	  disabled,	  for	  example	  if	  you	  have	  squinty	  eyes,	  not	  like	  

other	   countries	   where	   they	  would	   not	   hire	   you.	   Even	   in	   Vietnam	   they	  

would	  not	  hire	  you.	  There,	  they	  even	  hire	  people	  who	  are	  one-‐‑armed	  or	  

one-‐‑legged.	  It	  was	  easy	  to	  find	  jobs	  there”	  (Informant	  05).	  	  

It	  is	  a	  common	  practice	  in	  rural	  Vietnam	  for	  poor	  households	  to	  be	  dependent	  on	  

networks,	   family	   and	   friends	   to	   cope	  with	   financial	   shocks	  during	  hard	   times.	  

Borrowing	  money	  is	  a	  popular	  and	  almost	  unavoidable	  way	  of	  circulating	  money	  

in	  times	  of	  need	  and	  when	  the	  rural	  family	  is	  short	  of	  savings.	  Barslund	  and	  Tarp	  

(2008)	  have	  found	  that	  relying	  on	  informal	  as	  well	  as	  formal	  loan	  sectors	  is	  very	  

common	  in	  rural	  Vietnam.	  According	  to	  these	  authors,	  two	  of	  the	  formal	  lending	  

institutions	   in	   the	   Vietnam	   rural	   credit	   market	   are	   the	   Vietnam	   Bank	   for	  

Agriculture	  and	  Rural	  Development	  (VBARD)	  and	  the	  Vietnam	  Bank	  for	  the	  Poor	  

(VBP),	  while	  the	  informal	  sector	  can	  be	  categorized	  into	  two	  groups	  of	  private	  

lending	   by	   (i)	   unrelated	   individuals	   and	   friends	   charging	   interest	   and	   (ii)	   by	  

family,	  relatives	  and	  friends	  charging	  zero	  interest.	  Collateral	  is	  associated	  with	  

all	  formal	  loans	  while	  no	  collateral	  is	  needed	  in	  the	  informal	  sector.	  The	  formal	  

sector	  mainly	  deals	  with	  demand	  for	  production	  loans	  and	  asset	  accumulation,	  

for	  example	  when	  a	  rural	  family	  wants	  to	  expand	  their	  farming	  land	  or	  invest	  in	  	  

new	   agricultural	   diversification	   activities;	   while	   most	   of	   the	   loans	   from	   the	  

informal	  sector	  are	  used	   for	  health	  expenditure	  and	  consumption	  (Barslund	  &	  

Tarp,	  2008).	  This	  reflects	  the	  opinions	  shared	  among	  the	  research	  participants.	  

Most	   confirmed	   the	   existence	   of	   provincial	   agricultural	   financial	   support	  

programmes	   in	   the	   area	   that	   lend	   farmers	   funds	   to	   invest	   in	   farming	   and	  

agricultural	  diversification	  activities.	  However	  it	  would	  take	  a	  long	  period	  of	  time	  

for	  farmers	  to	  make	  enough	  profit	  to	  pay	  the	  debt,	  while	  they	  still	  have	  to	  cover	  

the	  monthly	  interest	  (Informant	  07).	  As	  one	  informant	  said:	  “At	  home	  we	  can	  still	  

borrow	  money	  from	  the	  government,	  however	  there	  were	  so	  many	  difficulties	  in	  

life,	  we’d	  still	  have	  to	  borrow	  here	  to	  afford	  there,	  there	  was	  not	  much	  circulation,	  

and	  we’d	  still	  have	  to	  worry	  about	  paying	  the	  interest	  every	  month”	  (Informant	  

04).	  
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The	  formal	  loan	  system	  is	  the	  choice	  of	  farmers	  who	  are	  interested	  in	  expanding	  

their	  agricultural	  production	  and	  farming	  system;	  often	  these	  farmers	  are	  those	  

who	  choose	  to	  stick	  with	  farm	  work	  and	  invest	  most	  of	  their	  effort	  and	  resources	  

in	  their	  farming	  activities	  (Field	  notes,	  2016)	  (See	  Figure	  10).	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  

other	   families,	   who	   do	   not	   plan	   on	   farming	   expansion,	   would	   maintain	   their	  

existing	  farming	  assets	  and	  send	  one	  or	  more	  of	  their	  family	  members	  to	  work	  in	  

a	   non-‐‑farm	   sector	   somewhere	   else	   to	   diversify	   the	   family	   income.	   They	   often	  

access	   credit	   through	   the	   informal	   loaning	   system.	   Almost	   all	   the	   research	  

informants	  in	  this	  study	  mentioned	  that	  it	  is	  common	  for	  them	  to	  borrow	  money	  

from	  local	  money	   lenders	   in	   their	  village	  (Informant	  02,	  04,	  05,	  07,	  11.1).	  And	  

while	   the	   formal	   loan	  systems	  require	  much	  paperwork	  and	  the	  collateral,	   the	  

informal	   credit	   systems	   in	   the	   countryside	   run	   smoothly	   and	   at	   people’s	  

convenience,	  and	  require	  no	  collateral.	  	  

Borrowers	  from	  the	  informal	  sector	  have	  the	  option	  of	  paying	  a	  monthly	  interest	  

rate	   and	   paying	   the	   original	   debt	   amount	   at	   the	   end	   of	   the	   debt	   period,	   or	  

accumulating	  the	  interest	  rate	  (if	  any)	  and	  paying	  altogether	  with	  the	  debt	  at	  the	  

end	   (Barslund	  &	  Tarp,	   2008).	   The	   informal	   loan	   sector,	   therefore,	   has	   always	  

been	  an	  easier	  way	  for	  rural	  people	  to	  access	  quick	  credit.	  They	  borrow	  money	  

from	  the	  informal	  sector	  and,	  when	  they	  cannot	  repay	  their	  loan,	  their	  debt	  has	  

accumulated	  to	  the	  point	  that	  they	  face	  the	  pressure	  to	  earn	  money	  for	  the	  debt	  

repayment.	  According	  to	  a	  migrant	  worker:	  	  

“The	  whole	  village	  here,	  everybody	  has	  to	  borrow	  money	  from	  people.	  Some	  

people	  who	  do	  not	  have	  the	  ability	  to	  make	  profit	  they	  don’t	  dare	  to	  borrow	  

money	   because	   of	   the	   interest	   rate.	   Other	   people	   who	   want	   to	   build	   the	  

house,	  they	  would	  borrow	  the	  money.	  If	  you	  want	  to	  do	  some	  business,	  you	  

will	  need	  from	  four	  to	  fifty	  million	  VND,	  you	  would	  have	  to	  borrow.	  Where	  

else	  do	  they	  get	  the	  money?	  It	  is	  hard	  here.	  They	  just	  have	  to	  pay	  the	  debt	  

gradually,	  work	  hard	  and	  cover	  the	  debt	  monthly	  and	  make	  ends	  meet	  day-‐‑

by-‐‑day	  like	  that”	  (Informant	  07).	  	  

It	  was	  usually	  when	  they	  were	  under	  pressure	  to	  earn	  money	  to	  cover	  their	  debt,	  

or	  aimed	  to	  invest	  in	  family	  improvement,	  that	  local	  people	  looked	  at	  irregular	  

migration	  as	  their	  best	  option	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  
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Figure	  10:	  A	  small	  farm	  of	  pigs	  and	  chickens	  established	  by	  the	  loan	  from	  the	  
local	  financial	  support	  programme	  

	   	  

Source:	  Photo	  taken	  by	  author	  during	  fieldwork,	  2016	  

For	   many	   local	   people	   who	   have	   gone	   overseas	   to	   work	   through	   the	   official	  

labour	  export	  channel,	  money	  spent	  on	  regular	  labour	  migration	  was	  considered	  

an	   investment	   by	   the	  migrant	   family	   because	   the	   cost	  was	   very	   high	   by	   rural	  

standards	  (Informant	  07).	  Many	  of	  the	  migrants	  had	  to	  borrow	  money	  to	  work	  

overseas,	  with	  the	  hope	  that	  the	  money	  they	  saved	  from	  the	  salary	  could	  cover	  

the	  initial	  investment,	  sparing	  them	  the	  extra	  for	  family	  improvement.	  However,	  

there	  have	  been	  cases	  where	  regular	  migration	  was	  not	  as	  profitable	  as	  expected.	  

A	  regular	  migrant	  worker	  who	  went	  to	  Malaysia	  shared:	  	  

“I	  paid	  27	  million	  VND	  [1,300	  USD]	  to	  the	  labour	  export	  company	  to	  go	  to	  

Malaysia,	  my	  salary	  was	  around	  six	  to	  seven	  million	  VND	  a	  month	  [300	  –	  350	  

USD].	   The	   job	   itself	   was	   so	   much,	   it	   was	   hard	   work,	   and	   every	   day	   we	  

exhausted	   ourselves.	   I	   worked	   in	   a	   factory	   that	   produces	   spare	   parts	   for	  

washing	  machines	  and	  phone	  screens.	  We	  had	  to	  stand	  all	  day.	  After	  a	  year	  I	  

thought	  that	  the	  money	  wasn’t	  worth	  for	  what	  the	  job	  was,	  and	  they	  were	  

very	  exploitative	  to	  us	  workers,	  they	  didn’t	  treat	  us	  well,	  I	  think	  labour	  export	  

agency	  should	  not	  recruit	  Vietnamese	  workers	  to	  work	  in	  Malaysia	  anymore.	  

It	  was	  so	  hard	  and	  the	  treatment	  was	  very	  bad.”	  (Informant	  07)	  

This	  informant	  also	  said,	  “If	  I	  could	  choose	  again,	  I	  would	  definitely	  go	  to	  Thailand	  

to	  work	  like	  many	  neighbours	  around	  me	  [irregular	  migration].”	  (Informant	  07)	  

The	  mother	   of	   an	   irregular	   migrant	   worker	   told	  me	   how	   quick	   and	   easy	   the	  

informal	  loan	  system	  was	  in	  the	  countryside.	  Informant	  11,	  in	  his	  early	  20s,	  was	  
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thinking	  about	  going	  to	  work	  overseas	  for	  a	  while	  before	  he	  had	  the	  courage	  to	  

tell	  his	  mother.	  On	  the	  morning	  when	  he	  told	  his	  mother	  about	  his	  wish	  to	  go	  to	  

China,	  his	  mother	  did	  not	  have	  the	  financial	  support	  he	  needed	  to	  be	  able	  to	  go.	  

The	  cost	  for	  him	  to	  go	  to	  China	  with	  a	  local	  broker	  was	  seven	  million	  VND	  [350	  

USD].	  During	  lunch	  break,	  his	  mother	  managed	  to	  have	  the	  money	  ready	  for	  her	  

son.	   She	   recalled:	   “One	  day,	  he	  decided	   to	  go	  and	   told	  me	   in	   the	  morning.	  We	  

didn’t	  have	  money	  for	  him	  to	  go,	  so	  I	  had	  to	  borrow	  money	  in	  the	  afternoon	  that	  

day.	  I	  told	  him	  I	  had	  borrowed	  the	  money	  for	  him,	  and	  that	  later	  he	  would	  have	  

to	  send	  the	  money	  home	  to	  pay	  back	  that	  amount.	  Then	  he	  was	  gone,	  it	  was	  2	  pm.	  

That	  was	  last	  year.”	  (Informant	  11.1).	  	  

While	  the	  official	  labour	  migration	  cost	  was	  too	  high,	  resulting	  in	  a	  prolong	  period	  

of	  repayment	  for	  the	  borrowed	  money	  invested	  in	  migration,	  irregular	  migration	  

costs	  less,	  meaning	  that	  the	  migrant	  workers	  will	  be	  able	  to	  pay	  their	  debts	  faster	  

and	   accumulate	   capital	   more	   quickly.	   Comparing	   irregular	   migration	   with	  

farming,	   the	   informants	  commented	   that	   irregular	  migration	  would	  help	   them	  

earn	  a	  stable	   income	  every	  month,	  while	   farming	  was	  weather	  dependant	  and	  

required	  farmers	  to	  invest	  significant	  labour	  and	  resources	  over	  a	  long	  period	  of	  

time	  to	  make	  profits.	  While	  farm	  work	  did	  not	  provide	  farmers	  with	  exceptional	  

financial	   income,	   irregular	   migration	   has	   become	   a	   more	   appealing	   option,	  

especially	   when	   migrants	   can	   see	   for	   themselves	   that	   several	   generations	   of	  

irregular	  migrant	  workers	   have	   returned	   home	   and	   shown	   how	   their	   life	   has	  

changed	  after	  the	  experience:	  

“It	  is	  of	  course	  more	  profitable	  working	  overseas	  than	  working	  at	  home.	  

Working	  at	  home,	  you	  only	  work	  for	  six	  months,	  and	  you’ve	  earned	  some	  

amount	  of	  rice.	  But	  working	  overseas	  you	  get	  paid	  every	  month,	  like	  me,	  

I’ve	   earned	   five	   to	   seven	  million	   [250	   –	   350	  USD]	   a	  month.	   Eating	   and	  

accommodation	   was	   provided,	   phone	   call	   and	   daily	   expense	   was	   not	  

much,	  with	  that	  salary	  I	  was	  able	  to	  send	  money	  home.	  I	  made	  enough.	  I	  

really	   want	   to	   go	   for	   another	   trip,	   but	   the	   opportunity	   hasn’t	   come.”	  

(Informant	  06)	  
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“It	   is	   harder	  with	   agricultural	   work	   at	   home.	   I	   worked	   on	   the	   farm	   in	  

Vietnam	  for	  six	  months	  and	  earned	  as	  much	  as	  I	  could	  earn	   in	  a	  month	  

working	  in	  Laos”	  (Informant	  02).	  

In	  light	  of	  the	  findings	  of	  this	  research,	  I	  feel	  the	  need	  to	  use	  the	  term	  “irregular	  

economic	  migration”.	  Irregular	  migration	  in	  this	  research	  was	  found	  to	  be	  purely	  

for	  the	  purpose	  of	  economic	  betterment.	  Even	  for	  some	  younger	  migrants,	  whose	  

reason	  for	  leaving	  the	  village	  was	  due	  to	  boredom	  in	  the	  countryside,	  were	  fully	  

aware	  of	  the	  risk	  of	  working	  illegally	  in	  a	  foreign	  destination.	  Therefore	  they	  only	  

migrated	   to	   earn	   money	   (Field	   notes,	   2016).	   Through	   observations	   and	  

interviews,	   this	   research	   found	   that	   remittances	   were	   expected	   by	   the	   local	  

people	  to	  be	  the	  most	  significant	  outcome	  of	  the	  migration	  process.	  	  

“The	  first	  time	  I	  left	  the	  house	  to	  go	  [to	  Thailand	  to	  work	  illegally],	  I	  was	  

very	  nervous.	  Then	  I	  remembered	  a	   talk	  with	  my	  friends	  when	  we	  told	  

each	  other:	  “think	  of	  the	  money	  then	  you	  can	  do	  it!”	  I	  went	  abroad	  to	  work	  

for	  the	  money,	  so	  I	  just	  thought	  of	  that	  to	  go.”	  (Informant	  06,	  female)	  

My	   research	   participants	   on	   the	   whole	   reflected	   that	   while	   subsistence	  

agriculture	   in	   the	   villages	   could	   only	   help	   farmers	   make	   ends	   meet,	   other	  

responsibilities	   and	   basic	   needs	   such	   as	   healthcare,	   children’s	   education,	   and	  

household	   improvements	   required	   farmers	   to	   invest.	   The	  majority	   of	  migrant	  

workers	  who	  had	  children	  of	  school	  age	  said	  that	  one	  of	  the	  main	  reasons	  they	  

worked	  overseas	  was	  to	  earn	  money	  for	  their	  children	  to	  go	  to	  school,	  because	  

“you	  can’t	  afford	  your	  kids’	  education	  with	  farm	  work”	  (Informants	  02,	  04,	  05,	  06,	  

15).	   Even	   though	   the	  purposes	   for	   irregular	  migration	  vary	  between	  different	  

informants,	  the	  bottom	  line	  for	  most	  of	  them	  was	  that	  staying	  at	  home	  with	  farm	  

work	  does	  not	  offer	  the	  surplus	  income	  to	  spend	  on	  other	  necessities	  of	  life,	  let	  

alone	   family	   improvements	   such	   as	   building	   or	   renovating	   houses	   or	   simply	  

buying	  a	  new	  TV	  or	  motorbike.	  	  

Initially,	  informant	  11’s	  wish	  to	  work	  overseas	  was	  not	  approved	  by	  his	  parents.	  

According	  to	  his	  mother,	  the	  parents	  were	  concerned	  about	  the	  destination	  their	  

son	  planned	  to	  go	  to.	  As	  she	  said:	  “We	  heard	  much	  around	  and	  on	  TV	  about	  human	  

trafficking	  in	  China,	  and	  other	  harmful	  things	  in	  China”.	  Despite	  his	  parent’s	  wish	  
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for	  him	   to	  stay	  home,	   informant	  11	  decided	   to	  migrate	  anyway.	  He	  worked	   in	  

China	  for	  ten	  months	  and	  was	  able	  to	  remit	  home.	  When	  he	  got	  home	  after	  the	  

first	  migration,	  his	  parents	  were	  more	  assured	  about	  his	  migration	  since	  he	  was	  

able	  to	  accumulate	  financial	  capital	  and	  he	  was	  safe	  (Informant	  11.1).	  Due	  to	  his	  

previous	  migratory	   experience,	   the	   second	   time	   informant	   11	   asked	   to	   go	   to	  

China,	  his	  parents	  “didn’t	  have	  to	  think	  too	  much”.	  His	  mother	  recalled:	  “Since	  he	  

had	  been	  there	  and	  was	  able	  to	  earn	  income,	  we	  didn’t	  think	  too	  much,	  we	  felt	  

more	   assured	   the	   second	   time	   he	   went”	   (Informant	   11.1).	   Apparently,	   the	  

economic	  outcome	  of	  migration	  plays	  an	  important	  role	  in	  the	  decision-‐‑making	  

of	  the	  migrant	  family.	  

5.5.3.   Social	  network	  

This	   research	   finds	   that	   irregular	   migratory	   decisions	   were	   made	   based	   on	  

thorough	  discussions	  among	  family	  members,	  however	  the	  idea	  was	  initiated	  in	  

most	  cases	  would	  be	  the	  one	  who	  wanted	  to	  migrate	  irregularly	  (Informants	  04,	  

06).	   As	   one	   informant	   said:	   “because	   it	   was	   me	   who	   would	   go	   work	   there,	   I	  

brought	  up	  the	  idea.	  I	  thought	  a	  lot	  about	  how	  the	  family	  would	  be	  without	  me.	  

My	  husband	  assured	  me,	  he	  said	  if	  I	  wanted	  to	  go	  then	  I	  should	  go	  and	  not	  worry	  

about	  things	  at	  home”	  (Informant	  06).	  Before	  the	  decision	  was	  made,	  the	  family	  

of	  the	  migrant	  worker	  conducted	  an	  internal	  “inventory”	  of	  the	  family’s	  financial	  

and	  economic	  situation,	  envisioning	  a	  thorough	  division	  of	  responsibilities	  and	  

labour	  in	  the	  household	  in	  the	  case	  of	  one	  migrating.	  They	  also	  considered	  other	  

irregular	  migrants’	  experiences	  and	  their	  economic	  betterment	  in	  their	  decision-‐‑

making.	  The	  migrant	  worker	  migrated	  knowing	  that	  there	  was	  a	  plan	  of	  farm	  and	  

household	  labour	  division	  and	  parental	  roles	  for	  those	  who	  stayed	  behind.	  

From	  the	  starting	  point	  of	  looking	  inward	  to	  evaluate	  their	  household	  situation,	  

the	  migrant’s	  family	  began	  to	  look	  outward	  at	  their	  neighbours	  and	  community	  

to	  gain	  more	  insights.	  Among	  research	  participants,	  many	  shared	  the	  view	  that	  

their	   decision	   was	   made	   partly	   by	   looking	   at	   other	   neighbours’	   positive	  

experience	   with	   irregular	   migration.	   Many	   of	   the	   informants	   mentioned	   that	  

seeing	  their	  neighbours	  go	  abroad	  and	  make	  profits	  made	  them	  want	  to	  do	  the	  

same	  (Informants	  03,	  05,	  06,	  02,	  13,	  14).	  One	  said	  “My	  friends	  have	  gone	  before	  

me,	  I	  consulted	  with	  them	  and	  they	  suggested	  I	  go	  too”	  (Informant	  04).	  Another	  
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worker	  said:	  “I	  thought	  our	  economic	  situation	  was	  difficult,	  when	  I	  saw	  other	  

people	  return	  home	  from	  working	  overseas,	  I	  decided	  to	  go”	  (Informant	  03).	  	  

Most	  of	  the	  migrant	  workers	  relied	  on	  the	  experiences	  of	  friends	  or	  relatives	  who	  

had	  migrated	  irregularly	  to	  make	  up	  for	  their	  uncertainty	  about	  working	  illegally	  

in	  a	  foreign	  market	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  In	  making	  their	  decision	  to	  migrate,	  the	  

irregular	  migrant	  workers	   had	   all	   consulted	  with	   family	   and	   friends	  who	   had	  

migrated	  before	  them.	  They	  responded	  to	  their	  network’s	  previous	  experience	  to	  

compensate	   for	   their	   lack	  of	   understanding	   about	  destination	   labour	  markets.	  

The	  network	  is	  of	  utmost	  importance	  in	  shaping	  the	  choice	  of	  destination	  for	  most	  

migrants:	  since	  they	  could	  only	   imagine	  how	  life	   in	   the	   foreign	   land	  would	  be,	  

they	  relied	  greatly	  on	   the	  sharing	  of	   their	  networks,	  and	   in	  most	   cases	  picked	  

destinations	   that	   their	   contacts	   had	   been	   to	   previously	   so	   they	   could	   refer	   to	  

those	  experiences.	  This	  explains	  why	  the	  migrant	  workers	  responded	  to	  a	  certain	  

job	  market	   instead	  of	  others.	  When	  asked	  why	  she	  picked	  Thailand	   instead	  of	  

another	  labour	  market	  in	  the	  country,	  one	  migrant	  worker	  said:	  “I	  didn’t	  go	  work	  

in	   other	   provinces	   [in	   Vietnam]	   because	   I	   didn’t	   know	   anyone	   there,	   but	   my	  

friends	  asked	  if	  I	  want	  to	  go	  work	  in	  Thailand	  [with	  them],	  so	  I	  went”.	  From	  my	  

observation	  during	   interviews,	  even	   though	  rural	  people	  knew	  there	  might	  be	  

consequences	  for	  their	  illegal	  work,	  most	  set	  out	  to	  work	  overseas	  with	  hope	  for	  

the	   outcome	   of	   their	   migration.	   The	   role	   of	   their	   network	   was	   essential	   in	  

consolidating	  their	  decision	  –	  as	  one	  of	  my	  female	  informants	  said	  “If	  they	  can	  do	  

it,	  we	  can	  do	  it	  too!”	  (Informant	  05).	  	  	  

The	   importance	   of	   networks	   in	  motivating	   irregular	  migration	   can	   be	   further	  

explored	  through	  the	  story	  of	  Informant	  04	  below:	  
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Box	  1:	  Story	  of	  a	  migrant	  worker	  in	  Angola	  

Informant	  04,	  in	  his	  early	  40s,	  just	  got	  back	  home	  in	  the	  village	  two	  days	  before	  
we	  had	  a	  chance	  to	  meet	  in	  June	  2016.	  He	  migrated	  to	  Angola	  with	  the	  help	  of	  a	  
friend	  who	  also	  worked	  in	  Angola.	  Before	  his	  migration,	  he	  had	  never	  thought	  of	  
working	   overseas,	   because	   he	   only	   knew	   labour	   migration	   through	   official	  
channels	  which	  costs	  so	  much	  that	  he	  could	  never	  afford	  it	  with	  farm	  work.	  The	  
chance	  of	  irregular	  migration	  was	  offered	  to	  him	  by	  his	  friend	  who	  mentioned	  this	  
idea	  and	  even	  offered	  to	  lend	  him	  the	  money	  needed.	  Informant	  04	  described	  this	  
opportunity	   as	   “an	   investment”	   in	   that	   his	   friend	   invested	   in	   him.	   Before	   the	  
migration,	  the	  informant	  and	  his	  family	  were	  working	  on	  the	  farm	  and	  struggling	  
to	  pay	  a	  debt	  of	  about	  3,000	  USD.	  After	  he	  consulted	  with	  his	  friend,	  informant	  04	  
discussed	  the	  opportunity	  with	  his	  wife	  and	  decided	  to	  go.	  The	  friend	  lent	  him	  
5,000	  USD	  and	  he	  chipped	  in	  another	  2,500	  USD	  to	  go	  to	  Angola.	  Every	  month	  he	  
was	  able	  to	  save	  1,000	  USD	  to	  remit	  home.	  Informant	  04	  worked	  for	  a	  Chinese	  
construction	  contractor	  when	  he	  first	  arrived	  in	  Angola.	  	  

Being	   very	  proactive	   in	  Angola,	   the	   informant	  quickly	   learnt	   the	   language	   and	  
understood	  how	  the	  business	  worked.	  He	  moved	  out	  on	  his	  own	  after	  a	  while	  and	  
became	  a	  small	  contractor	  himself	  with	  a	  small	  group	  of	  workers	  that	  used	  to	  be	  
his	  colleagues.	  In	  Angola,	  informant	  04	  paid	  a	  local	  man	  on	  a	  monthly	  basis	  to	  be	  
his	  guarantee	  contact;	  as	  he	  said:	  “I	  paid	  the	  guy	  around	  200	  USD	  a	  month	  and	  he	  
would	  guarantee	  for	  me,	  he	  would	  tell	  the	  police	  that	  I	  work	  for	  him	  then	  I	  should	  
be	  fine.	  But	  only	  during	  work	  time,	  I	  work	  from	  7–11am,	  and	  2–5pm,	  so	  during	  
this	  time	  if	  the	  police	  came,	  this	  guy	  would	  guarantee	  for	  me.	  Any	  matter	  outside	  
that	  timeframe,	  like	  troubles	  when	  you	  go	  out	  and	  drink,	  robbery	  and	  things	  like	  
that,	   they	  are	  not	  responsible	   for	  us”.	   Informant	  04	  was	  arrested	  several	   times	  
during	  his	  four	  years	  working	  in	  Angola,	  and	  lost	  around	  6-‐‑7,000	  USD	  for	  the	  fines	  
he	   paid	   to	   the	   police.	   However,	   he	   was	   very	   confident	   about	   the	   economic	  
outcome	  of	  his	  migration.	  	  

Informant	  04	   came	  back	  home	   to	   take	   care	  of	   his	   sick	   father,	   and	  was	   staying	  
home	  to	  observe	  the	  Angola	  market	  as	   the	  Angola	  kwanza	  was	  depreciating	   in	  
comparison	  with	  the	  US	  dollar.	  He	  said	  he	  would	  migrate	  irregularly	  again	  after	  
some	  time,	  either	  to	  Angola	  if	  the	  value	  of	  the	  kwanza	  increased,	  or	  to	  another	  
market,	  confident	  in	  his	  ability	  to	  learn	  the	  new	  language	  and	  adapt	  to	  life	  in	  the	  
destination	  country.	  

Interviewed	  16	  June	  2016	  

The	  story	  above	  indicates	  the	  strong	  role	  of	  social	  networks	  in	  shaping	  migratory	  

decisions.	  As	  mentioned	  in	  the	  previous	  section,	  the	  cost	  of	  migration	  plays	  an	  

important	   role	   in	   decision-‐‑making,	   given	   the	   low	   earning	   situations	   of	   most	  

would-‐‑be	  migrants.	  However,	  as	  can	  be	  seen	  here,	  cost	  is	  not	  necessarily	  the	  most	  

important	  factor.	  In	  the	  case	  of	  informant	  04,	  the	  cost	  of	  migration	  was	  7,500	  USD,	  

which	   is	   even	   higher	   than	   a	   regular	   labour	   export	   programme	   to	  Malaysia	   or	  

South	  Korea.	  Nonetheless	  he	  went	   to	  Angola,	  under	   the	   influence	  of	  his	   social	  

network.	  Despite	  the	  implication	  that	  the	  friend	  encouraged	  him	  to	  go	  in	  order	  to	  

expand	  his	  own	  network	  of	  Vietnamese	  workers	   in	  Angola,	   the	   informant	  also	  
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benefited	   from	   having	   a	   friend	   as	   his	   contact	   in	   the	   destination	   country.	   His	  

decision	  to	  go	  was	  also	  based	  on	  a	  thorough	  consideration	  of	  many	  other	  cases.	  

He	  commented:	  	  

“Life	  was	   very	  hard	   for	  us	   then,	   our	   family	  was	   struggling.	  The	  kids	  were	  

small	   and	   we	   were	   in	   debt,	   one	   crop	   after	   another.	   My	   wife	   was	   very	  

concerned	  when	  we	  first	  discussed	  this	  idea,	  because	  I	  was	  the	  head	  of	  the	  

household,	  if	  I	  was	  away,	  my	  wife	  and	  children	  will	  be	  struggling.	  I	  told	  my	  

wife	  not	  to	  worry,	  that	  we	  should	  believe	  in	  our	  decision	  for	  the	  future,	  and	  

that	  it	  will	  be	  fine	  if	  I	  go.	  I	  was	  able	  to	  send	  1,000	  USD	  home	  only	  a	  week	  after	  

I	  left	  Vietnam,	  because	  my	  skills	  were	  very	  good.	  I	  was	  better	  than	  most	  other	  

workers.	  Among	  ten	  workers	  I	  was	  better	  than	  nine	  and	  a	  half	  of	  them”.	  	  

It	  is	  worth	  noting	  in	  this	  case	  that	  informant	  04’s	  family	  had	  a	  strong	  response	  to	  

the	  high	  financial	  return	  from	  his	  migration.	  Even	  though	  the	  cost	  of	  his	  migration	  

was	  rather	  higher,	   they	  were	  able	  to	  pay	  off	   their	  debt	   faster;	  as	   informant	  04	  

said:	  “The	  money	  I	  earned	  was	  ten	  times	  bigger	  than	  at	  home,	  we	  paid	  our	  debt,	  

life	  got	  better	  from	  there”.	  

The	   findings	   from	  this	  research	  also	  suggest	   that	   the	  migrant	  workers	  who	  go	  

further	   afield	   are	   those	  who	   are	  more	   courageous	   and	  more	   proactive	   (Field	  

notes,	   2016).	   Moreover,	   gender	   relations	   also	   played	   a	   significant	   role	   in	   the	  

choice	  of	  destinations	   for	   the	  migrants.	  Most	   female	  migrants,	   as	  described	   in	  

section	  2.5.2,	  have	  a	  strong	  feeling	  for	  their	  responsibilities	  as	  the	  caretakers	  and	  

mothers	  in	  their	  families,	  so	  they	  tend	  to	  migrate	  to	  nearer	  destinations	  in	  order	  

to	   come	   back	   home	   when	   necessary.	   Male	   migrants,	   on	   the	   other	   hand,	  

considered	  as	  bread-‐‑winners,	  can	  be	  freer	  to	  travel	  to	  destinations	  further	  afield	  

to	  earn	  incomes.	  Often	  the	  further	  destinations	  compensate	  the	  migrant	  workers	  

with	  better	  salaries,	  however,	  those	  who	  went	  to	  further	  lands	  faced	  more	  risks	  

in	  terms	  of	  health,	  and	  from	  the	  different	  climates,	  working	  conditions,	  security,	  

culture	  and	  environments	  (Informant	  04,	  13).	  For	  example,	  migrant	  workers	  who	  

went	  to	  Angola	  were	  exposed	  to	  severe	  weather	  and	  a	  high	  chance	  of	  malaria.	  It	  

is	  also	  harder	  for	  migrant	  workers	  in	  more	  distant	  places	  to	  go	  home,	  due	  to	  both	  

the	  distance	  and	  the	  high	  cost	  of	  the	  air	  ticket.	  However,	  it	  can	  be	  seen	  that	  the	  

higher	   rates	   of	   return	   drive	   the	  more	   self-‐‑motivated	   towards	   it.	   Some	   of	   the	  
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informants	  specifically	  showed	  their	  confidence	  in	  the	  job	  markets	  of	  destination	  

countries,	   especially	   when	   they	   had	   acquainted	   themselves	   with	   the	   new	  

environments	  and	  living	  situations.	  They	  felt	   they	  could	  get	  a	  new	  job	  easily	   if	  

they	   didn’t	   want	   to	   work	   where	   they	   were	   previously	   employed.	   The	   more	  

experienced	  the	  migrants	  became,	  the	  more	  comfortable	  they	  were	  about	  their	  

illegal	  working	  status	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  

5.5.4.   Proximity	  and	  the	  precariousness	  of	  irregular	  migration	  

This	   study	   finds	   that	   the	   majority	   of	   research	   participants	   chose	   their	  

destinations	  based	  on	  the	  distance	  between	  the	  country	  of	  work	  and	  home.	  For	  

that	   reason,	   Thailand	   and	   Laos	   were	   the	   most	   popular	   choices,	   but	   further	  

destinations	  were	  also	  migrated	  to.	  Since	  the	  irregular	  migrants	  were	  aware	  of	  

the	  temporality	  of	  working	  illegally	  in	  a	  foreign	  land,	  they	  tried	  to	  minimize	  the	  

risk	  for	  themselves	  and	  their	  family	  members	  by	  choosing	  a	  nearby	  market:	  as	  

one	  informant	  said,	  for	  example,	  “if	  there’s	  anything	  at	  home,	  or	  my	  health	  is	  not	  

up	  for	  the	  job,	  I	  have	  to	  go	  home.	  That’s	  why	  I	  decided	  to	  go	  to	  Laos	  because	  it’s	  

closer	   to	   home”	   (Informant	   02).	   As	  Pham	  and	  Hill	   (2008)	   have	  discussed,	   the	  

distance	   between	   the	   destination	   and	   home,	   and	   the	   cost	   associated	   with	  

migration,	   are	   two	   significant	   factors	   in	   shaping	   the	   decision	   to	  migrate.	   The	  

closer	  the	  destination,	  the	  easier	  the	  decision	  to	  migrate.	  Proximity	  in	  this	  case	  

can	  also	  be	  considered	  a	  strategic	  calculation	  for	  the	  family;	  as	  many	  migrants	  

and	  their	  families	  shared	  with	  me,	  the	  relatively	  small	  distance	  allowed	  migrants	  

to	  return	  home	  fairly	  easily	  in	  case	  of	  an	  emergency	  at	  home.	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  

In	  this	  case	  study,	  while	  there	  were	  migrants	  more	  likely	  to	  respond	  to	  the	  high	  

rates	   of	   return	   available	   in	  more	   distant	   lands,	   for	  most	  migrant	  workers	   the	  

proximity	   between	   their	   work	   and	   home	   was	   an	   important	   factor	   of	  

consideration.	  	  	  

Through	   consultation	   with	   other	   irregular	   migrant	   workers	   who	   had	   been	  

working	  overseas	  and	  shared	  their	  experience,	  most	  of	  the	  informants	  appeared	  

to	  be	  aware	  of	  the	  risks,	  and	  did	  not	  commonly	  aim	  to	  earn	  money	  to	  the	  extent	  

of	   becoming	   wealthy	   (Field	   notes,	   2016).	   To	   my	   understanding,	   there	   was	   a	  

certain	   level	   of	   satisfaction	   identified	   and	   agreed	   upon	   by	   the	   family	   prior	   to	  

migration,	   thus	   migrants	   only	   set	   out	   to	   earn	   enough	   to	   serve	   their	   family	  
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purposes.	   “To	   be	   better	   off,	   but	   not	   to	   be	   rich”	   as	   many	   commented.	   Once	  

irregular	  migrant	  workers	  had	  accumulated	  or	  remitted	  the	  expected	  amount	  of	  

money	   to	   achieve	   their	   goals,	   they	   normally	   returned	   home	   to	   focus	   on	   farm	  

development	   or	   the	   family	   business	   using	   the	   capital	   acquired	   after	   their	  

migratory	  trips.	  When	  asked	  why	  she	  had	  moved	  back	  home,	  one	  migrant	  worker	  

said:	  “My	  family	  was	  able	  to	  afford	  when	  I	  don’t	  work	  there	  [Thailand]	  anymore	  

so	   I	  went	   back	   and	   decided	   not	   to	   continue”	   (Informant	   03).	   In	   all	   cases,	   the	  

irregular	   migrants	   were	   aware	   of	   the	   risks	   posed	   by	   their	   overseas	   illegal	  

working	   experience,	   however	   their	   worries	   and	   fears	   were	   eased	   by	   the	  

knowledge	   that	   their	   irregular	  migration	  was	   also	   temporary.	  As	   discussed	   in	  

Chapter	  Two,	  Belanger,	  Ueno,	  Hong	  and	  Ochiai	  (2011)	  discuss	  the	  precariousness	  

of	   irregular	   labour	  migration	  in	  a	  way	  that	  explains	  why	  so	  many	  labourers	   in	  

Japan	   choose	   to	   quit	   their	   regular	   labour	   export	   programmes	   for	   irregular	  

migration,	  in	  this	  study	  of	  irregular	  economic	  migration	  from	  Ha	  Tinh,	  a	  similar	  

finding	  was	  confirmed.	  

“We	  thought	  a	  lot	  about	  it.	  Of	  course	  when	  life	  is	  hard	  and	  we	  didn’t	  have	  

enough,	  we	  have	  to	  consider	  about	  it,	  we	  discussed	  a	  lot	  before	  my	  wife	  

went.	  Because	  the	  work	  is	  illegal,	  we	  had	  many	  concerns.	  However,	  it	  was	  

lucky	  because	  the	  time	  my	  wife	  went	  was	  not	  too	  long.	  The	  money	  earned	  

was	  not	  much	  to	  compare,	  but	  it	  was	  better	  than	  earning	  at	  home.	  At	  home,	  

we	  work	  so	  hard	  but	  we	  didn’t	  earn	  much.”	  (Informant	  6.1,	  family	  member	  

of	  an	  irregular	  migrant	  worker)	  

5.6.   Summary	  

This	  research	  finds	  that	  irregular	  economic	  migration	  is	  increasingly	  becoming	  

the	   choice	   of	   livelihood	   betterment	   for	   many	   in	   rural	   Ha	   Tinh.	   This	   type	   of	  

temporary	   migration	   has	   only	   drawn	   much	   attention	   recently	   due	   to	   the	  

noticeably	  increasing	  flow	  of	  local	  people	  crossing	  international	  borders	  despite	  

the	  risks	  of	  working	  illegally	  and	  living	  vulnerable	  lives	  in	  foreign	  countries.	  The	  

findings	   presented	   in	   this	   chapter	   portray	   irregular	   migration	   as	   a	   choice	   of	  

livelihood	  strategy	  for	  the	  rural	  population	   in	  Ha	  Tinh,	  as	  many	  other	  types	  of	  

regular	  migration	  are.	  That	  said,	  irregular	  migration	  has	  become	  more	  popular	  

due	  to	  its	  flexibility	  and	  low	  cost.	  However,	  it	  does	  not	  eliminate	  or	  replace	  other	  
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types	   of	   migration	   from	   the	   region,	   more	   likely	   it	   serves	   as	   another	   feasible	  

option	   for	   the	   economic	   betterment	   for	   local	   people	   who	   reside	   in	   the	  

countryside.	  There	  are	  certain	   features	  of	   irregular	  migration	   that	  make	   it	   the	  

right	  choice	  for	  some,	  but	  not	  for	  all.	  There	  are	  certain	  groups	  of	  people	  who	  are	  

more	   likely	   to	   respond	   to	   irregular	   migration	   than	   others.	   Additionally,	   the	  

findings	   show	   that	   the	   more	   self-‐‑motivated	   a	   migrant	   worker	   is,	   the	   more	  

successful	  their	  migratory	  experience	  is,	  with	  outcomes	  being	  translated	  into	  an	  

improvement	   in	   living	  conditions.	  As	  much	  as	   irregular	  economic	  migration	   is	  

becoming	   a	   popular	   choice	   of	   livelihood	   strategy,	   it	   also	   carries	   with	   it	   the	  

vulnerability	  of	  its	  irregularity.	  The	  findings	  in	  this	  chapter	  bring	  the	  perceptions	  

of	   the	   insiders	   to	   light;	   hopefully	   it	   has	   unpacked	   the	   layers	   of	   complexity	  

involved	   in	   the	   evolution	   of	   irregular	   labour	   migration	   in	   the	   rural	   area.	  

Understanding	  how	   irregular	  migration	  has	  been	  adopted	   as	   a	  way	   to	   sustain	  

rural	  livelihoods,	  and	  the	  range	  of	  reasons	  why	  local	  people	  engaged	  with	  it,	  will	  

be	  useful	  to	  better	  appreciate	  the	  development	  impacts	  of	  the	  migration	  process.	  

These	  will	  be	  discussed	  in	  the	  following	  Chapter	  Six.	  
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Chapter	  6:	  The	  development	  impacts	  of	  irregular	  labour	  
migration	  
	  

	  

	  

6.1.   Introduction	  

As	  discussed	   in	  previous	  chapters,	   the	  type	  of	   labour	  migration	  studied	   in	  this	  

research	   is	   specifically	   identified	   as	   “irregular	   economic	   migration”	   since	   the	  

migratory	  aims	  are	  mainly	  for	  economic	  gains.	  This	  chapter	  addresses	  the	  third	  

research	  question	  of	  the	  study	  in	  regards	  to	  the	  development	  impacts	  of	  irregular	  

labour	  migration	  on	  migrant	  workers,	  their	  family	  members	  and	  the	  community.	  

Even	  though	  such	  migration	  is	  related	  to	  economic	  betterment,	  its	  impacts	  affect	  

the	  community,	  the	  workers	  and	  their	  families	  on	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  economic	  and	  

social	  aspects.	  The	  first	  section	  of	  the	  chapter	  explores	  economic	  impacts	  and	  the	  

second	  discusses	  social	  impacts.	  	  	  

6.2.   Economic	  impacts	  

6.2.1.   The	  remittances	  

Since	   irregular	   migration	   has,	   in	   the	   previous	   chapter,	   been	   identified	   as	   a	  

household	  strategy	  to	  cope	  with	  livelihood	  shocks,	  the	  economic	  impacts	  of	  the	  

migration	  are	  therefore	  observed	  on	  a	  household	  level	  that	  includes	  impacts	  on	  

migrant	  workers	  and	  their	  family	  members.	  

Generally	   speaking,	   remittances	   –	   the	   direct	   economic	   impact	   of	   irregular	  

migration,	  no	  matter	  how	  big	  or	  small	  –	  were	  acknowledged	  by	  the	  majority	  of	  

research	  informants.	  To	  many,	  the	  migration	  is	  quantified	  by	  the	  number	  of	  trips	  

taken.	  The	  economic	  outcome	  in	  some	  cases	  is	  associated	  with	  individual	  trips.	  

No	  specific	  timeframe	  is	  set	  to	  a	  trip:	  some	  migrate	  for	  years,	  while	  others	  take	  

shorter	   trips	   within	   a	   couple	   of	   months,	   depending	   on	   the	   “workload	   in	   the	  

destinations”	  (Informant	  02)	  and	  personal	  family	  matters	  (Informant	  04,	  05,	  06.	  

11).	  For	  people	  who	  had	  migrated	  far	  from	  home,	  such	  as	  Angola,	  the	  trips	  taken	  

by	  migrants	  would	  normally	  be	  longer	  than	  those	  who	  migrated	  to	  nearby	  lands	  

(Field	  notes,	  2016).	  There	  were	  two	  participants	   in	   this	  research	  who	  went	   to	  

Angola	   for	   up	   to	   five	   years;	   during	   this	   time	   they	   only	   went	   home	   once.	   As	  
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discussed	  in	  Chapter	  Five,	  working	  in	  further	  labour	  markets	  is	  compensated	  by	  

higher	  salary	  rates.	  An	  irregular	  migrant	  in	  Angola	  commented:	  	  

“A	  month,	  I	  work	  15	  to	  20	  days,	  excluding	  my	  daily	  expense,	  I	  was	  still	  able	  

to	  save	  about	  1,000	  USD	  to	  send	  home.	   It	  was	  around	   twenty	  something	  

million	  Vietnam	  Dong,	  that	  was	  good	  don’t	  you	  think?	  After	  a	  year	  and	  a	  half,	  

I	   was	   able	   to	   send	   home	   to	   my	   wife	   around	   15	   to	   16	   thousand	   USD”	  

(Informant	  04).	  

For	  those	  who	  went	  to	  nearby	  countries,	  the	  closer	  proximity	  allowed	  them	  the	  

flexibility	  to	  migrate	  for	  some	  period	  of	  time,	  return	  home	  for	  family	  business	  and	  

migrate	  for	  another	  trip.	  This	  flexibility	  was	  traded	  off	  by	  a	  lower	  rate	  of	  salary.	  

Across	  the	  participating	  migrants	  who	  went	  to	  nearby	  destinations,	  the	  current	  

monthly	  remittances	  varied	  from	  VND	  5	  million	  [USD	  250]	  to	  VND	  7	  million	  [USD	  

350]	   depending	   on	   their	   jobs	   and	   experience.	   A	   female	   migrant	   commented:	  

“With	  my	  salary,	  it	  was	  not	  much	  to	  live	  there	  [Thailand],	  but	  that	  same	  amount	  

made	  life	  easier	  in	  Vietnam.	  It	  was	  much	  better	  than	  doing	  farm	  work”	  (Informant	  

05).	   The	   comment	   reinforces	   the	   findings	   in	   the	   previous	   chapter	   that	   the	  

majority	  of	  migrant	  workers	  respond	  to	  better	  pay	  in	  destination	  countries	  for	  

similar	  jobs	  to	  those	  available	  at	  home.	  Once	  again,	  the	  pattern	  of	  push	  and	  pull	  

in	  migration	  studies	  was	  observed.	  The	  migration	  habits	  of	  those	  from	  this	  area	  

of	  Ha	   Tinh	   are	   shaped	   by	   their	   response	   to	   the	   potential	   for	   better	   economic	  

development	  in	  destination	  countries.	  	  

In	  2015,	  the	  average	  income	  of	  salaried	  workers	  in	  the	  Vietnamese	  agricultural	  

sector	   was	   reportedly	   VND	   4.5	   million	   [USD	   225]	   (GSO,	   2015).	   The	   monthly	  

earnings	  of	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  in	  foreign	  countries	  is	  higher	  or	  similar	  to	  

the	   standard	   incomes	  of	   regular	   salaried	  workers	   in	   the	   agricultural	   sector	   in	  

Vietnam.	  When	   they	   can	   save	   and	   remit	  most	   of	   their	   income	  back	  home,	   the	  

amount	   of	   money	   was	   considered	   more	   than	   sufficient	   for	   sustaining	   rural	  

livelihoods.	  

The	  economic	  outcomes	  of	   irregular	  migration	  are	  directly	  connected	  with	  the	  

worker’s	   ability	   to	   pay	   their	   debts.	   Through	   irregular	  migration,	   local	   people	  

were	  able	  to	  obtain	  financial	  assets	  to	  cover	  their	  family	  debts.	  As	  reiterated	  by	  a	  
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female	  migrant:	  “Because	  we	  were	   lacking	  so	  much,	  we	  had	  to	  borrow	  money.	  

That	  was	  why	  I	  decided	  to	  go	  work	  overseas.	  We	  were	  in	  debt	  so	  I	  had	  to	  go	  to	  

earn	   money.	   During	   the	   time	   I	   was	   away	   we	   didn’t	   borrow	   more	   money”	  

(Informant	  09).	   In	   this	   light,	   the	  burden	  of	   financial	  debts	  were	   lifted	   through	  

irregular	   migration,	   as	   further	   confirmed	   by	   another	   migrant:	   “When	   I	   went	  

abroad	  for	  work,	  the	  money	  I	  earned	  were	  ten	  times	  bigger,	  we	  paid	  our	  debts,	  

life	  got	  better	  from	  there.	  If	  I	  was	  home,	  we	  would	  only	  make	  enou8gh	  to	  maintain	  

our	  simple	  life,	  the	  debts	  would	  still	  be	  hanging	  there,	  life	  was	  improved	  when	  I	  

went	  abroad”	  (Informant	  04)	  

6.2.2.   Household	  improvement	  

Housing	  improvement	  was	  a	  common	  purpose	  for	  many	  wanting	  to	  earn	  money	  

through	  irregular	  migration.	  Many	  of	  the	  participating	  migrant	  workers	  reported	  

that	  their	  remittances	  were	  used	  to	  build	  or	  renovate	  their	  housing	  (Informant	  

02,	   06,	   08,	   09	   and	   11).	   Some	   participating	  migrants	   also	   commented	   that	   by	  

“seeing	  people	  in	  the	  village	  going	  away	  and	  coming	  back	  with	  the	  ability	  to	  build	  

their	  houses”	  (Informant	  05,	  08),	  they	  were	  inspired	  to	  do	  the	  same.	  When	  asked	  

about	  some	  of	   the	  changes	   in	  her	  household	  after	  her	  migration,	  one	   irregular	  

migrant	  shared:	  	  

“There	  is	  much	  change:	  all	  the	  houses	  we	  built	  with	  the	  money	  I	  earned.	  The	  

first	  trip,	  when	  I	  came	  back	  we	  built	  the	  main	  house.	  The	  second	  trip	  we	  

were	  able	  to	  build	  the	  back	  house.	  The	  third	  trip,	  we	  were	  able	  to	  build	  the	  

husking	  machine	  workshop	  on	  the	  side”	  (Informant	  06).	  

Informant	  06	  has	  been	  an	  irregular	  migrant	  worker	  in	  Thailand	  for	  three	  years	  

since	  2013,	  the	  first	  time	  working	  on	  a	  dog	  farm	  for	  five	  months,	  the	  second	  as	  a	  

caretaker	  for	  seniors	  for	  nine	  months,	  and	  most	  recently	  as	  a	  kitchenhand	  and	  

waiting	   tables	   at	   a	   cafeteria	   for	   a	   year.	   She	  went	  back	   to	  Vietnam	   to	  help	  her	  

husband	  attend	  to	  family	  business	  and	  was	  hoping	  to	  migrate	  again.	  She	  said:	  “I	  

need	  to	  stay	  home	  now,	  but	  if	  opportunity	  arises,	  and	  my	  husband	  let	  me,	  I	  would	  

go	  again”.	  Her	  husband	  and	   she	  were	   content	  with	   the	  earnings	   from	   the	   rice	  

husking	  business	  they	  set	  up	  after	  her	  third	  migration,	  however	  she	  remarked	  

that	  “it	  is	  not	  as	  much	  as	  working	  in	  Thailand”.	  	  
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During	   fieldwork,	   my	   interviews	   with	   participants	   were	   conducted	   in	   their	  

homes.	   To	  my	   observation,	   all	   the	   participating	  migrants	   had	   renovated	   their	  

houses	  to	  some	  extent:	  there	  were	  two	  storey	  houses	  with	  tiled	  polished	  walls,	  

single	   storey	   houses	   being	   strengthened,	   expanded	   and	   newly	   painted,	   and	  

homes	  decorated	  with	  good	  quality	  wooden	  furniture.	  Some	  households	  had	  big	  

screen	  TVs,	  and	  some	  migrants	  reported	  buying	  new	  motorbikes.	  	  

Figure	  11:	  A	  house	  being	  built	  in	  the	  village	  

	  

Photo	  taken	  by	  author	  during	  field	  work	  in	  June	  2016.	  

Figure	  11	  above	  captured	  a	  house	  under	  construction	  in	  one	  of	  the	  villages.	  The	  

most	  common	  housing	  in	  the	  village,	  through	  my	  observation,	  are	  the	  one	  storey	  

houses	  built	  with	  bricks	  and	  cement	  on	  a	  higher	  ground	  (to	  avoid	  flooding	  in	  the	  

rainy	  season)	  with	  several	  rooms	  of	  different	  size	  connected	  to	  each	  other.	  This	  

basic	   type	   of	   brick	   structure	   was	   an	   upgrade	   from	   the	   traditional	   houses	   of	  

bamboo	  and	  earthen	  walls	  which	  were	  popular	  in	  the	  rural	  area	  15	  to	  20	  years	  

ago.	  Some	  of	  these	  traditional	  houses	  with	  earthen	  walls	  were	  still	  spotted	  in	  the	  
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villages	  when	   some	   families	   had	   renovated	   their	  main	   houses,	   but	   their	   back	  

houses	  and	  the	  kitchens	  remain	  fairly	  simple	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  The	  basic	  one	  

storey	   houses	   were	   designed	   to	   allow	   homeowners	   to	   upgrade	   their	   houses	  

further	  when	  they	  could	  afford.	  	  I	  noticed	  a	  variety	  of	  housing	  structures	  ranging	  

from	  the	  simple	  houses	  with	  cottage	  roofs,	  to	  the	  popular	  one	  storey	  brick	  houses	  

with	  a	  flat	  roof,	  to	  two	  storey	  houses	  with	  decorations,	  a	  garden	  of	  bonsai	  and	  

painted	  high	  metal	  gates	  for	  protection.	  One	  of	  my	  participants	  told	  me:	  “If	  you	  

look	  around	  the	  village	  and	  see	  newly-‐‑renovated	  houses	  or	  two	  storey	  houses,	  

those	  families	  definitely	  have	  people	  working	  abroad,	  the	  houses	  were	  all	  built	  

with	   the	  money	   sent	   home	   from	  migrant	  workers”	   (personal	   communication,	  

June	  2016).	  	  

6.2.3.   The	   accumulation	   of	   economic	   capital	   and	   a	  more	   dynamic	   local	  
economy	  for	  the	  community	  

Conducting	  interviews	  with	  the	  migrant	  workers	  at	  their	  own	  places	  allowed	  me	  

to	  observe	  their	  living	  conditions.	  I	  was	  able	  to	  see	  with	  my	  own	  eyes	  some	  of	  the	  

visible	  outcomes	  of	  migration.	  As	  well	  as	  housing	  renovation,	  outcomes	  were	  also	  

visible	  through	  the	  accumulation	  of	  household	  assets:	  “in	  terms	  of	  daily	  life,	  we	  

have	   food	   and	  we	   could	   afford	  more	   facilities	   in	   the	   house,	   it	   has	   been	  much	  

better”	  (Informant	  04).	  Expensive	  items	  such	  as	  motorbikes,	  new	  big	  screen	  TVs	  

or	  wooden	  furniture	  suites	  were	  observed	  in	  the	  houses	  of	  the	  migrant	  workers.	  

These	  assets	  along	  with	  the	  improvement	  in	  housing	  conditions	  showcased	  the	  

practical	  economic	  impacts	  of	  irregular	  migration,	  not	  only	  tangible	  within	  each	  

migrant	   household	   but	   also	   visible	   to	   local	   people	   and	   the	   community.	  

Furthermore,	  their	  presence	  allowed	  people	  in	  the	  community	  to	  draw	  their	  own	  

comparison	  between	  life	  before	  and	  after	  migration	  and	  how	  it	  not	  only	  sustains	  

but	  also	  transforms	  rural	  livelihoods	  for	  those	  involved.	  

The	  housing	  improvements	  were	  not	  only	  positive	  for	  migrant	  workers’	  families,	  

but	   also	   transform	   the	   rural	   villages	   themselves	   in	   terms	   of	   infrastructure,	  

economic	  and	  social	  development.	  On	  a	  community	  level,	  there	  was	  reportedly	  

more	   renovated	   housing,	   better	   roads	   and	   drainage	   systems.	   On	   a	   household	  

level,	  in	  my	  observation	  toiletry	  conditions	  seem	  to	  have	  improved,	  while	  many	  

other	   households	   in	   the	   villages	   still	   practise	   open	   defecation.	   A	   non-‐‑migrant	  

local	  villager	  has	  said	  to	  me:	  “If	  we	  have	  money,	  we	  would	  have	  to	  focus	  on	  our	  
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children’s	  study	  first,	  then	  fix	  our	  main	  house,	  so	  the	  building	  of	  a	  toilet	  will	  have	  

to	   wait”	   (personal	   communication,	   June	   2016).	   Obviously,	   due	   to	   the	   lack	   of	  

economic	  capital,	  the	  local	  people	  have	  to	  set	  priorities	  for	  their	  spending	  and	  a	  

toilet	  is	  often	  the	  last	  thing	  on	  their	  list.	  Fortunately,	  through	  irregular	  migration,	  

many	   local	   households	  were	   able	   to	   afford	   better	   hygiene	   and	   sanitation	   and	  

improved	  living	  conditions	  by	  renovating	  their	  houses.	  

Besides	  its	  positive	  impacts	  on	  the	  village	  infrastructure	  as	  well	  as	  on	  the	  living	  

conditions	   of	   local	   people,	   irregular	   migration	   also	   makes	   a	   significant	  

contribution	  to	  the	  local	  economy.	  Firstly,	  with	  the	  growing	  number	  of	  irregular	  

migrant	  workers,	  the	  villages	  experienced	  a	  stronger	  flow	  of	  purchase	  in	  the	  field	  

of	  construction	  materials,	  electrical	  goods	  and	  motorbikes	  as	  remittances	  were	  

reportedly	   spent	  on	   construction	  and	  assets	   accumulation.	   Secondly,	   and	  on	  a	  

smaller	   scale,	   irregular	   migrants	   said	   that	   the	   money	   they	   earned	   help	   their	  

families	  buy	  food	  and	  groceries	  on	  a	  daily	  basis	  without	  having	  to	  be	  indebted	  to	  

the	  sellers.	  In	  this	  sense,	  irregular	  migration	  improved	  household	  consumption	  

and	  supported	  a	  more	  stable	  flow	  of	  cash	  income	  for	  local	  farmers	  in	  the	  market.	  

Lastly,	  irregular	  migration	  helped	  create	  seasonal	  jobs	  for	  workers	  who	  reside	  at	  

their	  place	  of	  origin.	  Obviously	  there	  was	  a	  scarcity	  of	  labour	  in	  the	  community	  

when	   many	   local	   people	   had	   migrated.	   However,	   with	   the	   remittances	   the	  

migrants	  sent	  home,	  their	  families	  were	  able	  to	  hire	  labour	  in	  the	  villages	  to	  help	  

with	  their	  farm	  work.	  Additionally,	  the	  hiring	  of	  labour	  to	  help	  with	  construction	  

work	   in	   the	   villages,	   given	   the	   increase	   of	   housing	   improvement,	   as	   another	  

economic	  outcome	  of	  migration	   is	  also	  worth	  mentioning.	   It	   is	  safe	   to	  say	  that	  

irregular	   migration	   has	   changed	   much	   of	   the	   scenario	   in	   the	   community	   of	  

migrant	  workers.	  Its	  economic	  outcomes	  were	  visible	  for	  the	  families	  of	  migrant	  

and	  their	  community.	  Through	  migration,	  migrant	  workers	  have	  provided	  their	  

families	  with	   financial	   security,	   accumulated	   economic	   capital,	   improved	   their	  

living	  conditions	  and	  contributed	  to	  the	  development	  of	  the	  community.	  These	  

positive	  benefits	  of	  migration	  are	  important	  for	  the	  family	  and	  the	  community	  in	  

sustaining	  their	  daily	  lives	  and	  evidently	  providing	  them	  with	  a	  stronger	  capacity	  

to	  cope	  with	  shocks	  to	  rural	  livelihoods.	  	  
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6.3.   Children’s	  education	  as	  social	  upward	  mobility	  for	  future	  generations	  

Education	   for	   their	   children	  was	  cited	  by	  many	  participating	  migrant	  workers	  

when	   asked	  why	   they	  had	  migrated	   (Informants	   02,	   04,	   05,	   14,	   and	  15).	  As	   a	  

result,	  the	  educational	  outcome	  of	  the	  children	  was	  acknowledged.	  For	  example,	  

a	  migrant	  worker	  in	  Thailand	  commented:	  	  

“There	  is	  not	  much	  change	  in	  my	  household,	  but	  I	  was	  able	  to	  raise	  my	  kids	  

and	   afford	   for	   their	   life	   and	   study.	   All	   those	   years	   I	  was	   away,	  with	  my	  

earnings	   I	  was	  able	   to	  afford	   the	  education	   for	  my	  children,	  one	  went	   to	  

college	  and	  one	  has	  finished	  high	  school”	  (Informant	  05).	  

Another	  senior	  female	  migrant	  to	  Thailand	  shared:	  	  

“I	   was	   working	   in	   Thailand	   for	   ten	   years	   to	   earn	   money	   for	   my	   three	  

children	  to	  attend	  university.	  I	  come	  home	  once	  or	  twice	  every	  year	  but	  I	  

was	  there	  continuously	  for	  ten	  years	  until	  all	  my	  children	  graduated.	  Now	  

I’m	  happily	  back	  home,	  and	  my	  children	  were	  able	  to	  support	  me	  now	  that	  

they	  have	  university	  degree	  and	  have	  jobs”	  (Informant	  15).	  

The	  aspiration	  of	  the	  parents	  for	  their	  children	  to	  attend	  higher	  education	  and	  to	  

have	   a	   better	   future	   were	   lively	   throughout	   the	   interviews	   with	   different	  

participating	  migrants.	  A	  migrant	  worker	  in	  Angola	  shared:	  

“My	  children	  are	  still	  small,	   they	  always	  want	  me	  home	  to	  be	  with	  them,	  

they’d	  feel	  more	  secure	  when	  I’m	  home.	  However,	  little	  do	  they	  know	  that	  I	  

went	  abroad	  to	  gain	  them	  a	  better	  future.	  Later	  if	  they	  want	  to	  study	  high,	  

we	  would	  have	  the	  money	  to	  afford	  their	  education.	  We	  would	  not	  be	  able	  

to	  cover	  for	  that	  tuition	  fee	  if	  I	  was	  still	  home”	  (Informant	  04).	  

When	  asked	  about	  the	  achievements	  after	  her	  migration,	  informant	  05	  paused	  for	  

a	  while.	  I	  could	  see	  the	  signs	  of	  sadness	  etched	  on	  her	  face,	  as	  she	  was	  probably	  

recalling	  the	  time	  she	  was	  in	  Thailand.	  She	  later	  said:	  	  

“For	   those	   who	   went	   to	   Taiwan	   or	   other	   countries,	   or	   other	   regions	   of	  

Thailand	  where	  you	   can	  make	  great	  profit,	   I	   don’t	   know	  how	   they	  make	  

much	  money,	   there	  were	  people	  who	  are	  really	  better,	  but	   for	  me,	  going	  
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there	   was	   just	   enough	   for	   my	   kids	   to	   go	   to	   school,	   it	   was	   hard	   still”	  

(Informant	  05).	  

Education	   is	   believed	   to	   be	   a	   ‘way	   out’	   of	   rural	   poverty.	   Even	   though	   the	  

expression	  among	  participating	  migrants	  varied,	  it	  was	  clear	  to	  me	  that	  there	  was	  

an	   association	   between	   education	   and	   social	   upward	   mobility.	   The	   parents	  

interviewed	  in	  this	  research	  expressed	  their	  desire	  for	  the	  children	  to	  participate	  

in	  non-‐‑farm	  careers,	  and,	  through	  the	  education	  they	  could	  afford	  after	  migration,	  

they	  believe	  that	  their	  children	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  secure	  formal	  employment	  in	  

the	   private	   or	   public	   sector.	   Looking	   at	   this	   from	   the	   sustainable	   livelihood	  

perspective,	   education	   demonstrates	   a	   household	   strategy	   to	   achieve	   better	  

opportunities	   and	   to	   obtain	   a	   higher	   social	   status	   with	   better	   livelihood	  

outcomes.	  The	  human	  capital	  created	  through	  education	  in	  the	  long-‐‑term	  is	  also	  

a	  more	  sustainable	  way	  to	  cope	  with	  the	  risks	  of	  livelihood	  shocks,	  given	  farming	  

in	   Ha	   Tinh	   is	   at	   risk	   from	   the	   effects	   of	   severe	  weather	   and	   seasonal	   natural	  

disasters.	  

6.4.   Social	  impacts	  

6.4.1.   The	  family	  calculated	  livelihood	  strategy	  

Many	  rural	  migration	  studies	  have	  discussed	  the	  case	  of	  both	  parents	  migrating	  

for	  work,	  leaving	  their	  children	  at	  home	  with	  their	  grandparents.	  This	  is	  typical	  

in	  many	  cases	  of	  rural-‐‑urban	  migration	  in	  Vietnam,	  and	  a	  similar	  pattern	  of	  both	  

migrant	  parents	  leaving	  their	  children	  with	  grandparents	  has	  also	  been	  discussed	  

in	  the	  case	  of	  irregular	  migration	  in	  Myanmar	  by	  Set	  Aung	  (2009).	  Interestingly,	  

the	  participants	  in	  this	  research	  set	  up	  a	  different	  arrangement.	  Except	  for	  one	  

case	  of	  a	  female	  widower	  who	  had	  to	  leave	  her	  two	  daughters	  to	  her	  father	  and	  

later	  her	  brother	  while	  she	  was	  away	  working,	  most	  of	  the	  migrant	  families	  with	  

children	  in	  this	  study	  have	  arranged	  for	  one	  parent	  to	  migrate,	  and	  one	  parent	  to	  

stay	  at	  home	  to	  take	  care	  of	  the	  family.	  This	  reflects	  the	  approach	  that	  local	  people	  

have	  adopted	  to	  sustain	   their	   lives	  and	  at	   the	  same	  time	  maintain	  their	   family	  

dynamic	  and	  bond.	  Through	  this	  approach,	  families	  of	  migrant	  workers	  will	  be	  

able	  to	  enjoy	  the	  fruitful	  impacts	  of	  their	  migration	  as	  a	  whole	  and	  find	  ways	  to	  

overcome	  livelihood	  shocks	  truly	  in	  keeping	  with	  the	  family	  calculated	  strategy.	  
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6.4.2.   The	  agency	  of	  the	  self-‐‑motivated	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  

Besides	  its	  economic	  outcomes	  that	  make	  people	  “see	  us	  differently”	  as	  worded	  

by	  a	  male	  migrant,	  what	  irregular	  migration	  offered	  to	  the	  migrant	  workers	  is	  the	  

feeling	  of	  confidence	  in	  the	  original	  community:	  “we	  were	  more	  confident	  as	  well,	  

much	  more”	  (Informant	  04).	  He	  further	  iterated:	  	  

“On	  a	  general	  basis,	  there	  are	  many	  changes.	  We	  didn’t	  have	  much	  before.	  

From	  little	  things	  like	  going	  to	  the	  market	  and	  buy	  some	  vegetables	  or	  meat,	  

they	  would	  not	   let	   us	   take	   the	   food	   and	  pay	   later,	   they	  would	  not	   let	   us	  

borrow	  and	  owe	  them	  money.	  After	  I	  was	  gone,	  they’d	  let	  us	  borrow.	  It	  was	  

simple	  like	  that,	  there	  are	  changes”	  (Informant	  04).	  	  

According	   to	   the	  migrant	  workers	  whom	   I	   interviewed,	   they	   did	   not	   use	   any	  

money	  transfer	  services.	  Their	  remittances	  were	  often	  sent	  home	  through	  their	  

acquaintances	  or	  the	  brokers	  who	  had	  returned	  home	  to	  recruit	  more	  workers,	  

and	  therefore	  the	  money	  was	  often	  accumulated	  and	  transferred	  whenever	  there	  

were	  people	  travelling	  back	  home	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  Since	  the	  migrant	  workers	  

and	  their	  families	  had	  no	  control	  over	  the	  regular	  flow	  of	  remittances,	  the	  families	  

left	  behind	  still	  had	  to	  rely	  on	  borrowing	  to	  maintain	  their	  daily	  lives	  or	  in	  cases	  

of	   emergency.	   However,	   their	   ability	   to	   repay	   debts	   upon	   the	   receipt	   of	  

remittances	   ensured	   smooth	   access	   to	   fast	   and	   easy	   financial	   credits.	   As	  

mentioned	   in	   the	   previous	   chapter,	   local	   people	   are	   often	   dependant	   on	   the	  

informal	  loan	  system	  through	  the	  act	  of	  borrowing	  to	  spend	  on	  some	  important	  

expenses	  or	  basically	  to	  subsist	  on	  a	  daily	  basis.	  In	  this	  case,	  it	  can	  be	  understood	  

that	   irregular	  migration	  was	  used	  by	  migrants	  and	  their	   families	  at	  home	  as	  a	  

guarantee	  for	  their	  loans	  no	  matter	  how	  big	  or	  small.	  It	  also	  represents	  the	  ability	  

to	  repay	  debt	  by	  the	  migrant	  workers’	  families.	  Most	  of	  the	  time,	  the	  informal	  loan	  

system	   in	   the	   countryside	   runs	   on	   a	   trust	   basis	   since	   the	   collateral	   is	   not	  

compulsory.	   When	   the	   borrowers	   have	   the	   ability	   to	   pay	   part	   of	   their	   debt	  

according	  to	  the	  mutually	  agreed	  repayment	  schedule,	  the	  lenders	  trust	  that	  their	  

loans	  will	  be	  returned.	  There	  is	  some	  flexibility	  in	  terms	  of	  repayment	  deadlines	  

based	  on	  the	  way	  remittances	  were	  transferred	  from	  migrant	  workers	  to	  families.	  

There	   were	   cases	   when	   migrant	   workers	   had	   returned	   home	   and	   were	   still	  

waiting	  for	  their	  salaries	  to	  be	  liquidated	  (Informant	  02,	  04).	  The	  lenders	  were	  
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found	  to	  be	  aware	  of	  this	  fact	  but,	  so	  long	  as	  there	  was	  guarantee	  of	  payment,	  they	  

would	  have	  no	  problems	  with	  late	  payment	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  	  

In	  sum,	  irregular	  migration	  has	  not	  only	  brought	  about	  positive	  changes	  in	  the	  

families	  of	  migrant	  workers	  and	  their	  community,	  it	  also	  has	  empowered	  them	  

and,	  in	  a	  way,	  transformed	  their	  level	  of	  agency.	  Irregular	  migrant	  workers	  were	  

reportedly	   more	   confident	   and	   knowledgeable	   after	   going	   through	   irregular	  

migration.	  One	  expressed	  more	  confidence	   in	  earning	   financial	   capitals	   for	  his	  

family:	  	  

“This	  time,	  the	  currency	  crisis	  in	  Angola	  has	  made	  earning	  money	  harder,	  

but	   I	  don’t	  worry	   too	  much.	   If	  we	  were	   in	  debt	   for	  20	   to	  30	  million	  VND	  

[700-‐‑900	  USD],	  I	  would	  not	  have	  to	  worry	  about	  the	  payment	  at	  all.	  Before,	  

with	   that	   amount	   of	   debt,	  we	  would	  be	   so	  worried,	  we	  would	  not	   know	  

where	   we	   could	   make	   extra	   money	   to	   cover	   for	   it.	   Now,	   it’s	   so	   much	  

different,	  once	  I	  went	  abroad,	  things	  changed	  and	  I	  want	  to	  continue	  going	  

abroad	  to	  work”	  (Informant	  04)	  

Others	   commented	   that	   they	   now	   “know	   better”	   about	   life	   in	   destination	  

countries:	  	  

“At	  the	  beginning,	  I	  was	  very	  worried.	  I	  didn’t	  know	  their	  language	  so	  I	  was	  

nervous,	  like	  even	  if	  they	  were	  mad	  at	  me	  and	  scolded	  at	  me,	  I	  didn’t	  even	  

know	  how	  to	  respond.	  Now	  it	  will	  be	  easier.	  Now	  I	  can	  communicate,	  I	  can	  

ask	  for	  food	  if	  I’m	  hungry	  and	  understand	  the	  basic	  language,	  my	  employers	  

were	  very	  happy	  with	  me.	  They	  really	  trusted	  me.	  I	  really	  want	  to	  go	  there	  

again”	  (Informant	  06)	  

The	  feeling	  of	  confidence	  and	  the	  knowledge	  that	  the	  migrant	  workers	  obtained	  

through	  their	  irregular	  migration	  suggests	  that	  their	  empirical	  human	  capital	  has	  

been	   accumulated	   through	   their	   experience	   working	   overseas.	   This	   type	   of	  

human	  asset	  can	  give	  the	  participating	  migrants	  an	  advantage	  in	  their	  strategic	  

pursuit	  of	   livelihood	  betterment.	  Through	  the	   interviews,	  many	  of	   the	  migrant	  

workers	  said	  that	  they	  also	  shared	  what	  they	  knew	  about	  the	  migration	  process	  

with	   their	   neighbours	   and	   acquaintances.	   The	   sharing	   reflects	   the	   indirect	  

benefits	   of	   irregular	  migration	   as	   it	   has	   become	   the	  means	   by	  which	  migrant	  
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workers	   strengthen	   their	   social	   networks	   and	   empower	   others	   who	   wish	   to	  

follow	  their	  footsteps	  in	  improving	  their	  rural	  livelihoods.	  Field	  research	  shows	  

that	   often	   those	   who	   expressed	   a	   more	   enthusiastic	   attitude	   towards	   their	  

migration	  outcomes,	  as	  quoted	  above,	  are	  those	  who	  were	  more	  self-‐‑motivated.	  

They	  are	  more	  proactive	  and	  more	  able	  to	  adjust	  to	  the	  new	  life	  in	  the	  foreign	  

land.	  Their	  migratory	  outcomes	  were,	  therefore,	  more	  explicitly	  acknowledged.	  

The	  difference	  in	  how	  each	  migrant	  worker	  addressed	  their	  economic	  outcome	  is	  

believed	  to	  have	  a	  connection	  with	   their	  satisfaction	  with	   their	  migration.	  The	  

more	   proactive	   and	   self-‐‑motivated	  migrant	   workers	   were,	   the	  more	   adaptive	  

they	  became	  in	  their	  illegal	  migration	  experience,	  which	  in	  turn,	  resulted	  in	  their	  

rather	  more	  positive	  view	  of	  outcomes	   (Informants	  02,	  04,	  06,	   and	  5).	  On	   the	  

other	   hand,	   others	   seemed	   less	   fortunate	   with	   their	   irregular	   migration,	   and	  

expressed	   lower	   levels	   of	   enthusiasm	   over	   the	   results	   of	   their	  migration.	   For	  

example,	  box	  2	  below	  is	  a	  story	  told	  by	  a	  female	  migrant	  in	  Thailand	  who	  was	  not	  

as	  “successful”,	  as	  she	  worded	  it.	  She	  decided	  to	  return	  home	  shortly	  after	  her	  

migration,	   afraid	   she	   would	   be	   caught	   by	   local	   police	   and	  worried	   about	   her	  

illegal	  work.	  

Box	  2:	  Story	  of	  a	  migrant	  worker	  –	  Informant	  10	  
I	  have	  four	  children,	  and	  I	  decided	  to	  go	  to	  Thailand	  to	  earn	  some	  money	  so	  my	  
children	  can	  go	  to	  school.	  I	  didn’t	  expect	  to	  be	  back	  after	  five	  months.	  	  

I	  wasn’t	  accustomed	  to	  the	  work.	  I	  was	  also	  worried,	  I	  thought	  if	  something	  might	  
have	  happened	  to	  the	  guy	  who	  took	  me	  there,	  I	  would	  be	  in	  trouble.	  I	  wouldn’t	  
know	  how	  to	  get	  back	  home,	  I	  would	  die	  there,	  and	  I	  was	  worried	  because	  I	  didn’t	  
know	  their	  language.	  My	  Vietnamese	  friends	  who	  also	  went	  to	  Thailand,	  they’d	  
call	  me	  and	  ask	  where	  I	  was,	  I	  didn’t	  know	  where	  I	  was,	  because	  I	  didn’t	  know	  the	  
language,	  I	  had	  never	  been	  overseas,	  I	  mostly	  stayed	  inside	  the	  house.	  	  

On	  one	  hand,	   I	  was	  afraid	  of	  being	  caught	  by	  the	  police,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  my	  
salary	   was	   low.	   I	   stayed	   with	   the	   mother	   but	   I	   had	   to	   work	   for	   both	   of	   her	  
daughters,	   it	  was	  a	   lot,	  and	  the	  salary	  was	  low,	  so	  I	  decided	  to	  go	  back	  home.	  I	  
called	   the	  guy	  who	   took	  me	   there	  and	   told	  him	   to	   take	  me	  home.	  When	   I	  was	  
travelling	  home,	  I	  was	  scared.	  I	  had	  to	  take	  the	  boat	  along	  the	  Mekong	  river.	  It	  was	  
a	  small	  boat	  with	  12	  people	  on	  it.	  It	  was	  an	  automated	  boat,	  but	  at	  the	  beginning	  
we	  had	  to	  paddle	  manually.	  They	  only	  started	  the	  engine	  once	  they	  got	  further	  
out.	  They	  were	  afraid	  that	  the	  police	  would	  notice	  and	  arrest	  us	  all.	  	  

I’d	  had	  enough	  with	   it,	   even	   if	   you	  give	  me	  money,	   I	  wouldn’t	   go	  again.	   In	   the	  
village,	  we	  have	  many	  people	  who	  went	   to	  Thailand	   for	  work.	  There	  are	  many	  
people	  who	  are	  so	  better	  off	  after	  they	  have	  worked	  overseas.	  I	  don’t	  know	  why	  I	  
was	   not.	   It	   was	   horrible	   when	   I	   went.	   I	   think	   I’m	   not	   destined	   to	   be	   rich.	  
Mentioning	  Thailand	  now	  scares	  me.	  

Source:	  Interview	  of	  Informant	  10	  
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In	  another	  case,	  portrayed	  in	  box	  3,	  the	  migrant	  worker	  was	  exploited	  and	  

bullied	  by	  her	  employers.	  Since	  she	  did	  not	  know	  how	  to	  get	  home	  on	  her	  own,	  

she	  had	  to	  rely	  on	  a	  group	  of	  Vietnamese	  migrants	  for	  help.	  	  

Box	  3:	  Story	  of	  a	  migrant	  worker	  –	  Informant	  08	  

I	  worked	  for	  this	  employer	  for	  two	  years.	  I	  had	  to	  do	  night	  shift,	  I	  cooked	  sticky	  
rice,	  fried	  up	  spring	  rolls.	  I	  did	  a	  lot	  of	  things	  for	  the	  shop.	  They	  open	  at	  5am,	  they	  
sell	  food	  to	  the	  monks,	  and	  then	  I	  fried	  spring	  rolls	  and	  helped	  them	  sell	  food.	  I	  
normally	  finished	  at	  8	  or	  9	  pm.	  At	  9-‐‑10pm	  when	  they	  came	  back	  home	  I	  had	  to	  
clean,	  put	  left-‐‑over	  in	  the	  fridge	  and	  clean	  everything,	  after	  that	  I	  went	  to	  bed,	  but	  
I	  couldn’t	  sleep	  because	  I	  had	  to	  wake	  up	  early	  in	  the	  next	  morning.	  	  

I	  was	  there	  for	  two	  years	  and	  then	  I	  wanted	  to	  quit	  but	  they	  didn’t	  let	  me.	  I	  cried	  
a	  lot,	  I	  asked	  them	  to	  let	  me	  go.	  They	  said	  they	  would	  tell	  the	  police	  to	  arrest	  me.	  
I	  said	  I’d	  rather	  be	  arrested	  by	  the	  police	  so	  I	  can	  be	  sent	  home.	  	  

After	  two	  years	  they	  didn’t	  let	  me	  go,	  they	  even	  threatened	  to	  beat	  me	  and	  throw	  
me	  to	  the	  Mekong	  river.	  They	  threatened	  me.	  We	  lived	  near	  the	  Mekong	  river,	  the	  
water	  was	  very	  high.	  I	  kept	  saying	  that	  I	  would	  go	  out	  there	  for	  the	  police	  to	  arrest	  
me,	  so	  I	  can	  be	  home.	  Then	  they	  let	  me	  go,	  after	  two	  years	  of	  constant	  hard	  work,	  
waking	  up	  at	  1	  am	  in	  the	  morning	  and	  working	  till	  late	  at	  night.	  

When	  I	  left	  they	  gave	  me	  1,000	  USD	  to	  go	  home.	  I	  didn’t	  know	  Thai	  money,	  they	  
didn’t	  know	  Vietnamese	  money.	  I	  didn’t	  know	  many	  Vietnamese,	  they	  didn’t	  let	  
me	  go	  outside	  to	  know	  other	  Vietnamese.	  They	  only	  kept	  me	  inside.	  So	  when	  I	  
insisted	  on	  going	  home,	  they	  sent	  me	  to	  their	  younger	  sister’s	  place	  so	  the	  sister	  
could	  arrange	  for	  me	  to	  go	  home	  through	  Laos.	  She	  lives	  near	  the	  border	  between	  
Thailand	  and	  Laos.	  Her	  husband	  buys	  coffee	  from	  Laos.	  My	  passport	  didn’t	  have	  
visa	   stamps,	   so	   they	  were	   thinking	   to	   ask	   this	   guy	   to	   help	  me	   go	   through	   the	  
borders.	  They	  kept	  me	  there	  working	  for	  them	  for	  another	  four	  months	  because	  
they	  were	  short	  on	  people.	  The	  younger	  sister	  paid	  me	  1,200,000	  VND	  a	  month	  
[60	  USD].	  	  

I	  was	  there	  for	  a	  couple	  of	  months,	  they	  didn’t	  let	  me	  go	  either.	  	  

One	  night	  I	  was	  working,	  sitting	  in	  front	  of	  the	  shop,	  and	  I	  saw	  a	  group	  of	  people	  
whom	  I	  guessed	  were	  Vietnamese.	   I	  ran	  to	  them,	  asked	  them	  where	  they	  were	  
from.	   They	   said	   they	  were	   from	   Thach	   Luu,	   then	   I	   asked	   if	   they	   knew	  where	  
people	  from	  Quy	  Hai	  stayed	  (her	  home	  commune).	  They	  said	  they	  know	  a	  lot	  of	  
people	  from	  Quy	  Hai	  residing	  in	  one	  place.	  They	  asked	  if	  I	  want	  them	  to	  take	  me	  
there	  then	  they	  would	  take	  me	  there	  on	  Sunday.	  But	  I	  said	  I	  couldn’t	  go	  because	  
then	  I	  would	  be	  in	  trouble,	  I	  asked	  them	  to	  take	  a	  letter	  to	  those	  Quy	  Hai	  people.	  	  

Then	   I	  wrote	   a	  message	   through	   them,	   I	  wrote	   something	   like	   “Please	   anyone	  
come	  help	  me	  to	  go	  home,	  I	  have	  been	  here	  for	  two	  years,	  it	  is	  so	  tough	  here,	  they	  
don’t	   let	   me	   go,	   I	   don’t	   know	   where	   this	   is,	   please	   come	   here	   and	   tell	   them	  
whatever,	  like	  my	  mother	  has	  passed	  away,	  or	  my	  house	  has	  collapsed,	  whatever,	  
so	  they’d	  let	  me	  go!”.	  So	  the	  people	  from	  my	  village	  came	  to	  that	  shop	  to	  find	  me,	  
the	   boss	   didn’t	   let	   them	   in,	   they	  were	   afraid	   of	   losing	   their	   stuff	   from	   strange	  
people	   stealing,	   but	   I	   told	   them	   these	   people	  were	  my	   villagers,	   they	   said	  my	  
house	  had	  collapsed	  so	  please	  just	  let	  me	  go	  home.	  I	  was	  away	  for	  two	  years	  and	  
my	  documents	  didn’t	  get	  stamped,	   the	  boss	  said	   if	   I	  go	  home	  and	  get	  arrested,	  
they	   would	   not	   be	   responsible.	   The	   villagers	   knew,	   so	   they	   said	   they	   would	  
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guarantee	  for	  me.	  They	  said	  they	  would	  take	  care	  of	  it,	  and	  be	  responsible	  for	  me	  
so	  the	  boss	  just	  let	  me	  go.	  Then	  they	  agreed	  to	  let	  me	  go	  home.	  	  

They	  were	  mean,	  on	  the	  day	  I	  left,	  they	  called	  the	  police	  on	  these	  people.	  I	  was	  
lucky	  I	  got	  home	  because	  if	  they	  arrest	  me,	  I’d	  be	  imprisoned	  and	  had	  to	  lose	  all	  
my	  savings	  to	  pay	  for	  the	  fine.	  But	  these	  people	  were	  arrested	  by	  the	  police,	  they	  
came	  at	  their	  rental	  place	  and	  caught	  them	  all.	  	  

So	   I	  was	  home	  after	   two	  years	  with	  12	  million	  VND	   [600	  USD].	  And	   it	  was	   so	  
miserable.	  	  

Source:	  Interview	  with	  Informant	  08	  

It	   could	   be	   seen	   clearly	   from	   the	   stories	   of	   informant	   08	   and	   10	   that	   their	  

situations	  were	  more	  fragile	   than	  others,	  possibly	  because	  they	  were	   less	  self-‐‑

motivated	  (as	  described	  earlier	  to	  be	  less	  proactive,	  not	  as	  able,	  and	  not	  knowing	  

the	  language).	  The	  case	  of	  informant	  08	  also	  reinforces	  discussion	  from	  Chapter	  

Five	   exploring	   how	   migrant	   workers’	   social	   networks	   encourage	   the	   flow	   of	  

migrants.	  The	   story	   told	  by	   informant	  08	   shows	  how	   the	   social	  networks,	  not	  

necessarily	  of	  people	  who	  know	  each	  other,	  but	  of	  irregular	  migrants	  of	  similar	  

origin	  who	  were	   in	   similar	   illegal	   situations,	   have	   been	   set	   up	   like	   a	   support	  

system.	  In	  this	  case,	  the	  social	  network	  can	  not	  only	  inspire	  other	  people	  in	  the	  

community	   of	   origin	   but	   also	   support	   others	   in	   case	   of	   unfair	   treatment	   in	  

destination	  countries.	  	  

Two	  stories	  told	  by	  two	  older	  female	  migrant	  workers	  show	  that	  the	  experience	  

of	   migrants	   is	   very	   diverse.	   Apparently,	   these	   two	   informants	   were	   not	   as	  

“successful”	  with	  their	  migration	  as	  other	  informants.	  From	  here,	  I	  contend	  that	  

even	   though	   there	   is	  evidence	   to	  say	   that	   irregular	  migration	   transformed	   the	  

agency	  of	  migrant	  workers,	  this	  only	  applies	  to	  certain	  migrant	  workers	  who	  are	  

evidently	  more	  self-‐‑motivated	  than	  others.	  

6.4.3.   Irregular	  migration	  and	  gender	  relations	  

6.4.3.1.  Irregular	   migration	   and	   gender	   relations:	   Findings	   through	  
interviews	  

This	   research	   finds	   that	   the	   participating	   migrant	   workers	   responded	   to	  

gendered	   labour	   divisions	   in	   the	   labour	   markets.	   I	   interviewed	   more	   female	  

migrants	  than	  male	  migrants.	  As	  discussed	  in	  section	  2.5.2,	  the	  research	  includes	  

one	   case	   of	   female	   negotiated	  migration	   (Informant	   06),	  while	   the	   rest	   of	   the	  

married	   female	  migrant	  workers	  were	   found	   to	  have	   consensus	  prior	   to	   their	  
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migration	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  Hoang	  (2011)	  indicated	  that	  these	  four	  patterns	  

are	  a	   simplification	  of	   reality	  and	   there	  are,	   in	  practice,	   some	  continuities	  and	  

some	  cases	   that	   ‘fit’	   each	  pattern	  better	   than	  others.	   Indeed,	  one	  participating	  

migrant	  was	   a	  widower,	   and	   she	   therefore	   (reportedly)	  made	   the	   decision	   to	  

migrate	   on	   her	   own	   (Informant	   05).	   Her	   decision	   was	   by	   chance,	   but	   not	   by	  

choice,	  categorized	  as	  an	  uncontested	  migratory	  decision.	  

Interestingly,	   the	   response	   to	   gender	   roles	   in	   occupations	   in	   the	   receiving	  

destination	  resulted	  in	  changes	  in	  the	  migrants’	  own	  household	  labour	  divisions,	  

as	  well	  as	  perceptions	  about	  gender	  roles	  in	  their	  places	  of	  origin.	  During	  their	  

migration,	  females’	  roles	  in	  the	  family	  were	  found	  to	  be	  left	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  their	  

partners	   or	   relatives	   who	   remained	   at	   home.	   For	   most	   families	   of	   female	  

migrants,	   husbands	   reportedly	   took	   on	   housework	   tasks	   such	   as	   cooking	   and	  

taking	  care	  of	  the	  children	  at	  home	  while	  their	  wives	  worked	  overseas.	  Women	  

reportedly	   had	   more	   power	   in	   deciding	   their	   migration;	   most	   women	  

interviewed	   said	   that	   they	   initiated	   their	   decision	   to	   migrate	   before	   mutual	  

discussion	  with	  partners.	  Female	  migrants	  also	  received	  acknowledgement	  from	  

husbands	   for	  achieving	   the	  desired	  economic	  outcomes	  of	  migration	  and	   their	  

roles	   in	   the	   family	  (Informant	  6.1).	  The	  husbands	  were	  more	  open	  to	  being	   in	  

charge	  of	  domestic	  tasks	  and	  to	  allowing	  women	  to	  both	  take	  more	  initiative	  and	  

have	   more	   say	   in	   the	   family	   business.	   Female	   migrant	   workers	   were	   more	  

empowered	   through	   their	   contribution	   to	   the	   family	   economic	   improvement,	  

sharing	  that	  they	  become	  more	  confident	  and	  “feel	  that	  I	  have	  the	  rights	  with	  the	  

money	  I’ve	  earned”	  (Informants	  06,	  05).	  The	  wives	  of	  male	  migrants	  were	  also	  

more	  engaged	  and	  assumed	  more	  responsibility	   in	   the	  household	  during	   their	  

husbands’	  migration	   (Informant	   4.1).	   The	   interviews	   showed	   there	  was	  more	  

autonomy	   for	   the	  women	  who	   stayed	   behind	   in	   regards	   to	   contributing	   their	  

opinions	  in	  the	  decision-‐‑making	  process	  for	  both	  the	  household	  and	  the	  farming	  

business.	   No	   significant	   change	   in	   the	   role	   of	   the	   head	   of	   the	   household	   was	  

observed,	   however,	   as	  most	   husbands	   and	  wives	   agreed	   that	   the	   head	   of	   the	  

household	   remained	   the	   husband.	   In	   this	   regard,	   a	   female	   irregular	   migrant	  

explained:	  	  
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“Always	  my	  husband	  is	  the	  head	  of	  the	  household,	  he	  is	  important	  in	  the	  

decision-‐‑making.	  If	  he	  agrees,	  then	  I	  can	  go,	  he	  is	  superior,	  he	  is	  the	  head,	  

I’m	  a	  woman,	  I	  put	  him	  first.	  I	  only	  work,	  but	  all	  the	  decisions	  I	  follow	  him.”	  

(Informant	  06)	  

In	  the	  past	  few	  years,	  with	  the	  booming	  development	  of	  technology,	  the	  internet	  

and	  generations	  of	  smartphones	  have	  considerably	  changed	  how	  people	  connect	  

socially	  in	  rural	  Vietnam.	  Thanks	  to	  the	  internet	  and	  mobile	  connections	  in	  the	  

rural	  Ha	  Tinh,	  most	  migrant	  workers	  were	  able	  to	  connect	  with	  their	  family	  on	  a	  

daily	  basis.	  According	  to	  a	  male	  migrant,	  regular	  contact	  with	  his	  family	  at	  home	  

helped	  him	  retain	  his	  position	  as	  the	  head	  of	  the	  household.	  He	  said:	  	  	  

“I	  still	  am	  the	  head	  of	  the	  household	  and	  my	  wife	  is	  my	  main	  support.	  She’d	  

work	  harder	   to	   take	  care	  of	   the	   family	  when	  I’m	  gone,	  but	  all	  decisions	  

were	  made	  with	  my	  consultation.	  It	  was	  not	  difficult	  to	  contact	  each	  other	  

thanks	  to	  the	  internet.	  Nowadays	  it	  has	  been	  easier.	  Before	  when	  I	  first	  got	  

there,	  I	  had	  to	  call	  home	  because	  I	  only	  had	  a	  simple	  phone.	  When	  things	  

got	   improved,	  we	  were	  able	   to	  afford	  better	  smartphones	  and	  we	  were	  

able	  to	  connect	  even	  cheaper	  than	  before	  with	  internet	  calls.	  	  The	  cost	  for	  

internet	  top	  up	  is	  not	  much,	  and	  it	  allows	  us	  to	  connect	  all	  the	  time,	  we	  

could	  talk	  all	  day	  until	  we	  don’t	  want	  to	  talk	  anymore”	  	  

He	  elaborated	  further:	  	  

“We	  agree	  on	  things	  through	  communication.	  We	  were	  able	  to	  contact	  each	  

other	  through	  wifi	  connection,	  my	  wife	  would	  call	  me	  when	  there’s	  anything	  

at	  home.	  We	  talked	  to	  each	  other	  twice	  a	  day,	  so	  we	  were	  able	  to	  consult	  

with	  each	  other	  on	  decisions.	  It	  was	  so	  easy	  because	  of	  the	  wireless	  internet,	  

we	  were	  able	  to	  talk	  and	  see	  each	  other’s	  face”	  (Informant	  04).	  

6.4.3.2.  Irregular	  migration	   and	   the	   ability	   to	  negotiate:	   how	  gender	   and	  
rural	  livelihoods	  are	  reconstructed	  through	  migration	  

Much	  research	  has	  explained	  the	  rise	  of	  low-‐‑paid	  and	  low-‐‑skilled	  female	  migrant	  

workers	  to	  make	  up	  for	  a	  lack	  of	  native	  women	  in	  female	  dominated	  employment	  

sectors	  such	  as	  care	  service,	  health	  and	  domestic	  work,	  since	  women	  in	  receiving	  

regions	   have	   become	   reluctant	   to	   work	   in	   these	   sectors	   (Ehrenreich	   &	  
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Hochschild,	  2002	  cited	  in	  Hofmann	  &	  Buckley,	  2013).	  This	  has	  been	  confirmed	  

through	  this	  case	  study,	  in	  that	  participating	  female	  migrants	  were	  found	  to	  be	  

predominantly	  working	  in	  the	  low-‐‑paid	  service	  and	  domestic	  sectors.	  

This	  research	  has	  also	  found	  that	  Vietnamese	  rural	  society	  has	  undergone	  a	  shift	  

in	   social	  beliefs	   about	  gender	   in	   relation	   to	   irregular	  migration	  and	   livelihood	  

betterment.	   However,	   this	   shift	   is	   negotiated	   for	   the	   economic	   outcomes	   of	  

migration,	  and	  such	  social	  change	  is	  easier	  to	  accept	  in	  the	  rural	  context	  of	  this	  

case	   study	   due	   to	   the	   temporary	   feature	   of	   irregular	   economic	   migration.	  

Evidently,	  the	  fact	  that	  globalization	  has	  crafted	  more	  economic	  opportunities	  for	  

women,	  and	  that	  living	  conditions	  have	  not	  much	  been	  improved	  in	  their	  places	  

of	   origin,	   has	   gradually	   influenced	   more	   women	   to	   migrate.	   In	   the	   case	   of	   a	  

temporary,	   irregular	   migration	   as	   studied	   in	   this	   research,	   the	   findings	  

specifically	  show	  that	  rural	  people	  have	  become	  more	  flexible	  and	  open	  to	  the	  

idea	   of	   female	  migration.	   The	   short-‐‑term	   nature	   of	   labour	  migration	   enabled	  

female	   migrant	   workers	   to	   still	   attend	   to	   their	   family	   responsibilities	   when	  

necessary.	  The	  female	  migrants	  in	  this	  study	  were	  generally	  found	  to	  migrate	  for	  

a	  shorter	  period	  of	   time	   in	  comparison	  with	   their	  male	  counterparts;	  even	   for	  

female	  migrants	  who	  spent	  many	  years	  working	  overseas,	  they	  had	  managed	  to	  

visit	  home	  at	   least	  once	  a	  year	   to	  make	  up	   for	   the	  time	  being	  away	   from	  their	  

families	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  This	  can	  be	  considered	  as	  a	  way	  of	  negotiating	  their	  

gendered	  role	  and	  responsibilities	  in	  the	  family.	  By	  having	  the	  shorter	  period	  of	  

migration,	   the	  women	   have	  made	   it	   easier	   for	   their	   partners	   to	   adapt	   to	   any	  

change	  in	  gender	  relations	  as	  a	  consequence	  of	  their	  migrating	  (Informant	  6.1).	  

On	   another	   hand,	   the	  women	   interviewed	   also	   expressed	   a	   strong	   connection	  

with	  their	  identity	  as	  mothers	  (Informants	  03,	  05,	  06,	  07,	  14,	  and	  15),	  they	  were	  

also	  therefore	  more	  at	  ease	  with	  the	  fact	  that	  their	  time	  away	  from	  their	  children	  

was	  only	  temporary	  and,	  ultimately,	  for	  the	  better	  life	  of	  their	  children.	  

Across	   the	  range	  of	   fieldwork	   in	   four	  different	  villages	   in	  Ha	  Tinh,	   the	  general	  

feedback	   from	   local	   people	   towards	   irregular	   labour	   migration	   was	   the	  

acknowledgement	   of	   the	   migrant	   households’	   economic	   achievements	   (Field	  

notes,	   2016).	   Men	   are	   found	   to	   receive	   more	   respect	   from	   other	   men	   in	   the	  

community	   for	   their	  migration	   and	  women	   are	   being	  more	   accepted	   for	   their	  
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absence	   from	   home	   (Field	   notes,	   2016).	   Unlike	   other	   cases	   of	   contested	  

masculinity	  for	  the	  men	  who	  stayed	  behind	  and	  took	  on	  the	  role	  of	  their	  migrated	  

wives,	  as	  Hoang	  (2011)	  has	  identified,	  the	  husbands	  of	  the	  female	  migrants	  in	  this	  

research	   expressed	   very	   positive	   attitudes	   towards	   the	   migration	   of	   their	  

partners.	  The	  community,	  from	  my	  observation,	  has	  also	  become	  more	  open	  and	  

less	  judgemental	  in	  the	  cases	  of	  men	  who	  stay	  at	  home.	  No	  husbands	  were	  found	  

to	  be	   ridiculed	  by	  neighbours	  about	   the	   fact	   that	   they	   stayed	  back	  while	   their	  

wives	  migrated	   (Field	  notes,	   2016).	   In	   addition	   to	   the	   community	  being	  more	  

open	   to	   irregular	   economic	   migration,	   the	   men	   who	   stayed	   at	   home	   still	  

maintained	   farm	  work	  and	   the	   role	  of	   the	  head	  of	   the	  household.	   In	   this	  vein,	  

masculinity	  has	  been	  reconstructed	  to	  fit	  in	  with	  the	  new	  way	  of	  sustaining	  rural	  

livelihoods.	  

The	  signs	  of	  a	  change	  in	  gender	  relations,	  and	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  role	  of	  the	  women	  

in	  the	  household	  have	  been	  better	  acknowledged,	  are	  positive	  signals	  for	  a	  more	  

balanced	  gendered	  relationship	  in	  the	  family,	  as	  well	  as	  recognition	  of	  increasing	  

gender	  equality	   in	  rural	  areas.	  However,	   it	  has	  been	  clear	  to	  me	  that	  there	  are	  

limits	  to	  the	  empowerment	  that	  the	  participating	  female	  migrants	  experienced	  

through	  irregular	  migration.	  While	  the	  female	  migrants	  and	  the	  wives	  of	  the	  male	  

migrants	   were	   shown	   to	   be	   more	   confident,	   taking	   on	   more	   household	  

responsibility	   and	   contributing	  more	   to	   the	   household	   decision-‐‑making,	   their	  

roles	  as	  women,	  wives	  and	  mothers	  still	   constrained	   their	   full	  participation	   in	  

irregular	   migration.	   Women	   were	   found	   to	   feel	   more	   confident	   with	   their	  

economic	  gains,	  however,	  they	  were	  still	  bounded	  by	  the	  beliefs	  of	  a	  gendered,	  

traditional	  role	  for	  women;	  thus	  they	  tended	  to	  put	  their	  husbands	  and	  children	  

as	  their	  first	  priority	  and	  had	  to	  find	  ways	  to	  balance	  any	  gendered	  tensions	  in	  

their	  family	  by	  compromising	  their	  migratory	  time	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  	  

In	   conclusion,	   there	  were	   changes	   in	   gender	   relations	   in	   regards	   to	   irregular	  

economic	  migration.	  However,	  the	  changes	  were	  being	  negotiated	  by	  both	  sides	  

of	  the	  relationship	  thanks	  to	  the	  precariousness	  of	  irregular	  migration.	  Both	  men	  

and	  women	  have	  experienced	   the	  change	   in	   their	  perceptions	   towards	  gender	  

relations,	   however,	   the	   ultimately	   gendered	   features	   remain	   unchanged.	   Men	  

have	  been	  more	  flexible,	  but	  remain	  as	  the	  heads	  of	  the	  household.	  Women	  have	  
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gained	  more	  autonomy	  and	  confidence	   thanks	   to	   their	  economic	  achievement,	  

however,	  were	   still	   confined	  by	   the	   gender	  norms	   and	   relations	   of	   traditional	  

society.	  

6.5.   Summary	  

In	  this	  chapter,	  I	  have	  discussed	  the	  development	  impacts	  of	  irregular	  economic	  

migration	  in	  three	  aspects:	  economic	  gain;	  human	  capital	  gain	  through	  education	  

for	  the	  next	  generation;	  and	  social	  change.	  	  

The	   economic	   impacts	   of	   migration	   are	   the	   most	   direct,	   visible	   and	   widely	  

acknowledged	   impacts.	   They	   affect	   the	   migrants	   and	   their	   families	   directly	  

through	  the	  flow	  of	  remittances	  to	  achieve	  better	  living	  conditions.	  In	  an	  indirect	  

way,	  I	  found	  that	  the	  economic	  outcomes	  of	  irregular	  migration	  have	  transformed	  

the	   infrastructure	   of	   the	   rural	   community	   through	   improvements	   in	   housing	  

conditions,	  as	  well	  as	  boosted	  the	  local	  economy	  through	  the	  increase	  in	  flows	  of	  

goods	  purchasing.	  

The	  second	  part	  of	  the	  chapter	  discussed	  the	  role	  of	  education	  as	  a	  social	  upward	  

mobility	   for	   the	   younger	   generation	   of	   migrant	   families.	   Education	   in	   many	  

circumstances	   is	   considered	   a	   sustainable	  way	   towards	   livelihood	   betterment	  

and	  access	  to	  higher	  social	  status.	  This	  discussion	  follows	  a	  previously	  discussed	  

section	  about	  the	  role	  of	  education	  in	  the	  rural	  area	  (section	  5.3.4).	  	  

From	  the	  social	  relations	  perspective,	   this	  chapter	  has	   identified	  the	  change	  in	  

agency	   that	   the	  migrant	  workers	  achieved	  through	  their	  migration.	  Across	   the	  

board,	  I	  find	  that	  the	  more	  assertive	  and	  self-‐‑motivated	  one	  is,	  the	  more	  likely	  one	  

is	   to	   be	   successful	   with	   migration	   outcomes.	   The	   second	   part	   of	   this	   section	  

discussed	   the	  change	   in	  gender	  perspectives	   towards	   the	  role	  of	   the	  male	  and	  

female	  stakeholders	  in	  the	  migration	  process,	  which	  includes	  the	  female	  and	  male	  

migrants	  as	  well	  as	  their	  husbands	  and	  wives	  who	  remained	  at	  home.	  The	  view	  

towards	  gender	  relations	  in	  rural	  society	  has	  changed,	  however	  this	  change	  was	  

found	   more	   likely	   acceptable	   to	   the	   local	   people	   because	   of	   the	   space	   for	  

negotiation	   that	   the	   temporary	   nature	   of	   irregular	   migration	   offered	   to	   the	  

migrant	  workers.	  Additionally,	   local	  people’s	   acceptance	  of	   these	   changes	  was	  

encouraged	  by	  the	  family’s	  economic	  betterment.	  From	  here,	  the	  last	  section	  of	  
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the	  chapter	  concludes	  that	  irregular	  migration	  is	  different	  to	  other	  types	  of	  long-‐‑

term	  migration	  in	  that	  it	  allows	  a	  space	  for	  gender	  relations	  to	  be	  negotiated.	  It	  

points	   out	   another	   distinguishing	   feature	   of	   irregular	   economic	   migration	  

evident	  in	  my	  case	  study:	  families	  of	  migrants	  will	  arrange	  for	  one	  parent	  to	  work	  

overseas	  and	  one	  parent	  to	  remain	  at	  home	  tending	  to	  existing	  farm	  work	  and	  

caretaking	   responsibilities.	   This	   approach	   reflects	   vividly	   how	   irregular	  

migration	  allows	  families	  to	  strategically	  diversify	  their	  sources	  of	  income,	  while	  

at	  the	  same	  time	  maintaining	  the	  family	  dynamic	  in	  the	  effort	  of	  sustaining	  their	  

livelihood.	  	  
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Chapter	  7:	  Irregular	  migration,	  migration	  theory	  and	  
sustainable	  rural	  livelihoods	  
	  

	  

	  

7.1.   Revisiting	  the	  research	  questions	  

This	  research	  has	  examined	  the	  nature	  of	  irregular	  economic	  migration	  from	  the	  

case	  of	   four	  villages	   in	  Ha	  Tinh,	  a	  central	  province	   in	  Vietnam.	  The	  theoretical	  

framework	   guiding	   this	   research	   is	   based	   on	   two	  main	   approaches,	   the	   New	  

Economics	  of	  Labour	  Migration	  (NELM)	  theory	  and	  the	  sustainable	   livelihoods	  

approach	  (SLA).	  The	  linking	  of	  these	  two	  approaches	  allows	  for	  a	  comprehensive	  

analysis	   of	   the	   complexities	   of	   irregular	   economic	   labour	   migration	   and	   its	  

development	   impacts	   from	  the	  macro	   level	   to	   the	  micro	   level	  of	   the	  migration	  

process.	   I	   devised	   three	   research	   questions	   to	   approach	   the	   study	   subject.	   In	  

order	   to	  assess	  whether	   irregular	   labour	  migration	   is	  a	   livelihood	  strategy	   for	  

local	  people	  to	  diversify	  and	  sustain	  their	  livelihoods.	  I	  explored	  the	  process	  of	  

how	  irregular	  migration	  took	  place	  and	  evolved	  in	  the	  rural	  community	  through	  

the	  perceptions	  of	  my	  research	  participants,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  range	  of	  reasons	  why	  

it	  has	  been	  the	  strategy	  adopted	  by	  many	  rural	  people	  from	  the	  area	  looking	  to	  

gain	  economic	  betterment	  through	  their	  illegal	  labour	  mobility.	  	  

It	  is	  clear	  that	  the	  process	  and	  causes	  of	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  are	  complex	  

and	  cannot	  be	  pinned	  down	  to	  one	  single	  reason	  for	  how	  and	  why	  people	  engage	  

with	  irregular	  migration.	  Moving	  from	  the	  process	  to	  the	  end	  results	  of	  migration,	  

my	  main	  research	  question	  investigated	  the	  effects	  of	  irregular	  migration	  on	  the	  

migrants,	   their	   families	   and	   communities	   at	   home,	   linking	   them	   to	   aspects	   of	  

development	   in	   terms	   of	   economic	   and	   social	   changes.	   Chapters	   Five	   and	   Six	  

presented	  and	  discussed	   the	  detailed	   findings	  of	   the	   research.	  They	  discussed	  

how	  the	  process	  of	  regulated	  regular	  migration	  may	  or	  may	  not	  be	  suitable	  for	  

many	  local	  people,	  and	  further,	  how	  irregular	  migration	  emerged	  and	  fitted	  in	  the	  

context	   of	   Vietnamese	   labour	   migration	   as	   a	   more	   flexible,	   “quick	   and	   easy”	  

strategy	  for	  economic	  gain,	  especially	  when	  regular	  migration	  is	  still	  expensive	  
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and	   rigid	   in	   terms	   of	   procedures	   and	   contracted	   employment	   time	   and,	  

apparently,	  also	  brought	  about	  negative	  consequences.	  	  

Despite	  its	  benefits,	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  –	  by	  its	  undocumented	  nature	  –	  is	  

risky	  and	  creates	  vulnerabilities.	  The	  discussion	  on	  the	  reasons	  for	  migration	  as	  

well	  as	  the	  exploration	  of	  the	  decision-‐‑making	  process	  highlighted	  the	  motives	  

for	  adopting	  such	  a	  risky	  approach	  to	  economic	  betterment.	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  this	  

analysis	   shed	   light	   on	   understanding	   how	   irregular	   migration	   became	   more	  

possible	  when	  the	  local	  people	  found	  ways	  to	  mitigate	  the	  risks	  by	  adjusting	  their	  

lives	  in	  destination	  countries	  to	  avoid	  being	  caught	  by	  local	  authorities.	  	  	  

In	   sum,	   irregular	   labour	   migration	   poses	   challenges,	   but	   it	   also	   can	   be	   an	  

opportunity	   for	   sustainable	   rural	   livelihoods.	   The	   layers	   of	   complexity	   of	   this	  

migration	   process	   cannot	   be	   easily	   generalized	   given	   that	   irregular	   economic	  

labour	   migration	   is	   contextual,	   rather	   new,	   and	   there	   has	   not	   been	   much	  

literature	  regarding	  this	  matter.	  With	  this	  research’s	  findings	  I	  hope	  to	  offer	  more	  

insights	   towards	   a	   better	   understanding	   of	   irregular	   labour	   migration.	   In	  

addition,	   it	   is	   hoped	   that	   any	   policy	   initiatives	   directed	   to	   address	   the	  

vulnerability	   and	   risks	   of	   this	   undocumented	   movement	   recognise	   its	   many	  

positive	   impacts	   in	   sustaining	   rural	   livelihoods,	   and	   recognise	   the	   needs	   of	  

irregular	  migrant	  workers	  and	  the	  rural	  poor,	  rather	  than	  simply	  labelling	  it	  in	  

negative	  terms.	  

7.2.   Discussion	  of	  research	  findings	  

The	   main	   conclusion	   of	   my	   research	   is	   that	   even	   though	   irregular	   economic	  

migration	  from	  Ha	  Tinh	  entails	  much	  vulnerability	  and	  risk,	  it	  has	  proved	  to	  be	  a	  

choice	   of	   livelihood	   strategy	   for	   a	   portion	   of	   local	   people.	   Even	   though	   the	  

migratory	  outcomes	  were	  found	  to	  be	  diverse	  among	  my	  research	  participants,	  it	  

is	  undeniable	  that	  irregular	  labour	  migration	  brings	  about	  changes	  in	  the	  rural	  

areas	   of	   origin	   in	   terms	   of	   economic	   improvement.	   This	   case	   study	   research	  

refers	   to	   irregular	   migration	   specifically	   as	   “irregular	   economic	   labour	  

migration”	   due	   to	   the	   fact	   that	   all	   participating	   migrants	   migrated	   to	   earn	  

remittances	   to	   serve	   their	   households’	   economic	   improvement	   purposes.	   The	  

migration	   process	   can	   be	   periodic	   due	   to	   this	   factor.	   As	   migrants	   worked	  

overseas	  to	  earn	  enough	  money	  for	  their	  particular	  purposes,	  they	  could	  return	  
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home	  and	  re-‐‑join	  the	  family’s	  farm	  work	  then	  migrate	  again	  when	  they	  were	  in	  

need	  of	   another	   source	  of	   income,	   in	  addition	   to	   the	  one	   they	  already	  have	  at	  

home	  through	  farming.	  	  

7.2.1.   Irregular migration and the New Economics of Labour Migration theory 

In	  terms	  of	  migration	  impacts,	  NELM	  strongly	  connects	  households’	  migration	  to	  

remittances	   and	   households’	   remittance	   use	   (Massey	   et	   al.,	   1993).	   NELM	  

theorists	  predicted	  that	  the	  pattern	  of	  remitting	  was	  for	  migrants	  to	  send	  their	  

earnings	  to	  their	  households	  as	  a	  “mutually	  beneficial	  contractual	  arrangement”	  

(Stark	  &	  Bloom,	  1985,	  p.	  174).	  The	  sending	  of	  remittances	  was	  believed	  to	  not	  

only	  help	  raise	  family	  incomes	  and	  provide	  more	  insurance	  against	  income	  and	  

production	  risks,	  but	  also	  to	  consequently	  contribute	  to	  development	  through	  the	  

loosening	   of	   production	   and	   investment	   constraints	   for	   households	   in	   poor	  

developing	  countries	  (Taylor,	  1999).	  According	  to	  NELM’s	  economic	  perspective,	  

the	  remittances	  are	  used	  by	  households	   to	   improve	   their	   living	  standards	  and	  

consumption,	   and	   provide	   a	   potential	   source	   of	   investment	   capital	   (De	   Haas,	  

2007;	  Taylor,	  2004).	  	  

The	  findings	  in	  this	  research	  support	  the	  NELM	  theory.	  First	  of	  all,	  my	  research	  

participants	  responded	  to	  the	  push	  and	  pull	  of	  economic	  development	  as	  defined	  

by	  NELM.	  Irregular	  migrant	  workers	  studied	  in	  this	  research	  were	  found	  to	  leave	  

their	   homeland	   due	   to	   poor	   economic	   conditions	   and	   low	   agriculture	  

productivity	  and	  economic	  outcomes.	  They	  migrated	  to	  earn	  a	  better	  salary	  for	  

similar	   types	   of	   jobs	   they	   could	   do	   at	   home,	   due	   to	   the	   differences	   in	   living	  

conditions	   and	   wage	   rates	   between	   destinations.	   Secondly,	   the	   group	   of	  

interviewees	  shared	   that	   their	  migratory	  decisions	  were	  shaped	  by	   the	  visible	  

success	  of	  other	  migrants	  in	  their	  community	  in	  terms	  of	  upgraded	  housing	  and	  

new	  assets.	  Through	  wanting	  similar	  migratory	  outcomes	  as	  others	  in	  their	  social	  

groups,	  local	  people	  wanted	  to	  work	  overseas	  to	  gain	  better	  income	  and	  improve	  

their	  living	  situation.	  Participants	  in	  this	  study	  clearly	  responded	  to	  the	  idea	  of	  

“relative	  deprivation”	  as	  a	  motivation	  for	  migration	  that	  NELM	  refers	  to.	  Thirdly,	  

migration	  decisions	  in	  this	  case	  study	  were	  found	  to	  be	  made	  by	  the	  households.	  

I	  found	  that	  the	  families	  I	  studied	  strategically	  planned	  for	  one	  of	  their	  members	  

to	  work	  overseas	  and	  remit	  home,	  while	  the	  ones	  who	  stayed	  behind	  continued	  
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with	   their	   rural	   farm	   work.	   By	   doing	   so,	   families	   have	   gained	   incomes	   from	  

different	  streams,	  and	  were	  more	  secure	  in	  case	  one	  source	  of	  income	  was	  at	  risk.	  	  

In	  terms	  of	  remittance	  use,	  I	  have	  found	  that	  the	  remittances	  were	  prioritized	  by	  

my	   research	   participants	   to	   improve	   the	   current	   living	   conditions	   of	   most	  

households.	  Only	  after	  they	  had	  repaid	  their	  debts	  and	  renovated	  their	  houses	  

would	   families	   of	  migrants	   consider	   using	   the	   remaining	   remittances	   as	   their	  

source	   of	   investment	   capital.	   Across	   the	   research	   participants,	   migration	  

outcomes	  were	  turned	  into	  improved	  housing	  conditions	  for	  their	  families.	  In	  the	  

rural	  community,	  house-‐‑building	  is	  not	  only	  a	  sign	  of	  economic	  improvement	  and	  

therefore	  a	  way	  to	  elevate	  a	  family’s	  social	  status	  in	  the	  community,	  it	  is	  also	  a	  

meaningful	   symbol	   of	   stability	   and	   settlement	   for	   a	   family.	   Besides	   housing	  

improvement,	  there	  was	  reportedly	  family	  asset	  accumulation	  that	  contributed	  

to	  the	  household’s	  better	  living	  conditions.	  	  

There	  is	  less	  data	  on	  the	  use	  of	  remittances	  as	  productive	  investment	  among	  my	  

research	   participants.	   There	   was	   one	   family	   who	   had	   turned	   their	   family	  

member’s	  remittances	  into	  an	  investment	  by	  running	  a	  local	  business	  of	  a	  rice-‐‑

husking	  workshop,	  but	  only	  after	  the	  remittances	  were	  first	  used	  to	  improve	  their	  

housing.	   Given	   the	   nature	   of	   irregular,	   illegal	   labour	   migration,	   as	   I	   have	  

discussed	  in	  Chapter	  Five,	  many	  irregular	  migrants	  stopped	  migrating	  once	  they	  

were	  content	  with	  the	  remittances	  they	  set	  out	  to	  earn.	  Often	  this	  amount	  was	  

enough	   for	  debt	   repayment	   and	  basic	   living	   standard	   improvement,	   but	   there	  

was	   not	   a	   significant	   surplus	   for	   a	   major	   number	   of	   irregular	   migrants	   to	  

accumulate	  for	  their	  investments.	  	  

There	  is	  a	  distinction	  in	  the	  two	  purposes	  of	  remittance	  use	  for	  improving	  living	  

conditions	   and	   productive	   investing	   that	   NELM	   envisages.	   Accordingly,	  

remittances	  used	  towards	  farming	  and	  production	  development	  are	  considered	  

“productive	   investment”,	   while	   remittances	   used	   towards	   household	  

expenditures	  are	  categorized	  as	  improving	  living	  standards.	  According	  to	  Taylor	  

(2004),	   various	   remittance	   use	   surveys	   found	   that	   the	   predominant	   way	  

remittances	   were	   spent	   was	   on	   household	   expenditures	   to	   improve	   living	  

conditions.	   Based	   on	   these	   findings,	   there	   are	   critiques	   that	  migration	   and	   its	  

remittances	   do	   not	   contribute	   to	   the	   local	   economic	   development	   in	   sending	  
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areas	   because	   remittances	   only	   served	   households’	   needs.	   According	   to	   this	  

argument,	   migration	   is	   assumed	   to	   have	   a	   positive	   effect	   on	   economic	  

development	  if	  a	  large	  amount	  of	  the	  remittances	  income	  was	  reportedly	  used	  on	  

“productive	  investments”	  directly	  beneficial	  to	  farming	  production,	  rather	  than	  	  

household	   consumptions	   and	   housing	   improvement	   (Taylor,	   2004).	   Housing	  

improvement	  is	  not	  viewed	  as	  an	  investment	  despite	  the	  fact	  it	  contributes	  to	  the	  

increase	  of	  construction	  work	  in	  the	  community.	  	  

In	   this	   regard,	   Taylor	   argued	   that	   many	   surveys	   on	   remittance	   use	   do	   not	  

consider	  education	  as	  an	  investment	  because	  it	  does	  not	  have	  a	  direct,	  immediate	  

employment	   and	   income	   linkage	  within	  migration	   sending	   economics	   (ibid,	   p.	  

12).	  I	  would	  argue	  similarly,	  that	  education	  –	  even	  though	  is	  not	  an	  investment	  in	  

production	  –	   can	  be	  a	   type	  of	   long-‐‑term	   investment	   through	  which	   the	   family	  

hope	  to	  obtain	  a	  better	  social	  and	  economic	  situation.	  As	  discussed	  in	  Chapter	  Six,	  

remittances	  put	  towards	  the	  education	  of	  migrants’	  children	  can	  be	  considered	  

an	  investment	  for	   future	  generations	  to	  obtain	  a	  more	  sustainable	  strategy	  for	  

their	  livelihoods	  and	  support	  their	  parents	  in	  the	  longer	  run.	  That	  way,	  education	  

is	   the	   key	   to	   social	   upward	   mobility	   for	   the	   migrant	   households.	   The	  

improvement	   of	   human	   capital,	   then,	   would	   obviously	   alter	   the	   development	  

dynamics	  of	  migrants’	  areas	  of	  origin	  in	  a	  more	  sustainable	  way.	  

7.2.2.   Irregular	  labour	  migration	  and	  sustainable	  livelihoods	  

As	  much	  as	  I	  found	  that	  the	  type	  of	  irregular	  economic	  labour	  migration	  studied	  

in	   this	   research	  has	   similar	  patterns	   as	  predicted	  by	  NELM	   theory	   for	   regular	  

migration,	   the	   irregularity	  of	   labour	  migration	  makes	   the	  study	  more	  complex	  

and	  contextual;	  therefore	  the	  sustainable	  livelihood	  approach	  (SLA)	  is	  useful	  to	  

providing	  an	  additional	  approach	  to	  analysing	  the	  issue	  more	  diversely	  and	  in-‐‑

depth.	  

On	  a	  micro	  level,	  the	  SLA	  approach	  helps	  to	  understand	  in	  a	  specific	  manner	  how	  

migratory	   decisions	  were	  made	   and	   how	   the	   process	   of	  migration	   affects	   the	  

households	  in	  the	  community.	  SLA	  also	  allows	  me	  to	  explore	  more	  social	  aspects	  

of	   the	   migratory	   impacts	   on	   the	   lives	   of	   the	   migrants,	   their	   families	   and	  

communities	  that	  can	  be	  limited	  by	  the	  purely	  economic	  view	  of	  NELM.	  From	  a	  

sustainable	   livelihoods	   perspective,	   this	   research	   has	   found	   that	   through	  
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irregular	  migration,	  the	  research	  participants	  have	  mainly	  gained	  three	  types	  of	  

assets:	  economic	  capital	   (remittances),	  human	  capital	   (education	   for	  migrant’s	  

children),	   and	   social	   capital	   (networks	   and	   confidence	   through	   gaining	   new	  

knowledge	   of	   development	   and	   technology	   through	   their	   living	   experience	   in	  

foreign	   countries).	   These	   types	   of	   asset	   accumulation	   indicate	   how	   irregular	  

migration	   has	   contributed	   to	   improving	   rural	   living	   standards,	   reducing	   rural	  

poverty	  through	  the	  loosening	  of	  financial	  constraints	  for	  migrating	  households,	  

empowering	   the	   local	   people,	   and	   enhancing	   their	   capabilities	   to	   cope	   with	  

livelihood	   shocks.	   In	   sum,	   irregular	  migration,	   similar	   to	   regular	  migration,	   is	  

found	   to	   have	   its	   contribution	   as	   a	   livelihood	   strategy	   for	   rural	   people.	  

Additionally,	   the	   differences	   of	   irregular	   migration	   in	   comparison	   to	   regular	  

migration	  discussed	  in	  section	  5.4.1,	  (for	  example,	  its	  lower	  cost,	  its	  flexibility	  and	  

the	  possibility	  it	  offers	  to	  migrant	  workers	  to	  leave	  and	  return	  at	  any	  time	  their	  

families	   need	   them),	   makes	   irregular	   migration	   a	   far	   more	   sustainable	  

contribution	   to	   rural	   livelihoods.	   Also,	   although	   there	   are	   not	   really	   any	  

organisations	   involved	   in	   the	   migratory	   process,	   networks	   of	   acquaintances,	  

friends	  and	  community	  members	  support	  the	  process,	  making	  it	  more	  secure	  and	  

also	  mitigating	  the	  vulnerability	  and	  risks	  associated	  with	  working	  illegally.	  This	  

way	  of	  adapting	  shows	  how	  irregular	  migration	  fitted	  in	  the	  context	  of	  rural	  Ha	  

Tinh	  more	  sustainably	  for	  local	  people.	  	  

Drawing	  from	  the	  sustainable	   livelihood	  framework,	  Figure	  12	  below	  presents	  

my	  research	  findings	  in	  a	  chain	  diagram	  to	  illustrate	  the	  key	  components	  of	  the	  

process	   of	   how	   irregular	   economic	   labour	  migration	   has	   become	   a	   livelihood	  

strategy	  for	  local	  people	  in	  Ha	  Tinh.	  The	  diagram	  shows	  the	  causal	  relationship	  

of	  the	  process,	  starting	  from	  the	  livelihood	  context	  that	  influenced	  the	  migratory	  

decisions	  of	  local	  people.	  In	  comparison	  to	  farming	  in	  the	  context	  of	  rural	  Ha	  Tinh,	  

irregular	  migration	  is	  viewed	  as	  an	  easier,	  faster	  way	  to	  earn	  better	  income.	  

As	   made	   clear	   in	   Chapter	   Five,	   the	   decision-‐‑making	   around	   irregular	   labour	  

migration	  involves	  comparing	  the	  options	  of	  staying	  at	  home	  or	  going	  overseas.	  

Decision-‐‑making	   was	   strongly	   influenced	   by	   the	   poverty	   push	   and	   economic	  

development	  pull	   that	  NELM	   theory	  predicts.	   From	   the	  household	   calculation,	  

irregular	  migration	  was	  made	  possible	  through	  the	  help	  of	  the	  migrant’s	  social	  
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networks,	  introductions	  to	  brokers	  who	  arranged	  the	  trip,	  and	  forming	  groups	  of	  

acquaintances	   to	   migrate	   with.	   Specifically,	   the	   first	   irregular	   migration	   was	  

found	  either	  to	  be	  facilitated	  by	  a	  broker	  whom	  the	  migrant	  worker	  had	  paid	  to	  

be	   transported	   to	   a	   destination	   country,	   or	   by	   travelling	   with	   a	   friend	   or	  

acquaintance	  who	  was	  also	  an	  irregular	  migrant	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  I	  found	  that	  

irregular	   migration,	   even	   though	   it	   carries	   risks	   and	   vulnerability	   since	  

undocumented	   and	   illegal,	   has	   become	   even	   more	   popular	   among	   the	   rural	  

people	  of	  Ha	  Tinh	  since	  the	  migrants	  have	  found	  their	  own	  way	  to	  adapt	  to	  life	  in	  

destination	   countries	   to	   avoid	   trouble	  with	   local	   authorities.	   In	   so	  doing,	   they	  

have	   made	   significant	   economic	   gains	   in	   supporting	   their	   families,	   not	   only	  

sustaining	  but	  also	  improving	  their	  living	  conditions.	  Given	  that	  many	  are	  opting	  

for	   irregular	   migration,	   this	   research	   also	   highlights	   that	   the	   risks	   and	  

vulnerability	  of	  the	  matter	  are	  being	  carefully	  considered.	  	  

My	   research	   participants	   were	   all	   aware	   of	   the	   risks	   involved	   in	   their	   illegal	  

migration,	  however,	  they	  seemed	  to	  respond	  more	  robustly	  to	  the	  economic	  gains	  

of	  the	  migration.	  They	  thus	  adopted	  this	  type	  of	  migration	  as	  a	  temporary,	  short-‐‑

term	  strategy	   to	   earn	  another	   flow	  of	   income,	  while	   family	  members	   at	  home	  

remained	  working	  on	  the	  farm.	  In	  fact,	  due	  to	  the	  temporary	  nature	  of	  irregular	  

migration,	   local	   people	   were	   found	   to	   willingly	   take	   risks	   with	   their	   illegal	  

working	   experience,	   in	   compensation	   for	   the	   financial	   gains.	   The	   temporary	  

nature	  of	  irregular	  migration	  is	  attractive,	  drawing	  many	  local	  people	  to	  this	  type	  

of	  migration	  as	  a	  livelihood	  strategy.	  	  

Evidently,	  the	  successful	  migratory	  outcomes	  of	  irregular	  migrant	  workers	  in	  the	  

villages	   strongly	   encouraged	   others	   in	   the	   local	   community	   to	   do	   the	   same.	  

Gradually,	  the	  migrant	  workers	  were	  more	  informed	  and	  empowered	  throughout	  

their	   migration.	   As	   they	   became	   more	   aware	   of	   the	   situation	   in	   destination	  

countries,	  they	  adjusted	  to	  the	  terms	  of	  their	  migration,	  maintaining	  a	  low	  profile	  

in	  the	  foreign	  land	  to	  ensure,	  at	  least	  from	  their	  view,	  that	  their	  migration	  was	  

successful.	  Through	  the	  sharing	  of	  information,	  and	  help	  in	  facilitating	  irregular	  

migratory	  trips,	  a	  system	  has	  been	  established	  in	  the	  villages	  to	  support	  those	  

who	  want	  to	  gain	  economic	  betterment	  through	  irregular	  migration.	  It	  has	  been	  

found	  that	  the	  positive	  outcomes	  of	  the	  migration	  process,	  in	  terms	  of	  economic,	  
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social	  and	  human	  capital,	  have	  significantly	  helped	  local	  people	  reduce	  poverty,	  

enhance	  their	  capability	  and	  become	  more	  resilient	  in	  coping	  with	  the	  difficulties	  

of	   rural	   livelihoods.	   Through	   these	   positive	   outcomes,	   other	   community	  

members	  are	  encouraged	  to	  adopt	  the	  same	  approach	  to	  sustaining	  their	  lives.	  

This	   factor,	   relative	   deprivation,	   was	   also	   envisaged	   by	   NELM	   theory	   and	  

confirmed	  by	  the	  findings	  of	  my	  research	  (See	  Figure	  12).	  	  	  
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Figure	  12:	  Mapping	  irregular	  migration	  on	  to	  the	  sustainable	  livelihood	  framework	  
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In	  terms	  of	  migrants’	  agency,	  this	  study	  observes	  that	  this	  may	  vary	  in	  complex	  

ways.	  Firstly,	  the	  research	  finds	  that	  the	  more	  self-‐‑motivated	  migrants	  are,	  the	  

more	  successful	  their	  migration.	  The	  more	  self-‐‑motivated	  migrants	  were	  found	  

to	  be	  more	  positively	  empowered	  by	  gaining	  and	  then	  sharing	  knowledge	  with	  

their	   network.	   Secondly,	   the	   research	   has	   identified	   that	   irregular	   migration	  

brings	  changes	   in	  gender	  dynamics	   in	   the	  home	  communities	  of	  migrants.	  For	  

example,	   there	   were	   changes	   in	   gender	   roles	   in	   the	   households	   of	   migrant	  

workers.	  Men	  were	  found	  to	  accept	  the	  change	  in	  gender	  roles,	  and	  women	  were	  

found	   to	   be	   more	   confident	   and	   empowered	   in	   their	   roles	   in	   the	   family.	  

Notwithstanding,	   men	   remain	   the	   head	   of	   the	   household.	   Throughout	   the	  

research,	   female	  migrant	  workers	  were	   explicitly	   responsive	   to	   the	   change	   in	  

gender	  relations.	  Even	  though	  they	  risk	  their	  lives	  to	  gain	  a	  better	  life	  for	  their	  

families,	   these	  women	  were	   also	   found	   to	   feel	   deeply	   their	   sense	  of	   gendered	  

responsibility,	   bringing	   feelings	   of	   guilt	   if	   they	   were	   unable	   to	   fulfil	   their	  

responsibility.	  This	  research	  acknowledges	  that	  such	  changes	  in	  gender	  relations	  

were	  compensated	  by	  the	  economic	  incomes	  of	  migration;	  furthermore,	  the	  short	  

period	  of	  migration	  allows	  these	  gendered	  changes	  to	  be	  more	  easily	  negotiated.	  	  

In	  terms	  of	  social	  status,	  even	  though	  the	  outcomes	  of	  their	  migration	  resulted	  in	  

better	   living	  conditions	  and	  higher	  status	   in	   the	  community,	   irregular	  migrant	  

workers,	  working	   illegally	   in	   low-‐‑skilled	   jobs,	   remained	  of	   low	  social	   status	   in	  

both	   sending	   and	   receiving	   societies.	   However,	   the	   research	   finds	   that	   those	  

migrant	  workers	  were	   better	   acknowledged	   in	   their	   home	   communities,	  with	  

changes	  in	  the	  way	  local	  people	  viewed	  them	  with	  their	  economic	  achievements.	  

In	  this	  regard,	  the	  confidence	  the	  migrants	  gained	  through	  their	  migration	  and	  by	  

achieving	   migratory	   outcomes,	   as	   well	   as	   the	   acknowledgement	   of	   their	  

community,	  represents	  a	  social	  effect	  of	  migration	  that	  is	  gradually	  changing	  the	  

social	  dynamic	  in	  the	  rural	  community.	  

7.3.   Research	  limitations	  

This	  research	  has	  several	  limitations.	  Firstly,	  it	  is	  worth	  acknowledging	  here	  that	  

the	  research	  participants	  of	  this	  study	  varied	  across	  different	  ages,	  their	  period	  

of	   migration,	   as	   well	   as	   the	   time	   when	   they	   migrated.	   More	   importantly,	   no	  

migrant	   workers	   had	   the	   same	   starting	   point	   prior	   to	   their	  migration	   due	   to	  
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different	  household	  situations.	  Some	  of	  the	  migrant	  workers	  who	  belonged	  to	  the	  

oldest	   group	   of	   migrants	   had	   stopped	   working	   overseas	   before,	   while	   some	  

members	   of	   the	   middle-‐‑aged	   group,	   as	   described	   in	   the	   previous	   chapter,	  

consisted	  of	  migrants	  who	  were	  more	  dynamic	  and	  able,	  and	  who	  will	  continue	  

earning	   their	   living	   through	   irregular	  migration	   in	   the	   future.	   For	   this	   reason,	  

there	   exists	   a	   different	   dynamic	   among	   the	   research	   participants	   due	   to	  

differences	  in	  time,	  economic	  development,	  and	  the	  employment	  opportunities	  

they	   experienced	   in	   destination	   countries	   through	   the	   course	   of	  more	   than	   a	  

decade	   of	   irregular	  migration.	   It	   is,	   however,	   the	   different	   experience	   of	   each	  

migrant	  worker	  that	  paints	  the	  picture	  showing	   just	  how	  diverse	  and	  complex	  

irregular	  migration	  is.	  I	  acknowledge	  that	  the	  research	  findings	  can	  only	  draw	  a	  

part	   of	   the	   migrants’	   experience,	   and	   that	   the	   findings	   may	   also	   generate	  

discussion	  and	  results	  that	  fit	  some	  migrants’	  experiences	  better	  than	  others.	  	  	  

Furthermore,	  here	  and	  there	  in	  the	  discussion	  of	  this	  research,	  I	  have	  mentioned	  

the	   local	   brokers	   as	   the	   facilitators	   of	   irregular	   migration.	   I	   found	   that	   these	  

brokers	   were	   former	   migrant	   workers	   with	   extensive	   experience	   working	  

overseas	   and	   in	   broad	   networks.	   They	   are	   no	   longer	   irregular	   workers	  

themselves	  and	  in	  some	  cases	  have	  acquired	  a	  legal	  status	  in	  their	  countries	  of	  

destination	  (Field	  notes,	  2016).	  The	  research	  findings	  do	  not	  investigate	  the	  role	  

played	  by	  these	  brokers	  in	  detail,	  and	  instead	  I	  have	  included	  them	  as	  part	  of	  the	  

migrants’	  social	  networks	  in	  the	  discussion,	  however	  their	  role	  could	  have	  been	  

addressed	  in	  more	  depth.	  

Thirdly,	  the	  research	  design,	  as	  a	  case	  study,	  can	  make	  it	  impossible	  to	  generalize	  

the	  matter	  on	  a	  larger	  scale.	  For	  example,	  the	  finding	  that	  proximity	  between	  Ha	  

Tinh	  and	  some	  migration	  destinations	  offers	  a	  reason	  for	  the	  increase	  of	  irregular	  

migration	  from	  the	  area	  is	  highly	  contextual	  due	  to	  the	  strategic	  location	  of	  Ha	  

Tinh	  province,	  close	  to	  the	  borders	  with	  Thailand	  and	  Laos.	  The	  finding	  therefore	  

does	   not	   apply	   to	   the	   small	   portion	   of	   migrants	   who	   worked	   in	   further	  

destinations.	  The	   topic	  of	   irregular	  migration	   in	   respect	  of	  proximity	  between	  

home	   and	   destination	   countries	   needs	   further	   investigation	   should	   it	   be	  

considered	  for	  other	  cases.	  
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Finally,	  as	  a	  Masters	  student,	  I	  am	  only	  a	  novice	  researcher.	  I	  am	  aware	  that	  my	  

ability	  to	  conduct	  the	  research,	  to	  integrate	  the	  study	  methodology	  and	  design,	  as	  

well	  as	  my	  positionality	   in	   the	   field	  as	  both	  an	   insider	  and	  an	  outsider,	  can	  be	  

considered	  as	  my	  limitations.	  However,	  I	  have	  tried	  my	  best	  to	  be	  neutral	  in	  my	  

interviews	   with	   the	   research	   participants,	   to	   be	   flexible	   with	   changes	   during	  

interviews,	   and	   have	   constantly	   adjusted	   my	   research	   interview	   guide	  

accordingly.	  I	  have	  attempted	  to	  be	  mindful	  with	  my	  research	  participants	  as	  well	  

as	  the	  information	  I	  gained	  through	  the	  interviews.	  	  

7.4.   Further	  research	  recommendations	  

More	   research	   will	   be	   necessary	   to	   fully	   understand	   how	   irregular	   labour	  

migration	  evolved	  through	  time	  and	  space	  in	  the	  rural	  environment	  of	  Ha	  Tinh.	  

This	  research	  was	  conducted	  in	  the	  midst	  of	  the	  booming	  of	  Vietnamese	  irregular	  

labour	   migration	   from	   this	   area.	   The	   dynamics	   of	   irregular	   migration	   are	  

constantly	  changing	  due	  to	  changes	  in	  migration	  policy	  in	  destination	  countries	  

as	  well	  as	  the	  employment	  opportunities	  and	  economic	  development	  of	  labour	  

markets	   in	  destination	  countries.	  At	   the	  time	  this	  research	  was	  conducted,	   the	  

findings	   in	   remittance	   use	   were	   leaning	   more	   towards	   the	   spending	   for	  

household	  expenditure,	  however,	  it	  is	  possible	  that	  within	  the	  coming	  years	  this	  

finding	   will	   be	   out	   of	   date	   when	   more	   economic	   gains	   are	   realised	   in	   local	  

investments.	   The	   findings	   therefore	   are	   deemed	   suitable	   for	   the	   current	   time.	  

More	  research	  conducted	  later	  would	  be	  able	  to	  follow	  up	  and	  provide	  a	  more	  

complete	  picture	  of	  remittance	  use	  from	  irregular	  migration	  from	  this	  province.	  

Moreover,	   there	   is	   room	   for	   further	   research	   to	   look	   at	   remittance	   use	  more	  

specifically.	   Suggestions	   for	   a	   quantitative	   study	   on	   how	   and	   how	   much	   the	  

remittances	  are	  actually	  used	  and	  what	  type	  of	  businesses	  benefit	  from	  the	  use	  of	  

remittances	   in	   a	   detailed	   manner	   would	   be	   beneficial.	   Also,	   as	   I	   have	  

acknowledged	   in	   the	   previous	   section,	   the	   role	   played	   by	   local	   brokers	   in	  

facilitating	   and	   supporting	  migration	  workers	   in	   the	   illegal	  migration	   process	  

could	  be	  made	  clearer	  to	  better	  benefit	  the	  understanding	  of	  the	  complexities	  of	  

irregular	  migration.	  

In	  terms	  of	  education,	  this	  study	  encourages	  more	  research	  to	  investigate	  further	  

the	  role	  of	  education	  as	  a	  motivating	  factor	  for	  irregular	  migration.	  This	  research	  
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has	   found	   diverse	   attitudes	   and	   perceptions	   among	   local	   migrant	   workers	  

towards	   the	   future	   education	   of	   their	   children.	   Even	   though	   all	   participating	  

migrants	   with	   children	   acknowledged	   the	   importance	   of	   education	   for	   their	  

younger	   generation,	   their	   level	   of	   involvement	   in	   shaping	   their	   children’s	  

education	   varied.	   On	   one	   hand,	   more	   research	   could	   be	   useful	   to	   study	   how	  

education	  plays	  out	  as	  a	  more	  sustainable	  livelihood	  strategy	  and	  in	  respect	  of	  

social	  upward	  mobility	  in	  rural	  areas.	  In	  my	  view,	  how	  education,	  in	  the	  long	  run,	  

can	  not	  only	  sustain	  but	  also	  transform	  rural	  livelihoods	  should	  be	  made	  robustly	  

clear.	   Making	   clearer	   the	   linkage	   between	   education	   and	   rural	   livelihood	  

betterment	   has	   the	   possibility	   to	   become	   the	   incentive	   that	   encourages	  more	  

parents	  to	  pay	  proper	  attention	  to	  and	  investment	  in	  their	  children’s	  education.	  

In	   other	   cases,	   further	   research	   can	   also	   look	   at	   youth	   employment	   in	   the	  

relationship	  between	  migration,	  education	  and	  development	  in	  the	  specific	  case	  

of	  irregular	  rural	  migration.	  	  

7.5.   Concluding	  statement	  

It	  is	  clear	  from	  this	  research	  that	  irregular	  migration	  offers	  a	  flexible	  and	  practical	  

strategy	  to	  support	  the	  livelihoods	  of	  the	  rural	  poor	  in	  parts	  of	  Vietnam.	  Migration	  

decisions	  are	  clearly	  thought	  through	  and	  are	  used	  to	  earn	  sufficient	  income	  to	  

pay	  for	  particular	  needs,	  usually	  in	  housing	  and	  education.	  This	  situation	  is	  likely	  

to	   continue	   unless	   changes	   in	   rural	   livelihoods	   offer	   other	   economic	   benefits.	  

While	  the	  vulnerabilities	  of	  irregular	  migrants	  suggest	  the	  need	  for	  some	  sort	  of	  

regulation	  and	  protection,	  this	  would	  need	  to	  be	  balanced	  to	  ensure	  the	  low	  cost	  

and	  flexible	  nature	  of	  the	  labour	  migration	  is	  retained.	  
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