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This report explores adolescent Hmong girlsô understanding of the role gendered social 

norms play in shaping both their current wellbeing and their futures. Women play a 

unique and vital role in consolidating development gains, and adolescence is a critical 

period for the formation of both gender identity and capacity development. It is 

therefore essential to understand how gendered social norms limit girlsô capacity for 

self-realisation and identify ways to help them improve their current situation, imagine a 

future of expanded opportunity and achieve their goals. Part of a larger multi-country 

programme of research in Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, this study draws on qualitative 

and participatory research methodologies to assess the key threats to gender justice 

facing adolescent Hmong girls in northern Viet Nam. By listening to members of the 

community, activists, service providers, family members and, most importantly, the girls 

themselves, we can better identify what types of programmes and policy responses they 

believe would be most useful to them, which in turn suggests the most promising 

avenues for development assistance. 

 

 

 

 

 

August 2013 



 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

The team would like to gratefully acknowledge the valuable contributions of many individuals whose time, 

expertise and ideas made this effort possible. We would like to give special thanks to Mr Pham Ngoc Dung, 

Vice-director of the Department of Labour, Invalid and Social Affairs of Ha Giang, and his staff for their 

assistance in organising field-level activities. We are also thankful to the Institute for Family and Gender Studies 

and, in particular, Dr Nguyen Huu Minh, Director, for providing valuable support in arranging the research. 

Above all, we thank all the girls and boys, women and men in the communities visited, who willingly shared 

their ideas and experiences with us in interviews and focus group discussions. Without their insights, this study 

would not have been possible. 

We are also grateful for the detailed and insightful peer review comments provided by Dr Catherine Locke at the 

University of East Anglia and to Drs Caroline Harper and Fiona Samuels at the Overseas Development Institute 

for their helpful feedback. Thanks are also owed to Denise Powers and Roo Griffiths for their editorial support.  

 

 



 

 ODI Report i 
 Double jeopardy i 

Table of contents 

Acknowledgements ii 

Abbreviations iii 

Executive summary v 

Overview v 
Vietnamese context v 
Study sample and methodology v 
Capability deprivations facing Hmong girls vi 
Evolving gender norms vii 
Policy and programme implications vis-à-vis promoting gender justice vii 

1 Introduction 1 

2 Conceptual framework 2 

2.1 Social norms, attitudes and practices 2 
2.2 Capabilities and gender justice 3 
Figure 1: Conceptual framework 4 

3 Setting the context 7 

Overview of Vietnamese governance and Hmong culture 7 
3.1 Viet Nam 7 
3.2 Hmong history and culture 10 

4 Setting the context 14 

Overview of gender and ethnic disadvantage among Vietnamese adolescents 14 
4.1 Education domain 14 
4.2 Economic domain 17 
4.3 Physical integrity and sexual and reproductive health domain 19 
4.4 Psychosocial development domain 24 
4.5 Participation domain 27 

5 Gendered adolescence among Hmong communities: Primary research overview 30 

5.1 Situating our research 30 
5.2 Policy context in Ha Giang province in relation to adolescent girls 31 

6 Methodological approach 32 

6.1 Instruments 32 
6.2 Caveats 33 

7 Gendered adolescence in Hmong communities: Capability deprivations and opportunities 35 

7.1 Education domain 36 
7.2 Economic domain 42 
7.3 Physical integrity and sexual and reproductive health 47 
7.4 Psychosocial development 53 
7.5 Participation at home and in the community 59 



 

 ODI Report ii 
 Double jeopardy ii 

8 Conclusion and future directions 62 

8.1 What is working now 63 
8.2 Next steps: policy and programming for tomorrow 65 

References 67 

Appendix 1: Overview of study methodologies 77 

Appendix 2: Research tools 83 

A2.1 Focus group discussions 83 
A2.2 Key informant interviews 84 
A2.3 In-depth interviews with adolescent girls and boys 87 
A2.4 Intra-household case studies 95 
A2.5 Life histories 1 
A2.6 Generational pairing 2 
A2.7 Policy responses 2 
A2.8 Coding framework 2 
 

Figures 

Figure 1: Male/female ratio of primary school completion 15 
Figure 2: Net enrolment rates for rural areas, 1999 and 2009 15 
Figure 3: Trends in children's involvement in economic activity, ages 10-14 18 
Figure 4: Birth rate, 15-19, 2011 21 
Figure 5: Male and female adolescents (14-17) involved in daily housework activities (%) 26 
Figure 6: Map of Ha Giang 30 
Figure 7: Body mapping exercise from an FGD with adolescent girls 34 
 

Tables 

Table 1: Adolescent girlsô capabilities and entitlements framework 5 
Table 2: Poverty characteristics in Ha Giang 30 
Table 3: Instrument type, purpose and sample 32 
Table 4: Gender norms in Hmong families 36 
 

Boxes 

No table of figures entries found.  



 

 ODI Report iii 
 Double jeopardy iii 

Abbreviations 

ADB Asian Development Bank  

AIDS Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome 

CDC Centers for Disease Control  

DFID Department for International Development  

DHS Demographic and Health Survey  

DoET Department of Education and Training  

DoLISA Department of Labour, Invalid and Social Affairs 

ECES Enjambra Contra la Explotacion Sexual 

FAO Food and Agricultural Organization  

FGD Focus Group Discussion 

GBV Gender-based Violence 

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

GSO General Statistics Office  

HIV Human Immunodeficiency Virus 

HRW Human Rights Watch  

HSPI Health Strategy and Policy Institute  

ICMMP International Council on Management of Population Programmes  

ICT Information and Communication Technology 

IDI In-depth Interview 

IFGS Institute for Family and Gender Studies  

ILO International Labour Organization  

IRFH Institute for Reproductive and Family Health  

IPU Inter-parliamentary Union 

iSEE Research Institute on Society, Economics and Environment  

IUD Intrauterine Device 

IWGIA International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs  

KI Key Informant 

KII Key Informant Interview 

MCST Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism  

MDG Millennium Development Goal 

MoET Ministry of Education and Training  

MICS Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey  

MoH Ministry of Health 

MoLISA Ministry of Labour, Invalid and Social Affairs  

MPI Multidimensional Poverty Index  

NGO Non-governmental Organisation 

ODI Overseas Development Institute  

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development  

PHAD Population, Health and Development  

SAVY Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth  

SIGI Social Institutions and Gender Index 

SRH Sexual and Reproductive Health 

STD Sexually Transmitted Disease 

TFR Total Fertility Rate 

UCW Understanding Childrenôs Work  

UK United Kingdom 

UN United Nations 

UNDP UN Development Programme  

UNESCO UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

UNFPA UN Population Fund  



 

 ODI Report iv 
 Double jeopardy iv 

UNIAP UN Inter-agency Programme  

UNICEF UN Childrenôs Fund  

UNODC UN Office on Drugs and Crime  

US United States 

VGCL Vietnam General Confederation of Labour  

VLSS Viet Nam Living Standards Survey 

VOV Voice of Vietnam 

WGNRR Womenôs Global Network for Reproductive Rights 

WHO World Health Organization 

 



 

 ODI Report v 
 Double jeopardy v 

Executive summary 

Overview 

This report explores adolescent Hmong girlsô understanding of the role gendered social norms play in shaping 

both their current wellbeing and their futures. Women play a unique and vital role in consolidating development 

gains, and adolescence is a critical period for the formation of both gender identity and capacity development. It 

is therefore essential to understand how gendered social norms limit girlsô capacity for self-realisation and 

identify ways to help them improve their current situation, imagine a future of expanded opportunity and 

achieve their goals. Part of a larger multi-country programme of research in Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, this 

study draws on qualitative and participatory research methodologies to assess the key threats to gender justice 

facing adolescent Hmong girls in northern Viet Nam. By listening to members of the community, activists, 

service providers, family members and, most importantly, the girls themselves, we can better identify what types 

of programmes and policy responses they believe would be most useful to them, which in turn suggests the most 

promising avenues for development assistance. 

Vietnamese context  

The World Bank (2013a) notes that óis a development success story1ô ï moving from one of the worldôs poorest 

countries in the mid-1980ôs to middle-income status in 2010. Gross domestic product (GDP) growth has been 

over 5% a year since 2000 (World Bank, 2012b) and nearly half of Viet Namôs population escaped poverty in 

less than two decades (World Bank, 2013). That said, however, millions of households have óincomes very near 

the poverty line and remain vulnerable to falling back into poverty as a result of idiosyncratic shocks [é] or 

related economy-wide shocksô (World Bank, 2012b:1).  

Minorities are particularly at risk. Their poverty rates are five times higher than the national average and the gap 

between Kinh (ethnic majority) and minority outcomes continues to widen. The Hmong, who live in Viet Namôs 

Northern Mountains, are one of the poorest minorities. Largely still practising subsistence agriculture, poor 

infrastructure not only has prevented their integration into the larger economy but also, until recently, has 

precluded education. 

Vietnamese adolescent girls also face a variety of threats to the realisation of their full capabilities, many of 

which are related to the broader developmental context outlined above. Some of these threats, however, are 

related more specifically to age and the tradition of filial piety, which leaves girls focused on their parentsô 

short-term needs rather than their own long-term futures. Other are related to gender relations: Vietnamese 

families have traditionally preferred sons, barred daughters from inheritance and forced girls and women to 

shoulder the lionôs share of domestic work while excluding them from household decision making. 

Study sample and methodology  

Our research was conducted in Ha Giang province, in the Northern Mountains of Viet Nam.2  Ha Giang is rocky, 

dry and sparsely populated. It is nearly one-third Hmong and among the most deprived regions in Viet Nam; its 

Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) ranking is .33, making it 61st out of 63 provinces, and 43% of its 

inhabitants are below the extremely low national poverty line. Additionally, Ha Giang suffers from a policy 

environment in which adolescent girls are nearly invisible. Institutional coordination and incentives for proactive 

approaches are weak.  

 
 

1
 http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/vietnam/overview 

2
 Note there is also a second report for Viet Nam on Khmer girls in Kien Giang province, which is part of the same broader study. See Jones et al. (2013).  

http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/vietnam/overview
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Our primary research site was in Meo Vac district, which is recognised as the Hmong homeland. In consultation 

with local authorities, we purposefully selected a middling poor commune in which to carry out our research 

with girls and their families.  

We employed a multi-layered participatory and qualitative research approach. Focus group discussions (FGDs), 

conducted with groups of adolescents and adults, in both single-sex and mixed settings, allowed us to explore 

general community-level definitions, views and experiences surrounding gendered adolescence and the ways 

gendered social norms are both persisting but malleable. In-depth interviews (IDIs), with younger adolescent 

girls, older adolescent girls ï as well as a more limited number of their older and younger brothers ï and key 

informants, helped identify how adolescents see their status, opportunities and challenges within the household 

and community. We also used life histories, case studies and intergenerational pairings to explore intra-

household dynamics vis-à-vis adolescent girls by triangulating the views of adults and teens and paying 

particular attention to gendered themes. A variety of participatory techniques, including body mapping, 

rankings, timelines and family drawings, were used to stimulate conversation, facilitate recall and build 

consensus regarding the vulnerabilities that face Hmong girls ï as well as the opportunities they would need to 

realise their full capabilities. 

 

Capability deprivations facing Hmong girls 

Situated at the nexus of disadvantage in terms of age, gender and ethnicity, Hmong girls are uniquely vulnerable. 

The girls, their parents and local officials reported the following vulnerabilities, which can be classified into five 

domains: 

¶ Educational domain: Hmong girls are unlikely to begin ï much less complete ï a high school 

education. Hmong boys are prioritised in terms of higher education owing to a confluence of 

cultural norms that includes inheritance patterns, which lead parents to see sonsô educations as an 

investment, and time-use patterns, which leave girls to fit schoolwork into a schedule already full of 

domestic responsibilities. Additionally, it emerged that, even in families that educate one or more 

daughters, it is often the case that another daughter is totally denied an education so she can work at 

home. Girls also expressed concern about the quality of education they received, noting that books 

were limited and Hmong language teachers nearly non-existent. 

¶ Economic domain: The lives of Hmong girls are tightly restricted by the ceaseless work they must 

do in order to help their families make ends meet. Recognised as more obedient and diligent, girls 

begin work at a younger age than boys and work more hours each day. Opportunities for Hmong 

girls and their mothers to participate in the market economy are extremely limited, and poverty 

continues to be a constant threat that forces girls to prioritise their familyôs short-term economic 

wellbeing over long-term investments in their own futures. 

¶ Physical integrity and sexual and reproductive health (SRH) domain: Early marriage and high 

fertility are prevalent in the Hmong community. Cultural prohibitions surrounding sensitive topics 

ï and significant programming gaps ï keep many girls ignorant about puberty, reproduction and 

contraception. Trafficking to China is also a growing threat; girls, their parents and community 

leaders all noted that fear of abduction was increasingly restricting girlsô mobility even further. 

¶ Psychosocial domain: As a result of time poverty, geographic isolation, mobility restrictions and 

cultural norms against sharing ósad storiesô, many Hmong girls are extremely socially isolated. 

They are also often consumed by a desire to reduce their mothersô workloads and prevent them 

from being abused. Their leisure time is nearly non-existent. 

¶ Participation domain:  Hmong girls, because of both their age and their gender, rarely have spaces 

open to them to develop and exercise their óvoiceô. School activities tend to be adult-oriented and 

top-down, community activities are nearly absent and parents generally do not impute the capacity 

for agency to unmarried children. 
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Evolving gender norms 

Despite girlsô continuing vulnerability, there are signs that gender norms are beginning to shift. Some, such as 

on child marriage and bride stealing, are changing quickly thanks to new national laws and their enforcement 

through fines. Other norms are giving way more slowly as a few girls and women claim previously closed space, 

especially within the educational and economic domains, and are allowed to keep it. A minority of girls are 

reaching upper-secondary school and a minority of their families are beginning to recognise the value of youth 

and letting their daughters have time off from household responsibilities to study, socialise and rest.  

 

Policy and programme implications vis-à-vis promoting gender justice 

Interactions with girls, parents and community leaders revealed key insights about how to address gendered 

vulnerabilities and promote gender justice, although clearly any future actions should also be informed by 

complementary forms of evidence, including a more systematic review of existing policy and programme 

interventions targeted at adolescents. They included the following:  

¶ Support that will enable girls to attend upper secondary school including, for instance, 

promoting successful Hmong women as role models, providing educational stipends or other social 

protection support to compensate families for the direct and indirect costs of education and 

encouraging equal opportunity by providing Hmong language instruction for younger students. 

¶ More opportunities for income generation, based on realistic market assessments and Hmong 

cultural preferences for local work that complements rather than replaces farming. Vocational 

training initiatives need to take account of girlsô domestic workloads and strict mobility constraints, 

and consult community leaders, families and girls to find culturally acceptable solutions.  

¶ School- and community-based SRH programming that is developmentally and culturally 

appropriate (including written materials in the Hmong language) and therefore easily accessible by 

adolescent girls and boys ï married or unmarried, in school or out of school ï and allows them to 

remain anonymous. Mothers also need support to help them talk to their daughters about physical 

and emotional development. 

¶ Safe spaces where girls can discuss their concerns with respected, independent (preferably 

Hmong) adults and get sound, practical information (and logistical help where appropriate) that 

acknowledges their cultural realities. Girls are particularly interested in advice on domestic and 

gender-based violence.  

¶ More activities aimed at adolescents, addressing their leisure and socialisation needs while helping 

them forge their identities, find their voices and negotiate the growing tensions between Hmong 

traditions and the modernising world around them. 
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1 Introduction  

Adolescence is increasingly recognised as a critical period for capacity growth, one which presents development 

actors with a unique opportunity to alter life trajectories across generations. Adolescent girls in particular are 

seen as key. As the future mothers of the next generation, improving their lives offers a unique opportunity for a 

double return on investment. However, while progress has been rapid on some fronts, with todayôs girls far more 

likely, for example, to attend school than their mothers, gender-discriminatory norms and practices, such as 

burdening girls and women with the lionôs share of domestic responsibility, continue to limit the options open to 

tomorrowôs women. By exploring girlsô unique vulnerabilities ï vis-à-vis gender, age and culture ï it is hoped 

that we can identify nuanced solutions that will help them shape identities of their own choosing. 

This study is part of a multi-year policy research programme, funded by the UK Department for International 

Development (DFID), which explores gender justice for adolescent girls in Ethiopia, Nepal, Uganda and Viet 

Nam. The Overseas Development Institute (ODI), in partnership with national researchers, is exploring the key 

vulnerabilities that shape girlsô current wellbeing and future potential. By focusing on five capacity domains ï 

educational, economic, reproductive/bodily integrity, psychosocial and civic and household participation ï it 

aims to render visible the all too often hidden experiences of adolescent girls and identify how policy and 

programme actors can better respond to their needs and priorities. 

The Hmong remain one of the most vulnerable ethnic groups in Viet Nam. Geographically isolated by the 

countryôs northern mountains, culturally isolated by strong ethnic traditions and economically isolated by 

poverty rates many times higher than even those of their Kinh next-door neighbours, most Hmong families lag 

decades behind in terms of development indicators. Hmong girls and women are bearing the brunt of this 

disadvantage, as they are also bound by entrenched gender norms that are only now beginning to shift.  

This report begins by laying out the conceptual framework ï which is similar across all four countries ï and then 

introducing both the Vietnamese governance structure, which is highly distinctive, and the broader Hmong 

culture. Both are critical to shaping girlsô experiences. Organising the barriers to gender justice facing 

adolescent girls into the five capability domains, we first draw on academic and grey literature, as well as a 

variety of nationally and internationally collected data, to present the larger Vietnamese context vis-à-vis gender 

injustice. Where possible, we include information about the Hmong experience. We then briefly outline the 

study sites, sample, methodology and research tools, and provide an overview of the Ha Giang provincial 

context. Our primary research findings are presented in Sections 5 and 7. Integrating information from 

adolescent girls, their families and the leaders in their communities, we address each of the abovementioned five 

domains individually, identifying key areas in which gendered norms continue to define girlsô lives ï and areas 

in which they are beginning to shift. The report concludes with a discussion of possible policy implications, 

drawing on girlsô ideas of what gender justice would look like from their perspectives. 
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2 Conceptual framework 

2.1 Social norms, attitudes and practices 

Social norms, attitudes and practices, long codified though tradition if not law, are increasingly recognised as 

key to shaping lives. As óshared expectations [é] regarding how people should behaveô, social norms mould not 

only our actions but also our attitudes and beliefs (Heise, 2011: 13; see also Bicchieri, 2006). Tightly 

interwoven, these actions, attitudes and beliefs together form the continually contested, constantly changing 

social web that we call culture (Mackie et al., 2012; Rao and Walton, 2004). Boudet et al. (2012) make an 

important distinction about how that change occurs when they delineate the difference between órelaxingô versus 

óchangingô norms. They note that the former exists in spaces where individuals are óchallenging and perhaps 

crossing the boundariesô of traditional roles but are not fundamentally ósetting a new standardô (p.51). Their 

actions, to use Bichhieri (2006)ôs language, óviolate descriptive normsô, but leave the ólarger injunctive norms 

intactô. In comparison, genuinely changing norms involves recognition of the legitimacy of that boundary 

crossing ï how we believe individuals ought to behave shifts to accommodate how they are now behaving. 

As they ópermeate daily life and are the basis of self-regulationô, gender norms both are at the centre of the 

cultural web and are particularly resistant to change (Boudet et al., 2012: 24). Children learn at a very young age 

ówhat it is to be a girl or a boy, or a man or a womanô so that the gender norms that shape social institutions tend 

to remain largely invisible (p.25).  Recent work developed through the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) has focused attention on the gendered 

nature of social institutions. Grouped into five indices ï Discriminatory Family Code; Restricted Physical 

Integrity; Son Bias; Restricted Resources and Entitlements; and Restricted Civil Liberties (SIGI, 2013) ï those 

institutions are considered key drivers of girlsô outcomes with regard to the five capability domains mentioned 

above: education, economics, physical integrity and sexual and reproductive health (SRH), psychosocial 

development and participation (Branisa et al., 2009a; OECD, 2010).  

In the case of gendered experiences of adolescence, earlier work by Mensch et al. (1998) emphasised that 

adolescent policy and programmes must ópeel away the many layers of control over girls, challenge 

discriminatory familial and community norms, and confront male attitudes and behaviors that are damaging to 

girlsô (p.80).3 In doing so, they must also óinventô a value for girls by counteracting customary perceptions of 

girls (and the legal frameworks that often support them) and by promoting the ónovelô concept of girlsô rights 

and capabilities apart from reproduction. A recent attempt to apply the SIGI categories to an analysis of 

adolescent girls and young women in order to identify the role of discriminatory norms in perpetuating poverty 

and deprivation highlighted, among other things, the need for a framework that can adapt itself to a specific 

focus on adolescent girls who find themselves subject to discriminatory social norms linked to both age and 

gender (Jones et al., 2010). 

This evolving framework is in turn underpinned by thinking about the intimate linkages between discriminatory 

norms, practices and group perceptions of social identity, themselves driven by collectively agreed-on 

understandings and belief systems surrounding group membership (such as gender, age, class, ethnicity, 

religion) and power relations (whether they be patriarchy, age-based hierarchies, capitalist modes of production 

etc.). The resulting norms, values and attitudes can have positive, neutral or negative effects; in their negative 

form, they can be discriminatory in nature. This discrimination results in exclusion and restricted opportunities 

to develop capabilities, the outcomes of which are unrealised potential, limited development and 

disempowerment. According to this framework, the overarching aim of policy and practice is to address both the 

 
 

3
 Please note that this Section and Section 2.2 draw heavily on Watson et al. (2013).  
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manifestations ï or outcomes ï of discriminatory norms, values and attitudes and the driving forces that 

underpin and perpetuate them.  

 

 

 

2.2 Capabilities and gender justice  

The conceptual framework that serves as the basis for our research draws on the ócapabilities approachô that has 

emerged over the past decade as a leading alternative to standard economic frameworks for thinking about 

human development, poverty, inequality and social justice. Based on Amartya Senôs (1999) theory of 

ódevelopment as freedomô, this approach posits development as a process of expanding ófreedomsô or 

ócapabilitiesô that improve human lives by opening up the range of things a person can effectively be and do, 

such as to be healthy and well nourished, to be knowledgeable and to participate in community life. 

Development from this perspective is about facilitating the acquisition and use of such capabilities as well as 

removing obstacles (such as illiteracy, ill-health, lack of access to resources or lack of civil and political 

freedom) to what a person can do in life (Fukuda-Parr, 2003). 

The capabilities approach has evolved over time as a broad normative framework for the evaluation of 

individual wellbeing and social arrangements and the design of policies and proposals about social change in 

society. For some of the capabilities in question, the main inputs are financial resources and economic 

production, but for others they are political practices, such as the effective guarantee of freedom of thought, 

religion or political participation. For yet others, they are social or cultural practices, social structures, social 

institutions, public goods, social norms, traditions and habits. The capabilities approach thus offers a 

comprehensive approach to enhancing human wellbeing and understanding the social arrangements that either 

foster or inhibit it (Robeyns, 2003).  

According to Fukuda-Parr (2003), the capabilities-based human development paradigm provides a more gender-

sensitive agenda to public policy than its alternatives since gender equity is a central concern of the approach; it 

is sensitive to a range of inequities and discrimination that are important in womenôs lives; and it has the scope 

to delve into complex issues that constrain womenôs life choices, including discriminatory political processes, 

social institutions and norms that need to be tackled head-on. Through the work of feminist thinkers such as 

Martha Nussbaum, the capabilities approach has been used as a potent tool for construction of a normative 

concept of social justice and the promotion of ógender justiceô (Nussbaum, 2000; 2003; 2011). For this reason, it 

is important to conceptualise adolescent girls as evolving citizens to whom rights and entitlements accrue and to 

consider, therefore, the full range of actors at various levels ï including family, community and state ï who bear 

responsibility for creating the enabling environment and providing the services required to nurture and enhance 

these capabilities.  

In seeking to understand how the development of capabilities is restricted and how discrimination functions, we 

need to go beyond recognition of compromised capabilities to understand the forces driving discriminatory laws, 

norms and practices. This discrimination results in exclusion and restricted opportunities to develop capabilities, 

the outcomes of which are unrealised potential, limited development, disempowerment and, ultimately, a lack of 

social justice, and particularly what we and others term ógender justiceô (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework 

 

As Table 1 illustrates, drawing on the literature discussed above, the framework identifies five capability 

domains for attention: educational; economic; physical integrity and SRH; psychosocial; and civic and 

household participation. It should be noted that, while Table 1 is adapted from our international framework, it 

was prepared with the Hmong context in mind. To that end, it is similar, but not identical, to the frameworks 

used in other locations in the broader cross-country study on adolescents and gender justice.  
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Table 1: �$�G�R�O�H�V�F�H�Q�W���J�L�U�O�V�¶���F�D�S�D�E�L�O�L�W�L�H�V���D�Q�G���H�Q�W�L�W�O�H�P�H�Q�W�V��framework 

Framework 

capability 

domains 

Norms and practices compromising 

capabilities and leading to exclusion 

Non-actions compromising capabilities 

and compounding exclusion 

Entitlements that 

underpin gender 

justice 

Education Gender-based school exclusion at 

secondary level based on son bias 

Unequal care burdens 

Lack of choice over time use 

Bullying in school or community 

Non-provision of accessible and 

affordable secondary education services 

Non provision of quality child care 

Non-enforcement of decent work 

conditions or child work laws 

Non-provision of reproductive health services 

Education 

Health care 

Leisure time 

Decent work 

Economic/ 
productive 

Limited access to assets 
Unequal inheritance and property rights 
Transfer and control of dowry  
Exclusion from labour markets and decent 
work 
Occupational discrimination �t hereditary 
employment 
Effect of child labour �t exclusion from 
schooling 
 

Inequality in inheritance law 
Weak implementation 
Non-enforcement of labour law 
Gender discrimination in equal opportunities 
Non-implementation of children act on labour 
Weak access to justice 

Income-generating 
opportunities, skills, 
training 
Productive assets �t 
land, credit, 
technology 

Physical 
integrity, 
SRH 

Unequal quality and provision of care (son 
bias) 
Limited authority in family 
Early marriage 
Limited control over physical body safety 
Gender-based violence �tdirected at girls or 
mothers 
Harmful traditional practices 
Limited control over fertility 
Limited control over sexuality �t in that girls 
are expected to be passive and asexual 
until marriage 
Polygamy 
Infanticide 
Unequal quality and provision of care 
Unequal care burdens 
Lack of choice over time use 

Limited safe spaces 
Limited protective services 
Limited access to justice 
Non-provision of health services  
Non-provision of reproductive health 
education 
Non-enforcement of national laws and policies, 
including on gender equality and gender 
mainstreaming  
Non-provision of child care 
Non-enforcement of laws 

Bodily integrity 
Care and protection 
Decision-making 
power in household 
Balance of time vis-à-
vis care/domestic/ 
productive work and 
leisure 
Knowledge about 
health and 
reproductive health 

Psychosocia
l and 
emotional 
wellbeing 

Gender stereotyping 
Restricted mobility 
Time poverty 
Restricted access to education 
Limits on private roles 
Restrictions on associating  

Lack of policy space for adolescents 
Lack of programming for adolescents 
Limited safe places 

Inclusion in decisions 
that affect self 
Freedom of 
association 
Support and 
nurturing social life 

Participatio
n in the 
family and 
community 
 
 

Restricted parental relationships 
Limit on private roles 
Limited authority in family 
Constrained marriage choice 
Stereotypes 
Control/surveillance 
Restricted mobility 
Limit on public roles 

Lack of adequate child care 
Non-provision of information 
Non-provision of justice services 
Non-provision of activities for adolescents  

Inclusion in decisions 
affecting self 
Parental rights 
Voice within the 
community 
Access to nurture and 
support from adults 
in caregiving roles 
Voice/representation 
Group membership 
Mobility 
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It is also worth noting that, unlike tables, which can clearly delineate columns of norms and rows of domains, 

the real world is messy. While we have separated the threats facing Hmong girls into the five domains 

mentioned above, which is requisite given that findings are meant to be comparative across countries, there are 

clearly multiple crosscutting themes that lead to a great deal of overlap. Early marriage, for example, restricts 

girlsô educational and economic opportunities and has a negative impact on their physical integrity and 

reproductive health. Similarly, girlsô lack of inheritance rights affects not only their opportunities to pursue high 

school education but also their time poverty and, ultimately, their loneliness. Thus, while the report is organised 

thematically ï by capability domain ï it is shaped organically, flowing out of the girlsô stories and capitalising 

on the connections important in their lives. This at some points leads to redundancies ï and at others forces us to 

overlay óartificialô subheadings in order to contain ómessyô spill-over. Research is inevitably an interpretive 

exercise: our aim here is to help the reader shed light on the experiences of girls who are very often invisible in 

public policy debates while still retaining as many of their unique voices and perspectives as possible.  
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3 Setting the context 

Overview of Vietnamese governance and Hmong culture 

3.1 Viet Nam 

Governance structure 

The Socialist Republic of Viet Nam is a one-party state, led by the Communist Party, which, despite economic 

liberalisation and increasing decentralisation retains tight national control over a wide variety of policy areas 

(Fritzen, 2006). There are four layers of government in Viet Nam: central, provincial, district and commune 

(Nguyen-Hoang and Schroeder, 2008). There are 63 governments recognised at the provincial level and over 

10,000 communes, each composed of several villages. Nguyen-Hoang and Schroeder (2008) note that, while the 

Communist Party has the overall leadership role at all levels, the party itself is ófunctionally pluralistô, which on 

the one hand offers more space for decentralisation than may be immediately obvious and the other hand leads 

to a certain fragility of power that often causes an overinvestment in maintaining credibility. 

There is evidence across Viet Nam of increasing decentralisation ï political, administrative and fiscal. Within 

the constraints of a one-party system, Viet Namôs ógrassroots democracyô movement has slowly been building 

space for political participation (Wells-Dang, 2010) (see also Box 1), while a need for efficiency has been 

encouraging the transfer of responsibilities to lower administrative levels (Fritzen, 2006). In addition, recent 

budget policy has ceded more and more fiscal control to subnational levels, leaving Viet Nam by some measures 

as fiscally decentralised as the US (Fritzen, 2006; Martinez-Vazquez, 2006; Painter, 2008). 

 

Box 1: A unique approach to civil society organising: �9�L�H�W���1�D�P�¶�V���P�D�V�V���R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�D�W�L�R�Q�V 

 
Source: Sakata (2005 ).  

This decentralisation has been useful where it allows communes to target policies to their own needs ï such as 

fining the families of truant children to encourage school attendance ï but is hardly a panacea for development. 

For example, the elaborate system of tax sharing, which is aimed at reducing inequality and ostensibly favours 

poorer provinces such as Ha Giang, is still ultimately more beneficial to wealthier provinces that have more 

capacity to raise revenue (Beresford, 2008; Bjornstad, 2009; Fritzen, 2006; Nguyen-Hoang, 2008). This leads 

Mass organisations, including the Viet Nam Fatherland Front, the Womenôs Union and the Youth Union were 
established in the last 1920s and early 1930s by the Communist Party as óthe peopleôs frontô in the pursuit of 
independence from French colonisation. The traditional function has been to mobilise citizens for various 
activities aiming to óprotect, construct and developô the nation with a heavy focus on creating loyal citizens and 
cohesive communities. In recent years, they have implemented many development-oriented activities to improve 
the health, economic and social wellbeing of their members and have provided supplemental public services that 
the government does not provide (e.g. housing loans, microcredit for the poor, youth employment support, 
nutritional awareness classes for parents, intervening in the case of domestic violence disputes). They remain, 
however, very closely connected to the government, with cadres having public servant status, receiving salaries 
from the national treasury. Moreover, while there are nominal membership fees, most activities are state funded. 
Mass organisations usually have a four-layered organisational structure from central, provincial, district to 
commune level in order to effectively transmit decisions and instructions made at the central level down to the 
grassroots. On the one hand this structure has distinct advantages, including being well placed to identify 
households in need based on locally contextualised knowledge. On the other, however, there are significant 
questions as to whether mass organisations really have the capacity to reflect the priority needs of the poorest 
and most excluded given the broader hierarchical political culture in which they operate.  
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Bjornstad (2009) to conclude that, while ódecentralization may contribute to poverty reduction outcomesô it is 

not óinherently pro-poorô (p.3). Particularly since subnational governments have no capacity to create or alter 

taxes, leaving them with user fees as the only potential source of fundraising, there is concern that 

decentralisation may ultimately contribute to local services becoming regressively funded (Beresford, 2008; 

Fritzen, 2006; Nguyen-Hoang, 2008; World Bank, 2005).4 

Furthermore, while pro forma decentralisation has grown significantly in recent years, ó[d]iversification of 

authority in key decision-making processes remains limited ó(Fford, 2011, in Jones et al., 2012: 13). Because 

óthe state share of economic output has remained relatively constant since 2002 at 37ï40% of GDP [gross 

domestic product]ô (Gainsborough, 2010: 482) and Viet Namôs citizens are represented de jure, if not de facto, 

by a plethora of state-sponsored organisations such as the Womenôs Union and the Youth Union, the central 

government remains monolithic in the minds of many. Policy tends to be top-down, rather than bottom-up, and, 

once enacted, óactors involved are then expected to be bound by itô (Harris et al., 2011: viii). This tends not only 

to leave lower-level authorities in a holding pattern, waiting for proclamations from above, but also to stifle 

local innovation and targeted responses, particularly in areas where language and cultural barriers make it 

difficult for locals to make their needs known (Jones et al., 2012). For example, while there is, as is discussed in 

greater detail below, a unified push to encourage families to have no more than two children, there is insufficient 

attention paid to the diverse drivers of fertility. Similarly, targets for poverty reduction are often set by the 

central government with inadequate input from local authorities.  

Ethnicity 

There are 53 recognized ethnic minority groups among Viet Namôs population of 88 million people, 

representing approximately 15% of the population. Most ethnic minority groups are very small; only five have 

populations larger than 1 million: the Hmong, the Khmer, the Tay, the Thai and the Muong. With very few 

exceptions, most minority groups live in rural, mountainous areas (Baulch and Dat, 2012; World Bank, 2009). 

They are often, however, even minorities in their own homelands, owing to policies from the 1960s that moved 

millions of Kinh families into the mountains in order to reduce overpopulation in urban areas and help 

ómoderniseô mountainous regions (Friederichsen, 2012). While Viet Namôs Constitution enshrines the rights of 

minorities to use their own languages and guard their cultural identities ï at least insofar as óthey do not pose a 

threat to the socialist progress of the countryô ï policies designed to foster modernisation speak to a fundamental 

tension in that nation building and development often struggle to adequately incorporate diversity (Michaud, 

2010: 32; see also Messier and Michaud, 2012; Mylonas, 2013). 

Recognising that poverty is not only endemic but also growing comparatively worse among most minority 

groups, Viet Nam has enacted a plethora of policies and programmes to address minority disadvantage over the 

past two decades. Bonnin and Turner (2012) note that there were nearly two dozen such programmes in the late 

1990s and that, while many have now been combined, the absolute number of programmes remains large ï and 

diverse. Programme 135, for example, is aimed at infrastructure development in minority areas. Among other 

things, it has built roads, schools and hospitals. Programme 134 has allocated land to and built houses for 

minority families. Additionally, Baulch et al. (2010) observe that, óby 2006, a higher percentage of the ethnic 

minority households were receiving social transfers for all categories except social insurance. For some 

categories, such as education and health assistance the improvement is very large indeedô (p.27).  

 

However, as Turner (2012b) concludes, ó[g]overnment programs to reduce ethnic minority poverty are often 

built on the assumption that activities which worked well for the Kinh and Chinese majority should also work 

well for ethnic minorities. When they do not, lack of understanding can lead to the conclusion that the target 

beneficiaries are backward, or unmotivated, or lazyô (p.410). Minorities, on the other hand, mindful of the 

painful collectivisation campaigns of the past, are often distrustful of government development initiatives and 

fundamentally do not, as Soones (2009) notes, see themselves in need of órescue, discipline or transformationô 

(p.184; see also Michaud, 2011; Tugault-Lafleur and Turner, 2009; Turner, 2012a and b). Recently, there have 

been increasing attempts to disaggregate the category of óethnic minorityô, as evidence is highlighting that their 

 
 

4
 The World Bank reports, for example, that community contributions to road maintenance equal nearly 10% óof the annual poverty line in the relatively 

poor Northern Uplands, compared with 4.6% in the country as a wholeô (2005: 91). 
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development trajectories are often quite distinct, and this is indeed the case with the Hmong population, as we 

discuss in more detail below. 

Gender 

The Vietnamese government has a longstanding commitment to gender equality ï with documents dating to the 

1930s proclaiming it a key party objective (Abjorensen, 2010; Knodel et al., 2004). The countryôs gender 

machinery is relatively strong and it has a solid regional track record in terms of womenôs political and 

economic participation (Jones et al., 2012; Schuler et al., 2006). That said, there is significant space for 

improvement ï in terms of both institutions and the widening gap between womenôs public and private roles 

(Abjorensen, 2010). 

Although Viet Namôs gender policy infrastructure is comprehensive, there is óconsiderable disconnect between 

these policy frameworks and their implementation at the provincial, district and commune levelsô (Jones et al., 

2012: 13). Top-down policymaking, combined with weak inter-sectoral coordination, poor capacity building and 

low budgets, have left many institutions ï particularly at the commune level ï unable to fully integrate gender 

into programming, leading to tokenistic, generic interventions (ibid.). Limited gender awareness on the behalf of 

many leaders ï as well as an assumption that the Womenôs Union is responsible for all womenôs issues ï has 

further reduced the impact of high-level policy (ibid.), particularly given that the Womenôs Union does not tend 

to encourage diversity in terms of gender norms (Schuler et al., 2006). 

Additionally, the governmentôs post Doi Moi emphasis on tradition and culture, intended to fight the ósocial 

evilsô (see Box 2) seen as accompanying globalisation, has had unintended consequences for girls and women ï 

particularly their private roles (Abjorensen, 2010). By pronouncing women óthe soul of the familyô (Werner, 

2008: 75), the government has placed womenôs domestic roles at the ómythic locus of traditional cultural values 

and a production mode worthy of governmental supportô ï ironically limiting their freedom by placing them on 

a pedestal (Leshkowich, 2008: 15). While women increasingly work outside the home and the gender wage gap 

has declined significantly, they continue to be almost solely responsible for domestic labour and have little 

access to household decision making (Knodel et al., 2004), primarily because of their husbandôs strong beliefs 

that óthat a womanôs important role is to take care of her home and cook for her familyô (Nanda et al., 2012: 2; 

see also Jones and Anh, 2010). This is also supported by time-use data: in rural areas Vietnamese women 

reportedly spend a daily average of 7.5 hours on household chores, compared with 30 minutes for men. In urban, areas the 

differences is 6 hours compared with 90 minutes (Le Anh, 2006, cited in Jones and Anh, 2010).  
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Box 2: The rise of the concept of social evils 

 

3.2  Hmong history and culture5 

The Hmong are one of 53 ethnic minority groups in Viet Nam, and one of the poorest. Numbering just over 1 

million in Vietnam, according to the 2009 Census, and originating from China nearly 4,000 years ago, there are, 

after migrations that began less than two centuries ago, significant Hmong populations in the northern mountains 

of both Viet Nam and Lao PDR (Lee and Pfiefer, 2006; Michaud, 2010). Hmong culture, which sees ethnic 

identity as more important than national borders, has both insulated them from the larger Kinh culture that 

moved into their mountains when the government was actively working to shift populations, and minimised 

recent internal migration (Michaud, 2008; 2010). While the Hmong diaspora, located primarily in the US, is now 

over three decades old, Hmong insularity6 and a preference for óselective involvementô with modernity 

fundamentally mean that many traditional practices and cultural preferences still shape Hmong lives on a daily 

basis (Turner and Michaud, 2009: 54-55; see also Tugault-Lafleur and Turner, 2009). 

History 

While a full overview of Hmong history is well beyond the scope of this paper, there are a variety of 

comparatively recent events that continue to reverberate loudly today ï primarily because they have tended to 

reinforce Hmong insularity and Kinh beliefs about Hmong óothernessô. First, during the late 19th century, under 

French colonial rule, the northern mountains of Viet Nam were under military, rather than civilian, 

administration, in order to facilitate control of local populations (Michaud, 2010). Second, while upland 

minorities, including the Hmong, had hoped to secure local governance, this did not eventuate under Communist 

Party rule. Instead, sedentarisation7 and collectivisation became official policy with important spill-over effects 

on Hmong land rights and farming practices (Michaud, 2010; Turner, 2012a). 

 
 

5
 This section draws almost exclusively on sources ï from the academic literature ï identified by the Hmong Studies Internet Resource Center 

(http://hmongstudies.org/). 
6 It is important to note that Hmong communities communicate almost exclusively using the Hmong language. Many adults, who have rarely had the 

opportunity to attend school, speak only Hmong, and children who leave school early, particularly girls, often retreat into a world where Hmong is the only 
language ï which has significant impacts that we discuss in greater detail below.   
7
 The Hmong did not traditionally óownô land and, as Lemoine (2009) notes, ófreely wandered in the forested mountainsô (p.10). 

Viet Nam's increased integration into the global market economy entails rapid and dynamic changes and has 
fostered new ways of acting, interacting and thinking. In the late 1990s, echoing similar campaigns begun in 
China in the 1980s, the Vietnamese government launched widespread public campaigns against ósocial evilsô 
(te nan xa hoi), encompassing a range of behaviours from sex work, gambling and drug addiction to a general 
lack of morality. Anthropologists such as Christophe Robert (2005) argue that the official language of ósocial 
evilsô has been kept deliberately vague and óis an attempt to keep alive some of the keywords and practices of 
Vietnamese Communism, such as mobilisation campaigns and moralising language to build a civilised, unified 
people. Yet rapid economic development, urbanisation and rising gender and socioeconomic inequalities have 
created entirely new social phenomena. Because of its ability to play on anxieties about social chaos and its 
potential for endless reinvention, the language of ñsocial evilsò is an ideal disciplining tool in a time of political 
reorganisation in Vietnamô. Robert argues further that the ófight for the common good, against vaguely defined 
"social evils," is part of the reinvention of Vietnamese politicsô. Current Vietnamese leaders are drawing on 
familiar buzzwords to deal with new social problems óthus lending an aura of ideological continuity to the radical 
break they effected in politics and the economyô. Rydstrom (2006) has argued that this broader transformation 
process is epitomised by the ambivalence and ambiguity with which female sexuality is imbued. Girls and 
womenôs sexual behaviours have become óintertwined with anxieties about the forces of a global and 
ñpoisonous cultureò (van hoa doc hai)ô that require either self-imposed or government-imposed control in order 
to avoid the transgression of moral boundaries. 

Highlighting the importance of the concept in Vietnamese society is the institutionalisation of the concept within 
government bureaucracy at national and provincial levels. The Ministry of Labour, Invalid and Social Affairs 
(MoLISA) has a dedicated Department of Social Evils Prevention, which is responsible for dealing with policy 
and programming relating to trafficking, sex work, drug addiction and HIV. Similarly, social workers are 
instructed within this paradigm and thus often take a moralistic and punitive approach rather than seeking to 
address the rights and social and economic deprivations that often underpin such behaviours.  
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After Doi Moi, land was returned to the Hmong, but a óselective cultural preservation policyô, which prohibited 

ócounter-productiveô and ósuperstitious practicesô,8 was ushered in (Michaud, 2010: 32; see also McElwee, 2004; 

Messier and Michaud, 2012). Instead, the state has worked hard to bring the Hmong and other upland minorities 

into the modern Vietnamese fold ï fostering a common language, encouraging education and building 

infrastructure (Turner, 2012a: 543).  

Gender roles and family structure9 

Additionally, traditional marriage,10 which often takes place soon after puberty for girls, takes óno account of the 

girlôs feelings if she does not want to marry or does not want this particular husbandô (Lemoine, 2012a: 5). The 

institution is historically seen ï because it binds clans together ï as more important than womenôs safety. Lee 

and Tapp (2010) note, for example, that clan ties are óvalued as more important than physical and emotional 

safety in an abusive relationshipô and that large families are prised óabove the reproductive health or rights of 

womenô (p.159). Finally, because Hmong girls become part of their husbandôs clan upon marriageðand are told 

óyour motherôs womb is what you borrowedôðthey often have no emotional or practical recourse if their 

married lives are difficult (Lemoine, 2012a: 16). These gender disparities are further reinforced by the 

ceremonial value of boys and men ï who maintain óa monopoly upon religious performances: death rituals, birth 

rituals, rituals to ancestors and wedding ritualsô (Lemoine, 2012a: 17; see also Lee and Tapp, 2010). 

 

Box 3: Hmong childhood 

 
 

Work 

Most Hmong families remain subsistence farmers who, owing to the climate in which they live, are able to 

harvest only one rice crop each year (Bonnin and Turner, 2012). They also typically keep a home garden, small 

livestock ï in part for sacrifice ï and buffalo if they are able; many also still practise rotational swidden-farming, 

although this is illegal (ibid.; Turner, 2012b). Turner (2012b) notes that óHmong households are also integrated 

into commercial circuits through selected agricultural intensiýcation practices, including purchasing 

government-subsidized hybrid rice and maize seeds [é] chemical fertilizers, and pesticidesô (p.408). 

Despite this, however, at least in Lao Cai, where the vast majority of research on Vietnamese Hmong has taken 

place, Hmong familiesô integration into the larger cash economy can be described as tenuous at best (Bonnin and 

Turner, 2012; Michaud, 2011; Turner, 2012a; 2012b). Tugault-Lafleur and Turner (2009) note that ómany do not 

actually express a desire to become further entangled in the global economic possibilities availableô (p.399). 

While they are happy to plant hybrid rice, as its yields are better, crop cardamom, take tourists trekking and 

produce textiles, their fundamental identities remain rooted in the home, and their notions of happiness, as noted 

by Turner (2012a), are óa big enough house for everyone, enough rice ýelds to feed everyone, and some buffaloô 

(p.550; see also Bonnin and Turner, 2012; Tugault-Lafleur and Turner, 2009; Turner, 2012b; Turner and 

Michaud, 2009). 

 
 

8
 Acording to Michaud (2010), such practices included óshamanism (banded sorcery), animal sacrifice, lavish funerals, bride-price and even swiddeningô 

(p.32).  
9
 It should be noted that the research cited here has been undertaken by Western, male academics who likely had relatively limited engagement with 

women and girls. 
10

 Hmong marriage customs are shifting rapidly owing to both encroaching modernisation and the enforcement of Vietnamese law. Lemoine (2012a) 

reports that, as late as the 1970s, Hmong girls were given considerable sexual freedom beginning at puberty ï and were in fact expected to have 
intercourse with boys who were courting them. At that point, marriage typically either was arranged by fathers to meet clan needs or, less often, involved 

bride kidnapping. The legal overtones associated with word marriage were largely absent, and if pregnancy occurred then most couples were simply 

considered married ï though ónobody will force him (the boy) to do so and stigma will attach more to the girl than the boyô (p.3).  

Lemoine (2012a) reports that, traditionally, the Hmong have had no concept of childhood. While relations are 
governed by strict hierarches of age, the childôs world is not seen as fundamentally different from the adultôs 
and children are treated ówith the same respect given a living adult individualô, in part because of beliefs that 
óhe is but the reincarnation of a passed away adultô (p.8). He notes that this may explain why child abuse 
seems to be comparatively rare. 
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Religion 

While Viet Nam is officially an atheist state, albeit with longstanding traditions of Confucianism, Buddhism and 

Taoism, most Hmong practice animism and believe that the physical and spiritual worlds are intimately 

connected . As the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) (2008) note, ó[a]ccording to this system of beliefs, 

protective and wild spirits inhabit many objects and natural settings in the worldô and offences against ó[s]pirits 

are appeased through ceremonies that range from simple chants to lengthy rituals, including the sacriýce of 

animalsô (p.17). Shamans, who serve as intermediaries between the spiritual and the physical, are well-respected 

members of the community and are responsible for performing these rituals (Lee and Pfiefer, 2006; Lemoine, 

2012b; Michaud, 2011). While Shamanism is frowned on by the Vietnamese government, it is still widely 

practised, notes Michaud (2011), in óhighland hamlets, where outside observers are rarely seen after darkô (p. 9). 

As Tam (2010) notes, ó[o]ne third of the nearly 1 million Hmong population has converted from animists and 

ancestor worshipers to Evangelical Protestants over just two decadesô (p.333; see also Lee and Pfiefer, 2006). 

Initiated by US-funded Christian broadcasting out of the Philippines,11 the conversions have provided more fuel 

for ethnic tensions, as Evangelical Protestantism is not an officially recognised religion ï and because of the 

source of the funding stream, which continues to be primarily the US (ibid.). The US Hmong community, which 

maintains close ties with its homeland, sends regular, albeit illegal, missionaries, who offer the Vietnamese 

Hmong óa vision of modernity in itselfô and present them with the opportunity to forge new, modern ï but 

distinctly Hmong ï identities (Tam, 2010: 41). 

Despite the influx of Christianity, the Hmong largely continue to believe that many illnesses have spiritual roots. 

The human body is thought to house 12 distinct souls; if any of those souls becomes lost then ill-health might 

result (Lemoine, 2012b). Souls can be lost in a variety of ways, ranging from a childôs ósudden frightô over a 

loud dog, to grief, to ócapture by an evil spiritô (Lee and Pfeifer, 2006). Consequently, shamans, rather than 

medical doctors, often serve as first-line defenders for health care in many Hmong families (Lee and Pfeifer, 

2006; Lemoine, 2012b; Turner, 2012a and b). In addition, many use herbal medicine and keep small herb 

gardens for their own use (Turner, 2012). 

Box 4: Hmong birth rituals 

 
Source: Lee and Pfeifer (2006); Lee and Tapp (2010); Liamputton (2007). 

Agency 

Much is made in the academic literature about Hmong agency (see, e.g., Michaud, 2011; Tam, 2010; Tugault-

Lafleur and Turner, 2009; Turner, 2012b; Turner and Michaud, 2009). For example, Turner (2012b) notes that, 

while the Hmong have options, they are in some ways órural renegadesô (p.415); Michaud (2011) says that they 

are óbeing tactically selective about modernity (p.2). They choose to grow their own varieties of rice, because 

they taste better and are ótraditionalô, they elect to given birth at home rather than at health clinics, they opt to 

use shamans rather than physicians, they engage with the cash economy only enough to meet their immediate 

needs, they prefer to make their own clothing rather than purchase cheaper ready-made substitutes, they see 

formal education as fundamentally less useful to their children than learning to do traditional tasks the traditional 

way and they convert to an unsanctioned, US-funded religion. Turner (2012b) concludes that both government 

and development agencies need to acknowledge that the Hmong are fundamentally happy with their identities 

and should óacknowledge different cultural values, necessities, and prioritiesô (p.417). 

 
 

11
 Written Hmong was created in the 1950s by Christian missionaries. 

Hmong birth rituals are intimately linked to these spiritual beliefs as well. Babies are usually delivered at home 
by their paternal grandmothers and their fathers and, because the placenta is seen as the ósoulôs shirtô, and 
must be collected by the soul at the end of life, it is buried in particular locations. Boysô placentas are 
traditionally buried under the main post of the house, reflecting their centrality in family life. Girlsô placentas, on 
the other hand, are most often buried under their parentsô bed, signifying their relationship with fertility. 
Womenôs diets are tightly controlled for the post-partum phase, which lasts one month, and revolve around 
warmth at all costs. Babies have ósoul-calling ceremoniesô when they are three days old and are not seen as 
actual people until that point. 
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While this is true, and we agree that ópolicy initiatives based on detailed ethnographic study, a greater 

understanding of cultural particularities and negotiated participatory approachesô are vital, we caution that the 

needs of Hmong adolescent girls are not necessarily synonymous with those of the adults in their families and 

communities (Turner, 2012b: 417). Michaud (2011) notes, for example, that, while adult Hmong in China wish 

to keep to the old ways, óyouth urgently want to become modern and successfulô (p.18). Similarly, Duong 

(2008) observes ï after years of ethnographic research with Hmong girls in Lao Cai ï that those who engage in 

tourism-related activities ótransform themselvesô in the process (p.254). As they engage with the larger world 

around them, their tastes in food and clothing change and they move ófar from the marginsô on which they 

started their lives (ibid.). In order to ensure that Hmong adolescent girls are given the space and support they 

need to become the women they would like to become, these complex dynamics between a strong central state 

and a minority community with a rich cultural heritage will need to be skilfully negotiated.  
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4 Setting the context 

Overview of gender and ethnic disadvantage among Vietnamese adolescents 

Vietnamese adolescent girls face a variety of threats to the realisation of their full capabilities ï some related to 

age, others to gender, others to modernisation, others to age-old traditions. The threats facing Hmong girls are 

similarly diverse, but often unique. Where we have ethnically specific information we highlight it in boxes. 

4.1 Education domain 

The Ministry of Education and Training (MoET) and the UN Childrenôs Fund (UNICEF) (2012) note that 

ó[b]etween 1992 and 2008, primary level completion rates rose from 45.0 per cent to 89.8 per centô (p.1). 

Furthermore, on a national level, among current school-age children, Viet Nam óhas closed and even reversed 

gender gaps in primary, secondary and tertiary schoolingô (World Bank, 2011a: 27). For example, net enrolment 

rates for Kinh primary-aged children are 97.1% for girls and 96.9% for boys (UNFPA, 2011b). Similarly, 

enrolment rates for upper-secondary school ï across all ethnic groups ï are 83.9% for girls and 81.4% for boys 

(ibid.). Even at college level, girls are now more likely to be enrolled in school than boys: 7.4% versus 6% 

(ibid.).  

Despite this laudable progress in enrolment on a national level, ódisparities still remain and education attainment 

is much lower among several groups, particularly among ethnic minority groupsô (MoET and UNICEF, 2012: 

1). As Figure 1 shows, girls in the Northern Mountains remain the most disadvantaged. While minority students 

are only slightly less likely to enrol in primary school than majority students, fewer than 80% of ethnic minority 

children finish, while virtually all majority students complete their primary education (GSO et al., 2011). Indeed, 

Chi (2011) notes that, in the Young Lives sample, ó85 per cent of the drop-outs at the primary school level are 

from minorities, and this increases to 91.8 per cent in the three poorest mountainous districtsô (p.10).  
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Figure 1: Male/female ratio of primary school completion  

 

Source: UNFPA (2011c). 

Higher minority dropout rates continue after primary school, and óby the time they reach upper secondary 

school, majority pupils are more than twice as likely to be attending school as minority pupilsô (Baulch and Dat, 

2012: 5).  

Higher education tips the scales even further towards majority children. In 2009, for example, the net enrolment 

rate for upper-secondary school was over 57% for Kinh children and only 24% for minority students, with some 

groups, like the Hmong and the Ba-Na, having rates below 6% (Baulch and Dat, 2012). While some ethnic 

groups, such as the Tay and the Hoa, have enrolment rates approaching those of the Kinh, Figure 2 shows that, 

overall, the enrolment gap at upper-secondary level has grown over the past decade, as Kinh students have made 

larger gains than minority children (ibid.). Addressing this gap is vital, given that Wells-Dang (2012) found that 

óimproved education levelsô are an important factor (along with óimproved market accessô) in explaining why 

some ethnic communities are ópositive deviantsô (p.37). 

Figure 2: Net enrolment rates for rural areas, 1999 and 2009  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Baulch and Dat (2012). 
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Furthermore, while gender-insensitive curricula have an impact on all girls, and the deficit of minority teachers 

affects all minorities, many minority girls are at the nexus of educational disadvantage (see Box 1). Thrust into 

classes taught in Vietnamese, which few speak at home, they often struggle from their first days (DeJaeghere 

and Miske, 2009; UNICEF et al., 2008).12 As they get older, they have to travel longer distances to school, and 

the increased risk to their safety and privacy is unacceptable to many families (ibid.).  

 

Box 5: Hmong education 

 
 

12 UNICEF is currently working with the Vietnamese government on a small-scale pilot designed to improve Hmong educational outcomes. Nearly 500 

children, one-third of whom are Hmong, are receiving mother-tongue primary education. Results thus far are very positive: childrenôs attendance, 

confidence and test scores have shown significant improvement compared with peers who have not had access to the pilot (MoET and UNICEF, 2012).  
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4.2 Economic domain 

óEconomic growth achievements in Vietnam stand as a spectacular success storyô (UCW, 2009: 3). GDP growth 

has been over 5% annually since 2000 and the poverty rate dropped from nearly 50% in 1998 to less than 17% 

in 2008 (World Bank, 2012a). Vietnamese women, who have one of the highest rates of labour force 

participation in the world (UCW, 2009), have been critical in propelling Viet Nam into the tier of middle-

income countries. However, care still needs to be taken to ensure that girls and women have the same 

opportunity to accumulate human capital that boys and men do and that they have access to labour market 

segments that offer both security and opportunity. In addition, despite decades of anti-poverty programming, 

minority poverty rates are five times those of the Kinh (Chi, 2011). Recent studies indicate that minority poverty 

is driven far less by the endowments that these programmes are designed to improve (such as access to land and 

As can be seen in the figure below, enrolment rates for Hmong children decrease as the education level 
increases, so much so that only a tiny percentage complete secondary school. There are two stories in these 
numbers. First, reflecting the reality that this is the first generation of Hmong children to have the option of 
formal education, enrolment rates are low for all children ï regardless of gender. Second, Hmong girls are 
significantly less likely to attend school, particularly high school, than their brothers. While even at the primary 
level boysô enrolment (78%) is higher than girlsô (67%), by upper-secondary school Hmong boys are nearly 
three times more likely to be enrolled (9.7% versus 3.4%) GSO and UNFPA, 2011). A variety of barriers make it 
difficult for Hmong girls to access education. For example, few begin school able to speak Vietnamese, which 
makes their school progress difficult and slow (H. Nguyen et al., 2012; UNICEF et al., 2008; World Bank, 2009). 
This is compounded by the fact that they are already, in Liu (2004)ôs terms, seen as ópoor investmentsô, 
because they will leave their natal families on marriage (see also DeJaeghere and Miske, 2009; Lee and Tapp, 
2010; UNICEF et al., 2008). Given chronic poverty and the fact that Hmong families still average five children, 
Hmong girls are more likely to be chosen by their families either to assume domestic responsibilities or to work 
for pay. Their brothers, whose eventual labour will accrue to their family of origin, can stay in school 
(DeJaeghere and Miske, 2009; UNICEF et al., 2008). Baulch et al. (2010) note that many girls in the Northern 
Uplands ódrop out during grades 2 and 3, which probably corresponds to the point at which pupils have to start 
studying in the commune school rather than village classroomsô (p.21), making it more difficult for them to 
combine school and work. As was mentioned earlier, since ó[g]irls who do not pursue further education 
eventually retreat to their mother tongue in their daily life far from the Vietnamese-speaking worldô, leaving 
school can have consequences that extend beyond lack of education (Chi, 2011: 21). 

 

 Source: UNFPA (2011b).Hmong families face unfavourable cost-benefit ratios in educating their daughters, 
particularly at secondary level. Secondary schools are most often boarding schools, which creates a plethora of 
concerns. First, they are co-ed, with supervision and hygiene levels (lack of running water) that are not 
acceptable to many families (DeJaeghere and Miske, 2009; UNICEF et al., 2008). Second, as Hmong families 
ódo not have the ability to convert their farm products and crops into income due to difficult transport issuesô, 
they are often unable to provide enough food for their children who are away at school  (UNICEF et al., 2008: 
21; see also DeJaeghere and Miske, 2009). Third, families are concerned about safety en route to and from 
school. Many communes are located in treacherous terrain, making even one trip per week a dangerous 
proposition (ibid.). Finally, given that Hmong women have little access to ïand often interest in ï wage 
employment, in part because of cultural constraints that encourage domesticity and discourage migration, the 
costs of secondary education are often seen as too high (DeJaeghere and Miske, 2009; Turner, 2012a; 2012b; 
Turner and Michaud, 2009).  
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education) and far more by differences in returns on those endowments (Baulch and Dat, 2012; Baulch et al., 

2012; H. Nguyen et al., 2012). 

Gendered vulnerabilities 

As Figure 3 shows, rates of employment for Vietnamese children have plummeted over the past few decades. Furthermore, 

while the Fourth Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS4) found in 2011 that, among children aged 5-14, órelatively more 

girls (were) involved in such activities than boys (10.6 per cent versus 8.5 per cent)ô (GSO et al., 2011: 172), overall 

óchildrenôs work does not appear to have a strong gender dimensionô (UCW, 2009: 18). There are, however, several key 

gender differences that bear discussion.  

 

Figure 3: Trends in children's involvement in economic activity, ages 10-14 

First, starting in childhood, girls are more likely to have domestic responsibilities. They are more likely than 

boys to engage in housework and they spend more time doing it. Nearly half (46.7%) of girls aged 5-11 years do 

household chores each week, compared with one-third of boys (32.9%) (GSO et al., 2011). This gap grows 

larger as children get older and has ramifications for girlsô schooling, because housework takes up time they 

could be spending on their education. As Vietnamese children have noted, óboys have more time to studyô 

because ógirls have to do more houseworkô (Plan International, 2008: 22). While most working children are 

enrolled in school, they ónonetheless lag 37 percentage points behind their non-working counterparts in school 

attendanceô (UCW, 2009: 16). 

 

Older children are more likely than younger children to work. MICS4 found that over a quarter of girls aged 12-

14 were working for family businesses in 2011 (GSO et al., 2011). 

Furthermore, nearly 12% were working for 14 hours or more each 

week (compared with 8% for boys) (ibid.). Adolescents are even 

more likely to be involved in economic activity; the 2009 Census 

found that óover 40 per cent of the youth population aged 15-19 

[é] participate in the employment sectorô (UNFPA, 2011a: 32). 

 

This introduces a second interesting gender pattern: young 

Vietnamese women are more likely than young men both to 

migrate and to work in the formal sector (UNFPA, 2011a; 2011c). 

Not only is migration increasingly ófeminisedô, but also girls are 

migrating at earlier ages than boys ï óon average a year younger than their male counterpartsô (UNFPA, 2011c: 

30).  

 

Ethnic vulnerabilities 

Ethnicity is the primary driver of poverty, one of the largest barriers facing Vietnamese girls. Despite numerous 

government programmes targeted at minority groups, they account for almost half of Vietnamôs poor and almost 

three-fifths of its food-insecure ï but only an eighth of its population (Baulch et al., 2012; Chi, 2011). 

Geography has long been presumed to drive many of these ethnic differentials, but Baulch and Dat (2012) 

calculate a rural poverty headcount of just 17% for the Kinh-Hoa, compared with 51.5% for the Khmer-Cham 

and 82.7% for óother Northern Upland minoritiesô (see Box 6). Indeed, Swinkels and Turk (2006) observe that 

majority households in remote, mountainous areas are nearly indistinguishable from their lowland peers.  

Moreover, the gap between the Kinh and minority groups is steadily growing larger (Baulch and Dat, 2012; 

Dang, 2010). From 1998 to 2008, the poverty headcount for Kinh households fell more than threefold, from 

38.8% to 11.7%, while the gains for minority groups over the same period were more modest, with poverty rates 

dropping by less than one-third, from 75% to 52.5%. One result of this growing gap can be seen in differential 

Source: UCW (2009). 
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rates of child labour. According to MICS4, only 7% of Kinh children aged 5-14 ï but nearly 24% of minority 

children ï were involved in economic activities in 2011 (GSO et al., 2011). 

 

Box 6: Hmong poverty 

 

Minority women, who face double discrimination on account of their gender and ethnicity, have particularly few 

economic options (DeJaeghere and Miske, 2009; Rockefeller Foundation, 2008). As McDougall (2011) notes, 

ó[m]inority social customs commonly dictate that males control financial assets, livestock and land-use rights 

certificates, potentially creating difficulties for realizing the property and land rights of minority womenô (p.9). 

Authoritiesô failure to recognise womenôs land use and local leadership roles is evident even among cultures 

with matrilineal traditions, in part because of womenôs lack of fluency in Vietnamese (ibid.; see also DeJaeghere 

and Miske, 2009). Language barriers constrain ethnic womenôs options in other ways as well. For example, 

ólarge numbers of minority women reported being hesitant to go to markets for fear they will not understand 

prices or will be taken advantage ofô (World Bank, 2009: 22). Furthermore, because few programme materials 

are available in languages other than Vietnamese, even óaccess to a number of socio-economic development 

programmes such as credit, family planning, and agricultural extensionô can be limited for minority women 

(Chi, 2011: 21; see also H. Nguyen et al., 2012). 

4.3 Physical integrity and sexual and reproductive health domain 

While Vietnamese adolescent girls face few health threats beyond those to their SRH, SRH remains a 

considerable concern. For example, many girls, particularly those of ethnic minorities, are still vulnerable to 

child marriage and, consequently, adolescent pregnancy. Furthermore, with limited information about and access 

to contraceptives, unmarried girls are increasingly at risk of pregnancy and HIV. Vietnamese women, 

particularly the youngest, are also vulnerable to gender-based violence (GBV) and trafficking, both internally 

and cross-border.  

The Hmong, with a poverty rate of over 80%, are disadvantaged even compared with other minorities (Baulch 
and Dat, 2012). For example, they óhave the lowest population using clean water sources (13%) and hygienic 
toilets (3%)ô (UNFPA, 2011e: 3). Living primarily in remote mountainous areas of the north, and culturally quite 
distinct, they do not typically undertake non-agricultural work and rarely migrate (DeJaeghere and Miske, 
2009; Michaud, 2008; Tugault-Lafleur and Turner, 2009; Turner, 2012a; 2012b; Turner and Michaud, 2009). 
While approximately one-third of Vietnamôs Kinh population now lives in urban areas, less than 3% of the 
Hmong live in cities (GSO, 2010b). Furthermore, and directly related to poverty rates, less than a quarter of 
the income of óother Northern upland minoritiesô, of whom the Hmong are among the most numerous, is 
derived from non-farm sources ï compared with over 70% of that of the rural Kinh (Baulch and Dat, 2012).  

There are, notes Friederichsen (2012), a variety of reasons for this. First, when Kinh households were 
resettled to the mountains they were often given land along main roads, which made market access 
substantially easier. Second, Kinh families came into the mountain with strong ties to their natal communities 
ï which again improved market access. Furthermore, because newly settled Kinh families were often given 
very small plots of land, they were forced óinto producing higher-value crops early on, which enabled them to 
accumulate sufficient capital to engage in off-farm activities such as processing, trade, and servicesô (p.42). 
Finally, as a variety of authors note, many Hmong are fundamentally not interested in pursuing other more 
lucrative livelihoods (Tugault-Lafleur and Turner, 2009; Turner, 2012a; 2012b; Turner and Michaud, 2009). 
While some do growing cardamom, deal with tourists and produce textiles, these activities are fundamentally 
seen as supplementary and the core of Hmong identity remains rooted in farming (ibid.). 

Despite their agricultural lifestyles, many Hmong remain vulnerable to food insecurity. In Lao Cai province, for 
example, rates are estimated to be as high as 50% (Bonnin and Turner, 2012; see also FAO, 2004; Pandey et 
al., 2006). In Ban Lien commune, in Oxfam and ActionAidôs 2011 participatory poverty monitoring, 71% of 
respondents reported óoftenô experiencing food shortages. There is reason to suspect that this may worsen 
over time, as the area is óan agro-ecological environment with limited areas capable of supporting irrigated 
paddy cultivationô and, combined with ófactors such as population growth, state-sponsored sedentarisation, 
land allocation and resettlement schemesô, there is óintense pressure on available arable landô (World Bank, 
2009, in Bonnin and Turner, 2012: 98).  



 

 ODI Report 20 
 Double jeopardy 20 

Reproductive health 

As the age of first marriage rises, Viet Nam, like many other developing countries around the world, is caught in 

the nexus of a demographic transition. While the Second Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth (SAVY II ) 

found that less than 1% of single girls under the age of 18 who had ever had a boyfriend reported sexual activity 

ï as did only 6% of young women aged 18-21 (GSO et al., 2010c) 13ï ódata indicate that premarital sexual 

relationships have increased in Vietnam over the past decadeô (Kaljee et al., 2011: 269; see also Hong et al., 

2009; Pham et al., 2012). Furthermore, while reported sexual activity rates among the unmarried are fairly low, 

so are basic knowledge about sexuality and contraceptive usage rates. Teerawichitchainan et al. (2007), for 

example, note that unmarried young people óappear to lack practical knowledge about puberty, safe sex, family 

planning methods, HIV/AIDS, and sexually transmitted diseasesô (vii; see also Hong et al., 2009).  

This is not surprising given that attitudes towards sexuality education in Viet Nam revolve around concern, with 

adults worried that they should not óshow the ways for the deer to runô (Hong et al., 2009). Most sex-related 

parentïchild communication is reportedly limited to simple messages such as óno sexô and óno boy/girlfriends 

until schooling is completeô (Hong et al., 2009; Pham et al., 2012). Similarly, classes at school are ótraditional 

with imposing messages, whichô make óyoung people feel embarrassedô and tend to bury sexuality itself under 

other content, such as biology or population (WGNRR, 2012; see also Hong et al., 2009). Young peopleôs 

knowledge and confidence suffers. For instance, in SAVY II, less than 30% of young people were even able to 

identify the fertile period in girlsô menstrual cycles (GSO et al., 2010c). Furthermore, unmarried young people 

reported that fear and shame kept them from purchasing and using condoms, with girls noting far more negative 

feelings than boys (65% versus 51% (MoH et al., 2010). This is because, note Pham et al. (2012) ó[v]irginity is 

highly valued for women, creating situations in which women have a decreased sense of need for knowledge and 

decreased perceptions of vulnerability to sexual riskô (p.2; see also Hong et al., 2009). 

  

 
 

13
 While it is impossible to ascertain how honest adolescents were in this survey, we acknowledge that it is difficult for young people to frankly discuss 

their sex lives with adults, perhaps particularly when those adults work for the government. 



 

 ODI Report 21 
 Double jeopardy 21 

Figure 4: Birth rate, 15-19, 2011   

Reproductive health problems are not limited to 

young unmarried women, however. Married girls are 

far more likely than their unmarried peers to become 

mothers while still adolescents. This is often true 

even when girls themselves have no immediate 

interest in motherhood, as they are óexpected to get 

pregnant not more than 1 or at the most 2 years after 

marriageô (Klingberg-Allvi n et al., 2008: 340). 

While contraceptives are free to the married, only 

15% of young wives between the ages of 15 and 19 

report using any modern method of contraception ï 

far less than the 44% of women aged 20-24 and the 

60% of women aged 25-29 (GSO et al., 2011).  

Young minority women have ósignificantly lower 

status [within their own communities] than [é] their 

Kinh counterpartsô and óappear to lack bargaining 

powerô when it comes to contraception 

(Teerawichitchainan et al., 2007: 68). As they are also far more likely than their Kinh peers to marry as 

adolescents, minority girlsô need for sexual and reproductive health care remains considerable (ibid.; Amin and 

Teerawichitchainan, 2009). This need is clear from Figure 4, which shows that adolescent fertility rates for 

minority girls (99/1,000) are nearly three times those of Kinh girls (37/1,000) ï and the rates of the least 

educated (171/1,000) are more than eight times those of the most educated (19/1,000) (GSO et al., 2011). While 

the governmentôs National Strategy on Reproductive Health, published in 2011, aims to address SRH by 

emphasising the rights and responsibilities of both women and men, it has thus far not óhad any great impact on 

ethnic minorities [é] as there are no specific, culturally-sound programs and guidelines for implementation 

among ethnic minoritiesô (IWGIA, 2011). As Box 7 explains, Hmong girls are particularly vulnerable. 

  

Source: GSO et al. (2011). 
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Box 7: Hmong girls and SRH 

 

 

Furthermore, while Viet Nam has met goals regarding prenatal care and maternal mortality at a national level, 

óthe maternal mortality rate in the central highlands and the northern mountainous regions is four to eight times 

higher than that in the lowland plainsô (McDougall, 2011: 11). Nearly all Kinh women receive at least one 

antenatal check-up, compared with only 73% of minority women (GSO et al., 2011). Additionally, while nearly 

95% of adult women receive care, less than 88% of girls under the age of 20 are seen at least once (ibid.). 

Poverty seems to be a significant barrier to antenatal care; women from the lowest wealth quintile are far less 

likely than other women to receive care (78% versus over 95% for all other quintiles) (ibid.). As early marriage 

ï and adolescent pregnancy ï is associated with poverty, this leaves the poorest, youngest women at the highest 

risk. They are also the least likely to have a skilled attendant at birth. Only 86% of women under the age of 20, 

compared with nearly 94% of older women, have a trained birth attendant. Furthermore, while nearly 99% of 

Kinh women are attended, only 63% of minority women are (ibid.). Minority adolescents are the least likely to 

be attended; SAVY II notes that ó[l]ess than half the young women from ethnic minority areas (47.4%) reported 

having a health professional in attendanceô (GSO et al., 2010c: 48). 

Abortion rates are an increasing concern across Viet Nam ï in part because data are difficult to come by. While 

the procedure is legal, is usually performed in a safe manner and seems to be less common in recent years than it 

was in the 1980s and 1990s, the increasing use of private providers, which offer greater privacy because they do 

not report to the government, means it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding either incidence or trends 

(Sedgh et al., 2011). Bajracharya et al. (2012), citing 2010 General Statistics Office (GSO) figures, give an 

abortion rate of 0.8%. Vijeyarasa (2010) reports a lifetime prevalence rate of between 1.3 and 2.5 procedures per 

Early marriage and a total fertility rate (TFR) of five in 2009 ï compared with the ónational average with a TFR of 
two children per womanô ï have left Hmong girls and women, many of whom ólack even the most basic knowledge 
of sexuality and sexual health issues [é] because it still remains a taboo subjectô, among the most vulnerable in 
terms of reproductive health (IWGIA, 2011; Teerawichitchainan et al., 2007; UNFPA, 2011c; 2011e).  

As was mentioned above, many of the specific cultural determinants of this vulnerability are rapidly shifting. While 
marriage used to take place as early as 13 ï and early sexual activity was reportedly the norm (Lemoine, 2012a) 
ïthe average age of Hmong marriage is now nearly 19 (T.H. Nguyen et al., 2011). Furthermore, love marriages 
are becoming more common, with TH Nguyen et al. (2011) reporting that, in their sample of Hmong women, from 
Meo Vac district like our own, nearly all who had been married after the year 2000 had been allowed to choose 
their own husbands. They further note that, although Hmong love and marriage have been almost fetishised by 
the popular media ï with interest in Hmong love markets rampant ï in reality Hmong relationships look 
increasingly like those of the Kinh, with adolescent girls making more of their own decisions and going out of their 
way to send signals about how boys should treat them. 

For example, because Hmong girls are expected ï at all times ï to óuphold their familyôs faceô and óshow their 
good mannersô (H. Nguyen, 2013:145) in order to avoid shaming not only óthemselves but also [é] their parents 
and the other families in the whole patrilineageô (Lemoine, 2012a: 10), they now often choose to wear modern, 
rather than Hmong, clothing. This serves as óa clear message to a man that he may get into trouble if he tries to 
force her to be with himô (T.H. Nguyen et al., 2011: 208). Girls and women in T.H. Nguyen et al.ôs 2011 study 
made it clear that girlsô increasing education was making it easier for them to speak up for themselves and 
prevent sexual harassment. 

While there is no clear consensus in the literature about current Hmong beliefs about premarital sex, it is clear 
that premarital pregnancy remains deeply shameful ï with both Lemoine (2012a) and T.H. Nguyen et al. (2011) 
reporting that giving birth before marriage is considered a cultural anathema because it would necessarily take 
place in a girlôs natal household. The latter indicates that, at least among schoolgirls in Meo Vac, premarital sex is 
not actually uncommon. However, respondents noted that not only were ónaughtyô girls not seen as good marriage 
material, but also they themselves would be ódisappointedô if one of their friends became pregnant before 
marriage.  

Finally, while T.H. Nguyen et al. (2011) report, despite national-level surveys, that younger Hmong women in their 
focus group discussions óhad quite a good understanding about condoms, pills, the intra-uterine device (coil), 
calculating their menstrual cycle and even vasectomiesô because they, unlike their mothers were able to obtain 
information ófrom the Internet, television, newspapers, books and friendsô (p.209), it is doubtful that girls in more 
remote hamlets have knowledge basis given their higher mortality rates (McDougall, 2011: 11). Discouraged by 
rugged terrain, custom and providers who rarely speak the Hmong language, Hmong women are far less likely to 
obtain prenatal care or use skilled delivery (T.H. Nguyen et al., 2011; Turner, 2012a). 
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woman. The International Council on Management of Population Programmes (ICMMP) (2009) reports 

between 1.2 and 1.6 million abortions per year. Pham et al. (2012) note that it is óestimated that adolescent 

women account for at least one-third of abortions in Vietnam [é] and are more likely to wait past the first 

trimester to visit a medical facility out of fear of being stigmatized and/or poor knowledge regarding indicators 

of pregnancyô (p.2). Teerawichitchainan and Amin (2:2010) conclude that óthe prevalence of abortion is high in 

Vietnam, but not as high as previously reportedô. Furthermore, rates vary considerably across groups, with 

abortion ómore common among married women aged 20 or older, those with more years of schooling and those 

with one or two children and women from the Kinh majorityô (ibid.). 

HIV and AIDS 

Not surprisingly, given low rates of condom usage and transmission routes that are increasingly heterosexual 

(Pham et al., 2012; VOV, 2013), young womenôs exposure to HIV is increasingly problematic (T.H. Nguyen et 

al., 2008; Pham et al., 2012). While infection rates remain comparatively low (0.4% in 2009 according to Avert, 

2013), particularly for women, SAVY II found that only 42.5% had comprehensive knowledge about how to 

prevent HIV transmission.14 Rates were even lower for some groups: 36% for ethnic minorities and 30% for 

young women with only primary education (GSO et al., 2011). This lack of knowledge is reflected in incidence 

statistics; a 2010 report on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) report found that the number of people 

in Viet Nam contracting HIV through unsafe sex rose from 12% in 2004 to 29% in 2009 (Socialist Republic of 

Vietnam, 2010). Furthermore, ó[o]nce HIV is brought inside the home, women bear a disproportionate double 

burden: greater discrimination for contracting the disease, and greater sacrifice as caretakers for other infected 

family membersô (Pact et al., 2011: iv). Finally, ethnic minority women are particularly at risk. Of the 10 

provinces with the highest HIV prevalence rates, 7 are located in the northern mountains (iSEE, 2010). UNICEF 

(2010a) notes that migration patterns play a large part in this trend. 

Gender-based violence 

A recent government survey on domestic violence found that nearly 60% of ever-married Vietnamese women 

had experienced at least one form of domestic violence: one-half reported emotional violence, one-third reported 

physical violence and one-tenth reported sexual violence (GSO, 2010a). These numbers match those of Nanda et 

al. (2012), who found that 60% of Vietnamese men admitted using some form of violence against their intimate 

partner ï and that óin Vietnam 90 percent men agreed that to be a man you need to be toughô (p.2). 

Younger women were more likely than older women to experience abuse; over 12% of women between the ages 

of 18 and 24 reported abuse, compared with only 6% of women aged 40-44 (Nanda et al., 2012). Younger 

women are also more likely to be injured by a partner, with the age groups of 14-17, 18-21 and 22-25 reporting 

injury rates of 5.9%, 2.2% and 0.9%, respectively (Le, 2010). Migrant women are also particularly at risk of 

GBV. One study found that nearly half had experienced unwanted sex and nearly 20% had been forced (Piper, 

2009, in UN Viet Nam, 2010). Interestingly, minority women were less likely than Kinh and Hoa women to 

report domestic abuse ï although this may of course reflect cultural sensibilities more than violence rates per se 

(Rasanathan and Bhushan, 2011).  

There is a close relationship between GBV and child abuse ï with women who grew up in abusive households 

more likely to marry abusers as adults ï and men who grew up in abusive households more likely to become 

abusers themselves. While one in four women in the GSO 2010 study reported that their children under the age 

of 15 had been abused by their husbands, ó[w]omen who had a violent husband were twice as likely to report 

that their children were beatenô (GSO, 2010a: 22). Furthermore, more than half of abused women noted that 

their children had witnessed the abuse, which is alarming, since abused women are twice as likely to have 

abused mothers, óand three times as likely to have a husband whose mother was beaten or who was himself 

beaten as a childô (ibid.: 22). 

 
 

14
 Antiretroviral therapy access also remains low ï 52% at the end of 2010 (Avert, 2013). 
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Trafficking 

Trafficking ï particularly internal trafficking ï is also a significant issue, with ówomen and girls, from poor, 

rural provinces [trafficked] to urban areasô where they may be ósold into forced labor or commercial sexual 

exploitationô (US Embassy, 2011: 371). Dang Bich (2012) reports that about 15% of the female sex workers in 

Viet Nam are under the age of 18. Of those, monitoring by Viet Namôs MoLISA and UNICEF indicates that 

nearly half are under the age of 15 (UNICEF, 2010a). 

 

Box 8: Hmong trafficking to China 

 

4.4 Psychosocial development domain 

Vietnamese girls are in many ways caught between two worlds, both of which present psychosocial challenges. 

On the one hand, traditional Vietnamese culture, which is patriarchal and patrilineal, limits girlsô options 

(Klingberg-Allvin et al., 2008; Nanda et al., 2012; Schuler et al., 2006; UNFPA, 2010). Many families still value 

girls and women primarily for their ability to produce and nurture children (ibid.). Minority girls are doubly 

disadvantaged. Despite policies that support ethnic diversity and self-determination, minorities are often 

perceived as óbackwardsô and óuncivilisedô (Baulch et al., 2010). Minority girls, who often start school late, 

without Vietnamese language skills, and who are isolated by both poverty and cultural difference, are 

particularly constrained (Baulch et al., 2010; DeJaeghere and Miske, 2009). However, as Viet Nam becomes 

more tightly linked to the global economy, its norms, including those related to gender and sexuality, are 

increasingly challenged. óAs a result, both urban and rural Vietnamese adolescents and young adults are facing 

multiple and contradictory expectations and experiencing new stressesô (Lerdboon et al., 2008: 385; see also 

Dang Bich, 2012). 

Traditional vulnerabilities 

Early marriage 

While Vietnamese law prohibits child marriage, 8.4% of young women between the ages of 15 and 19 were 

married in 2011 (GSO et al., 2011). Rural girls are twice as likely as urban girls to marry young (9.9% versus 

4.5%) and the poorest girls are nearly six times as likely to be married as the richest girls (17.7% versus 2.8%) 

(ibid.). Ethnicity is also key, with 6.6% of Kinh girls but 19.3% of minority girls married before the age of 20 

(ibid.). Furthermore, SAVY II found that marriage traditions in Viet Nam remain strong. Only one-third of 

married young people in the study chose their own spouse and three-quarters of all young couples lived with the 

husbandôs family (GSO et al., 2010c). For girls, this often means óbeing subordinated to new extended family 

and having to adjust to their norms and valuesô (Klingberg-Allvin et al., 2008: 342). As mentioned earlier, it also 

often means familial pressure to conceive rapidly. Fortunately, as Oxfam and ActionAid (2011) note, the 

prevalence of child marriage is dropping across Viet Nam. 

Son preference 

Sons are seen as crucial to continue the family line and to provide support in old age; their birth improves the 

status of their mothers within the family and their fathers within the community (Nanda et al., 2012; Plan 

International, 2008). Son preference, while rooted in the past, is increasingly problematic because modern 

technology makes prenatal sex selection possible (UNFPA, 2011d). Since 2000 ï and particularly since 2004 ï 

there has been a growing imbalance in Viet Namôs sex ratio, with 110.6 boys now born for every 100 girls 

óAlong border areas of China, as a consequence of economic disparity, trafficking in women from northern 
Vietnam has emerged, with a precipitous rise in recent yearsô (He, 2006: 15). This has left Hmong girls and 
adolescents ï almost all of whom live near that border ï particularly at risk. Sexual exploitation, including forced 
marriage, is a ópopular aspect of cross-border traffickingô, and as trafficked Vietnamese women are in China 
illegally, they are not only often abused by the Chinese men who purchased them, but they also have no 
access to ócommunity assistance in terms of access to health facilities, education, or cultural supportô (ibid.: 16-
17). Even if they are repatriated, trafficked Hmong girls and women can face lives of stigma and shame. 
óFearful that a fallen woman would cast shame on the whole family, several households quickly disowned their 
kidnapped daughtersô (Cohn, 2011). 
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(biological equilibrium is about 105/100) (GSO, 2011a). While this gender gap is moderate for Asia, particularly 

compared with China, it is alarming given that it took only about five years to reach an imbalance that took India 

two decades to achieve (GSO, 2011a; UNFPA, 2011d). Like India, the sex ratio is particularly skewed in well-

off, well-educated families, who are able to best access the technology that assures sons (GSO, 2011a). 

 

Box 9: �µ�2�W�K�H�U���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶ 

 

Son preference is damaging to girls in other ways as well, particularly the poorest girls, whose families are the 

most likely to have overt sex preferences (45.5% of the lowest wealth quintile versus 26% for the highest) 

(MCST et al., 2008). Families with limited resources typically prefer to invest in sons, which keeps girls out of 

school, places a too large share of housework on their shoulders and pushes them into the labour market in 

higher numbers. Some minority groups, notably the Dao and Hmong, are especially likely to prefer sons over 

daughters (ibid.) (see Box 9). The higher fertility rates seen in those populations are often attributed to son 

preference, with women feeling ógreater pressure, particularly from husbands and in-laws, to have a sonô 

(Teerawichitchainan et al., 2007: 66). We do not know the extent to which these attitudes are correlated with 

poverty, as no data disaggregated by wealth quintile are available.  

Household labour 

As mentioned above ï and as Figure 5 shows ï girls in Viet Nam are responsible for more domestic work than 

boys. While boys are seen as óclumsy, naughty and carelessô (Plan International, 2008: 20) in the short term, 

they are considered good long-term investments (ibid.). Girls, on the other hand, are considered both more 

responsible and, as they most often leave their natal family on marriage, a less sure investment (Liu, 2004). 

Because Hmong girls are often seen as óother peopleôs womenô from the moment of their birth, they are, as 
was mentioned earlier, constrained by traditional vulnerabilities (Lee and Tapp, 2010: 153; see also Lemoine, 
2012a). From early childhood they are given the lionôs share of household chores, with girls tending to ôwork 
twice the amount of boys: caring for siblings, doing household chores, collecting wood and water, and caring 
for buffaloô (DeJaeghere and Miske, 2009: 167). As DeJaeghere and Miske note, this lifestyle leaves little 
opportunity for either education or developing a sense of self-worth. TH Nguyen et al. (2011) concur, 
observing that, even when girls have educational aspirations, they ólack confidence in their abilitiesô (p.211). 

In part, the workload Hmong girls bear is to prepare them for their roles as wives and daughters-in-law. Of all 
Vietnamese ethnic groups the Hmong have the lowest mean age at marriage: 18.8 for females and 19.9 for 
males (UNFPA, 2011c: 19). Amin and Teerawichitchainan (2009) note that this is in large part a cultural 
preference ï and is not necessarily tied to poverty. There is solid evidence, however, that this preference is 
not that of girls.  DeJaeghere and Miske (2009), for example, report that, while óthis social practice is 
embedded in historical patterns [é] most girls did not want to marry earlyô, even though they recognised that 
their family was poor and that their husbandôs family needed óto have more labourô (pp.168-169). 
Furthermore, although Lemoine (2012a) observes that girls know they cannot óescape marriageô (p.13), T.H. 
Nguyen et al. (2011) report that Hmong girls see marriage as ócomplicatedô, owing to the complex 
relationships with in-laws that must be constantly negotiated, and would prefer to delay it until they completed 
their schooling (p.210). 

Hmong marriage patterns are, as noted previously, shifting rapidly. T.H. Nguyen et al.ôs (2011) sample from 
Meo Vac found that 70% of women under the age of 30 had married for love and only 8% had arranged 
marriages. This is markedly different from women over the age of 30, who reported 53% and 25%, 
respectively. Marriage by kidnapping accounted the remainder of both groups, with pre-arranged bride 
capture being far more common than forcible kidnappings (ibid.). 

Bride-price, a longstanding Hmong custom in which the groomôs family reimburses that of the bride, to 
compensate them for raising her, is increasing in recent years, according to T.H. Nguyen et al.ôs (2011) 
respondents (though this is difficult to confirm, given inflation rates). Some families were forced to ósell land to 
óbuyô a wife for their sonô and one woman in the study noted that óa daughter is worth a motorbike. Today a 
daughter will make you richerô (p.209). While women in that study did not report that bride-price had a 
negative impact on womenôs status, Lemoine (2012a) notes that one consequence of bride-price is that 
Hmong women are effectively trapped in abusive marriages because they have effectively been ósoldô. 

Indeed, he reports that GBV is fairly common in the Hmong community and is fuelled both by strict gender 
roles and a cultural emphasis on shame. Believing that he is the óonly decision makerô (Lemoine, 2012a: 13), 
a husband may feel that he not only has a right to beat his wife, but also must do to restore óhis maleð
manliness-pride, badly hurt by some of his wifeôs behaviourô (p.10). 
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Taken together, these gendered beliefs often mean that the lionôs share of childhood chores falls to girls. Girls 

are also disadvantaged by their mothersô increased labour force participation, as domestic chores still have to be 

done, regardless of whether women are at home to do them. As Jones (2009) notes, daughters and grandmothers 

increasingly fill this gap. Finally, as also mentioned earlier, some ethnic minority girls, including the Hmong, 

are especially likely to leave school early to work at home or on the farm. 

 

Figure 5: Male and female adolescents (14-17) involved in daily housework activities (%) 

 

Source: MCST et al. (2008). 

Emerging emotional vulnerabilities 

As mentioned above, culturally Viet Nam is in a state of flux. As its economy becomes more globally enmeshed 

ï and its population becomes more urban, educated and óconnectedô ï young people are increasingly torn 

between two worlds ï that of Confucius and that of Facebook (Dang Bich, 2012; Lerdboon et al., 2008; V.H. 

Nguyen, 2013). We Are Social reports, for example, that nearly all Vietnamese young people between the ages 

of 15 and 24 now have internet access and that Viet Nam represents Facebookôs fastest growing market (Kemp, 

2013). On the other hand, V.H. Nguyen (2013) notes that, even in the face of this increased connectivity, 

traditional roles ï including gender roles ï óremain deeply embedded in Vietnamese societyô (see website in 

references). 

That said, while youth culture is in many ways in a state of flux, there is little evidence that adolescentsô mental 

health is suffering. SAVY II, for example, found that ó[o]verall young people felt valued by their families and 

were connected to themô (GSO et al., 2010c: 28). Familial violence ï at least that directed towards youth aged 

14 to 25 ï is fairly rare and is more likely to be directed at males (1.5% versus 2.9%) (ibid.: 70). These figures 

are markedly lower than those found by the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism (MCST, 2008), in which 

ó11.2 percent of adolescents at 15-17 years old reported being beaten by their parentsô for serious mistakes (in 

Dang Bich, 2012: 5). Both figures, however, stand in stark contrast with the child abuse figures mentioned 

previously ï perhaps indicating that violence towards young people drops as they age and perhaps indicating 

merely that older children and adolescents are less likely to report violence than their mothers who are reporting 

on their behalf. 

In SAVY II, boys and young men were also more likely to report that they had tried to injure themselves (GSO 

et al., 2010c).15 Girls and young women were more likely to report being so ósad or helpless that they ceased 

doing their normal activitiesô and to have had thoughts about suicide (ibid.: 85). Ethnic minority girls were 

particularly likely to report feeling óreally hopeless about the futureô (34%) (ibid.: 85) and were the least likely 

to have positive views about their own personal futures. Despite this, however, most Vietnamese young people, 

including over 80% of ethnic minority girls, óexpected that their lives would be much better than their parentsô 

(ibid.: 83). Furthermore, Amstadter et al. (2011) found that, despite the vast social change taking place in Viet 

Nam, adolescents were no more likely than US adolescents to have mental health problems. They did, however, 

find that both economic and social capital had a protective influence, with poorer adolescents more at risk of 

 
 

15
 Note percentages are quoted where available but exact figures are often not available in the SAVY reports.   
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mental health issues. Interestingly, ógender was not significantly associated with overall rates of mental health 

problems among Vietnamese youth, a trend consistent with data from China and other Southeast Asian 

countriesô (ibid.: 99), but markedly different from Western populations, where boys and girls present different 

mental health issues ï the former more likely to be externalising and the latter internalising (p.99). 

4.5 Participation domain 

Adolescent girls have limited capacity to make decisions in their families and communities. While youthfulness 

itself precludes voice in many contexts, girls are particularly disadvantaged given Viet Namôs patriarchal 

culture. In many ways, the strict hierarchy of linguistic etiquette, where personal pronouns are determined by 

age, sex and relationship, captures girlsô inferior rights to participation (UNICEF, 2010a). Isolated by poverty, 

geography, language and culture, minority girls remain the most disenfranchised. 

Age vulnerabilities  

Family 

In Vietnamese culture, youthfulness is a significant barrier to participation, as reflected in the saying óTrung sao 

khon hon vitô, which translates as, óHow can the egg be wiser than the duck?ô (UNICEF, 2010a: 282). Children 

are expected to do as their elders tell them, but as they age, they often get more input into family decisions. For 

example, one study found that adolescents participated in family decision making at least some of the time 

(MCST et al., 2011). One-third of respondents noted that they had been asked for their opinion about at least one 

common family issue in the past. Both girls and boys were equally involved ï with the exception that girls were 

not asked as frequently about the division of property.  

School 

Traditional beliefs about childhood obedience still form the core of Vietnamese education. Research, which has 

not produced sex-disaggregated data, has found that children are punished without consultation and that schools 

have no formal grievance mechanisms (Michaelson, 2004, in Volkmann, 2005). However, Vietnamese children 

do learn about their rights in primary school (Save the Children Sweden, 2006) and research has shown that over 

half of adolescents are aware of the Law on Protection (MCST et al., 2008). 

Community 

While there has been growing acceptance of the notion of listening to children, there is little evidence that young 

people have access to decision-making fora about community or school issues. Children and young people are 

often involved in a variety of youth organisations, such as the Ho Chi Minh Communist Youth Union, the Viet 

Nam Youth League and the Viet Nam Studentsô Association. It is unclear, however, whether girls have equal 

access to participation and leadership ï or whether the organisation exists merely to exert top-down control over 

the actions and beliefs of young people. 

4.5.1 Gender vulnerabilities  

Family  
Girlsô family lives, according to tradition, are bound by three rules. Before marriage, they must obey their 

fathers, during marriage they must follow their husbands and after widowhood they must listen to their sons 

(Nguyen, 1995, in Volkmann, 2005; UNICEF, 2010a). Girls are supposed to be obedient and gentle; those who 

prefer to express their own opinions are often seen as rebellious and boyish, characteristics that are rarely 

appreciated, particularly in rural and ethnic families (UNICEF, 2010a). Girlsô activities also tend to be more 

heavily monitored than those of boys.  

While the attitudes of young people are more open that those of adults, V.H. Nguyen (2013) reports that 

Vietnamese young people, óoften held up as being very open and liberal, hold on to traditional gender rolesô 

within the family. Young men between the ages of 15 and 24 report that they would prefer for their eventual 

wives to be óskilful, hardworking and self-sacrificingô. Young women, on the other hand, óprefer husbands who 

are strongô.  
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School 

Gendered images and expectations are still common in Vietnamese schools. The World Bank, reporting on a UN 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) analysis of textbooks, notes that óboys are 

presented in mathematics textbooks, particularly in illustrations, as ñstrong, masculine, leaders, able to use 

modern technology, able to work hard, interested in challenging and competitive sports, while girls are presented 

as singing and dancing, folding origami, able to use household equipment and do houseworkòô (World Bank, 

2011a: 28). 

Community 

Given the constraint of youthfulness, girlsô participation in local and national affairs is more anticipatory than 

actual. However, to the extent that the political success of women shapes girlsô consciousness, it is important to 

note that Viet Nam is a regional leader in Asia when it comes to womenôs political representation. For example, 

the 2012 Global Gender Gap Report notes that óVietnamôs improvement in the 2012 rankings is the most 

significant improvement in the regionô (Hausmann et al., 2012: 27). However, while womenôs representation is 

increasing, it remains uneven. As Oxfam and ActionAid (2011) note, only one of the ten communes it monitors 

was able to meet both gender-related participation targets; half were not able to meet either. They attribute this 

to womenôs low educational levels and the fact that ówomen continue to be expected to assume household 

responsibilities and care for the children rather than participate in social activitiesô (ibid.: 110). V.H. Nguyen 

(2013), however, stresses the importance of injunctive norms; a recent survey by The Asia Foundation and its 

partners found that only half of young people between the ages of 15 and 24 reported that women ought to 

pursue government positions, and most associated leadership characteristics with those of men (e.g. strong and 

decisive). 

Ethnic vulnerabilities 

Ethnic minorities face a variety of barriers to participation, including geographic, cultural and economic 

isolation (Cotton and Pohlman, 2011a). H. Nguyen et al. (2012) also highlight the particular importance of 

language, which not only leads to higher school dropout rates, but also, as noted earlier, often precludes minority 

uptake of government services. Furthermore, while the Vietnamese government has a variety of policies 

stipulating ethnic minoritiesô rights to cultural and linguistic differentiation, and highlights those differences as a 

ónational resourceô, including vis-à-vis tourist promotion, it is also striving to ó[incorporate] these communities 

within the nation-stateô (ibid.: 1). This policy approach has had, however, a mixed reception among different 

ethnic minority communities (Taylor, 2004) and remains a source of tension, particularly among the Hmong and 

Khmer (HRW, 2009). 

 

Minorities are, however, making progress towards political participation. Viet Nam had its first National Ethnic 

Minority Congress in 2010, with over 1,700 minority delegates evaluating minority affairs (Cotton and 

Pohlman, 2011b). Furthermore, while ólocal officials who are ethnic minority people are now inadequate in 

number and limited in capacityô (Thuat, 2009: 2), representation is quite good at the national level (ibid.). óThe 

number of Peopleôs Deputies representing ethnic minorities in the National Assembly is growing higher [é] in 

[2007-2011] the figure was 87, accounting for 17.65%, while ethnic minority people account for 13.8% of the 

total population in the whole countryô (ibid.: 1). 
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Box 10: Hmong women and girls forge new identities 

 

  

As noted by the World Bank (2009), some Hmong women are beginning to forge their own new identities. For 
example, over a decade ago, 20 Hmong women came together to form the Hmong Hemp Cooperative, which 
is located in Ha Giang. Now employing over a hundred women, most of whom who have been victims of 
domestic violence, the cooperative enables women to earn their own incomes by sewing and doing 
embroidery, both traditional activities for Hmong women. Members are offered lessons on budgeting and 
financial management, which, with their increased incomes, improves their household decision-making 
opportunities. The cooperative also provides social support for abused women and offers a venue for them to 
interface with the outside world.  

There are also signs of change for Hmong girls, especially those regularly interacting with foreign tourists. 
One ethnography, conducted over the course of a decade, followed Hmong girls who came to tourist villages 
to earn money for their families. While there is no doubt that their economic activity denoted the end of their 
formal schooling, for some girls this work meant that their education was effectively just beginning (Duong, 
2008). Duong observed that, when they first arrived, the girls enjoyed their tastes of freedom and spent 
significant time playing with their friends. Years on, however, many girls were approaching fluency in tourist 
languages and had made close friends, with whom they kept in contact, from around the world (see also 
Michaud, 2008; Turner, 2012a and b). Over time, these girls staked out modern identities and were better 
able to pick and choose their activities and lifestyles. 
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5 Gendered adolescence among 
Hmong communities: Primary 
research overview 

5.1 Situating our research 

In order to capture local understandings and experiences of gendered adolescence, unpack impact pathways and 

explore transitions in social norms across generations, our team interviewed a variety of Hmong adolescents and 

adults, as well as key informants (see Appendix 1 for details). Our research was conducted in Ha Giang 

province, which is in the Northern Mountains of Viet Nam bordering China (see Figure 6). Ha Giang is rocky, 

dry and sparsely populated. It is also nearly one-third Hmong and among the most deprived regions in Viet 

Nam. As Table 2 shows, its Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) ranking is .33, making it 61st out of 63 

provinces, and 43% of its inhabitants are below the extremely low national poverty line.  

 

Figure 6: Map of Ha Giang 

 

Table 2: Poverty characteristics in Ha Giang 

MPI MPI rank (out of 63 provinces) Headcount Intensity of deprivation National poverty line 

0.3325 61 73 45.6 43 

Source: Viet Nam HDR 2011, based on Viet Nam Living Standards Survey (VLSS) 2008. 
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Within Ha Giang, we chose Ta Lung commune in Meo Vac 

district to site our research. Meo Vac is regarded as the 

homeland of Viet Namôs Hmong population, and Ta Lung 

commune, which is home to approximately 2600 people living 

in 400 households, is 98% Hmong. The communeôs poverty 

rate, which is verified annually, is 58%, making it one of the 

six poorest communes in Meo Vac. This figure represents 

progress on last year, when the poverty rate was 65%. It is 

targeted for Programme 135 support, which includes 

infrastructure investments and educational fee exemptions for 

minority students. The district is also a current focus of Plan 

Internationalôs Because I Am a Girl programme. One 

commune official, however, noting the history of a completed World Bank programme, commented, �µ�>�7�K�H�@��
problem is projects come and go �± they are like the wind.ô 

5.2 Policy context in Ha Giang province in relation to adolescent girls  

Outside of education, where there is clear evidence of national and local attention, adolescent girls are largely 

invisible to community leaders and policymakers. Provincial officials in Ha Giang report that parents are 

responsible for making decisions about their girlsô lives and that the government exists largely to give advice. 

Even this, however, is seldom implemented, given the lack of locally relevant goals, poor inter-agency 

coordination, low budgets and a small and untrained staff at the commune level. For example, key informants 

(KIs) from Viet Namôs Department16 of Labour, Invalid and Social Affairsô (DoLISAôs) Social Evils Prevention 

Team mentioned that, in terms of programming targeting adolescents they are responsible only for trafficking-

related concerns, while sexual abuse is handed off to the Child Protection Team under a 2012 governmental 

decision. That team, however, had no information, or programmes on child abuse. Furthermore, DoLISAôs sole 

activity in terms of trafficking is to reintegrate returnees; it makes no effort to address the underlying causes of 

trafficking and work towards prevention, and informants emphasised that anti-trafficking was largely in the 

hands of the police.  

Coordination is also lacking on other fronts. For example, when asked about the specific challenges facing 

adolescent girls in the province, focus group discussion (FGD) participants noted that the Department of Gender 

Equality was established in Ha Giang only in 2009, and KIs indicated that the concept of gender remained new, 

unfamiliar and not integrated into programming except that put together by the Womenôs Union. Moreover, 

when questioned about the issues facing minority families, KIs indicated that only the Cultural Department 

would have answers ï and likely only at the district level. When pressed to identify how they might tackle a 

crosscutting issue like early marriage, which would potentially touch the mandates of multiple DoLISAs, KIs 

referred to a lack of data and dismissed the issue as one outside their mandate. Instead, they considered it the 

purview of the Department of Legal Affairs. 

Data ï and guidance on how to use it ï is clearly an issue. KIs indicated that they received little guidance from 

the central government in terms of policy implementation. They were also almost entirely unaware of statistical 

evidence collected by the national government and donors. For example, KIs knew nothing of the SAVY, the 

Study on Domestic Violence in Viet Nam or even the MICS. As one KI noted, �µIn western countries you have 

research, we don�¶t �>�«�@��we just deal with issues at a very small scale.�¶��Given that Viet Nam actually collects 

very good data, this is evidence of a lack of both communication and political will. 

In sum, the policy environment for addressing the specific vulnerabilities of adolescent girls at the provincial 

level in Ha Giang is generally unfavourable. While officials are not actively opposed to engaging with this age 

cohort, they are poorly informed and resourced, have very weak institutional incentives to take a proactive 

approach and lack the institutionalised space in which developing a holistic and inter-agency approach to 

tackling multidimensional vulnerabilities might be possible.  

 

 
 

16
 Note that at provincial level ministries are referred to as departments.  
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6 Methodological approach 

6.1 Instruments  

We used a variety of qualitative and participatory research instruments to explore the ways in which Hmong 

adolescence is gendered, drawing on a purposively selected sample. This is presented in Table 3; details of the 

actual interview respondents are represented in Appendix 1.1.   

Table 3: Instrument type, purpose and sample  

Instrument Purpose Who Number 

Focus group 

discussions 

(FGDs) 

To explore general community-level 

definitions, views and experiences of 

gendered adolescence; to identify areas of 

consensus and debate 

Younger adolescent girls (11-14)  

Older adolescent girls (16-19)  

Mixed adolescents 

Mixed adults 

Women 

 

 

 

 

5 

In-depth 

interviews (IDIs) 

To understand individual girlsô experiences 

of adolescence and its gendered dimensions 

Younger adolescent girls (13-15)  

Older adolescent girls (16-18) 

Adolescent boys (13-18)  

¶ 6 

¶ 4 

¶ 3 

13 

Life histories  To explore key moments in girlsô lives 

present and past 

Older adolescent girls (16-18)  

Adult women  
¶ 4 

¶ 5 

9 

Case studies  To explore intra-household dynamics vis-à-

vis adolescent girls by triangulating views of 

adults and children; and by gender; includes 

researcher observation for 24 hours 

Family with 17-year-old girl 

Family with 17-year-old girl 

 

 

 

2 

Inter-

generational 

pairings  

To explore key moments in girlsô lives 

present and past; generational differences in 

adolescent experiences; could include 

examples of positive deviance 

Family with 16-year-old girl, mother and 

grandmother 

Family with 13-year-old girl, mother and 

grandmother 

 

 

 

2 

Key informant 

interviews (KIIs) 

ï provincial and 

local  

To find out about adolescent girlsô status, 

opportunities, challenges, changes over time 

at the provincial and commune levels  

Commune level  

District level 

Provincial level 

 

¶ 8 

¶ 3 

¶ 7 

18 

Key informant 

interviews (KIIs) 

ï national  

To find out about adolescent girlsô status, 

opportunities, challenges and policy and 

programming at national level 

  

 

16 

TOTAL 

interactions 

  65 
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A variety of participatory techniques, including body mapping, rankings, timelines and family drawings, were 

used to stimulate conversation, facilitate recall and build consensus regarding the vulnerabilities of Hmong girls 

and the opportunities they would need to realise their full potential. Of particular note, in order to elicit girlsô 

opinions about the specific programming they thought would improve their lives, we presented them with a list 

of possibilities and asked them to choose their top three options ï as well as selecting two they could not 

envisage working. This list can be found in Appendix 2.7. 

 

At design and data collection stages, the field research team consisted of a team of four senior researchers from 

the Institute for Family and Gender Studies (IFGS), a Hmong research consultant known to the research team 

lead and a research fellow from ODI. The team lead and the Hmong research consultant participated in a training 

of trainers in London and then there was a follow up training in Ha Noi for the rest of the research team. 

Drawing on previous contacts with the Ha Giang province DoLISA, we were able to secure official permission 

to undertake the research, which was critical given that the research site is in a sensitive frontier area.  

 

At the analysis stage, the research team lead, together with an ODI team consisting of a research fellow, a 

research consultant and a research assistant, was involved. In order to ensure maximum consistency, following 

translation of the Vietnamese language transcripts into English, we used a common coding framework. The 

framework was designed to capture the key themes from our conceptual framework, while also providing ample 

space for additional sub-themes to emerge from respondent voices. This framework can be found in Appendix 

2.8.  

6.2 Caveats 

It is important to bear in mind a number of caveats regarding our data. First, it is critical to note that Ha Giang 

not only is a province with a high ethnic minority population and very high levels of poverty and deprivation, 

but also is categorised as a frontier state, given its shared border with China (with which the Vietnamese 

government has a tense relationship). This brings heightened security and surveillance measures and no doubt 

makes information sharing and open discussions at all levels more challenging.  

 

Second, language barriers were significant. While KIs from the Youth Union assured us that there would be no 

difficulty communicating with girls, even out-of-school girls, in Kinh, we did not find thid to be the case. Many 

of the adolescent girls were unable to convey their thoughts fluently in Vietnamese and asked to switch to 

Hmong. While we had translators available, girls may have felt less secure in the privacy of these interview 

situations as they were outnumbered.  

 

Third, and linked to both of the first two points, we were not always allowed to interview the younger 

adolescents alone. The presence of teachers, police and local officials surely restricted the stories those children 

had to tell, particularly those regarding childïteacher interactions, since many of the interviews took place at 

school. Similarly, we did not always get to choose our respondents. Local officials in many cases made the 

decisions about who we were allowed to talk to, albeit following our rubric regarding gender and age.  

 

Finally, while much has been made of inter-ethnic variation among Viet Namôs ethnic minority population, our 

research points to considerable intra-ethnic variation as well. Even in the context of Ta Lungôs poverty, some 

Hmong families are doing well. The experiences of their daughters speak to positive deviance and may point a 

way towards the future ï but they are not necessarily representative of the experience of most Hmong girls.  
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Figure 7: Body mapping exercise from an FGD with adolescent girls 

 

  

Head: 

Would like to complete Grade 

12 grade and become a teacher, 

but parents do not allow. 

Worried about making enough 

money as an adult. 
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7 Gendered adolescence in 
Hmong communities: Capability 
deprivations and opportunities 

The lives of Hmong girls in Ta Lung are defined by 

traditional vulnerabilities such as son preference, 

educational exclusion, excessive work, early marriage 

and social isolation. Gender norms surrounding the ideas 

about what makes a good daughter versus a good son are 

key to understanding girlsô experiences from early 

childhood.17 As they progress through adolescence, girls 

are pushed more and more to develop the skills and traits 

they will need to become good wives and mothers. 

Understanding these norms ï which define not only what 

girls and women do but also what they ought to do 

(Bicchieri, 2006; Heise, 2011) ï is thus required in order 

to capture the nuances of girlsô lives vis-à-vis the five 

capability domains around which our data are organised. 

It is also important to understand what Boudet et al. (2012) call órelaxingô versus óchangingô norms. They 

distinguish between the two by noting that the former exists in spaces where ówomen and men are challenging 

and perhaps crossing the boundaries of traditional gender roles [é] but are not setting a new standardô (p.51). In 

comparison, changing norms involves recognition of the legitimacy of that boundary crossing. To use Bicchieri 

(2006)ôs language, relaxing norms leads to spaces where descriptive, but not injunctive, norms have altered ï 

because while people are crossing boundaries they are not supposed to. In comparison, changing norms involves 

recognition of the legitimacy of that boundary crossing because even what ought to be has altered (ibid.). This 

difference is key to understanding the shifting world of Hmong girls. As Table 4 shows, while some norms have 

changed, with girls as well as boys now expected to be diligent students, and other norms are relaxing, with 

some women contributing to family incomes and some men providing care for their children, the overall shape 

of girlsô lives remains largely unchanged from that of their mothers. 

  

 
 

17 This framework draws on Boudet et al. (2012), who found that conceptions of what makes a good wife, husband, daughter or son were óvery consistent 

across countries and communitiesô (p.36). 
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Table 4: Gender norms in Hmong families 

A good daughter 

Does not go anywhere alone where she might be 

kidnapped and trafficked to China 

Is obedient in all things 

Does the work her mother asks her to do 

Uses her �µ�I�U�H�H���W�L�P�H�¶���W�R���P�D�N�H���H�[�W�U�D���P�R�Q�H�\ 

Keeps her opinions �± and feelings �± to herself 

Does not ask challenging or sensitive questions 

Learns to be a good wife and daughter-in-law 

Studies hard and does well in school 

A good wife 

Does not argue with her husband 

Works very hard at home and on the farm 

Raises her children to be respectful 

�'�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���K�H�U���K�X�V�E�D�Q�G�¶�V���G�H�F�L�V�L�R�Q�V 

Works hard enough to please her in-laws 

Does not harass her husband when he has been 

drinking 

Contributes to the family income 

Is literate 

A good son 

Studies hard and does well in school 

Is not too playful and does not hang around 

May use his free time to watch TV or play ball 

Doesnôt get drunk 

A good husband 

Is able to support his family 

Does not spend too much time drinking with his friends 

Comes to eat when called 

Does not beat his wife, even when he has been drinking 

Helps take care of his wife after childbirth  

Helps watch the children when his wife must work 

Key: Black indicates stable norms; orange indicates changing or relaxing norms. 

7.1 Education domain 

Significant progress is being made towards meeting the 

educational needs of Hmong girls in Ta Lung. They are, for 

the most part, now staying in school through Grade 9. This 

is remarkable, given that the vast majority of their mothers 

are totally unschooled and largely illiterate, as are many of 

their fathers. This progress is driven by Viet Namôs 

commitment to expanding educational opportunities for 

minority students. With few exceptions, the adults in our 

research indicated that they had not been able to attend 

school for the simple reason that there were no schools 

when they were children. This has now changed. With 

nearly 400 main schools, which are located in commune 

centres, and an ever greater number of smaller satellite 

schools, scattered in the more distant villages, it is now significantly easier for parents in Ha Giang to educate 

their children. Ta Lung, for example, has its own commune school up to Grade 9 and there are a number of 

comparatively local options for secondary school (although most involve either day or weekly boarding). While 

some of the more remote hamlets have schools that only go through Grade 4, there has even been a significant 

push to enrol children in kindergarten in these schools, in part so their exposure to the Kinh language comes 

earlier. Schooling options are also increasingly available for older children. KIs note, however, that each district 

still only has one upper-secondary school, although Meo Vac now also has a continuing education centre 

providing upper-secondary education as well.18  

Hmong children in particular have benefited from educational subsidies for minority students. All of the children 

in our study reported that their education ï through Grade 9 ï is essentially free. While they are often asked for 

some small contribution to the school ï such as a broom or a lock ï they are not responsible for paying tuition 

fees or buying books. In almost all cases, they also receive free school supplies such as notebooks and pencils. 

In addition to these incentives, the village levies fines on families who do not keep their children in school 

through Grade 9. Children are required to attend school daily unless they are ill or have another approved 

reason. If they are absent without permission, village officials go to their homes and impose a fine of 

 
 

18
 Physical infrastructure in Meo Vac is still developing, and electronic infrastructure is essentially non-existent. With time, however, distance education 

via the internet may be an option for children in the most remote villages ï and may be more palatable than boarding school for many families. 
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VND20,000-50,000/day on their parents.19 One KI noted that when the rules were first imposed about a decade 

ago many parents were regularly fined. Today, few fines are needed, as families are largely compliant. The key, 

according to our Youth Union KIs, is simple awareness. They noted, �µEven though the parents are illiterate, 

�W�K�H�\���L�Q�Y�H�V�W���D���O�R�W���R�I���W�L�P�H���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q�����(�Y�H�Q���W�K�R�X�J�K���W�K�H�\���G�R�Q�¶�W���K�D�Y�H���P�X�F�K��money. The awareness 

has changed greatly���¶��A commune KI, however, noted that, while this process had been very effective at 

encouraging attendance ï which now averages 95% - it remains very labour intensive for villages to implement, 

as each month �µThe Mobili sation Unit will visit each household with absent children to find out about the 

reasons, and then mobilise the students to go to school���¶ 

Even more remarkable, given the gendered statistics for Hmong enrolment, is that parents increasingly recognise 

the value of educating their daughters, at least through Grade 9. Evidencing not just norm relaxation but also a 

genuine norm change, many of the adults we interviewed ï mothers and fathers ï made similar comments: �µI do 

not discriminate between son and daughter. I will let her to go to school���¶��There is also growing recognition, 

long overdue from the girlsô perspective, that girls are better students than boys. They are less playful, more 

obedient and more serious about their studies. As one mother put it, �µGirls never drop out, but boys are playful, I 

can waste my money. The boys are more stubborn, but girls are more willing to go to school.�¶ One girl noted 

that this diligence paid off: �µThe girls have better performance���¶��A Youth Union KI confirmed, �µAt the 

secondary age group, the girls are mor�H���F�R�Q�I�L�G�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���T�X�L�F�N�H�U���W�K�D�Q���W�K�H���E�R�\�V���¶�� 

 

 

 

Some parents value education for what it will do for their daughters, such as enable them to calculate better, 

speak Kinh fluently or merely understand the world on a different level. One noted, �µIf I keep her at home, she 

�Z�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���K�R�Z���W�R���G�R���E�X�V�L�Q�H�V�V���� �,�I�� �V�K�H�� �G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���J�R���W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O���� �V�K�H�� �Z�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���K�R�Z�� �W�R���E�X�\�� �J�R�R�G�V�����,�I���V�K�H���J�R�H�V�� �W�R��
school, she can learn the language, and can go to the market and take care of the family���¶ Another said, �µFifth 

�J�U�D�G�H�U�V���F�D�Q�¶�W���V�S�H�D�N���W�K�H���S�R�S�X�O�D�U���O�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H���Y�H�U�\���Z�H�O�O���V�R���,���O�H�W���W�K�H�P���J�R���W�R��Grade 9, so that no one can bully them���¶��
The importance of upper-secondary school was clear to a few mothers, who observed that children with either a 

Grade 5 or a Grade 9 education were equally disadvantaged in terms of employment, as the only relevant 

credential in terms of local employment is a high school diploma. One brother was particularly concerned that 

his sisters be literate as a way of reducing their risk of being trafficked to China. �µNow many people are deceived 

and trafficked across the border, so literacy is the first thing you need when going out���¶��Other parents tied girlsô 
education to their reproductive capacities, noting that if they were educated then they would be more likely to 

have healthy babies. 

 
 

19
 This is a village initiative and is not linked to MoET. Fines, which vary by village, are collected by local Mobilisation Units and are pooled and 

distributed at the end of the year either to poor students, to help offset costs, or to particularly good students.  

But uneven 

I began school when I 

was 10 years old, 

because there were no 

teachers before that. 

(Mother) 

I will send both son and 

daughter to school, if they 

are too lazy to study, then 

�W�K�H�\���F�D�Q�¶�W���V�S�H�D�N���.�L�Q�K��
language. (Father) 

I want my daughter to 

finish Grade 9 and my 

son to finish Grade 12.  

The sons can make 

money for their parents. 

(Adolescent girl) 

Progress 
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Barriers to graduation 

However, the overwhelming pattern for the girls in our research was for them to leave school after completing 

Grade 9. A commune official noted, �µMost of them finish Grade 9 and stay at home. Rich families who are fond 

�R�I�� �O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�� �V�H�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U�� �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O���� �S�R�R�U���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V�� �G�R�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���W�K�H�L�U�� �F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���W�R���J�R���W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O���D�Q�G���O�H�W���W�K�H�P��
stay at home to help parents, find and marry a good husband who will support the family and their children in 

�W�K�H���I�X�W�X�U�H���¶ One 15-year-old girl, out of school, commented that of her Grade 9 graduating class, only three or 

four continued on to upper-secondary school. Another said, �µOut of 32 friends, only a boy is going on in school. 

He is richer and really wanted to go. The teacher asked me to carry on in school because I was a very good 

�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���E�X�W���,���V�D�L�G���,���K�D�G���W�R���K�H�O�S���P�\���P�R�W�K�H�U���¶ 

Leaving school is rarely a choice that girls make. Nearly all of the out-of-school girls we interviewed wanted ï 

in most cases desperately ï to be in school. They missed learning, they missed the social opportunities school 

entailed and which were nearly totally absent once they left and they recognised that by leaving school they 

were limiting their future career options. One very aware and verbal 15-year-old noted, �µI would like to be a 

�W�H�D�F�K�H�U���E�X�W���,���F�D�Q�¶�W���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���,�¶�Y�H���G�U�R�S�S�H�G���R�X�W���¶�� 

In some cases, the decision to leave school early was made by the mother; in most, however, it was made by the 

father ï often despite the fact that the mother had already told her daughter that she could stay in school. 

�µ�0�R�W�K�H�U�� �W�R�O�G�� �P�H�� �W�R�� �V�W�X�G�\�� �L�I�� �,�� �Z�D�Q�W���� �)�D�W�K�H�U�� �V�D�L�G�� �Q�R���� �E�H�F�D�X�V�H�� �Z�H�� �G�L�G�Q�¶�W�� �K�D�Y�H�� �P�R�Q�H�\�� �W�R���S�D�\���� �V�R�� �,�� �K�D�G���W�R�� �V�W�D�\�� �D�W��
�K�R�P�H���D�Q�G���Z�R�U�N���¶ While many of the fathers were clearly not supportive of their daughtersô education, there were 

notable exceptions. One girl, finishing Grade 12, said, �µMy father is different from other parents. My father 

always encouraged his children to learn���¶��Another girl, 16 and in Grade 10, commented that it was her mother 

who often did not understand why she worked so hard to stay in school. �µ�6�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���V�K�H���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�����%�X�W��
I need to explain to her �± �,���Q�H�H�G���W�R���E�H���L�Q���V�F�K�R�R�O���V�R���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���K�D�Y�H���D���Y�H�U�\���S�R�R�U���O�L�I�H���± so I can get a job and a better 

life �± and then she understands. Father understands �± he wants me to go to school �± �K�H���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���P�H���W�R���K�D�Y�H��
�W�K�H���V�D�P�H���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���D�V���P�\���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���G�R���¶ 

KIs confirm that girls leave school after Grade 9 in 

part for the same reason their brothers do ð their 

labour is needed to help the family make ends meets. 

�µWhen I had finished school [Grade 9]  there was no 

money so my parents asked me to stop and come 

home and work. I wanted to carry on in school but 

�>�«�@��there would be no one to help my parents in the 

rice field. It is the same case with my brother �± he 

had the same reason for dropping out���¶��Children can 

contribute some labour to family endeavours while 

they are in elementary and lower-secondary school, 

because those schools are usually local and only half-

day, but upper-secondary school usually entails 

boarding elsewhere, which limits the extent to which 

children can help with domestic and agricultural chores. The best-case scenario from most parentsô perspective 

is that their older adolescent children come home each weekend and work nonstop while there. Depending on 

where a family lives, however, and where a child goes to school, visits home may be only every few months. 

Girls are not blind to the tensions of this economic reality. While most simply do not continue in school to work 

with their mothers in the house and fields, they see the costs and benefits of both options. �µI love my family and I 

know there is now only me to help them out,�¶ mused one 16 year old, �µ�E�X�W���L�I���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���J�R���W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O���W�K�H�Q���,���F�D�Q�¶�W���K�H�O�S��
them. I know I can do better to help them if I keep studying���¶ 

In addition to these opportunity costs, actual expenditures can keep Hmong adolescents out of upper-secondary 

school. A commune official commented, �µTo go to boarding school you need to be a very good student with an 

excellent record; you need to belong to a poor family. But you also need a lot of support. There is also cooking 

�J�D�V���� �P�R�Q�H�\�� �W�R���U�H�Q�W���D���K�R�X�V�H���� �W�U�D�Q�V�S�R�U�W���I�H�H�V�� �W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O���¶ Another official acknowledged that government support 

was not nearly enough: �µThe government is providing monthly allowances for them, but based on the market 
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�S�U�L�F�H���� �L�W�¶�V�� �Q�R�W�� �H�Q�R�X�J�K���>�«�@��it cannot ensure the quality and nutrition requirements of the children in school���¶��
Nearly all of the out-of-school girls we interviewed indicated that cost was a major reason they had had to leave 

school. 

When both opportunity and actual costs are higher than a family can bear, if a child is to be sent to school then 

in Hmong families it is almost always a son who will be chosen. One girl, unhappily out of school, commented, 

�µI think that they are boys, so they are allowed to learn more. I am a girl and I have to work, so I am not allowed 

to learn so much.�¶��Commune officials confirmed that, when resources are tight, boys are prioritised. Not only do 

boy children have ceremonial value, because only they can correctly honour the dead, but also, economically 

speaking, they are vital because they are responsible for providing old-age support. Many mothers ï and some 

girls ï confirmed the ubiquity of this belief: �µ�7�K�H�� �G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U�� �Z�L�O�O�� �J�H�W�� �P�D�U�U�L�H�G�� �D�Q�G�� �F�D�Q�¶�W�� �P�D�N�H�� �P�R�Q�H�\�� �I�R�U�� �W�K�H�L�U��
parents. The sons can make money for their parents after graduating���¶ 

Parents are also very worried about their daughtersô safety if 

they go away to school. As we discuss in greater detail 

below, concerns about children in general, and girls in 

particular, being trafficked to China are rampant. In our 

research, girls, their brothers, their parents and their teachers 

all mentioned concerns about kidnapping to China. Girls are 

watched very closely and several mothers reported being 

nearly frantic when their daughters were late home from 

school. Mothers attempt to alleviate this concern by ensuring 

their daughters �µgo in groups of two or three people�¶����but as 

fewer and fewer girls progress in school this option often 

ceases to exist. In this context, boarding school is a challenge 

many mothers simply cannot face. 

Interestingly, even in families that clearly value education ï and have let one daughter reach Grade 12 or have 

sent a son to university ï it is often the case that another daughter is completely deprived of her rights to an 

education. For example, one girl, in Grade 12 and planning on becoming a doctor, had two sisters, only a little 

older than her, who had never been to school. Another family allowed all of its children to graduate from high 

school except one ï a daughter, who was chosen to leave school after only Grade 5. One brother explained this 

practice, �µBecause my parents are old, nobody cares for the family, all of us go to school far away from home, 

only the 12-year-�R�O�G���V�L�V�W�H�U���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W go to school. I do ask my parents to send her to school, but my parents have 

so many children, some of my siblings are too young, at the same time all other siblings go to school, no one is 

�W�K�H�U�H���W�R���K�H�O�S���P�\���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���H�[�F�H�S�W���K�H�U���¶ 

It is worth noting that, while our respondents were silent on the matter, Turner (2012a) found that in Lao Cai 

Hmong families ówould rather their children learn life skills in the home and fields than learn to write 

Vietnamese in formal schoolsô (p.416). It may be these cultural preferences, and not economics, drive school 

leaving in Ta Lung, and respondents were simply not comfortable speaking out against what they perceived to 

be politically correct. Regardless, it is very clear girls themselves wish to continue their education. 

Barriers to a quality education 

Girls who are allowed to stay in school often still face a variety of obstacles. For example, KIs confirmed that all 

instruction in Ta Lung is in Kinh; the commune is not part of the mother-tongue instruction pilot mentioned 

earlier. This can make learning difficult for Hmong children, particularly girls, who have less Kinh exposure 

because of their domestic workloads and close confinement. One girl noted, �µ�,�Q�� �P�\�� �F�D�V�H�� �,�� �G�L�G�Q�¶�W�� �D�O�Z�D�\�V��
understand what was being said very well. Sometimes I could follow, sometimes not. Only one of our teachers 

could speak Hmong language���¶ That same girl reported that some of her teachers were not sympathetic and 

shouted at her for not understanding. This was not an uncommon experience within our sample. Moreover, in 

our research we found that even many of the girls who were still enrolled in school struggled to express 

themselves in Kinh. Out-of-school girls, typically surrounded by only Hmong, struggled even more.  
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Several girls also commented about the quality of schooling available to them. One noted, óIn remote areas, 

education is reported as good, in fact it is not good. The school faces many difficulties; there is no library and 

reference books are insufficient.ô Several others commented that those students with less than óexcellentô grades, 

who were left to attend local lower-secondary schools rather than being sent to boarding schools, received a 

poorer quality education. Commune officials also commented that boarding schools offered a better education: 

óThe student who goes to boarding school will learn more advanced academic knowledge; for sure this student 

will know more than the other one who doesnôt go to boarding school.ô  

 

 
 

In part, the perception that a boarding education is better than a local education is driven by girlsô time-use 

patterns. Girls, far more than boys, are juggling both school and work. Girls who live at home often wake by 

4am in order to do chores before school, spend their mornings at school and then come home to more chores, all 

of which have to be done before they can focus again on their homework. This is particularly problematic, as 

one KI observed, for remote families that do not have electricity at home, because girls do chores up until 

nightfall and are then forced to do schoolwork by firelight. One girl, determined to complete her high school 

education, said, �µ�&�K�R�U�H�V���D�U�H���D���S�U�R�E�O�H�P���D�V���L�W���P�H�D�Q�V���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���K�D�Y�H���H�Q�R�X�J�K���W�L�P�H���W�R���V�W�X�G�\���D�Q�G���J�H�W���W�K�H���N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H���W�K�D�W��
my friends have. I worry about this. It makes me very stressed about my studies.�¶��A Youth Union KI echoed this 

theme: �µEvery child is born with intelligence, but that intelligence depends on their access to opportunities. The 

boys can go out and about, so of course they can develop more, because they have more opportunities���¶��
Similarly, and we discuss in greater detail below, girls who board during the week are often trying to cram a 

weekôs worth of labour into a weekend worth of time. It is only those who board long term who are perceived to 

have the time to focus on their studies. �µMy friends in boarding school had more time to do homework and to 

read books �± so they had better knowledge of Kinh language than me���¶��This was confirmed by several girls who 

used to board, who noted that life was much more pleasant and learning was much easier when they lived at 

school and had the time to invest in homework. Boys, on the other hand, are often given far more time to study; 

one girl noted that they were �µgiven more priorities and parents rarely ask the boys for help�¶�� 

 

Imagining a way forward 

Adolescent girls in our study had highly variable educational goals and aspirations. Many were interested in 

completing their education and applying to university. They wanted to know how to apply and what education at 

the university level might look like for them. Several wanted to be doctors ï and several more wanted to become 

teachers and move back to their hamlets in order to help other Hmong students learn. Some girls, as mentioned 

earlier, recognised that their educational trajectories were already broken and that they needed new ï more 

vocational ï goals, such as tailoring skills. Others, the poorest and most remote, could not imagine lives 

different from those of their mothers. �µ�,���D�P���D�O�Z�D�\�V���E�X�V�\�����V�R���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���W�K�L�Q�N���R�I���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J�����,���R�Q�O�\���W�K�L�Q�N���W�K�D�W���,���O�L�Y�H���Z�L�W�K��
�P�\���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�����,���G�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���K�R�Z���W�R���W�K�L�Q�N�����,���W�K�L�Q�N���W�K�D�W���,���O�L�Y�H���Z�L�W�K���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���D�Q�G���Z�R�U�N���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�P���¶ 

 

Even out-of-school girls, however, still have paths open to brighter futures ï if they can imagine them and make 

the financial space to explore them. Several girls commented that, while they were out of school for now, 

�,���D�P���D�O�Z�D�\�V���E�X�V�\�����V�R���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���W�K�L�Q�N���R�I��
anything. I only think that I live with 

�P�\���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�����,���G�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���K�R�Z���W�R��
think. I think that I live with parents 

and work with them.  (Adolescent 

girl) 

I want more information to open 

my mind, to learn more �± about 

which university to choose, about 

news, about other countries, other 

societies �± the world.  (Adolescent 

girl) VS 
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�,���Z�H�Q�W���W�R���N�L�Q�G�H�U�J�D�U�W�H�Q���E�\���P�\���R�Z�Q�����0�\���P�R�P���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���D�O�O�R�Z��
me to go but I sneaked out. My uncle took his child to 

kindergarten and I went with him.  My uncle registered 

me. A few days after, my mom knew. (Adolescent girl) 

 

My aunt and uncle encouraged me to go to school when I 

was in the primary school. They said that I ought to go to 

school. (Adolescent girl) 

helping their parents at home, they expected to go back to school once older siblings completed their education 

and were able to contribute to the family economy. One mother told her daughter, �µWhen we have better 

conditions [more economic resources], I will send you to school again.�¶ While such dreams are presumably 

largely wishful thinking, given the low number of girls who do make it past Grade 9, and given ï as one KI 

noted ï the fact that by that age �µtheir families have already prepared for them to get married�¶����these dreams do 

speak to rising awareness on the part of both girls and their parents. 

Several girls also noted that they had married sisters or sisters-in-law who were back in school. Some of these 

young wives are also young mothers juggling multiple traditional roles while still pursuing their own education. 

This bears mentioning because, while early marriage is a barrier that precludes education in many cultures, this 

does not seem to be the case for Viet Namôs Hmong. Even when girls marry young, they do not seem to be 

leaving school because they are getting married. They get married because they have left school. While this 

speaks to the restricted life options facing Hmong girls, the difference is critical. As this is the first generation of 

Hmong girls who have had the option of secondary school, it will be interesting to see how the tradition of early 

marriage melds with the uptake of modern education. 

While a commune KI noted that, óOnce students drop out and stay home and participate in family work, it is 

hard to have a chance to continue their education,ô it is also the case that even adults have options. Other 

commune KIs noted that the village had an evening class for adult learners ï and that adults were paid 

VND15,000 for each class they attended. One mother, in her mid-30s with young adolescent children, had gone 

back to school and was now completing her Grade 12 education, although admittedly this was linked to her 

party affiliation. She was encouraged by the Party to finish secondary school ï and is supported by her husband, 

who watches the children when she must attend class. óWe have a new party secretary who said that those 

members who havenôt completed Grade 12 should go back to school.ô  

Television also emerged as an important vehicle for non-school education. Almost all of the adolescents ï and 

many of the mothers ï mentioned watching television for educational purposes. �µ�,�¶�Y�H���O�H�D�U�Q�W���D���O�R�W���R�I���J�R�R�G���W�K�L�Q�J�V��
from the television���¶��said one mother. Most respondents watch the news and many watch Hmong programming, 

if not at their own homes, since not all families can afford a television, then at a neighbourôs. Several mentioned 

that watching Kinh language films improved their language skills. 

 

 

 

The key to keeping girls in school is the ability ï 

either individually or through encouragement by 

others ï to envisage a different sort of future. 

Girls ï and the adults in their lives ï have to be 

able to imagine a better future if they are to 

continue to invest time and money in schooling. 

Particularly once opportunity and real costs 

increase, with the transition to upper-secondary 

school, girls and their families must have a clear 

vision of what they are working for. They must also, of course, have financial space that allows them to 

maximise their earning potential by delaying their entrance to the labour market. Interestingly, in our study no 

clear patterns emerged about which girls and which parents were most able to dream. In some cases, it was clear 

that girls with big plans for themselves came from wealthier families. In other cases, as can be seen in the boxes 

above, girls ï and mothers ï were obviously extremely poor and yet still willing to sacrifice the present in order 

to secure the future. It is also important to note that a number of girls with dreams said it was the men in their 

I can choose my own happy life. My 

�S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���F�D�Q�¶�W���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���W�K�H���O�L�I�H���,���Q�H�H�G���R�U��
afford it �± �W�K�H�\���F�D�Q�¶�W���P�D�N�H���P�H���K�D�S�S�\���V�R��
I have to make my own choices, and 

treasure my happiness. I want to finish 

school. (Adolescent girl) 

I will let them reach Grade 12 and try 

to send them to vocational training by 

any means.  Both of them.  I am poor. 

We parents are illiterate �± so I will 

grow the cows and pigs to pay for their 

education. By any means. (Mother) 
+ 
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lives who had helped them see new possibilities. While several girls mentioned the importance of their fatherôs 

support, several others also spoke of the roles played by their uncles or brother-in-laws. 

 

Given the close relationship between dashed dreams and disenchantment it is important not only to foster 

imaginations and enable girls and their parents to dream, but also to make sure those dreams connect in the 

adulthood to life options that validate them. This is, as has been mentioned, the first formally educated 

generation of Hmong children. If these children are able to see and grasp a better future, educating subsequent 

generations will be significantly easier. On the other hand, if this ótestô generation does not see their investment 

pay off, there is a real chance that girls could become discouraged, further entrenching low educational 

aspirations and poverty ï as well as gender inequality. 

7.2 Economic domain 

Ta Lung commune and Meo Vac district are situated in 

an area in which agricultural land and water are scarce. 

Given that most Hmong families in the area still 

practise subsistence farming, it is not difficult to 

understand why poverty rates are so high. Conditions 

have, however, significantly improved compared with a 

generation ago. Infrastructure projects have brought 

roads ï and some jobs ï and poverty relief programmes 

have reduced hunger. This is borne out in our research; 

very few girls mentioned being hungry. While they 

often spoke of a generalised fear of hunger, usually 

then noting that they would be very sure to give birth to 

only two children as two are easier to feed than many, 

only a very small minority of adolescents said they ate 

less than three meals a day. One grandmother commented that this was because the government provided rice to 

families in economic hardship as part of its safety net package; one girl said that when her family was hungry 

she enlisted her teacher to get help from the commune authorities.  

 

Recent targeted support programmes have worked well enough, noted one KI, that Hmong migration rates in Ta 

Lung have actually dropped over the past decade. While out-migration is a common strategy that many 

Vietnamese families use to improve their economic mobility ï with older adolescent girls among the most likely 

groups to migrate ï migration is less common among minorities in general and the Hmong in particular (GSO, 

2011c). While this may, as Catherine Locke notes,20 be the óelephant in the roomô ï in that the migration may be 

necessary in order for Hmong families to move beyond subsistence farming and out of poverty ï Hmong culture 

tends to see ethnic identity as more important than national borders and a strong cultural attachment as more 

critical than economic success (Michaud, 2008; 2010). The fact that the Hmong of Ta Lung have reduced 

migration therefore speaks to the fact that their poverty has eased enough for them to stay home. Even so, for 

many, coping with the costs of accessing basic services and ensuring children are adequately clothed to cope 

with frequently hostile winters remains a struggle ï and one, as noted previously, that is likely to likely to 

intensify with increasing pressure on arable land and water. 

 

Moreover, work remains a constant theme of concern for the adults and adolescents in our study. With few 

exceptions, everyone we interviewed commented about the plethora of tasks they had to accomplish every day 

in order to make ends meet. One brother said, �µThe difficulty is in money matters �± because people in the 

mountainous areas face economic difficulties���¶��A girl noted that, �µIn my village people work harder, life is more 

difficult, �I�R�R�G���L�V���L�Q�V�X�I�I�L�F�L�H�Q�W���¶ While several KIs observed that there were more opportunities recently for wage 

labour ï as a highly sporadic, weather-dependent supplement to farm income ï most of these opportunities are 

available only to men. One adolescent girl noted, �µYou can earn VND80,000 per day for market work but 

 
 

20
 Personal communication. 
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�W�\�S�L�F�D�O�O�\���W�K�L�V���L�V���M�X�V�W���I�R�U���P�H�Q�����Q�R�W���I�R�U���Z�R�P�H�Q���¶��This has meant that, while men are expanding their repertoire of 

economic activities (to include, for example, carpentry or construction site work), girls and women are left at 

home, doing not just the same work but also more of it. Finally, it is worth noting, given that the vast majority of 

recent research on the Hmong has taken place in Lao Cai, not Ha Giang, that economic opportunities are very 

different across provinces. While the former has seen an influx of tourism that has brought both job 

opportunities and a broader exposure to new ideas, there are many fewer visitors to Meo Vac district. 

 

 

 

Gendered economics 

Gender norms surrounding economics are only just beginning to relax. Most Hmong men are farmers and work 

in the fields. As mentioned above, some also take on wage labour if it is available and if their land allocation is 

not sufficient ï in terms of either size or soil fertility ï to provide a decent income. Most Hmong women are also 

engaged in agricultural tasks ï they have primary responsibility for livestock, field maintenance and harvesting ï 

and are also responsible for domestic caretaking. Some also sew and make and sell wine, contributing to family 

incomes at least minimally. Hmong children, boys and girls, typically work with their mothers until the boys 

become old and strong enough to work beside their father. Hmong girls are very busy. In addition to attending 

school, often a morning shift that runs from 7am until noon, they gather grass for cows, gather fuel wood, graze 

goats, feed pigs and chickens, harvest vegetables, cook and sweep the house and in some cases also care for 

younger siblings.  

 

Box 11: �µ�7�L�P�H���R�I�I�¶���I�R�U���+�P�R�Q�J���Z�R�P�H�Q�� 

 

As Boudet et al. (2012) note, around the world ó[u]nlike men, women use their free or spare time to work; they 
simply shift activitiesô (p.53). This is certainly true for Hmong women. 

One mother explained that when she was a child her family was both very large and very poor. When she was 
10 years old her mother gave her her óownô piece of land, so that she could grow her own crops and sell them 
to make money in order to buy her own clothes. She noted, �µI spent my time off to work. I grew the corn and 
sold it to make my own money���¶ She used that money as seed money to purchase the supplies she needed to 
make wine ï again learning from her mother. By the time of her marriage, at 18, she had amassed enough 
money to purchase livestock of her own to take with her into marriage. �µIn the year when I was 18 years old, I 
had saved VND1 million. In the past money was more valuable. When I got married the savings were used to 
buy the pigs and chicken to raise in my family���¶ Because her husband was also willing to work very hard, they 
were able to save enough money to move into their own home after only two years of marriage. She noted, 
�µHmong people up here work together on the field to have food, harvesting corn and share with parents-in-law. 
We spend time off to make our own money.�¶ 

But uneven 

She told me that I had 

to know how to work 

and that from my 

childhood I had to 

know how to do 

everything from 

washing dishes to 

cooking pig brain, 

feeding the pigs and 

cows. So that when I 

became a daughter-in-

law I would know how 

to do housework. 

(Mother) 

 

After my sister got 

married, I had more 

work to do. I became the 

only daughter in my 

family. (Adolescent girl) 

The children now have 

more time to play than 

we did. (Mother) 

 

Progress 
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Confirming the traditions of the larger Hmong community discussed 

earlier, almost all the adolescents in our research agreed with the KIs that 

the hardest-working person in their family was their mother. �µIn my 

family, my mother works the hardest,�¶��was a constant refrain ï sometimes 

coupled with statements such as, �µ�0�\���I�D�W�K�H�U���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���K�H�O�S���P�\���P�R�W�K�H�U,�¶��or, 

�µMother works very hard, father just stays home.�¶��Most girls believed that, 

after their mother, their father was the hardest worker. Owing to 

internalised norms, few girls were able to recognise their own 

contributions to the family economy ï only one girl admitted her role: �µI 
have the main responsibility for the house. Still my mother works even 

�K�D�U�G�H�U���D�V���V�K�H���K�D�V���W�R���Z�R�U�N���Z�K�H�Q���,�¶�P���D�W���V�F�K�R�R�O���W�R�R���¶ 

While boys and girls are largely engaged in the same type of tasks, the 

overwhelming consensus, of girls, brothers, mothers and KIs, was that 

girls work more ï and at younger ages ï than boys. Because they are seen 

as less óplayfulô and more obedient, daughters are given more 

responsibility around the farm and home. One mother explained, �µIn 

general, in the Hmong ethnic group, the boys do less than the girls. It is 

because daughters are nicer. When I give orders to my daughter she is more active���¶ A commune official noted 

that, óIn the Hmong group, usually girls start working one to two years earlier �>�«�@��because girls often complete 

the tasks better.ô  

For example, many girls ï and none of their brothers ï mentioned that they must rise at 4am in order to cook 

breakfast for their family. �µ�,�Q�� �W�K�H�� �P�R�U�Q�L�Q�J�� �,�� �J�H�W�� �X�S�� �H�D�U�O�L�H�U�� �W�K�D�Q�� �P�\�� �S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�Q�� �,�� �K�D�Y�H�� �W�R�� �I�L�Q�L�V�K�� �W�K�H��
housework before c�R�P�L�Q�J���W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O���¶��As mentioned above, in the afternoons after school, most girls have a full 

set of tasks they must finish before they can begin their homework. Girls who live at school, while protected 

from endless chores during the week, often spend their weekends engaged in labour. Finally, as was eloquently 

expressed above by an older brother, even in families in which some girls are given the time off work to pursue 

an education, often another daughter is left at home to be a drudge. 

Some girls clearly see their brothers as lazy, noting, for example, that, �µ�0�D�Q�\���W�L�P�H�V���K�H���L�V���O�D�]�\���D�Q�G���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���J�H�W���X�S��
�W�R���F�R�R�N���¶��Others, however, particularly those with older brothers, acknowledged that their brothers worked very 

hard; several girls said, �µ�7�K�H�\���Z�R�U�N���P�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q���P�H���¶��One even commented, �µ�:�K�H�Q���,���D�P���F�R�R�N�L�Q�J�����I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����,��
�F�D�Q�� �D�V�N�� �P�\�� �E�U�R�W�K�H�U�V�� �I�R�U�� �K�H�O�S���¶�� ��Similarly, those with younger brothers are often careful to ascribe the lack of 

work the brother does as a factor of his age, rather than his gender. When talking about gathering firewood, for 

example, one young adolescent graciously explained���� �µSometimes my brother also does it, but he only does it 

�Z�K�H�Q�� �,�¶�P�� �D�Z�D�\�� �E�H�F�D�X�V�H�� �K�H�¶�V�� �V�W�L�O�O���V�P�D�O�O���¶��Given the gender roles surrounding work in the Hmong community, 

which not only sees girlsô extra burden as a normal part of life �± �µThat is how work is divided. For adults, the 

wife does more than husband, so the daughter has to do more than t�K�H���V�R�Q���¶ ï but also views the nature of boysô 

work as harder and more important �µ�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���W�K�H�L�U���Z�R�U�N���L�V���K�H�D�Y�L�H�U�¶, it is little wonder girls do not complain. 

While a more complete account of girlsô ófreeô time ï or lack thereof ï follows shortly, it bears mention here that 

even girlsô recreational experiences often involve work. For example, many of the adolescents in our research 

noted that their time with friends was limited to gathering firewood and cutting grass for cows. While these 

experiences were called ójoyfulô and girls very much looked forward to them, the focus of girlsô time remains 

work. See Box 11 for a more complete story of what ótime offô means to Hmong women. 

As noted earlier, marriage often means girlsô already busy lives become even busier. One mother commented, 

�µ�2�O�G���O�D�G�L�H�V�� �D�U�H�� �G�H�P�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���� �/�L�Y�L�Q�J�� �Z�L�W�K�� �K�X�V�E�D�Q�G�¶�V�� �I�D�P�L�O�\���� �L�W�� �Z�D�V�� �G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W���W�R���W�D�N�H�� �D�� �U�H�V�W.�¶��Another said, �µWhen 

�P�R�Y�L�Q�J���W�R���O�L�Y�H���L�Q���W�K�H���K�X�V�E�D�Q�G�¶�V���K�R�X�V�H���,���V�K�R�X�O�G���G�R���V�X�F�K���W�K�L�Q�J���D�V���J�H�W�W�L�Q�J���X�S���D�V���H�D�U�O�\���D�V����am and cooking meals 

for the parents-in-law���¶ Girls clearly understand this lifestyle; most said the difficulties of being a daughter-in-

law represented one reason they did not wish to marry early. Above and beyond the difficulties in finding a good 

boy to marry, one confessed, �µI worry �W�K�D�W���W�K�H���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���R�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�R�P���Z�L�O�O���J�H�W���D�Q�J�U�\���W�K�D�W���,���Z�R�Q�¶�W���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R���G�R���D�O�O��
the work they give me to do.�¶��This work is acknowledged even by younger sisters-in-law. One girl, commenting 

that her brother used to do the dishes and cook before he got married, said, �µAfter he married, his wife does those 
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things, my sister-in-law washes dishes.�¶��Ironically, marriage can be burdensome for unmarried girls too: when 

their sisters leave home they are forced to shoulder two shares of work. One younger sister explained, �µAfter she 

got married, I had more work �W�R���G�R�����,���E�H�F�D�P�H���W�K�H���R�Q�O�\���G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U���L�Q���P�\���I�D�P�L�O�\���¶ 

Changes over time 

As mentioned above, the economic situation of Hmong 

families in Ta Lung is getting better over time. In part, this 

has to do with the penetration of electricity, which now 

reaches 80% of households in the commune, and the spread 

of technology. Many women and girls mentioned that their 

families had motorbikes, which allow them to get crops to 

market more easily, thus increasing their incomes. �µThe 

motorbike carries heavy loads for me, making me less busy���¶ 
said one woman. Another girl noted that her life was much 

easier now because her family had a corn grinder. �µHaving 

the machines helped me to work less �± it means I can take 

corn and make flour easily. Before we had to do a lot of 

grinding �± �Q�R�Z�� �Z�H�� �M�X�V�W�� �S�X�W�� �L�W�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �P�D�F�K�L�Q�H���� �0�\�� �G�D�G�¶�V��
carpentry job allowed us to afford this. When I was younger �± about 10 years �± we had to work much harder.�¶��
Furthermore, while several women mentioned that they had been responsible by the age of five or six for 

minding smaller siblings, none of the girls in our research said they were responsible for familial child care.21 

While they almost certainly do spend time helping with younger brothers and sisters, todayôs smaller families 

are clearly translating into a less onerous burden of care for big sisters. Overall, while women and girls were 

very clear that they still worked all the time, there was a consensus that things were getting better. One girl 

commented, �µ�, see that they (my grandmother and mother) are more disadvantaged than me. They have to work 

on the field so much.�¶ 

Inheritance, assets and money  

Inheritance rights ï or lack thereof ï play a significant role in shaping girlsô economic lives. Girls and their 

mothers explained that land was always divided among sons, as daughters were expected to have access to their 

husbandôs land. One mother said, �µWhen my sons were small, I gave the land to their older sisters only. When 

my daughters had grown up and got married, I took back the land and divided again and gave it to my three 

sons.�¶��These inheritance patterns play into not only how much schooling girls are allowed to pursue, as there is 

little point seen in investing in óother peopleôs womenô, but also, as we discuss below, their time poverty. 

Interestingly, other assets do not seem to follow the same pattern as land. Given that adolescents have a different 

relationship with assets than do adults, owning few themselves, the girls in our research did not report any 

gendered access. Not only are they, for example, allowed to use ófamily equipmentô such as the corn grinder 

mentioned above, but also they speak of it as if it is joint property. Furthermore, many girls mentioned owning 

their own mobile phones ï and that they were sometimes the sole owner of the only one in their household. 

Some use them to ócheck inô with their parents when they are away at school. Some use them to keep in touch 

with married sisters who have moved to other communes. Some use them to listen to music or stay in touch with 

friends. All, however, were clear that the phones were personal property that had been gifted to them, primarily 

by their parents. 

Money also failed to emerge as a strongly gendered theme in our research. None of the women and few of the 

girls saw men as being in charge of all financial decisions. Some women said they shared responsibility for 

purchases with their husband: �µWhen I was going buy something, I had to discuss with my husband before 

buying,�¶��said one woman. Many women, however, were very clear that money was actually theirs to distribute: 

�µI keep the money, I am prime caretaker of the family so I keep money���¶ insisted one. Another commented, �µHe 

brings money to me. If he needs money to spend on something else, he will ask me.�¶�� 

 
 

21
 A KI noted that primary school girls ï not adolescent girls ï often mind their younger siblings. While this did not emerge in our interviews, it bears 

mentioning. 










































































































