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Executive Summary 

In recognition of the growing inequality of 

opportunity for ethnic minorities, the 

Government of Vietnam has expanded the 

social assistance system to explicitly cover 

ethnic minorities. However, ethnic minorities, 

particularly women, often face barriers of 

access to these programs.  

This paper identifies potential barriers of 

access at every stage of social assistance 

delivery; it also examines patterns in the use of 

social assistance transfers. The aim is to apply 

this knowledge in designing context-specific 

pilot(s) to address the specific constraints 

identified. The analysis is based on 

anthropological desk reviews of selected 

ethnic minority groups, quantitative analysis of 

recent household surveys and qualitative 

research in four provinces (Hà Giang, Quảng 

Nam, Trà Vinh and Lâm Đồng). We focus 

primarily on the 13 main ethnic minority 

groups in these four provinces.  

Profile 

Despite impressive gains in poverty reduction 

and human capital development for all groups, 

ethnic minorities continue to experience 

substantially higher deprivation than the 

ethnic majority. Ethnic minorities account for 

only 14 percent of the population but comprise 

73 percent of the poor population.  

There is also considerable heterogeneity 

among different ethnic minority groups, with 

the historically poor are more likely to be poor 

today. Amongst ethnic minorities, the Tay and 

Khmer are among the wealthiest, while the 

Hmong and Xo Dang are the poorest. In 2009, 

poverty rates for the above groups ranged 

from 43 percent among the Khmer to 93 

percent among the Hmong (see Figure 1). 

Poor women from many ethnic minority 

groups face the double disadvantage of gender 

discrimination and economic deprivation. 

Fewer ethnic minority women can read and 

write in Vietnamese; access to social services is 

also more difficult (Tùng et al. 2016). 

Figure 1: Poverty incidence by ethnicity (2009) 

 
Source: World Bank (2012). 

Social assistance: Program performance 

Though Vietnam’s social assistance system 

now affords better coverage of ethnic 

minorities, it has also become more complex 

and fragmented and remains thinly resourced. 

In addition to the lack of policy coherence, 

programs are typically designed as one-size-

fits-all and are not adequately tailored to the 

needs of different ethnic minority groups.  

The paper focuses on the following programs 

that constitute the largest share of social 

assistance spending: 

 Social pensions and other transfers 

(cash and in-kind) to vulnerable groups 

such as the elderly, people with 

disability (PWD), orphans, single 

parents and others (Decree 136);  

 Cash transfers to mitigate the rise of 

electricity prices on poor households 

(Decision 28/60); and  

 Education-related cash transfers to the 

following: (i) poor students in school 

(Decree 86); and (ii) ethnic minority 

and poor Kinh secondary school 

students in difficult areas (Decree 116).   

Spending. Overall social assistance spending 

increased from 0.41 to 0.66 percent of GDP 

between 2008 and 2013, driven largely by the 

expansion of these programs. Despite this 

increase, however, Vietnam’s spending is 

somewhat lower than countries at similar 

incomes, and well below that of upper-middle-

income countries. 
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Awareness. Most people are aware of the 

existence of programs but small surveys and 

qualitative research indicates that even 

beneficiaries have limited knowledge of 

benefit levels and other program parameters.  

Coverage. Social assistance coverage is higher 

among ethnic minority households relative to 

Kinh-Hoa households, possibly because some 

programs explicitly target ethnic minorities or 

poor households. In 2016, about 52 percent of 

ethnic minority households were covered by at 

least one social assistance program (defined as 

social transfers, electricity transfers or 

education support) relative to 25 percent of 

Kinh-Hoa households (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Coverage, all households  

 
Source: VLSS 2016. 

 
However, not all eligible households are 

covered by social assistance. Among 

households eligible for social and electricity 

transfers, coverage is slightly lower for ethnic 

minority households relative to Kinh-Hoa 

households. It is the opposite among 

households eligible for education-support with 

higher coverage of ethnic minority households 

(see Figure 3).  

Figure 3: Coverage, eligible households 

 
Source: VLSS 2016. 

 

Targeting. The programs covered in this paper 

select beneficiary individuals or households 

using categorically and poverty targeting 

methods.  

For poverty-targeted programs, such as 
electricity transfers, education support and 
social pensions to the “young old”, households 
need to be on the official poor list to be 
considered eligible. Though inclusion errors are 
low, there are a substantial number of poor 
households that are excluded from the official 
poor list. In 2016, 34 percent of actually poor 
ethnic minority households were not on the 
official poor list, while 61 percent of poor Kinh-
Hoa households had been similarly excluded.  

Table 1: High exclusion errors in the poor list 

  Not poor  Poor 

Ethnic Minorities   

Not in the poor list 80 34 

In the poor list 20 66 

Kinh-Hoa    

Not in the poor list 95 61 

In the poor list 5 39 

Source: VLSS 2016. 

The main reason for these high exclusion errors 

appear to be poverty reduction targets that 

impose an annual limit on the total number of 

poor households. Our qualitative research 

found that all surveyed communes were 

heavily influenced by poverty reduction targets 

set by higher authorities. Exclusion errors are 

less pronounced among ethnic minority 

households (see Table 1). 

However, once on the poor list, ethnic minority 
households were somewhat more likely to be 
excluded from poverty-targeted social 
pensions and electricity transfer but not 
education support. In 2016, 33 percent of 
ethnic minority households and 31 percent of 
Kinh-Hoa poor households were excluded from 
receiving the electricity transfers despite being 
on the poor list (see Figure 4).  

 

 

 

 



 

7 
 

Figure 4: Exclusion errors, by ethnicity 

 
Source: VLSS 2016. 

 
Among those covered, targeting of social 

assistance programs among ethnic minorities is 

generally pro-poor even when programs are 

not explicitly targeted to the poor. 

Figure 5: Beneficiary incidence among ethnic minorities 

 

Source: VLSS 2016. 

In the categorically targeted social transfers 

under Decree 136, our qualitative research 

suggests some groups are more likely to be 

excluded. These include single parents with 

small children, people with disability and 

children without support.  

Adequacy. Benefit levels for social transfers 

are higher than the electricity transfers and 

education support. The limited evidence 

suggests leakage is low and that most 

households receive the benefit due. While 

social assistance benefits are an important 

source of support for beneficiary households, 

payments are often irregular.  

In summary, there is substantial under-

coverage of eligible ethnic minority 

households, underpinned on the demand-side 

by low awareness and a relatively passive 

approach to applying for social assistance 

benefits. 

A large number of poor households are 

excluded from the official poor list, largely due 

to the imposition of local-level poverty 

reduction targets. Despite the decrease in 

exclusion errors between 2014 and 2016, at 

least among ethnic minority households, 

access to social assistance remains constrained 

even for those on the poor list.  

This rationing of social assistance (and other 

state support) may exacerbate local tensions 

among ethnic groups if only some groups are 

seen to benefit. Among ethnic minorities, this 

has sometimes led to better-off ethic minority 

groups stigmatize worse-off ethnic minority 

groups for not trying hard enough to lift 

themselves out of poverty.  

Low awareness of benefit levels and delays in 

payments reinforce the passive attitude to 

“accept whatever is given”, both among ethnic 

minorities and Kinh-Hoa, and a preference for 

consolidated payments in lieu of multiple trips 

to receive many small benefit payments. 

Specific characteristics of ethnic minorities 

There are bottlenecks in social assistance 

delivery that make access challenging for all 

households, regardless of ethnicity. However, 

the specific characteristics described below can 

impose additional challenges for some ethnic 

minority groups, particularly women. 

Location. Most ethnic minorities live in rural 

areas, especially highland or upland areas, 

which limits access to markets and makes 

social service delivery challenging. In 2016, 35 

percent of ethnic minority households lived in 

remote communes, relative to only 6 percent 

of Kinh-Hoa households.  

However, not all ethnic minority groups face 

the same degree of geographic isolation, e.g., 

the Hmong are most frequently located in the 

highest mountainous areas while the Khmer 

and other groups inhabit lower-lying areas. 

Primary schools and clinics are generally 
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accessible for all ethnic minorities but 

secondary schools and hospitals are much 

further away for several groups (Tùng et al. 

2016). 

Language. Some ethnic minorities, particularly 

women in some groups, have relatively low 

literacy in Vietnamese language (see Figure 6). 

Among all groups, men and youth are more 

likely to know Vietnamese. In addition, many 

more people are able to understand and speak 

Vietnamese compared to those able to also 

read and write.   

Figure 6: Literacy in Vietnamese and ethnic languages 

 

Source: Tùng et al. (2016). 

Role, perceptions and capacity of local 

leaders. Village structures have changed over 

time; official and traditional systems of village 

local governance now co-exist.  

Both conscious and unconscious biases can 

affect the way that local officials and service 

providers, who are typically Kinh or locally 

dominant ethnic group, treat ethnic minorities. 

Concerns about fueling dependency on state 

support, particularly among ethnic minorities, 

has resulted in a strong preference on part of 

officials, and even communities, to exclude 

households perceived as “lazy” or “work-shy”.  

Local authorities are typically Kinh even in 

mainly ethnic minority areas; the poorest 

ethnic minorities are rarely represented in 

government institutions. Many of these 

officials do not speak ethnic languages, 

increasing their reliance on village leaders. 

However, village heads rarely receive training 

and do not have the capacity to deliver social 

assistance messages effectively. Traditional 

leaders also do not seem to play any role in 

social assistance communication despite their 

authority and influence among villagers.  

Social and cultural norms. For many ethnic 

minorities, some customary practices can have 

implications for official documents, such as 

national identity cards and birth certificates. 

These are mandatory requirements for 

enrolling in social assistance programs. Some 

of these customary practices include naming 

conventions (e.g., among the Co Ho, Dao and 

Hmong) and early and consanguineous 

marriages, among others. These customary 

laws also define gender norms and the ability 

of women to participate in decision making in 

the household and community.  

Social assistance delivery aspects for ethnic 

minorities 

Taking the above characteristics - location, 

language, capacity and norms - into account, 

this paper examines barriers of access at the 

following delivery stages: (a) communication 

and outreach; (b) registration and enrolment; 

and (c) benefit payment.  

Communication and outreach. All four 

programs have limited communication and 

outreach, relying largely on face-to-face 

communication by commune, village and 

school authorities. Effective communication on 

social assistance is hindered by the lack of 

branding of programs and clarity of messages. 

Ethnic minorities face additional constraints as 

messages are delivered largely in Vietnamese; 

there is no use of ethnic languages or of 

multiple communication channels.  

These constraints indicate the importance of 

exploring multiple channels of multi-lingual 

communication with ethnic minorities, using a 

wider range of local partners for dissemination. 

Among actual and potential beneficiaries, 

there is also a strong preference for targeted 

communication specifically directed to them. 
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In this context, a potentially effective 

communication channel for disseminating 

targeted messages is through mobile phones. 

There are examples of successful application of 

SMS-based communication in the low 

mountain areas in Ha Giang that are worth 

exploring further.  

In addition, it will be important to train village 

leaders, both administrative and traditional, to 

deliver information on programs and processes 

effectively. Some of the study provinces have 

already expanded the set of partners for 

disseminating social assistance information, 

such as the Elderly Association, the Women’s 

Union, traditional leaders, etc.  

Registration and enrolment. Most potential 

beneficiaries, both Kinh and ethnic minorities, 

especially women, in the surveyed communes 

tend to take a somewhat passive acceptance of 

social assistance, waiting to be informed on 

their individual entitlements and accepting 

whatever is given. This leads ethnic minorities 

to apply for social assistance only if specifically 

notified by village, commune or school officials 

to do so. If this outreach does not happen, 

these ethnic minorities tend not to register.  

Many applicants required the help of 

commune and school authorities in filling out 

their applications due to language constraints 

and lack of familiarity with official procedures. 

Some applicants also required help in 

preparing the package of supporting 

documents, with distance and access to 

facilities for photocopying and notarizing 

documents playing a role.  

Program enrolment imposes a high burden of 

documentation for applicants, with location 

and/or cultural factors sometimes 

exacerbating this burden for some ethnic 

minorities. Some ethnic minority groups lack 

the required documents especially in remote 

locations. There is also an issue of missing 

information or discrepancies in key documents 

(sometimes due to naming conventions), some 

of which imposes an additional burden of 

verification, particularly for ethnic minorities.  

There are also indirect costs for documentation 

and travel related to program application and 

enrolment. For women, time spent on 

enrolment adds to their existing burden of 

unpaid work. In particular, application for 

social transfers for PWD (Decree 136) incurs 

higher costs (for transportation, meals and 

lodging) as applicants need a medical 

examination at the district or province hospital 

to determine severity of disability.  

Another issue is the lack of notification of 

enrolment status. There is a time lag between 

application and benefit award, varying by 

program, but neither applicants nor commune 

officials have the means to track applications. 

Applicants are not provided a receipt when 

they submit their application; if misplaced, the 

entire dossier needs to be reconstructed. This 

is a serious problem if original supporting 

documents are submitted along with the 

application. Applicants are also not informed of 

the status of their applications. This lack of 

notification is a particular concern as ethnic 

minorities are unlikely to enquire about 

application status, given their relatively passive 

approach to social assistance. 

The qualitative research emphasizes the 

importance of promoting a more active 

approach to registering and applying for social 

assistance benefits as follows: 

 Ensuring eligible beneficiaries are informed 

of their entitlements;  

 Training local officials on social assistance 

procedures and gender-sensitive 

communication techniques so as to provide 

clear guidance to ethnic minorities 

addressing biases of local officials through ;  

 Simplifying and standardizing procedures 

(with mechanisms for outreach and tracking 

application status); and 

 Reducing documentation burden by 

improving information-sharing across 

government agencies (including the use of 

the national beneficiary database). 
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Benefit payment. A major constraint is the 

irregularity of funds transfers to the local level, 

particularly for education and electricity 

benefits. 

Most of the surveyed communes took a passive 

approach to notifying beneficiaries, 

particularly where payment schedules are fixed 

(as for social transfers). A handful of the 

surveyed communes took a more active 

approach in notifying beneficiaries of social 

transfers and electricity cash transfers. In the 

case of education-related support, schools 

notify students to inform their parents of the 

payment date and location.  

Most beneficiaries, from all ethnic groups, 

found the payment process straightforward 

and did not report any major challenges 

particularly when programs issued cashbooks 

to record transactions.  

Though benefits can be collected in person or 

by an authorized nominee, most beneficiaries 

prefer to collect in person. The motivation 

seemed to be a desire for control over 

spending choices. Only those living in very 

remote villages and/or unable to move easily 

tended to nominate younger family members. 

Some ethnic minority groups found it 

challenging to officially nominate a proxy as 

per program rules, which requires an 

authorization letter authenticated by the 

commune with varying degrees of complexity 

across the surveyed areas.  

Transaction costs are not particularly high for 

collecting benefit payments at the post office, 

but travel and other costs can be a constraint, 

especially for the poorest and for those living in 

remote areas. Some commune post offices 

reduce queues and waiting times by organizing 

the payment schedule by village.  

However, in cases of programs with frequent 

delays in fund transfer, many beneficiaries had 

to make several trips to the commune post 

office to receive their benefits. For women, this 

increases their burden of unpaid work. 

The payment process by the post office is well 

accepted but the following recommendations 

would further strengthen service quality, 

following good practice in the surveyed areas:  

 Consolidating payment lists using unique 

household identifiers (at present, only 

Decree 136 lists have identifiers, while 

electricity and education transfer lists have 

only names and errors can occur when 

names are similar);  

 Strengthening business processes in terms 

of improving mechanisms for collaboration 

between the commune and post offices to 

beneficiaries to ensure no one is left out as 

well as putting in place more effective 

feedback mechanisms;  

 Exploring options to bundle small social 

assistance benefits, either by broader policy 

reform or by using an integrated payment 

book and payment lists based on the 

recently introduced national database of 

poor households and social assistance 

beneficiaries; and 

 Reducing transaction costs by (a) scheduling 

payment dates more efficiently; (b) 

simplifying documentation requirements 

for nominating proxies; (c) expanding home 

delivery, at least for those unable to travel; 

and (d) exploring options for electronic 

payments. 

In particular, electronic payments can be 

feasible, at least in lowland areas like Tra Vinh, 

where cell phones are widespread and access 

to markets is easier. Though distance does not 

constrain these households from collecting 

benefit payments, they face greater 

opportunity costs in terms of lost wages.  

Usage of social assistance benefits 

Most respondents -  local officials and 

residents, both ethnic majority and minorities - 

felt the commonly held concern that social 

assistance may give rise to dependency on 

government support was unfounded. Most 

ethnic minorities tended to apply for social 
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assistance only when specifically asked to do so 

and usually seek other avenues to cope with 

poverty. Many respondents also felt benefits 

accounted for only a small share of household 

expenditure; dependency solely on state 

support would result in deprivation. However, 

being on the poor list is valued as it provides 

access to many sources of social support 

(beyond social assistance) that poor and near-

poor households may lack. 

The research also did not find any evidence 

supporting the perception that the poor, 

particularly ethnic minorities, are unable or 

unwilling to use social assistance benefits 

effectively. Expenditure patterns do not vary 

substantially between households receiving 

some form of social assistance transfer and 

households not receiving any transfers. Ethnic 

minority households, especially social 

assistance beneficiaries, tend to be poorer and 

thus, have larger food expenditure share 

relative to Kinh-Hoa households. However, 

benefits were generally not used for alcohol, 

smoking or gambling – expenditure on these 

items is not significantly different for recipient 

and non-recipient households. 

Social assistance benefits were largely used for 

the intended beneficiary and for the intended 

purpose. Systematic information from in-depth 

interviews of social assistance beneficiaries 

reveals that the bulk of individual-level 

benefits are spent on the beneficiaries, with 

the remainder, if any, used for meeting food 

and general expenses of the household 

(including education of other siblings). 

Education-related social assistance is spent 

primarily on education related and other 

expenses of the beneficiary students. The 

exception was social transfers to single parents 

with young children; these are typically 

household heads and tend to pool their 

benefits with general household funds. 

Household-level benefits (such as electricity 

transfers) are also generally pooled with 

household expenses.  

This relatively close alignment between the 

intended and actual use can be attributed for 

the most part to decisions by beneficiary 

households and individuals themselves. For the 

most part, these decisions were not prompted 

by penalties for misuse or encouragement 

from local authorities. Other than in Ha Giang, 

village heads in most of the surveyed areas 

rarely encouraged specific use of benefits. The 

exception was education-related support, 

where schools often reminded parents to use 

the social assistance benefits for the students.  

Women play an important role in deciding on 

the usage of social assistance benefits. Even in 

patriarchal ethnic minority groups, traditional 

gender roles are evolving with young women 

starting to manage household income. In most 

cases, decisions on day-to-day expenses (such 

as groceries, clothing, schooling, etc.) tended 

to fall in the domain of women, while decisions 

on larger expenses (such as asset, production, 

etc.) remained largely the domain of men. 

Thus, decisions regarding small expenses (such 

as the relatively small social assistance 

benefits) are taken by women.  

In general, the patterns of usage of social 

assistance seem to be independent of the 

intra-household decision-making process. In-

depth interviews with beneficiaries, men and 

women respondents reported similar 

preferences with respect to the use of social 

assistance benefits. There were also no 

differences reported in the usage of social 

assistance benefits for boys or girls in ethnic 

minority households in the surveyed areas. 

This was the case regardless of social structure 

of the ethnic groups.  

Conclusions 

This paper finds that though Vietnam’s social 

assistance system has expanded to explicitly 

cover ethnic minorities, the overall system is 

quite complex and fragmented and remains 

thinly resourced. In addition to the lack of 

policy coherence, programs are typically 

designed as one-size-fits-all and are not 
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adequately tailored to the needs of different 

ethnic minority groups.  

Program performance in terms of coverage, 

targeting and service delivery can be 

substantially improved. There is under-

coverage of eligible ethnic minority 

households, underpinned on the demand-side 

by low awareness and a relatively passive 

approach to applying for social assistance 

benefits.  

In addition to the challenges imposed by 

bottlenecks in social assistance delivery, some 

ethnic minority groups can face additional 

challenges due to location, low Vietnamese 

literacy, low capacity of local authorities and 

cadres, and specific social and cultural norms. 

These constraints are particularly pronounced 

for ethnic minority women and for some ethnic 

minority groups.  

Recommendations  

This paper identifies opportunities to improve 

the system, through simplification of social 

assistance processes and/or a pilot specifically 

designed to facilitate the inclusion of ethnic 

minorities.  

The first set of recommendations relate to 

systemic issues of policy coherence (through 

benefit consolidation) and predictable 

financing. Addressing these issues will have an 

impact on all households, including ethnic 

minorities, and will need to be gradually 

addressed over the medium- to long-term. 

These options are discussed in more detail in 

companion papers (Dutta & Sen 2018; Van & 

Ha 2018). 

The second set of recommendations also 

address broader issues of social assistance 

system strengthening in terms of streamlining 

and standardizing business processes. The 

companion business process review provides 

detailed recommendations for process 

simplification and development of operational 

manuals for all local officials and partners to 

follow (Van & Ha 2018).  

The third set of recommendations focus on 

specific interventions that are operationally 

feasible in the short term and can increase 

access to social assistance for different ethnic 

minority groups:  

(a) Strengthening communication and 

outreach. The paper highlights the need for 

developing multiple channels of 

communication with ethnic minorities, using 

audio-visual and print material in ethnic 

languages, with clear messages in attractive 

and accessible formats, and using a wider 

range of local partners for dissemination. 

Ideally, messages need to be targeted to the 

specific circumstances of actual and potential 

beneficiaries through two channels: (a) face-

to-face communication by trained and well-

informed local leaders, including village leaders 

(administrative, traditional and religious), 

representatives of mass organizations workers 

and local outreach workers or social 

collaborators; and (b) direct communication 

via mobile phone messaging, with different 

options for lowland and highland areas and for 

groups with different literacy levels.  

(b) Strengthening registration and enrolment. 

The paper highlights the need to reduce 

transaction costs by simplifying procedures 

and making registration and enrolment more 

accessible, as follows: (a) process and 

documentation simplification, e.g., issuing 

guidance for preparing the application package 

and developing standard formats for 

applications; (b) better information-sharing 

among government agencies, e.g., by 

extracting information from existing databases 

(such as MOLISA’s national beneficiary 

database) or archived documents (such as poor 

household certificates, registration books, 

birth certificates, etc.) rather than asking 

applicants to provide the same information for 

different programs; and (c) mechanisms to 

directly inform beneficiaries about their 

application status and decision through paper-

based and electronic (mobile/internet) 

channels.  
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(c) Strengthening benefit payments. The 

paper also identifies a number of ways to 

reduce transaction costs in collecting benefit 

payments, as follows: (a) process and 

documentation simplification to reduce 

waiting time at payment locations; (b) 

expanded coverage of home delivery of cash 

payments; (c) better information-sharing on 

payment lists among government agencies to 

ensure no one is missed out for benefit 

payments; and (d) piloting different modalities 

for electronic payments in different areas, 

based on local context.  

Finally, it is critically important to tailor social 

assistance programs and delivery systems to 

the needs of different ethnic minority groups 

and of ethnic minority women. The 

considerable heterogeneity among groups, 

and between men and women in some ethnic 

minority groups, suggests differential barriers 

of access to social assistance. These in turn 

imply the need for different approaches to 

reducing these barriers for different ethnic 

minority groups and for men and women. At 

present, Vietnam’s social assistance programs 

are designed as one-size-fits-all. The 

interventions proposed in this paper present 

an opportunity to modify social assistance 

program design and delivery to address specific 

constraints for different groups.  
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1. Introduction  

Despite impressive gains in poverty reduction and human capital development for all ethnic groups 

in recent years, ethnic minorities continue to experience substantially higher deprivation than the 

ethnic majority in Vietnam. Ethnic minorities account for only 14 percent of the population but 

comprise 73 percent of the poor population. There is also considerable heterogeneity among the 

various ethnic minority groups. While all ethnic minority groups have experienced improvements in 

their wellbeing over time, those historically poor are more likely to remain poor today. Poor women 

from many ethnic minority groups face the double disadvantage of gender discrimination and 

economic deprivation. 

In recognition of this growing inequality of opportunity, the Government of Vietnam has introduced 

several social policies for ethnic minorities. The social assistance system has expanded to explicitly 

cover ethnic minorities, while poverty reduction programs have been restructured to focus on the 

areas where ethnic minorities live. The Committee for Ethnic Minority Affairs (CEMA) is mandated to 

advise ministries, agencies and local governments on ethnic minority development. However, these 

policies are fragmented and thinly resourced, without an overarching vision. In addition, most policies 

are designed without the participation of ethnic minorities, who are seen merely as target groups of 

these policies but not as active agents of change with the potential to contribute. In addition, there 

are widespread perceptions among policymakers and program implementers regarding the use and 

misuse of social assistance benefits among ethnic minorities. Social policies fail to distinguish between 

the diverse needs of different ethnic minority groups (EMWG 2014). There is some anecdotal evidence 

that ethnic minorities, particularly women, sometimes face barriers of access to social policies, 

including social assistance.  

This paper examines the validity of these perceptions and identifies potential barriers of access at 

every stage of social assistance delivery. The aim is to translate this knowledge into practical action 

by suggesting areas for simplification and finetuning social assistance design and delivery for different 

ethnic minority groups, including through a pilot to facilitate their inclusion. The paper focuses on 

selected social assistance programs, namely social transfers to vulnerable groups (including the elderly, 

people with disability, orphans and others, under Decree 136), education-related cash transfers (under 

Decree 116 and Decree 86) and electricity cash transfers (Decision 28). 

This paper follows a mixed methods approach. It draws on anthropological desk review of selected 

ethnic minority groups, analysis of available household surveys and qualitative research conducted 

for this paper. The anthropological desk reviews were undertaken for selected ethnic minority groups 

in selected provinces. The paper also draws on the Ethnic Minorities Socio-Economic Survey (2015) 

undertaken by CEMA (Tùng et al. 2016) to examine the situation of ethnic minorities. The quantitative 

analysis is based on the nationally representative Vietnam Households Living Standards Survey (VLSS, 

2014 and 2016) and the baseline survey for the Social Assistance System Strengthening Project (SASSP, 

2015). The qualitative research was undertaken in four provinces (Hà Giang, Quảng Nam, Trà Vinh and 

Lâm Đồng).1 The quantitative analysis examines social assistance coverage and targeting among ethnic 

minorities vis-à-vis the majority. The qualitative research drill downs on the nature of the constraints 

faced by selected ethnic minority groups in the four study provinces. It also examines patterns in the 

                                                           
1 These are the provinces where the SASSP, implemented by the Ministry of Labor, Invalids and Social Affairs 
(MOLISA) and supported by the World Bank, is operational (2015-2019). See the provincial field reports (Thanh 
et al. 2018c, b, a) and Annex 1 for further details on the qualitative research undertaken for this paper. 
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use of social assistance transfers at the household and intra-household level. The aim is to apply this 

knowledge in designing context-specific pilot(s) to address the specific constraints identified.  

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 examines the socio-economic context of ethnic minorities 

nationwide and in the four study provinces. Section 3 describes the social assistance programs 

examined in this paper and reviews their performance in terms of coverage, targeting and service 

delivery outcomes. These two sections are based primarily on available household surveys (VLSS, 

SASSP and CEMA surveys).  Section 4 examines the prevalence of specific characteristics that can 

impose additional challenges for some ethnic minority groups, namely geographic isolation; low 

Vietnamese literacy that constrains ability to understand social assistance policies; low capacity of local 

authorities and cadres to deliver social assistance effectively to ethnic minorities; and some specific 

social and cultural norms that can potentially impede social assistance access, particularly for women. 

This section draws on the anthropological desk reviews and qualitative research for the paper as well 

as the CEMA survey report. Section 5 draws on the qualitative research to examine the influence of 

these factors (location, language, capacity and norms) at the following stages of social assistance 

delivery - communication and outreach, registration and enrolment, and benefit payment. In this 

paper, we focus on only those aspects that have implications for social assistance. The complexity of 

these processes, as well as potential areas for simplification, are described at length in the Business 

Process Review (BPR) report (Van & Ha 2018). Section 6 analyzes patterns of usage of social assistance 

benefits, drawing on the qualitative research and household survey analysis. The last section concludes 

with a summary of the implications of these findings for reforms in social assistance design and 

delivery, as well as preliminary thoughts for pilot initiatives to address the specific constraints 

identified.  

2. Ethnic minorities in Vietnam 

Vietnam is a highly diverse country, with 54 recognized ethnic groups. The Kinh or Viet (ethnic 

Vietnamese) form the single largest group, accounting for approximately 85 percent of the population 

in 2009. The remaining 53 groups accounted for about 15 percent of the population (see Panel A, 

Figure 1).2 By definition, all other ethnic groups can be classified as ethnic minorities due to their 

relatively small populations. However, the Hoa (ethnic Chinese) are not usually considered an ethnic 

minority in Vietnam due to their high cultural assimilation with the majority Kinh; they are also among 

the wealthiest groups (Dang 2012). In this paper, we follow the norm in Vietnam to refer to the 

remaining 52 groups as ethnic minority groups (see also World Bank and MPI (2016)). Among these, 

some groups have populations of over 1 million, others have less than 500. At the national level, the 

largest ethnic minority groups are the Tay, Thai, Muong, Khmer, Hmong, Nung and Dao. Together, 

these seven groups account for about 11 percent of the national ethnic minority population while the 

remaining 44 groups comprise 3 percent (GSO 2009; Dang 2012; Tùng et al. 2016).  

In this paper, we supplement national analysis of ethnic minorities as a composite group with more 

granular analysis of the 13 main ethnic minority groups in the four study provinces - Hà Giang, Quảng 

Nam, Lâm Đồng and Trà Vinh.3 The population share of these different groups varies considerably 

from the national distribution and within each province (see Panel B, Figure 1; see Table 1 in Annex 1).    

                                                           
2 The ethnic minority population share was 16 percent in 2016 as per the VLSS household survey.  
3 We define main ethnic minority groups as those comprising at least 5 percent of the ethnic minority population 
in the province and/or at least one percent of the national population. Two groups – Giay and La Chi - comprise 
more than 1 percent of the national population but less than 5 percent of the ethnic minority population in Ha 
Giang. Note that the villages surveyed in the qualitative research had a more diverse set of ethnic groups by 
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Ha Giang and Lam Dong are quite ethnically diverse. Ha Giang has 13 percent Kinh-Hoa and a high 

proportion of ethnic minorities with six large groups – Hmong, Dao, Tay, Nung, Giay and La Chi – and 

as many as 21 smaller groups (comprising 2 percent of the provincial population). Though Lam Dong 

has majority Kinh-Hoa, it also has five main ethnic minority groups - Co Ho, Ma, Chu Ru, Nung and Tay 

– and nearly 28 smaller groups (accounting for 2 percent of the population) (Panel B, Figure 1).  

Quang Nam and Tra Vinh are much less ethnically diverse. Quang Nam is predominantly Kinh with 

three main ethnic minority groups – Co Tu, Xo Dang, and Gie Trieng. Though 21 other ethnic minority 

groups are resident in Quang Nam, they comprise less than one percent of the population. Similarly, 

Tra Vinh is majority Kinh-Hoa, with one main ethnic minority group – Khmer- and only 11 other ethnic 

minority groups that comprise just about 0.04 percent of the population (Panel B, Figure 1).  

2.1. Disparities between ethnic minorities and the majority 

Despite their relatively small population share, ethnic minorities comprise the majority of the poor. 

Though Vietnam has experienced an impressive broad-based decline in poverty over time, poverty 

is now increasingly concentrated among ethnic minorities. Overall poverty declined from 21 percent 

to 10 percent between 2010 and 2016. Though poverty also declined for ethnic minorities from 66 

percent to 45 percent during this period, a large proportion has remained poor and the gap between 

the Kinh-Hoa and ethnic minorities is widening (see Figure 2). By 2016, nearly 73 percent of the poor 

belonged to ethnic minorities (see Figure 3). Among the poor, ethnic minorities experience greater 

depth and severity of poverty compared to Kinh-Hoa poor. In general, minorities are more heavily 

concentrated among the extreme poor, while poor Kinh-Hoa are closer to the poverty line (World Bank 

2012, 2018a).  

 

                                                           
design. Some of the smaller ethnic groups are classified as part of these 54 ethnic groups (for example, Ca Dong 
is classified under Xo Dang, Cil under Co Ho) but claim they are a distinct ethnic group (based on differences in 
language, culture and religion).  

Figure 1: Population distribution of ethnic groups 

Panel A: National Panel B: In the four study provinces 

  
Source: Total population projections for 2015 based on the 2009 Population and Housing Census (GSO 2009); EM 
population for 2015 from the CEMA report (Tùng et al. 2016). Rest includes ethnic minority groups with just about 
1 percent or less  ethnic minority population share.  
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Figure 2: Poverty headcount rate (%) 

 

Figure 3: Share of poor by ethnicity (%) 

 

 

In recent years, ethnic minorities have experienced 

substantial gains in multidimensional indicators of 

well-being. For instance, in 1989, only 20 percent 

primary school-age children were enrolled in school, 

with very few attending secondary school. By 2012, 

almost all ethnic minority children were enrolled in 

primary school, a large majority attended lower 

secondary and about a third were enrolled in upper 

secondary school. There has also been widespread 

improvement in access to infrastructure since the early 

1990s, including in many rural communes and remote 

villages, and to associated social and economic 

services, markets, media and information (World Bank 

2012; Dang & Demombynes 2014).  

However, gaps still persist with ethnic minorities 
experiencing significantly worse health and nutrition 
outcomes relative to Kinh-Hoa. Progress in reducing 
infant mortality and malnutrition has been sluggish 
among ethnic minorities. In 2014, infant mortality rate among ethnic minorities was twice as high as 
among Kinh-Hoa and nearly four times as many ethnic minority children were stunted (World Bank 
2012; World Bank & MPI 2016). See Figure 4 above. Stunting prevalence among young children under 
five years was as high as 31 percent among ethnic minorities, compared to 16  percent among Kinh-
Hoa (World Bank 2012; World Bank & MPI 2016). The root causes of undernutrition are multisectoral, 
with ethnic minorities particularly challenged in terms of diet availability and affordability and access 
to basic and social services (World Bank 2018c).4  

                                                           
4 Research suggests the immediate cause of undernutrition in Vietnam is poor infant and child feeding practices. 
Though exclusive breastfeeding in the first six months is substantially higher among ethnic minorities relative to 
Kinh-Hoa, much fewer ethnic minority children obtain a minimum acceptable or diverse diet in subsequent years. 
Other underlying causes include lack of access to safe drinking water and sanitary facilities and unhealthy hygiene 
behaviors, particularly for ethnic minorities. Despite improvements in access to health services, coverage is lower 
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Figure 4: Disparities in human development 
outcomes (2014) 
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Similar gaps persist with respect to education inequality between ethnic minorities and Kinh-Hoa, 

constraining labor market outcomes and perpetuating poverty across generations. Though almost all 

primary-school-aged children are in school, children from ethnic minorities, particularly from poor 

households, drop out at the lower secondary level (see Figure 4).5 Among adults, only 6 percent of 

ethnic minorities have a vocational or tertiary education compared to 20 percent of all adults (World 

Bank 2018b).  

Relatively low education levels and continued reliance primarily on agricultural activities has 

constrained movement out of poverty for ethnic minorities. Since the late 1990s, rising education 

levels and rapid income diversification have been key determinants of poverty reduction (World Bank 

2012). While the Kinh and Hoa have managed to diversify out of agriculture, most ethnic minorities 

continue to earn income predominantly from agriculture and allied activities (see Figure 5) (see World 

Bank (2018b) for an analysis). This disparate pattern holds even among the poor. In 2010, poor ethnic 

minority households earned three-quarters of their income from agriculture and allied activities. 

Forestry was also important for these households. In contrast, poor Kinh-Hoa households earned only 

42 percent from agriculture and allied activities and a much higher share from off-farm activities. 

Remittances were also important for these households (World Bank 2012). In general, ethnic 

minorities receive lower returns to their endowments and earn less than the Kinh-Hoa from agriculture 

and own businesses; they also earn lower wages. While labor mobility allows households to take 

advantage of economic opportunities elsewhere in the country, ethnic minorities migrate at half the 

rate of Kinh-Hoa individuals (World Bank & MPI 2016). 

Figure 5: Source of per capita income, by ethnicity (2010-2014) 
Ethnic minority households Kinh/Hoa households 

  
Source: World Bank (2018b).  

2.2. Disparities within ethnic minorities  

These aggregate trends and comparisons mask the considerable heterogeneity among ethnic 

minority groups. As previously noted, in this paper, we focus on the 13 main ethnic minority groups in 

the four study provinces - Hà Giang, Quảng Nam, Lâm Đồng and Trà Vinh. 

While all ethnic minority groups have experienced improvements in their wellbeing over time, 

substantial differences persist amongst them and their relative ranking has remained largely 

                                                           
among the poor and ethnic minorities. In addition, early marriage is more common among some ethnic minority 
groups, putting young mothers and their children at risk of undernutrition (World Bank 2018c).  
5 Reasons for dropping out include high out-of-pocket costs, location and distance to school in upland regions 
(especially when distances are such that students are required to board rather than commute daily) and 
perceptions of poor quality in some rural areas. There is also some evidence that the quality of education is lower 
for ethnic minority individuals, even if they have the same education attainment (Dang 2012; World Bank 2012). 
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unchanged. Analysis of three rounds of the Population and Housing Census in 1989, 1999 and 2009 

revealed that the experience of different ethnic minority groups was varied during this period (see 

Figure 6). All groups witnessed rising wealth levels, literacy and school completion rates, some 

movement out of agriculture and (for some, not all, groups) greater mobility. However, there remain 

substantial differences across the ethnic minority groups and the relative ranking across these 

indicators of wellbeing was largely unchanged between 1989 and 2009 (Dang & Demombynes 2014). 

The CEMA Ethnic Minority Survey (2015) also found differences in demographic profiles, access to 

health and education, employment structure, connectivity and access to utilities and infrastructure 

(see Tùng et al. (2016) for details).  

Figure 6: Relative improvement and disparities among ethnic minorities (1989-2009) 

  
Source: Dang and Demombynes (2014). Notes: The wealth index is calculated as the sum of seven binary variables 
indicating whether the household has a television, a radio, a modern toilet, access to potable drinking water, 
electricity for lighting, a living area of 50 square meters or more, and ownership of its residence.  

Similarly, poverty incidence and depth varies considerably across ethnic minority groups, with the 

historically poor are more likely to be poor today. Amongst ethnic minorities, the Tay and Khmer are 

wealthier, while the Hmong and Xo Dang are the poorest. In 2009, poverty rates for the above groups 

ranged from 43 percent among the Khmer to 93 percent among the Hmong (see Figure 7Error! 

Reference source not found.). These groups also had the highest poverty gaps, i.e., a large share of 

the poor had per capita consumption well below the poverty line. In contrast, only 17 percent and 13 

percent of Kinh and Hoa were poor in 2009 respectively (World Bank 2012). This ranking does not seem 

to have changed over time; there is a high correlation in the relative ranking of ethnic groups by mean 

wealth levels in 1999 and 2009 (see Figure 8).  

Figure 7: Poverty incidence by ethnicity (2009) Figure 8: Correlation in mean wealth indices (1999-2009) 

  
Source: World Bank (2012) for 2009 estimates (based on 
poverty mapping methods using 2010 VHLSS and 2009 
Housing and Population Census). 

Source: Dang and Demombynes (2014). The scatterplots 
include all 54 ethnic groups though only the ethnic majority 
(Kinh and Hoa) and the 13 ethnic minority groups of interest 
are labelled.  
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In some ethnic minority groups, women face the double disadvantage of gender-based 

discrimination and economic deprivation. For instance, fewer ethnic minority women and girls can 

read and write in Vietnamese than ethnic minority men and boys and Kinh women. Access to social 

services is also more difficult. In addition to remoteness, ethnic minority women can encounter gender 

and ethnic discrimination at hospitals, making it less likely for them to seek health care. Similarly, for 

those living in remote areas, ethnic minority children attending upper-secondary schools need to live 

in boarding schools or rented accommodation near the school; this is often more difficult for girls due 

to discrimination based on both sex and ethnicity (CEMA et al. 2017).   

3. Social assistance 

In recent years, Vietnam’s social assistance system has expanded to explicitly include ethnic 

minorities. It was originally designed to provide last resort income support to those unable to work 

and without family support (i.e., the elderly, people with disability, single parents, and orphans with 

no other means of support). Since the mid-2000s, however, new social assistance programs were 

introduced to help poor and vulnerable households (including ethnic minorities) mitigate the impact 

of economic reforms. In 2011, Resolution 15 called for further expansion to address multiple 

dimensions of deprivation through social assistance and other social policies. In 2017, the Master Plan 

for Social Assistance Reform and Development (MPSARD) and its approval through the Prime 

Minister’s Decision 488/QD-TTg identified ways of making the social assistance system more 

comprehensive and effective in addressing vulnerability and exclusion in the country (Government of 

Vietnam 2017).  

3.1. Programs  

At present, Vietnam’s social assistance system consists of regular and irregular/emergency transfers 

in cash and kind as well as social care services. Regular social assistance refers to periodic cash 

transfers, fee-waivers/exemptions, subsidies and in-kind support for poor and vulnerable 

individuals/households. Irregular/emergency/post-disaster social assistance includes one-time 

support through a transfer in cash or in-kind (rice) provided to households adversely affected by 

natural disasters or other shocks. Social care services are also provided for specific vulnerable groups 

(see Dutta and Sen (2018) for a review).  

In this paper, we focus on four regular social assistance programs. These are described below (see 

Box 1 for a summary). These four programs are the either large in terms of spending and coverage 

(e.g., social transfers to vulnerable groups) or are programs that focus on ethnic minority and/or poor 

households as target groups (electricity and education-related cash transfers).6  

Social transfers to vulnerable groups, including social pensions (Decree 136). There has been a steady 

expansion of coverage and benefit levels of transfers to vulnerable groups, particularly social 

                                                           
6 At present, the government fully subsidizes the health insurance premium for the poor, people from ethnic 
minorities, all children under six years of age, social transfer beneficiaries (elderly, people with disability, etc.) 
and other groups (people with merit, low income agricultural households, armed forces and others). The 
government also partially subsidizes the health insurance premium for the near-poor, students and others 
enrolled in the voluntary health insurance scheme. In Vietnam, however, these health-related targeted subsidies 
are considered part of social insurance rather than social assistance. This paper follows this categorization.  
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pensions to the elderly and disability income support.7 In 2000, social pensions were provided for 

elderly aged 90 and over who did not receive contributory pensions or any other social allowances; 

disability support was provided to those affected by Agent Orange. Since 2007, eligibility criteria were 

steadily relaxed and benefit levels increased. By 2013, social pensions were provided to all elderly aged 

80 years or more as well as poor, lonely, elderly aged between 60 and 79 years (the latter are those 

without any other form of support). Disability support is also provided to all households with two or 

more severely disabled persons. As a result, coverage of this program rose from less than 200,000 

beneficiaries in 2000 to more than 2.78 million beneficiaries in 2017 (Huyen 2018). Benefit levels have 

also risen in nominal terms for these groups; the minimum benefit level has increased from VND 

120,000 in 2007 to 270,000 VND at present. However, inflation has eroded the real value of these 

benefits (Dutta & Sen 2018).  

Electricity cash transfers (Decision 28/60). In 2011, an electricity cash transfer was introduced to 

cushion poor households from possible adverse effects of energy price rises. This program was 

subsequently modified in 2014 to increase benefit levels and expand beneficiary groups to cover ethnic 

minorities without access to the electricity grid in addition to the already eligible groups (i.e., poor 

households and households with social transfer beneficiaries). In 2017, there were 2.53 million 

beneficiary households (Huyen 2018). Benefits provided are relatively small, despite the increase from 

a flat benefit of VND 30,000 per month in 2011 to approximately VND 51,000 in 2017 (based on a 

complicated benefit formula based on electricity consumption) (Dutta & Sen 2018).   

Box 1: Social assistance programs covered in this paper 

 Social transfers (cash and in-kind) to vulnerable groups such as the elderly, people with 
disability (PWD), orphans, single parents (Decree 136);  

 Cash transfers to mitigate the rise of electricity prices on poor households (Decision 28/60); 
and  

 Education-related cash transfers, including to: (i) cash transfers to poor students in school 
(Decree 86); and (ii) cash transfers for ethnic minority and poor Kinh secondary education 
students in difficult areas (Decree 116).  

Education-related support (Decree 86 and Decree 116). Various education-related social assistance 

programs have been introduced since 2001. These include including cash transfers, scholarships, 

lunch subsidies, tuition fee exemptions for a range of different groups, including children in poor 

households, households living in difficult areas, in families with merit, ethnic minority children, and  

children in need (such as orphans, homeless, with disabilities or living in economic hardship). The main 

program for such support was introduced through Decree 49 in 2010 (subsequently amended by 

Decree 74 in 2013 and Decree 86 in 2015); this provides for scholarships and tuition reduction and 

exemption for poor children and other children.8 Benefit levels for the education cash transfers 

(Decree 86) range from 70,000 VND to 120,000 VND per child for nine months of the school year. In 

addition, Decree 116 provides support to high and secondary school students in areas with especially 

difficult socio-economic conditions (these are predominantly areas with high ethnic minority 

population). Benefit levels are equivalent to approximately VND 460,000 for students living in 

                                                           
7 These are also sometimes (confusingly) referred to as ‘regular social assistance’ in Vietnam though the term 
social assistance also has the usual broader connotation.  
8 This comprised 60 percent of education related support within social assistance in 2013. Other programs with 
similar objectives include: rice for pupils in difficult areas; support for study expenses for ethnic minority students 
in tertiary education; and scholarships for ethnic minority students in semi-public and private schools. 



 

22 
 

extremely difficult socio-economic areas and approximately VND 115,000 as accommodation support 

for students not staying in dormitories (Dutta & Sen 2018).9 

In addition, ethnic minorities are also covered by a number of poverty reduction programs; these 

are predominantly area-based programs but also include some household-based social assistance. 

The main such program is the National Target Program for Sustainable Poverty Reduction (NTP-SPR); 

as of 2012, this also includes the formerly separate programs, namely Program 135 and Program 30a. 

For instance, in the communes covered by Program 135, poor ethnic minority households that face 

difficulties with respect to housing are provided a lump sum for housing, production land and clean 

water assistance. Similarly, in areas without an electricity grid, poor ethnic minority households were 

eligible for a kerosene subsidy until 2015. Support for preferential credit and training are also provided 

(Dutta & Sen 2018). 

Overall poverty reduction and social protection spending, as well as regular social assistance 

spending, has increased in recent years but the latter remains below global average.10 Overall 

spending increased from 3.92 percent to 4.58 percent of GDP between 2008 and 2013. Social 

assistance spending also increased from 0.41 to 0.66 percent of GDP during this period, driven largely 

by the expansion of regular social assistance in this period (see Table 1). Spending on social transfers 

(Decree 136) increased three times between 2010 and 2013. Education-related support has increased 

substantially with the introduction of tuition waivers, subsidies and cash transfers to poor and 

vulnerable students in 2010; its share in social assistance increased from 7 percent to 40 percent 

between 2008 and 2013. The introduction of the electricity transfer in 2011 also expanded social 

assistance spending. Despite this increase, however, Vietnam’s spending on social assistance remains 

somewhat lower than countries at similar incomes, and below that of upper-middle-income countries. 

Table 1: Social assistance spending in Vietnam, 2006-2013 (VND billion) 
  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Regular social assistance:        2,495         3,323         8,932        13,287        16,420        18,446  
Social transfers to vulnerable 

groups (Decree 136) 
       2,036         2,636         3,887           7,068           9,750        11,229  

Education-related benefits (Decree 
86, 116. Others) 

          459            687         5,045           5,309           5,720           6,267  

Electricity cash transfers (Decision 
28/60) 

               -                   -                   -                910              950              950  

Irregular/emergency assistance        4,198         6,519         4,000           4,000           4,791           5,304  

Total social assistance spending 6,693 9,842 12,932 17,287 21,211 23,750 

Total poverty reduction and social 
protection spending 

60,234 77,927 94,823 113,085 141,217 159,641 

Social assistance as % GDP 0.41 0.54 0.60 0.62 0.65 0.66 
Source: Dutta and Sen (2018) (using MOLISA data for 2008-2013, as reported in Khondker (2015). Notes:  1\ These figures refer 
to budgeted expenditure; figures on actual expenditure are not available. 2\ Spending on poverty reduction and promotional 
programs also include social assistance interventions that are targeted to specific households residing in poor areas. 3\ Social 
assistance is defined conservatively (social transfers under Decree 136, education related benefits, electricity transfers, and 
irregular/emergency assistance); it does not include health-related support. See Dutta and Sen (2018) for details. 

 

In summary, the social assistance system now affords better coverage of ethnic minorities but it has 

become more complex, fragmented and remains thinly resourced. At present, there are 8 Laws, 14 

Decrees of Government, 37 Decisions of Prime Minister and 13 Circulars of Ministries, all regulating 

                                                           
9 The former are supposed to receive an amount of 40 percent of minimum living standard/month (applicable as 
of July 1, 2013), while the latter are supposed to receive 10 percent of minimum living standard (Avalos 2017).   
10 There are serious issues with availability and consistency of program-level budget and expenditure data that 
makes it challenging to examine trends in social assistance spending (see Dutta and Sen (2018) for details).  
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issues related to social assistance (MOLISA 2016). More generally, there are more than 187 resolutions, 

decrees and decisions related to poverty reduction and 30 poverty reduction programs (with more 

than 120 components) aimed at ethnic minorities and/or mountainous areas (EMWG 2014). There is 

not yet an overarching vision with respect to support for bringing ethnic minorities out of poverty in a 

sustainable manner. In addition to the lack of policy coherence, programs are typically designed as 

one-size-fits-all and are not adequately tailored to the needs of different ethnic minority groups.  

3.2. Performance  

This section draws on analysis of two rounds (2014 and 2016) of the VLSS to examine social assistance 

coverage, targeting and benefit incidence (to a more limited extent) for Kinh-Hoa and ethnic 

minorities.11 This analysis is supplemented by more disaggregated analysis using the 2015 SASSP 

baseline survey. The SASSP survey is used to examine social assistance performance and service 

delivery among four ethno-linguistic groups – Viet-Muong (incl. Kinh), Tay-Thai and Kadai, Mon-Khmer 

(incl. the Co Tu), and Hmong-Dao - in the four study provinces. However, it is not a representative 

sample.12 Finally, the qualitative research findings are used to examine differences reported by 

different ethnic minority groups.    

Awareness 

Qualitative research indicates that most people are aware of the existence of programs but even 

beneficiaries had limited knowledge of benefit levels and other program parameters. Social pensions 

and the monthly transfers for other vulnerable groups (under Decree 136) are among the oldest social 

assistance programs in Vietnam. As such, awareness of these social cash transfer programs is relatively 

high, including knowledge of eligibility criteria and benefit levels. For most other social assistance 

programs, though many beneficiaries are aware of the eligibility criteria, knowledge of benefit levels 

and how to file feedback is low (Dutta & Sen 2018). Some patterns are discernable among ethnic 

minority groups, e.g., the Hmong-Dao ethno-linguistic group appears to be less well informed than the 

Mon-Khmer or the Tay-Kadai groups (see Figure 9). However, the majority Kinh also appear to be ill-

informed, suggesting a deeper systemic issue. These findings are borne out by the qualitative research.  

Figure 9: Awareness among ethnic minority groups in 4 provinces, 2015 

                                                           
11 See Annex 1 for details on the VLSS variable definitions. 
12 This survey was designed as an evaluation and is representative of the population of interest - households with 
children aged 0-5 years and households with children aged 11-15 years. Beneficiaries of Decree 136 are likely 
under-represented as a result. The sample has been truncated to 2,388 households in four provinces - Hà Giang, 
Quảng Nam, Trà Vinh and Lâm Đồng. In both sets of surveys, in the absence of more detailed information, 
ethnicity for all household members is determined by the ethnicity of household head. 
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Source: Alvalos (2016). Note that these are estimates for four provinces only, based on responses by existing 

beneficiaries of each of these programs. The sample sizes were too small for disaggregated analysis for Decree 

136. 

Coverage  

Overall, social assistance coverage is higher among ethnic minority households relative to Kinh-Hoa 

households, possibly because some programs explicitly target ethnic minorities or poor 

households.13 For instance, ethnic minority households living in areas without an electricity grid are 

eligible for electricity transfers (Decision 28/60), while students living in difficult areas are eligible for 

a range of education-related social assistance support (including Decree 86 and 116). Among a range 

of categorically targeted transfers, Decree 136 also includes a poverty-targeted social pension for 

elderly aged 60-79 years. Ethnic minority households are more likely to be poor. Thus, in 2016, about 

52 percent of ethnic minority households were covered by at least one social assistance program 

(conservatively defined as social transfers, electricity transfers or education support) relative to 25 

percent of Kinh-Hoa households (see Panel A, Table 2). Coverage among households living in remote 

communes was nearly double, with 47 percent of households coverage by at least one social assistance 

program, 19 percent of households receiving social transfers, 22 percent receiving electricity transfers 

and 30 percent education support (see Tables 1-3 in Annex 2). Coverage of Decree 136 has increased 

marginally between 2014 and 2016, while that of electricity transfers and education support has fallen 

marginally (partly due to the decreasing number of households living below the poverty line).   

Table 2: Coverage of social assistance programs, 2014-16 

                                                           
13 Several programs are individual-level benefits rather than household-level benefits. For simplicity, we conduct 
this analysis at the household-level, particularly as some of the criteria even for individual-level programs are 
household-specific (e.g. the household needs to be on the poor list or an ethnic minority household for a student 
to qualify for some of the education support).  
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All EM
Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa

At least one SA
2 27.5 51.8 24.1 28.7 52.1 24.9

At least one SA

(broad)
3 33.4 73.1 27.9 36.9 54.7 25.7

Decree 136 9.8 17.3 8.7 11.7 20.2 10.4 38.3 36.6 38.5 41.1 35 42

Decision 28/60 8.5 28 5.7 7.6 26.5 4.5 75.9 75.9 76 67.5 66.5 68.5

Education support4 18 38.1 15.2 17.7 35.2 14.9 51.7 70.2 39.9 50.9 68.1 38.7

Health support 17.2 61.9 10.9 3 8.9 2

Emergency support 2.4 2.8 2.4 1.4 2.3 1.3

Programs

Panel A: All households Panel B: Eligible households1

2014 2016 2014 2016

 

Source: VLSS 2014 and 2016. Notes: 1\ Eligible households are defined by program. For Decree 136, households 

with at least one member aged 80+ and no pension, orphan, single parent and raising children in the poor list. 

For Decision 28/60: poor households. For education support: households with at least one student studying (up 

to high school) in a poor household or living in P135 or in remote areas. 2\Households with any one of the 

following: social transfers, electricity transfers, education support (food, accommodation, travel, textbooks, 

uniforms). 3\ Households with any one of the following programs reported in the survey: social transfers, 

subsidies to poor households, food aid, housing support for poor households, electricity transfers, reduction of 

and exemption from tuition fees for the poor, policy-based scholarships, education aid (food, accommodation, 

travel, textbooks, uniforms), support in purchasing health insurance cards, reduction of and exemption from 

costs of medical checks/treatment for the poor. 4\: Education-related support (incl. Decrees 86 and 116), 

households with any one of the following: reduction of and exemption from tuition fees for the poor, policy-

based scholarships, education aid (food, accommodation, travel, textbooks, uniforms).  

However, not all eligible households are covered by social assistance. Among households eligible for 

social and electricity transfers, coverage is slightly lower for ethnic minority households relative to 

Kinh-Hoa households. For instance, in 2014, coverage of Decree 136 is about 36.6 percent among 

ethnic minority households and 38.5 percent among Kinh-Hoa (see Panel B, Table 2). In 2016, as many 

as 42 percent of eligible Kinh-Hoa households were covered relative to 35 percent ethnic minority 

households. Coverage of electricity transfers (Decision 28/60) is relatively similar across eligible 

households among both groups in 2014 but that among Kinh-Hoa was slightly higher in 2016. This is 

despite the fact that ethnicity was introduced as an explicit criteria for electricity transfers in 2014 

(earlier targeted to poor households only). This may be because the number of Kinh-Hoa households 

with a Decree 136 beneficiaries is higher; this is also a criteria for the electricity transfer. 

In contrast, among households eligible for education-support, coverage is higher among ethnic 

minority households. In 2016, 68 percent of eligible ethnic minority households were covered relative 

to just 39 percent of Kinh-Hoa households (see Panel B, Table 2). This is likely driven by the eligibility 

criteria of these programs, which include residence in P135 or remote communes, where ethnic 

minorities outnumber the Kinh-Hoa.  

Targeting 

The social assistance programs covered in this paper select beneficiary individuals or households 

using different targeting methods, including often a combination of methods. Social transfers 

(Decree 136) are categorically targeted, i.e., all individuals in specified categories, such as the elderly, 

persons with disability, children in special circumstances, etc. are eligible to receive benefits. However, 

social pensions to the “young old”, i.e., elderly aged 60-79 years are both categorical and poverty-

targeted; these individuals need to be in households that are on the official poor list. Electricity 
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transfers are poverty targeted, i.e., all poor households are eligible. Since 2014, these are also use 

categorical targeting, i.e., all households with social transfer beneficiaries and all ethnic minority 

households without access to the electricity grid are eligible. Education support is also a combination 

of categorical and poverty-targeting.  

For poverty-targeted programs, such as electricity transfers, education support and social pensions 

to the “young old”, households need to be on the official poor list to be considered eligible. Poverty 

status is determined by five-yearly poverty censuses and annual reviews and updates to the poor list 

at the commune level. The most recent poverty census was in 2015 which constructed a list of all poor 

and near-poor households for a five-year period. This list is updated annually to include households 

that have fallen into poverty and exclude households that escaped from poverty during the year.  

Analysis of the VLSS indicates that the official poor list has low inclusion errors but very high 

exclusion errors. Inclusion errors are defined as non-poor households being wrongly included in the 

official poor list, while exclusion errors are defined as poor households being wrongly excluded from 

the official poor list.14 Most non-poor households are correctly identified and not included in the 

official poor list (see Table 3). Only a small proportion of these non-poor households, mainly among 

ethnic minorities, are incorrectly included in the official poor list. However, there are a substantial 

number of poor households that are excluded from the official poor list. In 2014, 54 percent of 

expenditure-poor ethnic minority households were not on the official poor list, while 67 percent of  

poor Kinh-Hoa households had been 

similarly excluded. By 2016, these 

exclusion errors had fallen substantially 

for ethnic minority households and 

marginally for Kinh-Hoa households.  

The reasons for these high exclusion 

errors appear to be national and 

commune-level poverty reduction 

targets that impose a limit on the total 

number of poor households. The 

qualitative research found that all 

communes were heavily influenced by 

poverty reduction targets set by higher authorities. District-level poverty reduction targets are 

translated into village-level targets based on the economic conditions, distance and topography. 

Achieving these targets was seen as almost obligatory for good performance review of the commune. 

In Program 135 districts, there is an added conflict in terms of communes wanting to have a high 

proportion of poor households in order to remain in the Program 135 lists of disadvantaged and 

extremely disadvantaged communes. District-level reviews of the proposed poor lists end up reducing 

the number of poor households in these situations. Annual updates are challenging in this situation, 

given the conflict between meeting these higher-level targets and covering poor households (see Box 

2). It also implies that the number of poor households must fall every year, regardless of the number 

of expenditure-poor. Officials may classify households as “near-poor” under the pressure of the 

poverty reduction target. 

                                                           
14 Poverty is usually assessed on the basis of expenditure being below a threshold value (the WB/GSO poverty 
line in this case). In poverty analysis, expenditure is usually considered more reliable than income as a measure 
of well-being. Income is harder to measure, more likely to be misreported. Expenditure is also more correlated 
with well-being relative to income. 

Table 3: Inclusion and exclusion errors in the official poor list 

Not poor Poor Not poor Poor

Ethnic Minorities

Not in the poor list 84 54 80 34

In the poor list 16 46 20 66

Kinh-Hoa 

Not in the poor list 96 67 95 61

In the poor list 4 33 5 39

2014 2016

 
Source: VLSS 2014 and 2016. Notes:  Expenditure-poor 
households are defined using the WB/GSO poverty line. Grey 
cells are inclusion errors; yellow cells are exclusion errors.  
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Box 2: Poverty reduction targets and budget constraints 
 
Commune officials in Ha Giang, Quang Nam and Lam Dong found the targets somewhat ambitious. In Tra Vinh, 
communes felt the targets were achievable, possibly due to greater access to livelihood opportunities in and 
around the province. In Ha Giang, under the province poverty reduction program for 2016-2020, the annual 
poverty reduction target is set at 4 percent p.a.; the equivalent target for poor districts and communes is 6 
percent p.a. Communes in Quang Nam also had targets of about 6-7 percent p.a. In Lam Dong, though 
communes with low poverty rates were set lower targets (one commune in Lam Dong had a target of 1.5-2 
percent p.a.), it was harder to reduce poverty in these areas. 
 

“The pressure for poverty reduction target is very high […] therefore we have to persuade each household 
to enroll in the poverty escape program.” (Cil/CoHo woman, commune official, Lam Dong province).  
 
“In the annual poverty assessment, the commune sets the target for how many households should be 
reduced, but that’s easier said than done when it comes to the villages. Some better-off villages are given 
more poor household slots, whereas a poorer village has less, and that’s not fair.”(Giay man, social 
collaborator, Ha Giang). 
 

In order to meet these targets, communes have to mobilize households to enrol in poverty reducation 
programs (such as New Rural Development or “Nong thon moi”), which provide various support such as 
livestock, assets or housing to help lift households out of poverty. At the annual poverty reviews, these 
households are considered to have escaped poverty by virtue of participation in these programs. For instance, 
in Ha Giang, households on the poor list that do not escape poverty within three years are likely to be removed 
to make way for other households. However, community members noted that this modality of support may 
be counter-productive either because living standards for some households may not actually have improved 
or because improvements may be short-lived.  
 

“The commune prepared the enrollment for poverty escape and asked me to sign. They told me if I refuse 
to sign I will not receive any assistance, but actually my family is still poor” (Ca Dong man, Quang Nam).  
 
“A household that was poor last year can’t ‘unpoor’ itself in the next year, if it relies only on farming. The 
buffalo it was raising may not give birth to a calf, or the pigs may be shipped twice. Not enough to lift 
itself out of poverty." (Tay man, commune official, Ha Giang).  
 

An additional source of confusion at the local level is the requirement to classify households using a 
combination of income and multidimensional poverty lines (as mandated by Decision 59). Households were 
classified as N1 (income-poor) and N2 (multidimensional poor) but the poor certificate template does not 
distinguish these categories. Due to fiscal constraints, MOF released social assistance budgets based on the 
estimated income-poor households. As a result, N1 households with a poor certificate are eligible while N2 
households with the same poor certificate are not. This has caused enormous confusion and required 
commune officials to explain the issue to villagers. To simplify matters, some of the surveyed communes in Ha 
Giang modified the poor certificate to distinguish between N1 and N2 households.  
 

“I have heard of N1 and N2 poor households but don’t quite understand it. Sometimes you are this one, 
sometimes the other. It was only when the teachers said that N2 doesn’t get the money that I knew. N2 
poor must be better than N1. No questions were asked in the village meetings, so no one knows who is 
N2.” (Giay man, Ha Giang). 
 

Source: Thanh et al. (2018c, 2018b, 2018a). 

This rationing has implications for the distribution of state support for the poor. Exclusion errors in 

the official poor list are less pronounced among ethnic minority households. As indicated in Table 3, 

poor ethnic minority households were less likely to be excluded from the poor list relative to poor 

Kinh-Hoa households. This suggests the allocation of targets across communes and villages may be 

favoring ethnic minority households who are more likely to reside in remote high poverty communes. 
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However, this may exacerbate local tensions among ethnic groups if only some groups are seen to 

benefit from the broad set of state policies for the poor (see Box 3). 

However, once on the poor 

list, ethnic minority 

households were somewhat 

more likely to be excluded 

from poverty-targeted social 

pensions and electricity 

transfer but not education 

support. For instance, in 

2014, 63 percent poor ethnic 

minority households with at 

least one household member 

aged 60-79 years  were on the 

poor list but did not receive social pensions (see Table 4). The equivalent figure for Kinh-Hoa eligible 

poor households was 57 percent. However, this finding needs to be interpreted cautiously as not all 

poor 60-79 are eligible for social pensions; an additional eligible criteria is “lonely”. Similarly, 33 

percent of ethnic minority households and 31 percent of Kinh-Hoa poor households were excluded 

from receiving the electricity transfers despite being on the poor list. In contrast, poor ethnic minority 

households are more likely to receive education support.  

Box 3: Rationing in multi-ethnic areas 
 
In Ha Giang, the Hmong are the poorest ethnic minorities with relatively few endowments. As a result, official 
poor lists, based on objective criteria, include a large number of Hmong households. In multi-ethnic communes 
and villages, the limitation on the total number of poor households, very few households from other ethnic 
groups get included in the poor list. These better-off ethic minority groups (Tay, Nung and Dao) consequently 
stigmatize the Hmong for not trying to be business-like or lift themselves out of poverty.  
 

“The whole village has 28 poor households, and 20 of them are all the Hmong households we have. Who 
should these eight remaining slots go to? There are more than a hundred households in the village, and 
the other households are also making ends meet, but they are not considered poor. The Hmong seem to 
be poor forever as they are never non-poor.” (Tay man, Ha Giang).  

 
In Tra Vinh, social policies, including social assistance, that are targeted to ethnic minorities can lead to 
resentment by poor Kinh households who are not eligible but do not necessarily see themselves as noticeably 
different from the poor Khmer. Analysis suggests this perception is not entirely misplaced; local inequality is 
lower in provinces with low poverty incidence like Tra Vinh and the gap in living standards between the Khmer 
and Kinh is relatively low. Acknowledging these concerns, the province has introduced programs providing 
similar support to Kinh households, mirroring the national policies for the Khmer. This is less of an issue in 
some of the other surveyed communes in the other three provinces that fall under Program 135. 
 

“I have never been invited to a poor household selection meeting, and I feel that is unfair. An ethnic 
minority household may receive the transfers, while a Kinh household may be as poor as any other 
households of a different ethnic descent, but is not eligible for those transfers.” (Kinh woman, Tra Vinh).  

 
“I feel frustrated in these poor household selection meetings. I don’t have a house but I get nothing. I 
think that the ethnic minorities are getting too much preferred treatment. The authorities seem to prefer 
ethnic minorities. Only those among us with a special relationship can get the benefits.” (Kinh man, Tra 
Vinh).  

 
Source: (Thanh et al. 2018c, a).  

Table 4: Exclusion in poverty-targeted social assistance programs 

EM Kinh-Hoa EM Kinh-Hoa

Social pensions (Decree 136) 58 55 63 57

Decision 28/60 24 24 33 31

Education support 11 25 24 35

Programs
2014 2016

 
Source: VLSS 2014 and 2016. Notes: Decree 136 only refers to the poverty-
targeted social pension for those aged 60-79 years. Exclusion errors refers 
to the share of expenditure-poor households excluded from the official 
poor list. Inclusion errors refers to the share of non-(expenditure)-poor 
households that are included in the official poor list. Shares are estimated 
over eligible households; see notes to Table 2.  



 

29 
 

Among ethnic minorities, targeting of social assistance programs is generally pro-poor even when 

programs are not explicitly targeted to the poor. Ethnic minorities are not a homogenous group, as 

noted above, and some groups are worse off. The VLSS does not permit analysis by ethnic minority 

group. However, examining the distribution of beneficiary households across the expenditure 

distribution suggests that targeting is generally pro-poor among ethnic minorities, relative to that 

among the Kinh-Hoa (see Figure 10). 

Figure 10: Beneficiary incidence among ethnic minorities, 2016 

 

Source: VLSS 2016.  

In the categorically targeted social transfers under Decree 136, the qualitative research suggests 

some groups are more likely to be excluded. These include single parents with small children, people 

with disability and children without support. Some of this is due to lack of adequate understanding of 

eligibility of these groups, compounded for ethnic minorities living in remote villages areas with low 

local capacity. The complex procedures and high transaction costs of disability assessment are a 

deterrent for ethnic minorities, particularly those living at a distance from hospitals and are 

uncomfortable asking for guidance from commune officials. There were also some cases of exclusion 

arising due to mismatch in declared age or names (see Section 4.4). Though documents can be 

corrected, most people, especially ethnic minorities, do not know how to go about this process (Thanh 

et al. 2018c, b, a).  

Adequacy 

Benefit levels for social transfers are higher than the electricity transfers and education support. On 

paper, the minimum benefit level for social transfers was VND 180,000 prior to 2015, later increased 

to 270,000 VND. The education cash transfer ranges from 70,000 VND to 120,000 VND per child. A 

household can have more than one social transfer or education support beneficiary. The electricity 

transfers were about VND 30,000 prior to 2014, later increased to approximately 42,000 VND per 

month. In practice, analysis of the VLSS indicates that, in 2016, average benefit levels per household 

were as follows: 307,000 VND for social transfers, VND 161,000 VND for education support and VND 

28,000 for electricity transfers. For the first two programs, there may be more than one beneficiary 

per household.15  

                                                           
15 A direct comparison is not possible due to a change in the way the question on benefit amounts was asked in 
VLSS 2014 and 2016. The 2014 VHLSS asked the amount received during the last 12 months while the 2016 asked 
the amount received in both 2015 and 2016. The 2016 estimates need to be derived as follows: the total amount 
if the household only got that support in 2016 and half of the total amount if they receive the support in both 
2015 and 2016. As a result, the 2014 estimates are more reliable compared to the 2016 estimates. In both years, 
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Social assistance benefits are an important source of support for beneficiary households. In 

particular, social transfers under Decree 136 are considered a significant source of income support, 

while education support helps in the purchase of school materials, clothing and food for children and 

partly covers the school contribution fees (often collected by schools for “socialization of education”, 

especially in lowland areas). In 2014, the equivalent shares in household expenditure were as follows: 

8.6% for social transfers, 1.1% for electricity transfers, and 4.6% for education support.  

The limited evidence suggests leakage is low and that most households receive the benefit due. 

Information from the SASSP baseline survey in four provinces indicates that most beneficiaries of social 

transfers (Decree 136), electricity transfers (Decision 28/60) and education support (Decree 86 and 

116) receive the full amount benefit due (Avalos 2017). Qualitative research also found very few cases 

of erroneous payments.  

Low awareness of benefit levels and delays in payments reinforce the passive attitude to “accept 

whatever is given”, both among ethnic minorities and Kinh-Hoa. Since most beneficiaries do not know 

exactly how much they should be receiving, they raise no questions on what they actually receive (see 

Box 4). This is compounded by irregularity and unpredictability of benefit payments. On paper, social 

transfers (Decree 136) are supposed to be paid monthly, education support (Decrees 86 and 116) twice 

a year (once per semester) and electricity transfers (Decision 28/60) quarterly. In practice, only social 

transfers are paid on schedule; payments for electricity and education benefits are often late due to 

delays in funds transfers to the commune post office (Thanh et al. 2018c, b, a; Van & Ha 2018).  

Box 4: Benefit payments: Voices from the field 
 
Low awareness of benefit levels: 

“Student money is student money. I just take it. I just know that it’s what the government gives me.” 
(Khmer woman, Tra Vinh).  
“I would get whatever the commune gives me, and I don’t know if that's the right amount to ask 
questions. Only they know what’s in those books.” (Hmong man, Ha Giang). “When I come to receive the 
payments, I will just take the right amount in the book no matter how much it is. I am too shy to ask why. 
I just sign when I am told so. I am also afraid if I ask they will not let me receive the payments anymore.”  
(Co Ho woman, Lam Dong).  
“I would only thank the state for any amount it gives me. I don’t know how much I should receive a month, 
so I am just glad to receive whatsoever.”  (Kinh woman, Quang Nam). 

 
Unpredictability of benefit payments for some programs: 

“I had received payments at the commune office for 2 years before it stopped for a year. When it stopped 
I asked the official and was told that the assistance was paused and I should not come for it anymore. 
Later on suddenly I was informed to receive the payments again.” (M’nong woman, Lam Dong). 

 
Reluctance to collect small benefits: 

“I called them to pick up the electricity bill transfer but they refused, saying that it is too little money to 
go such a long way. Some would say they still have money to spend so they do not need it yet."(Dao 
woman, social collaborator, Ha Giang).  
“It takes me a whole day to receive 70,000 dongs, because I don’t have a motorbike so I walk 7km for 1.5 
hours, and for 3 hours both ways. Sometimes someone takes me there for free, otherwise I pay them for 
the gas. When I arrive there I have to wait, it depends but for me I often wait until 1 to 2pm to receive 
the money. If I travel to receive the payment, I will have to skip farming, which makes more money. I 
often come to receive the accumulated sum every two months.”  (Co Tu man, Quang Nam). 

 

                                                           
it is difficult to assess adequacy and leakage in the VLSS due to the wide range in official entitlements (e.g., for 
social transfers) and valuation of in-kind support (for education support). 
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In the three mountainous provinces, social assistance beneficiaries reported a preference for 

consolidated payments, rather than making multiple trips to receive many small benefit payments. 

At present, benefit payments for different programs are made at different times (with some exceptions 

in a few districts in Quang Nam and Lam Dong). This requires recipients of multiple transfers to travel 

back and forth many times to get the money. Several respondents felt the electricity transfer amount 

was too low to make this worthwhile, particularly for those living in remote villages. Post officers have 

to ask social collaborators and village heads to urge the beneficiaries to come receive the payments. 

In most communes in these provinces, a number of beneficiaries wait for benefits to accumulate for a 

few quarters before collecting them from the post office (Thanh et al. 2018c, b, a). 

Summary 

There is under-coverage of ethnic minority eligible households, underpinned on the demand-side by 

low awareness and a relatively passive approach to applying for social assistance benefits. 

Awareness of specific entitlements and procedures is relatively low, especially among some ethnic 

minority groups. There is some evidence of under-coverage; not all eligible households are covered by 

social assistance. Among households eligible for social and electricity transfers, coverage is slightly 

lower for ethnic minority households relative to Kinh-Hoa households. In contrast, among households 

eligible for education-support, coverage is higher among ethnic minority households, possibly because 

these programs explicitly target ethnic minorities.  

A substantial number of ethnic minority households are unable to access social assistance. A large 

number of poor households are excluded from the official poor list, largely due to the imposition of 

local-level poverty reduction targets. Poverty status (defined by the official poor list) is an eligibility 

criteria for several social assistance programs, including the electricity transfers, education support 

and social pensions to those aged 60-79 years of age. An encouraging trend is the decrease in these 

exclusion errors, at least among ethnic minority households, between 2014 and 2016. However, access 

to social assistance remains constrained even for those on the official poor list. Consistent with the 

coverage patterns, officially poor ethnic minority households were more likely to be excluded from 

poverty-targeted social pensions and electricity transfers relative to Kinh-Hoa, but not education 

support. Exclusion of some groups, such as single parents with small children, people with disability 

and children without support, is evident in the categorically targeted social transfers under Decree 

136. This rationing of social assistance and other state support may exacerbate local tensions among 

ethnic groups if only some groups are seen to benefit. Among ethnic minorities, this has sometimes 

led to better-off ethic minority groups stigmatize worse-off ethnic minority groups for not trying hard 

enough to lift themselves out of poverty.  

While social assistance benefits are an important source of support for beneficiary households, 

payments are often irregular leading to a preference for predictable, consolidated benefit payments. 

Low awareness of benefit levels and delays in payments reinforce the passive attitude to “accept 

whatever is given”, both among ethnic minorities and Kinh-Hoa. A number of respondents expressed 

a preference for consolidated payments, rather than making multiple trips to receive many small 

benefit payments.  

4. Specific ethnic minority characteristics  

The recently concluded business process review identifies 

bottlenecks in social assistance delivery that make access challenging for all households, regardless 

of ethnicity. However, some characteristics can impose additional challenges for some ethnic 

minority groups. These include the following: (a) geographic isolation due to remote location, with 

Location Language Capacity Norms
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poor economic and social infrastructure and limited connectivity; (b) low Vietnamese literacy that 

constrains effective communication through existing channels; (c) low capacity of local authorities and 

cadres; and (d) specific social and cultural norms that can potentially impede social assistance access 

and usage.  

All these constraints have a gendered dimension. For instance, greater travel time for women in 

remote communities imposes additional burden of unpaid work relative to men and to women from 

ethnic majority groups. In some ethnic minority groups, women have lower low Vietnamese literacy 

than men, limiting their understanding of official communication despite playing a significant role in 

registration, enrollment and collection of benefits. Gendered norms also make it harder for women, 

especially in some ethnic minority groups, to approach local authorities and cadres. In turn, low 

capacity among local authorities and cadres at the grassroots level makes them less effective in 

addressing gender gaps. Finally, some of the social and cultural norms described impose specific 

barriers for women.  

4.1. Location 

Most ethnic minorities live in rural areas, especially highland or upland areas, which makes social 

service delivery challenging. In 2015, about 93 percent of ethnic minorities lived in rural areas (the 

national average was 70 percent) but this figure varied substantially across ethnic minority groups (see 

Panel A, Figure 11). The Northern Midlands and Mountains and Central Highlands are home to nearly 

two-thirds of the ethnic minority population (see Panel B, Figure 11). The exceptions are the Khmer 

(and Cham) who are concentrated in the Mekong (and Southeast) (World Bank 2012). There are also 

differences across ethnic minority groups within the same region. For instance, the Hmong are most 

frequently located in the highest mountainous areas (i.e., more than 800 meters above sea level) 

where they live in the Northern Mountains and Central Highlands. In the same regions, the Tay often 

live in villages with approximately 60-70 households located at the foothills or alongside rice fields and 

streams (Huong 2018). As per household survey data, about 35 percent of ethnic minority households 

lived in remote communes, relative to only 6 percent of Kinh-Hoa households in 2016. 

 

Figure 11: Spatial distribution of ethnic minorities (2015)  

Panel A: Rural Panel B: Region 

  

Source: Total population projections for 2015 based on the 2009 Population and Housing Census (GSO 2009); EM 
population for 2015 from the CEMA report (Tùng et al. 2016). Note the distribution by region includes Hoa and 52 
ethnic minorities; data on Kinh was not available in either source. 



 

33 
 

However, not all ethnic minority groups face the same degree of geographic isolation. Primary 

schools and clinics are generally accessible for all ethnic minorities but secondary schools and hospitals 

are much further away for several groups (see Figure 12) (Tùng et al. 2016). For instance, though most 

ethnic minorities are within 12 kilometers of a higher secondary school, the Hmong and La Chi live, on 

average, about 23 km away. In contrast, the Khmer, who live predominantly in the Mekong Delta, are 

merely 5 km from the nearest higher secondary school. Distances to hospitals are even further for all 

groups but especially for those living in mountainous areas such as the Hmong, Dao and La Chi.  

Figure 12: Distance to markets, education and health facilities (2015) 

  
Source: Tùng et al. (2016). 

Figure 13: Literacy in Vietnamese and ethnic languages 

 
Source: Tùng et al. (2016). Literacy in national (Vietnamese) or 
ethnic language is defined as the share of people aged 15 years 
old or older who can read, write and understand a simple 
sentence in that language. Note the distribution by region 
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The areas surveyed in the qualitative 

research for this paper reflect these 

differences in geographic isolation across 

provinces and within ethnic minority groups. In Ha Giang, one of the districts was in the highlands 

and the surveyed villages were scattered as much as 8-10 km from the commune center without all-

weather motorable roads. The low mountain district had greater accessibility between villages and the 

commune, but even in these low mountain villages, there were clusters of Hmong and Dao households 

living in isolation as far as 4 km from the village center. In Quang Nam and Lam Dong provinces, two 

of the surveyed districts classified as Program 30a districts located in mountainous regions with 

difficult access (some only by foot). In contrast, Tra Vinh is lowland area and the surveyed district had 

good access.  

4.2. Language  

Some ethnic minorities, particularly women in some groups, have relatively low literacy in 

Vietnamese language. In all groups, the majority know their ethnic language (with the exception of 

the La Chi). However, literacy in Vietnamese varies substantially among ethnic minority groups (See 

Figure 13). Among the six main groups in Ha Giang, the Hmong and La Chi have the lowest literacy in 

Vietnamese while the Tay, Nung, Giay and Dao have much higher literacy rates. This is driven mainly 

by the gaps between men and women; about 67-71 percent of Hmong and La Chi men are literate 

relative to only 31-43 percent of women respectively. Lam Dong is just as ethnically diverse but the 

literacy gaps among the main groups are less stark. Similarly, the less diverse Quang Nam and Tra Vinh 

report almost no inter-group differences.  

The qualitative research corroborated these inter-group patterns and found additional intra-group 

variation by remoteness, gender and age. Fewer people in relatively more remote villages were 

literate in Vietnamese, though this is likely linked to the spatial distribution of ethnic minority groups 

(e.g., Hmong tend to live in higher areas and further from the commune center). Among all groups, 

men and youth were more likely to know Vietnamese. In addition, many more people were able to 

understand and speak Vietnamese compared to those able to also read and write.  

This can be a constraint for some groups as official communication, including social assistance 

policies, is in Vietnamese and many local level officials do not speak ethnic languages. Not 

surprisingly, beneficiaries prefer to transact in their own language16 but commune officials 

(predominantly Kinh or of the dominant local ethnic group) as well as public service providers 

(including schools and clinics) tend to be unfamiliar with the ethnic languages and customs of local 

groups, with the result that ethnic minorities may not utilize these facilities effectively (Huong 2018). 

The reliance on village leaders increases in these cases but their capacity is limited (see below). In some 

provinces, some local governments have introduced programmes to encourage local officials to learn 

ethnic languages. 

                                                           
16 “When the commune officers delivered the transfers before, we still had to go to the commune to get it as the 
money didn't come to the village. I personally don’t think there is any difference about who delivers the money, 
as I still have to go to the commune to get it. Wherever it is, I’d love to have it. But I would prefer the post office 
staffers since they are Giay people and can speak Giay language. Commune officers would mostly speak 
Vietnamese."(Giay woman, Ha Giang). 

includes Hoa and 52 ethnic minorities; data on Kinh was not 
available. Overall literacy (in any language) are not reported as 
they are very similar to those reported for Vietnamese language. 
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4.3. Capacity of local leaders 

Changing structures of village governance 

Village structures have changed over time, with traditional social units being replaced by 

administrative units of communes and villages. However, social cohesion remains high within the 

same ethnic group. Households from the same ethnic minority are often related by marriage and blood 

ties. In addition, clan membership is a binding force among people, with kin members obliged to help 

each other. In general, villages tend to be more ethnically and economically homogenous than 

communes.  

At present, official and traditional systems of village local governance co-exist. Most ethnic minority 

groups had traditional leaders who were responsible for overseeing economic and social activities, 

distributing and managing common resources, resolving conflicts and overseeing social interactions. 

These traditional leaders were elected by the villagers. For instance, the Co Tu were governed by a 

village patriarch (Tacôh bươl, Tacôla veel) who was elected by the villagers, the Hmong by the village 

head (seo phải) who was usually the head of the largest clan, etc. Village elders (già làng) also play an 

important role in village management. These elders are senior members of the leading clans, with 

experience in agricultural production and local customs.  

These traditional leaders now share power with the village head (trưởng thôn), appointed by the 

Commune People's Committee (CPC) but traditional leaders do not seem to play any role in social 

assistance communication The role of the ‘già làng’ is to preserve traditional values while forging social 

development, functioning as a link between customary laws and state laws, tradition and modernity 

(Huong 2018). In Quang Nam and Lam Dong, these village elders and family clan chiefs still carry 

considerable weight in the village affairs; they not only influence the enforcement of customary laws 

and cultural life of the village but also play a decisive role in the management of land, natural resources 

and production (Thanh et al. 2018b). However, in Ha Giang, these traditional leaders have all but 

disappeared. None of the eight surveyed villages in Ha Giang had a traditional village leader; these 

positions have been replaced by government-created positions of “respected individuals”, typically 

village or commune officials (often the village Party secretary). However, in the surveyed villages in all 

four provinces, these leaders did not partipate in the communication of the social assistance program 

(Thanh et al. 2018a). 

Perceptions 

Both conscious and unconscious biases can affect the way that local officials and service providers, 

who are typically Kinh or locally dominant ethnic group, treat ethnic minorities (World Bank & MPI 

2016).17 Qualitative research has found evidence of the majority stereotyping ethnic minorities as 

culturally “backward” (lac hau) and unwilling to develop (World Bank 2009; Wells-Dang 2012). These 

attitudes seem to be changing, at least for some groups, particularly those with adequate 

representation in local leadership. In Tra Vinh, for example, there is significant interaction between 

                                                           
17 More generally, there is some evidence of discriminatory treatment in labor markets; a significant share of the 
income gap between ethnic minorities and the Kinh/Hoa majority cannot be explained either by differences in 
endowments or in the returns to these endowments (see for example Baulch et al. (2010)). Qualitative research 
has also reported perceptions of unfair behavior of the Kinh toward ethnic minorities, e.g. in schooling, 
employment, and social relations among youth. At the same time, the Kinh respondents in the study denied 
discrimination and felt instead that ethnic minorities receive special benefits (Wells-Dang 2012; World Bank 
2012). These differences in perceptions were also evident in the qualitative research for this paper among the 
Khmer and Kinh in Tra Vinh.  
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the Khmer and Kinh and ethnic stereotyping is rarely witnessed (Wells-Dang 2012; World Bank 2012; 

Thanh et al. 2018c). In some cases, the Khmer themselves might comment “we used to be backward” 

(Wells-Dang 2012; World Bank 2012; Thanh et al. 2018c).  

Concerns about fueling dependency on state support, particularly among ethnic minorities, has 

resulted in a strong preference on part of officials, and even communities, to exclude households 

perceived as “lazy” or “work-shy”. This is rooted in perceptions that poor households, especially 

ethnic minorities, remain poor because of lack of effort (Wells-Dang 2012).18 For instance, In 2018, 

Quang Nam’s Provincial People’s Committee issued a document stating that “lazy” households refusing 

to work would not be included in the poor list (an eligibility criteria for the education and electricity 

transfers) (Announcement No. 50/TB-UBND, February 9, 2018). In Lam Dong, one of the districts in the 

qualitative research also had a similar policy. This perception is often shared by the communities. Most 

communities, including the Hmong, prefer not to include households considered “lazy” or “work-shy” 

in the poor list. Even where the objective classification process of the poverty census may lead to the 

inclusion of these households in the initial list, other community members may raise queries during 

the validation meeting.19 

In addition, local authorities prefer not to disseminate information on new policies that are 

considered in conflict with existing laws or otherwise seen as having undesirable consequences. For 

instance, the SASSP piloted cash transfers for specific groups (poor households with pregnant women, 

children aged 0-3, or out-of-school children) in the four study provinces. However, most communes 

did not disseminate information on the cash transfers for pregnant women or single mothers, because 

of perceived conflict with national policies on two-children and family planning or because of 

perceptions that these programs would encourage women to become single mothers, despite lack of 

any evidence.  

Capacity 

At the commune-level, ethnic minority cadres are viewed as effective in mobilizing their 

communities and connecting with residents through understanding of language and customs. Local 

authorities are typically Kinh even in mainly ethnic minority areas (World Bank & MPI 2016). The 

poorest ethnic minorities, with the most challenges in access, are rarely represented in government 

institutions, including district and commune authorities. Representation is greater among the larger 

and indigenous ethnic groups. This is particularly so in communes with a majority population from a 

single ethnic group (Wells-Dang 2012).  

At the village-level, the village head is a key player in conveying government policies to villagers, along 

with village mass organizations, but does not have the capacity to deliver social assistance messages 

effectively. In Ha Giang, communes were considering the launch of a program to replace older village 

heads with a new generation of younger and better educated village heads. Only two out of eight 

village heads in the surveyed villages were under 30 years of age and had completed secondary school. 

Village heads in the other three study provinces were more educated but also had a high workload. In 

all the surveyed provinces, many village heads did not fully understand social assistance programs. 

Social pensions and disability benefits under Decree 136 are the oldest programs and best understood, 

but even in this case, many village heads did not understand the newer beneficiary cagories such as 

                                                           
18 While such individuals certainly exist, they are likely only a small minority. For instance, earlier qualitative 
research in 2012 reported similar findings, with local officials estimating only about 8-10 percent of villagers 
could be considered lazy or work-shy (Wells-Dang 2012). 
19 “The lazy poor are often recommended off the list, as people want them to be more responsible, but the 
commune doesn’t seem to think so.” (Hmong man, Ha Giang). 
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poor single parents with small children. Most village heads or mass organizations like the Elderly 

Association and the Women’s Union had not been trained on social assistance programs.20 As a result, 

they tended to rely on the commune authorities to deliver relevant information. The exception was 

those who also performed the function of SASSP social collaborators and had been trained in their role 

(see Box 5).  

Box 5: Building the capacity and knowledge of village heads and mass organizations 
 
The SASSP introduced a network of village-level social collaborators, with the task of communication and 
outreach to social assistance beneficiaries. All collaborators received an annual training on community-based 
communication skills and orientation on existing social assistance programs. In many areas, village heads and 
mass organization representatives (especially the Women’s Union) were identified as social collaborators and 
received this training. These individuals were better equipped for social assistance communication compared 
to village heads who had not received any training. 
 
This experience provides useful lessons for training village heads, village secretaries and village-level 
representatives of mass organizations to deliver social assistance messages. For instance, many collaborators 
interviewed recommended increasing the duration and frequency of training, as the 3-4 days was too short to 
absorb the volume of information provided. They also recommended shorter and more graphic training 
manuals as those provided were too bulky. Innovative training methods should be used for local officials in 
ethnic minority areas, including mechanisms for effective community-based communication. Training 
documents should be shortened and made easier to understand, with more memorable messages (focusing 
on the most critical information such as eligibility criteria, benefit level, process for application and benefit 
receipt, etc.). The spread of mobile phones also provides an opportunity to use e-learning and phone-based 
communication with the village heads and other local authorities.  
 

4.4. Social and cultural norms 

For many ethnic minorities, customary laws specify the proper conduct of social behavior and family 

relations for the community. For instance, the Hmong have unwritten traditional laws known as“Kế 

Hmông kế li” (literally “the logic of the Hmong”) that forms the basis for family and community 

interactions, regardless of geographical location or clan background (Huong 2018).  

Customs and access to official documents 

Some of these customary practices can have implications for official documents, such as national 

identity cards and birth certificates, that are mandatory for enrolling in social assistance programs. 

The following practices are worth noting in this regard. 

Some ethnic minority groups have specific naming conventions which are not properly understood 

by commune authorities from different ethnic groups. For instance, the Co Ho typically name boys as 

“K’ + name” and girls as “Ka + name”. However, some commune officials responsible for the household 

registration book do not understand this practice and sometimes confuse the two (Thanh et al. 2018a). 

Some ethnic minority groups have the practice of changing of names at major life events. For 

instance, among the Dao, the ‘cap sac’ (blessing) ritual marks the coming of age for men. After this 

ritual, Dao parents choose another name as their son’s underworld in addition to his existing name. 

Some Dao men keep their names as registered in the birth certificate and household registration book 

(with the ‘cap sac’ name only used at home). Others take the ‘cap sac’ name as their new names when 

                                                           
20 “No orientation, but I heard about it from the commune officers. For instance, social assistance beneficiaries 

who are people of 80 years or older, electricity bill, or children from poor households, are eligible for the transfers. 

But definitely no explicit policy orientation." (Kinh man, village head, Tra Vinh).  
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enrolling in school or applying for social assistance. Hmong men also change their middle name after 

marriage and children. This can result in discrepancies across official documents prepared at different 

life stages. These practice appear to be less common now (Thanh et al. 2018a). 

Many ethnic minorities practice early 

and consanguineous marriages and 

have large families. The average age 

of marriage for ethnic minorities is 21 

years, relative to the national average 

of 25 years (Tùng et al. 2016).21 The 

proportion of under-age marriage is 

particularly high among some ethnic 

minority groups (see Figure 14). In Ha 

Giang, for example, under-age 

marriage is fairly common among the 

Hmong, Dao, La Chi and Giay but not 

as widespread among the Nung and 

Tay. As many as 60 percent of the population among the Hmong were married below the legal age of 

marriage, while 38 percent of women (aged 15-50 years) had three or more children.22 Comparative 

figures for the Tay were 11 percent and 6 percent respectively. There are contrasting views on this 

practice. Some studies have found some evidence of resentment among ethnic minorities towards this 

mainstream condemnation, while others have found some evidence of village codes opposing these 

practices (e.g., some villages in the surveyed district imposed a fine of VND 1 million for child marriage 

or a fine of VND 500.000 for birth of a third child). Though children born to under-age parents are 

allowed, by law, to get a birth certificate, many such parents do not obtain one immediately after birth 

to avoid fines or out of discomfort in dealing with authorities who perceive these practices as opposed 

to national policies.23 

Gender norms 

Gender norms are also defined by the customary laws of the various ethnic groups; these also seem 

to be slowly evolving. In the four study provinces, some ethnic minority groups are patrilineal (Co Tu, 

Hmong, Dao, Tay, Nung),24 some are matrilineal (Co Ho) and others are bilateral (Khmer). However, 

such generalizations can gloss over the complexities of local notions and practices about gendered 

roles and social economic functions in family relations within minority groups.  Women/wives can hold 

an important position even in patriarchal societies, while men/husbands can also have a significant 

role in matriarchal societies due to their role in agricultural production. Among bilateral groups like 

the Khmer, gender relations are more or less equal, with both sons and daughters having equal 

inheritance rights. Among some highly patriarchal groups like Hmong and Co Tu, women, particularly 

married women, are expected to play a subordinate role, with men making most decisions in the 

                                                           
21 Early pregnancy is also more common among ethnic minorities. In 2014, nearly 24 percent of ethnic minority 
women, aged 15-19, had begun childbearing compared to 8 percent nationwide (World Bank 2018c). 
22 Possible explanatory factors include geographic isolation, low education levels as well as cultural norms. For 
instance, in traditional Hmong society, endogamy is the rule and consanguineous marriages are permitted. Early 
marriage can be seen as a strategy to avoid “loss of face” given the emphasis on notions of shame and honor. A 
strong son preference prompts parents to have more than the national policy of two children (Huong 2018).  
23 “My child is now 11 months old but I haven’t got a birth certificate. I won’t go to the commune because I’m shy 

that I got married too early. I will wait for my husband to come back from his distant work and ask him to do 
that.” (Hmong woman, Ha Giang).  
24 The ethnic majority - Kinh/Hoa – are also patrilineal.  

Figure 14: Prevalence of under-age marriage 

 
Source: Tùng et al. (2016).  
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household and community. In these communities, ethnic minority women have limited space for 

representation and participation in formal structures as well as informal decision making in the 

household and community. However, this may be changing as recent anthropological studies have 

shown Hmong women are capable of exercising a high degree of agency (Huong 2018).  

5. Social assistance delivery aspects for ethnic minorities  

This section focuses on those aspects of social assistance 

delivery that can constrain access for ethnic minorities as a 

result of these four characteristics - location, language, capacity and norms. Barriers to access are 

examined at the following stages of social assistance delivery: (a) communication and outreach; (b) 

registration and enrolment; and (c) benefit payment. There are commonalities and differences in 

these processes across the four social assistance programs reviewed in this paper. All four programs 

do not have well-developed communication and outreach mechanisms. With respect to registration 

and enrolment, the social transfers (Decree 136) and education support (Decrees 86 and 116) requires 

potential beneficiaries to apply or register for the program. The electricity transfer (Decision 28/60) 

does not require an application, as commune authorities directly enroll those eligible as per program 

rules. Three of the social assistance programs (Decree 136, Decree 86, and Decision 28/60) use a third 

party payment agency (Vietnam post office) for making payments, while payments for the fourth 

program (Decree 116) are made through schools. In addition, different communes in the same district 

and province sometimes follow different processes. The complexity of these processes, as well as 

potential areas for simplification, are described at length in the BPR report (Van & Ha 2018).25 

5.1. Communication and outreach 

All four social assistance programs reviewed in this 

paper have limited communication and outreach, 

relying largely on commune, village and school 

authorities to perform this function. Effective 

communication on social assistance is hindered by the 

lack of branding of programs and clarity of messages. 

Ethnic minorities face additional constraints as 

messages are delivered largely in Vietnamese; there is 

no use of ethnic languages or of multiple 

communication channels.  

Current communication channels 

At present, communication about social assistance programs is usually face-to-face by program 

implementers and village leaders; distribution of printed materials is rare and multi-media channels 

are not used. These patterns are similar across provinces (see Figure 15 (Thanh et al. 2018c, b, a)).  

Face-to-face communication is the primary and most effective channel in all four provinces. Most 

people get information on social assistance programs such as the electricity transfers (Decision 28/60) 

                                                           
25 For some of social assistance programs (and other social policies), poverty is an eligibility criteria (as 
determined by the five-yearly poverty census and annual poverty reviews). In other words, households need to 
be on the official poor list of the commune as a precondition for accessing certain social assistance policies. This 
paper does not examine the annual poverty review process; see the provincial reports for a detailed analysis of 
the annual poverty review (Thanh et al. 2018c, b, a). 

Figure 15: Communication channels 
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and social transfers (Decree 136) directly from village heads or commune authorities. There is some 

limited evidence that some groups (such as the Tay-Kadhai linguistic group) rely more on commune 

authorities whereas all other groups rely predominantly on village heads (see Figure 16). However, 

there is a gendered dimension to this mode of communication. As most village heads are men, women 

are reluctant to reach out for various reasons, including cultural gendered norms and seniority. Village 

heads, People’s Committee leaders and commune officials also communicate messages on social 

assistance programs at village meetings. For education-related support (Decrees 86 and 82), teachers 

are the main channel for face-to-face communication though there remains some reliance on village 

leaders (particularly among the Hmong-Dao). Community members felt this face-to-face 

communication by local authorities provided the most reliable information, particularly in the more 

remote communes and villages surveyed (Thanh et al. 2018c, b, a).26  

Figure 16: Communication channels in selected programs in the four study provinces 

 
Source: SASSP baseline survey. Note: this is not a representative sample.   

Village meetings are another channel being used but are not seen as effective as there is a strong 

preference for targeted communication. In all surveyed communes, village meetings were held at 

least once or twice a year, with varying degrees of participation by different ethnic minorities and 

women. However, social assistance communication was not effective because of poor knowledge of 

village/hamlet heads (see Section 4.3), varying degrees of participation, and space constraints in some 

small villages. Village meetings that received the attention of commune officials or where village 

leaders had received some training (because of their role as social collaborators in the SASSP) were 

seen as more effective in disseminating social assistance messages. In addition, the information 

provided in these meetings was often generic and quickly forgotten. More targeted communication 

specifically directed to potential beneficiaries was seen as more effective. This is particularly the case 

in better-off and better-connected communes where villagers have diverse livelihood options and may 

not participate.27  

The limited distribution of printed communication materials was also seen as ineffective. Notices on 

social assistance programs (in Vietnamese) are sometimes publicly displayed at commune offices. 

These are not seen as very effective for two reasons: one, many people, particularly the elderly and 

women in some ethnic minority groups, cannot read and write Vietnamese (see Section 4.2); and two, 

most people paid little attention to noticeboards or leaflets and preferred to receive information 

directly (verbally) from the officials on social assistance programs relevant for them.  

                                                           
26 “People here just won't understand it on their own. You have to take it face-to-face to them."(Nung man, Ha 
Giang). 
27 “Social assistance information must be taken to the home, as a village-wide notice is unlikely to work because 
someone may know and others don’t. Door-to-door delivery lets you hear and know it better.” (Khmer man, Tra 
Vinh). 
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In all provinces, information on social assistance often spread through word of mouth, more so in 

lowland areas and among some ethnic minority groups. In Tra Vinh, both the Khmer and Kinh obtain 

most of their information from neighbors and markets, including information on social assistance 

policies as well as specific information on application process, eligibility criteria, benefit payment 

dates, etc. This is also a common source of information in low mountain areas of Ha Giang and Quang 

Nam, particularly for ethnic minorities living closer to the commune center (the Dao, Giay, Tay and 

Nung in Ha Giang, and Co Tu in Quang Nam). In some cases, enrolled households inform and guide 

other households in registering for programs or shared information on payment dates. However, in 

other areas and for some ethnic minority groups, geographic isolation and cultural factors constrain 

outside interactions, limiting the effectiveness of this channel. This is the case among the Hmong in Ha 

Giang, Ca Dong/Xo Dang in Quang Nam, and most ethnic minorities in Lam Dong (Co Ho, Cil/Co Ho and 

M’nong). Though men tend to interact more through work and other networks, enrolled households 

do not seem to share information with non-beneficiaries. Women in these ethnic minority groups have 

particularly little communication or information exchange. However, most people interviewed felt 

information received through word of mouth was usually not very reliable.  

These limitations in communication and outreach make it harder for people, particularly ethnic 

minorities, to understand their social assistance entitlements. These constraints affect all ethnic 

groups but are even more pronounced for some ethnic minority groups due to lower interactions with 

commune authorities and other communities given remoteness, language constraints and gendered 

norms as mentioned above. For instance, some ethnic minorities, especially women, with relatively 

low fluency in Vietnamese language struggle more for access to information about programs or 

administrative process for application and benefit receipt. The elderly are not as disadvantaged despite 

low Vietnamese fluency as village-level Elderly Associations provide information and support for 

accessing social transfers (under Decree 136; see below).  

Opportunities  

These constraints also indicate the importance of exploring multiple channels of communication 

with ethnic minorities, using audio-visual and print material in ethnic languages, with clear messages 

in attractive and accessible formats, and using a wider range of local partners for dissemination. 

Some of the surveyed areas provide useful insights into possible approaches.  

With respect to language, some of the surveyed areas are already attempting to communicate in 

more widely understood ethnic languages. For instance, In Quang Nam, Lam Dong and Ha Giang, 

village meetings are held in ethnic languages in mono–ethnic villages and in villages where different 

ethnic groups can communicate with each other. In villages with high number of Kinh, Vietnamese is 

used in village meetings but most ethnic people living in these areas reported no difficulty in 

understanding Vietnamese. This is also the case in Tra Vinh. This approach can also be extended to 

printed communication – ideally, the notices at the commune office, banners, posters and leaflets can 

be translated into ethnic languages and made more pictorial and accessible. Rather than simply 

replicating the policy document, it could be made more targeted by personalizing the document with 

scenarios of households that meet the eligibility criteria. Households may find this communication is 

more targeted to their specific circumstances and may be more likely to enroll. 

With respect to the use of alternative channels, the use of pre-recorded messages through the village 

public address system is an option. Most villages have loudspeaker systems but these are typically 

used to pass on district broadcasts and general local economic, cultural and social information. They 

are sometimes used for specific notices but not generally for broadcasting social assistance messages. 

In Ha Giang, the information (on general topics) broadcast was often not fully understood, especially 
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in Hmong areas, as it was in Vietnamese.28 However, in three of the eight surveyed communes in 

Quang Nam, loudspeakers were used to broadcast reminders for the payment date of the monthly 

social transfers (Decree 136) and several beneficiaries reported taking notice of these announcements.  

An approach that has not yet been tried in Vietnam is the use of multi-media channels but this may 

be relatively more costly and possibly less effective. Many ethnic minorities now have televisions (see 

Figure 17), yet information on social assistance programs is not widely broadcast on TV or radio.29 Since 

most people prefer entertainment, some countries have successfully developed radio and TV shows 

that provide infotainment, e.g. using a soap opera format for disseminating social assistance 

information. For example, cash transfer programs in the Philippines and Pakistan, have used diverse 

formats (such as print, audio-visual and internet-based media as well as street theater and soap 

operas) and diverse channels (including local leaders and other influential figures), to reach wider 

audiences. However, this is an expensive approach, particularly given the diversity of ethnic minority 

groups in Vietnam, and may not be as successful as approaches that provide targeted communication 

to potential and actual beneficiaries.  

 A potentially effective communication channel for disseminating targeted messages is through 

mobile phones. Though Figure 17 reveals that the use of telephones (either landlines or mobiles) is 

quite high, especially among some ethnic minority groups, very few households use the internet (either 

wireless, broadband or 3G). As a result, rather than mobile applications designed for smart phones, 

standard SMS can be used to 

disseminate information about social 

assistance programs and to send 

reminders once individuals have 

registered for a program. This 

approach has been found to work in 

other countries,30 and would be viable 

in Vietnam. There are examples of 

successful application in the low 

mountain areas in Ha Giang that are 

worth exploring further (see Box 6).  

 

 

Box 6: Social assistance communication using cell phones 
 
Given the relatively high coverage of cell phone use and improving Vietnamese literacy among many ethnic 
minority groups, especially in lower mountain areas, communication via SMS is an innovative approach. 
 
In Ha Giang, SMS has been widely used for other purposes. In the highland Meo Vac district, both the surveyed 
communes have used automated SMS to village heads on meeting schedules, disaster control, participation 
in community activities, etc. In 2017, one of the communes in Meo Vac district planned to use these 
automated SMS to reach all households. Though the commune gathered all household phone numbers, the 

                                                           
28 “We have a village PA speaker, and sometimes we listen to it, but we don't know what's on it since we don't 
speak Vietnamese." (Hmong woman, Meo Vac district, Ha Giang). 
29 A few Tay households in Quang Nam in the SASSP baseline survey (2015) and a few Kinh households in Lam 
Dong in the qualitative research (2018) reported having received some basic information on social assistance 
through television or the internet.  
30 For instance, in the Philippines, text messages, with symbols and pictures, stressing individual savings goals 
increased savings (Karlan et al 2014). 

Figure 17: Access to information  

 
Source: (Tùng et al. 2016). 
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initiative did not go live as commune officials raised concerns about low Vietnamese literacy of many ethnic 
people and frequent changes in phone numbers. However, these concern can be addressed. Most households 
can rely on younger household members and children to read Vietnamese. Stricter registration requirements 
set by phone service providers have reduced frequent change of phone numbers. In the lower mountain Vi 
Xuyen, a pilot school SMS system, offered by Vinaphone, was used by some schools, including for social 
assistance. For instance, in the 2016-2017 school year, a primary school registered 344 out of 372 parents to 
use the school SMS system (distributed as follows: 39% Tay parents, 37% Nung, 5% Hmong, 6% Dao and 13% 
Kinh). The 20 non-participating parents do not use the service as this phone messaging system only applies to 
Vinaphone subscribers. The school sent automated SMS on class schedules, parent-teacher conferences, 
students’ scores, and Decree 86 (social assistance) payments. Teachers felt this reduced their workload and 
parents reported greater awareness of school-related information.  
 
In contrast, in Quang Nam and Lam Dong, phone messaging has not been used. In the high poverty district 
(where all surveyed communes are Program 135 communes) of Quang Nam, there are areas with no cellular 
network or no electric grid. Most schools have no mechanism for sending automated messages to parents. A 
primary school in Lam Dong piloted sending announcements to parents through phone messages during 2016-
2017 but discontinued it as parents (ethnic minority and Kinh) did not have the habit of reading messages. As 
a result, teachers still needed to make calls or ask students to pass on messages. In both provinces, phone 
messaging is also not used for social assistance announcements to beneficiaries even where social 
collaborators are in place. This is due to the high cost for messaging (as it comes out of their relatively low 
monthly allowance) and due to lack of information on phone numbers of all beneficiaries. 
 
This was the same issue in Tra Vinh where all households had access to a mobile phone and outreach workers 
had stored some, not all, beneficiary phone numbers. However, this channel was rarely used as the workers 
found extensive use of mobile costly, given their limited allowance. 
 
Source: Thanh et al. (2018c, 2018b, 2018a). 

 

In addition, given the strong preference for face-to-face communication, it will be important to build 

local capacity. This will require training village leaders, both administrative and traditional (where 

these exist), to deliver information on social assistance programs and processes effectively (see Section 

4.3. on enhancing local capacity of local officials and leaders). 

It will also be important to expand the set of partners for disseminating social assistance 

information. The qualitative research suggests some possible partners. For instance, in almost all the 

surveyed communes, the Elderly Association plays a role in communication and registration for social 

pensions (under Decree 136), but to varying degrees. In Quang Nam and Lam Dong, the association 

plays some role in communication. In Tra Vinh, these associations not only bring information in person 

but also support applicants in registration. In two of the surveyed communes (in Tra Vinh and Ha 

Giang), the Elderly Association maintains lists of members above 80 years of age and proactively 

reached out to these potential beneficiaries to help with the application. The success of this outreach 

is reflected in less exclusion in recent years, as per village leaders. Other possible partners include 

grassroots cadres of the Women’s Union, as well as village-level traditional ethnic or religious leaders, 

where relevant (see Box 7). Finally, in some places, such as highland areas of Ha Giang, weekly village 

fairs provide a platform for dissemination on social assistance. These are economic gatherings and 

cultural events where people from Hmong, Dao and other ethnic groups are present. Street theatre 

may also be incorporated in social events. 

Box 7: The role of “influencers” 
 
Communication strategies for social assistance programs often rely on “influencers” who have greater 
credibility and voice in local communities in order to raise awareness, change perceptions and nudge action. 
These can be traditional clan or religious leaders.  
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In Tra Vinh, for example, the “head monk” (Sư cả) of Khmer wats (temples and monasteries) are influential 
figures in the community and may even sit on the Commune People's Council. Their main role is to mediate 
community conflicts and advocate compliance with community security and order policies. Due to the high 
level of inter-connectedness among the Khmer and Kinh in Tra Vinh, these leaders can potentially reach both 
groups. Some policy advocacy activities on security, social order, road safety, etc. have relied on the 
cooperation of Khmer pagoda monks. “The pagodas play a vital role. Everything becomes easy when it comes 
to the pagoda, including this education and communication. Coordinated efforts involving the pagoda is a good 
way to articulate policies, as we can call in as many as five villages. The commune also delivers the information 
via the pagodas, which are easier gathering points for the crowd. Less people will come if it is a conference 
room.” (Khmer man, Tra Vinh).  
 
In Lam Dong, there are a few communes with high percentage of Christians among the ethnic minorities. In 
these communes, churches are a hub for weekly gatherings. Village heads reported using these gatherings to 
remind beneficiaries to send application or to collect payments, and to make broader announcements. A few 
village heads also reported working with churches to make announcements and communicate issues on 
security and village meetings.  
 
Source: Thanh et al. (2018c, 2018b, 2018a). 

5.2. Registration and enrolment 

This section focuses on those aspects of social assistance registration and enrolment that constrain 

access for ethnic minorities. Social transfers (Decree 136) and education support (Decrees 86 and 82) 

require applications forms. The electricity cash transfer (Decision 28/60) does not require an 

application, as commune authorities prepare beneficiary lists based on the eligibility criteria. From the 

beneficiary point of view, this stage entails preparing and submitting the application and notification 

of approval.  

Preparing and submitting the application 

Most potential beneficiaries, both Kinh and ethnic minorities, especially women, in the surveyed 

communes tended to take a somewhat passive acceptance of social assistance, waiting to be 

informed on their individual entitlements and accepting whatever is given. Most respondents in the 

four study provinces reported a reluctance to actively seek out village or commune authorities to find 

out about their entitlements and enroll for social assistance program. In Ha Giang, for example, the 

Hmong, Giay and Dao fell in this group, while the Nung and Tay were more likely to proactively seek 

information and apply. Ethnic groups in Quang Nam (Co Tu) and Lam Dong (Co Ho) were also less likely 

to actively follow up with commune authorities. However, this is not limited only to ethnic minorities. 

For instance, in Tra Vinh, there is some evidence that poor Kinh, particularly women, feel equally 

constrained in enrolling for social assistance unless told to do so by local authorities.  

This leads ethnic minorities to apply for social assistance only if specifically notified by village, 

commune or school officials to do so. If this outreach does not happen, these ethnic minorities tend 

not to register. There were also reported cases of inaction on part of potential beneficiaries even after 

active outreach. This is driven largely by the perceptions of such groups of not wanting to be called 

“entitled” so they “take what is given” rather than actively apply (see Box 8 for voices from the field). 

Other equally important factors, however, include limited knowledge of social assistance, possible 

frustration with previous experience of dealing with commune authorities, particularly when distance 

and language are a constraint.31 In Quang Nam and Lam Dong also, in some communes, potential 

                                                           
31 In the highlands, Hmong households clusters often live at a distance from one another (the notion of "each 
family on a different hill"). This distance prevents them from frequent interactions within the community. In 



 

45 
 

beneficiaries of Decree 136 are invited to the commune to apply; these invitations are delivered in 

person by village heads or through phone calls to more remote locations.  

Box 8: Reluctance to seek information and apply for social assistance: Voices from the field 
 
Several ethnic minorities in the surveyed villages reported a reluctance to be seen as “taking advantage” or 
“seeming entitled”. 
 

“In the village meetings, the village heads said that the disabled are eligible for receiving the government’s 
assistance. My husband is also disabled but I refrain from asking the village head, otherwise they think that 
I want to take advantage of the government’s assistance. If we are eligible for the assistance, the village 
staff will let us know.” (Co Tu woman, Quang Nam). 
 
“Commune officials set up the appointment for the application and were not there, so the applicants won’t 
come back. People don’t like when someone gives them the runaround.” (Hmong man, Ha Giang). 

 
Not all ethnic minorities feel so constrained, however, as reported by social collaborators in these areas.  
 

“For the Hmong, I can inform them to apply once or twice and still don’t see them come. They would just 
let the village people and teachers do that for them, and won’t go no matter how many phone calls you 
give them. The Giay and Dao people are more active and will go do it right after I tell them to.”(Dao man, 
social collaborator, Ha Giang).  
 
“Among the average people, some who are better educated, so they know and go sign up. Most of the rest 
are not so savvy. Only when you ‘tap them', they would ‘wake up’ and go do it. No difference whether it is 
the Kinh or Khmer. Only two out of ten would consciously do it, and the other eight would just wait for you 
to come to ask them do something.” (Kinh man, social collaborator, Tra Vinh). 
 

Finally, this reluctance is not limited to ethnic minorities, as some poor Kinh households, particularly women, 
also feel the similarly constrained.  
 

“My husband passed away in 2015, when my family was near-poor household. At that time, I did ask the 
commune staff and was informed that we were not eligible since we were near-poor HHs while the 
assistance is for the poor households only. We became poor households in 2016 but I was shy to ask again 
since I already asked them once. I know my family is now eligible for the assistance but I do not want to 
request, so I wait until the officials tell us to prepare the application.”  (Kinh woman, Lam Dong). 
 
“I used to hear from a friend of mine that she had two grand-daughters without a mother, and they should 
benefit from social transfers, but nothing happened. I didn’t ask further as I wasn’t sure what or who to 
ask. People may see me as an entitled type, and my friends also said it was not true, so don’t bother to 
ask.”(Kinh woman, Tra Vinh).  

 
Source: Thanh et al. (2018c, 2018b, 2018a). 

 

Many applicants required the help of commune and school authorities in filling out their applications 

due to language constraints and lack of familiarity with official procedures. Application forms are in 

Vietnamese which some ethnic minorities, especially the elderly (aged 60 years and above) and 

women, cannot read. These are typically filled out by commune, village and school authorities. In some 

communes, officials felt that even when language was not a constraint, applicants, particularly ethnic 

minorities, were slow in filling out the unfamiliar forms.32 In some of the surveyed communes in Quang 

                                                           
contrast, the Dao and Giay tend to live in more close-knit clusters making frequent communication possible. 
Communication is also more common among the Hmong living in the low mountain areas.  
32 “Many Khmer people speak Vietnamese, but with these fill-in forms, it would be faster if I just ask the 
information from them and note it down, otherwise it would take a long time.” (Kinh man, commune official, Tra 
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Nam and Lam Dong, the commune officials felt that the resident ethnic groups (Kinh, Co Tu and Co Ho) 

were fluent in Vietnamese but still preferred to prepare the application forms in case of errors; 

applicants only signed. Similarly, teachers fill out applications for Decrees 86 and 116.  

Some applicants also required help in preparing the package of supporting documents, with distance 

and access to facilities for photocopying and notarizing documents playing a role. For instance, in Ha 

Giang, applicants in the high mountain district tended to submit originals to the commune and school, 

while those in the low mountain district tended to make and notarize the copies themselves and 

submitted the notarized copies. The former approach risks loss of original documents, preventing 

future access to social assistance and other critical support. However, these cases were much lower in 

the other three provinces, with most ethnic minorities preparing (i.e. making copies and having the 

papers certified) and and submitting their dossier themselves. In Tra Vinh, the Elderly Association 

prepared the application file for all elderly beneficiaries. In all provinces, most applicants for disability 

support (Decree 136) reported needing help with the paperwork. An interesting finding from Quang 

Nam and Lam Dong is that it is mostly women who prepare and submit the social assistance application 

package, largely because men are at work and wish to avoid long waiting times at the commune. This 

is the case among all ethnic groups in the area, regardless of social structure, i.e., in ethnic groups with 

matrilineal social structure (Co Ho and M’nong), ambilineal (Ca Dong/Xa Dong), or patrilineal (Co Tu 

and Kinh).  

Social assistance program enrolment imposes a high burden of documentation for applicants, with 

location and/or cultural factors sometimes exacerbating this burden for some ethnic minorities. 

Some ethnic minority groups lack the required documents especially in remote locations. For instance, 

in the low mountain district of Ha Giang, almost everyone had an ID card, including Hmong women. In 

the high mountain district, nearly 90 percent of men had an ID card, as it is needed to obtain a driver’s 

license, take a loan or work far from home. However, fewer elderly people or women (ranging from 

10-40 percent) had an ID card. Acknowledging this gap, the communes asked applicants for a copy of 

the household registration book instead of the ID card. Most children now have birth certificates, but 

there some differences across ethnic minority groups linked to home delivery (instead of delivery at 

health facilities) due to location and culture as well as perceived constraints imposed by early and 

consanguineous marriages among some groups (see Section 4.4).33 The lack of a birth certificate may 

be detrimental to obtaining health insurance benefits and subsequent application for education-

related social assistance benefits. At the same time, local authorities want to be certain of the 

sufficiency of documents and impose requirements additional to those specified in the policy 

documents.34 

                                                           
Vinh). “Both Kinh and ethnic people can write the application form themselves, but I am afraid they do not know 
how to fill in, so I help prepare the form for them to sign.” (Co Ho man, commune official, Lam Dong).  
33 For instance, in Ha Giang, most Dao, Giay, Tay and Nung parents obtain a birth certificate for their children 
immediately after birth. In contrast, some Hmong particularly in the high mountain district, get a birth certificate 
only when their children start school partly due to the greater proportion of home births and distance to health 
facilities and district centers for issuance of birth certificate. In addition, there are some cases where children 
born to under-age parents may wait until the parents are officially old enough. However, in Quang Nam and Lam 
Dong, birth certificates are registered under the mother’s family name even in underage marriages. In Tra Vinh, 
the few cases of delayed issuance (for both Kinh and Khmer) are largely because parents are migrant workers 
with the children left in the care of grandparents. 
34 For instance, all four surveyed provinces ask for notarized copies of documents. Tra Vinh requires a new birth 
certificate in case of missing information in the ID or resident book. In Ha Giang, for Decree 86, student need to 
file only one application for the school year but students from poor households have to file an additional poor 
household certificate each semester. See Van and Ha (2018).  
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There is also an issue of missing information in key documents, some of which imposes an additional 

burden of verification, particularly for ethnic minorities. For instance, documents such as birth 

certificates, ID cards, household registration books of older people often do not show the date of birth, 

just the year of birth. Though true for both Kinh and ethnic minorities, remoteness and geographic 

isolation can make this a more common problem among ethnic minorities. For instance, in Ha Giang, 

the qualitative study estimated about 70 percent of adults (including Hmong, Dao, Giay, Tay and Nung) 

in the high mountain districts and only 30-40 percent in the low mountain district were in this situation. 

In lowland Tra Vinh, a small share of both Kinh and Khmer adults aged 50-60 years or above faced this 

challenge. Similarly, an estimated 20-40 percent of the elderly in Quang Nam and 40-50 percent of the 

elderly in Lam Dong face the same issue, regardless of ethnicity. Most commune authorities use 

January 1 as the default birth date and month for these people but some communes impose additional 

requirements. One of the surveyed communes in Tra Vinh asks the applicant to get the village head 

(or a village resident older than themselves) to authenticate this newly assigned birthdate. One of the 

communes in Lam Dong asks applicants to report to the local public security office and revise all 

documents with the appropriate date of birth before submitting an application for social assistance.  

In some cases, there is information mismatch across documents due to language and cultural factors. 

For instance, names on ID, birth certificate and residence book often do not match due to naming 

practices of some ethnic minority groups (see Section 4.4). In most cases, these name changes are not 

registered with the commune and there are discrepancies across official documents. This makes it 

difficult to process social assistance applications and authenticate identity. Often, the applicant needs 

to correct relevant documents, some of which requires travel to the district. However, these practices 

of changing names seems to be less common now and these discrepancies in official documents appear 

to be minor.  

Transaction costs 

Application for social assistance is free of charge but imposes indirect costs for documentation and 

travel. For instance, applicants need to pay for photocopying documents. This is typically done at the 

commune office and costs are generally low.35 However, costs are higher in communes that do not 

have a copier and in those (as in one district in Lam Dong) that ask for more than one set of documents 

with a photograph (this increases the documentation cost by 3-5 times). In terms of time taken for the 

application at the commune, most applicants reported a single visit of half a day in Ha Giang and Tra 

Vinh and about 2-3 visits (each lasting a half-day) in Quang Nam and Lam Dong (due to the additional 

requirement of a photograph). However, application for disability support (Decree 136) incurs higher 

costs (for transportation, meals and lodging) as applicants need a medical examination at the 

district/province hospital to determine severity of disability. The examination is free for those with 

health insurance cards or resident in difficult areas but travel costs vary significantly by distance and 

connectivity. For women, it adds to their existing burden of unpaid work. 

Notification of enrolment 

The time lag between application and benefit award varies by program. It takes about 1-2 months 

for social transfers (Decree 136) but may take longer if there are discrepancies in names across 

documents, etc. Disability support takes significantly longer as it involves commune referral for 

medical examination at hospitals and disability verification panels. In the four provinces, these cases 

varied from 3-4 months to 1.5 years from application to benefit receipt.  

                                                           
35 The cost for one set of documents was estimated to be about VND 2,000-5,000 in Ha Giang, VND 5,000 in Tra 
Vinh and VND 10,000 in Quang Nam and Lam Dong.  



 

48 
 

A critical gap in the application process is the inability to track applications. Applicants are not 

provided a receipt when they submit their application; if misplaced, the entire dossier needs to be 

reconstructed. This is an even bigger problem if original supporting documents are submitted along 

with the application. In the few such cases found in the surveyed communes, households did not apply 

again. Four of the eight surveyed communes in Quang Nam and Lam Dong reported providing receipts 

but only applicants in one commune reported getting a receipt.  

Applicants are not informed of the status of their applications, even when approved.36 As per Decree 

136 regulations, results are supposed to be publicly posted within 7 days of completing the application 

assessment. This is almost never done. Applicants have no option but to wait without knowing if their 

application has been reviewed and is successful. Most communes and schools do not information 

beneficiaries individually nor do they publicly display the beneficiary lists as a means of notification. In 

Ha Giang, for example, the low mountain district distributes the approval decision for social transfers 

(Decree 136) to all beneficiaries, keeping a copy at the commune. In the high mountain district, the 

commune officials reported concerns that the ethnic minorities (Hmong, Dao and Giay) would not 

understand the documents (in Vietnamese) and could lose them; these documents were handed over 

to village authorities or educated Kinh villagers, and not to the beneficiaries. In Tra Vinh and Quang 

Nam, decision documents are handed over to beneficiaries by communes. In Lam Dong, applications 

are approved through a single decision document for the entire commune (instead of on a case-by-

case basis). As a result, communes do not distribute these decisions to beneficiaries and instead inform 

village heads, who in turn inform beneficiaries verbally.37 However, in one of the surveyed districts, 

two copies of the decision are issued, allowing communes to distribute to beneficiaries and retain a 

copy. Similarly, schools do not notify students approved for education-related support (Decree 86 and 

116) until funds are transferred to the school and benefits can be paid. Unsuccessful applicants are 

also rarely informed in all four programs. This lack of notification is a particular concern as ethnic 

minorities take a passive view of their entitlements and are unlikely to enquire about application 

status. 

Opportunities  

The qualitative research emphasizes the importance of promoting a more active approach to 

registering and applying for social assistance benefits. This means empowering eligible households 

and individuals to ask for their entitlements and to deal effectively with commune authorities. This will 

require improvements on two fronts. First, eligible beneficiaries need to be informed of their social 

assistance entitlements. Second, it also requires addressing conscious and unconscious biases of local 

officials. For instance, some commune officials and village heads in the surveyed areas felt that though 

they informed and guided some ethnic minority groups, they were “slow” and “never do”. This was 

particularly the case when some groups (such as the Hmong in Ha Giang) are over-represented in the 

poor list and face stigmatization by other groups (see Box 3). However, some ethnic minorities may 

face additional challenges in terms of understanding the processes and may need more specific 

guidance and strong, timely encouragement from local officials. Their previous experience of dealing 

with commune authorities may also serve as a deterrent, particularly when distance and language are 

a constraint. 

                                                           
36 There is another issue whereby communes also do not have approved beneficiary lists for some programs 
(electricity, education) as the district office sends the approved list directly to the post office as the payment 
agency. A duplicate list should also be sent to communes for information and communication with beneficiaries. 
37 Language constraints and illiteracy are also cited as a reason. 
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Simplifying procedures and reducing the documentation burden will also reduce transaction costs 

and make social assistance more accessible to ethnic minorities, especially women. This will be 

particularly important in reducing the burden of unpaid work among women. For instance, application 

forms in areas with high ethnic minority population can be translated into local languages. 

Documentation can be significantly reduced by standardizing requirements and removing redundant 

documents. In addition, some documents will not be necessary with better information-sharing across 

government agencies. For instance, poor household certificates need not be included in the application 

dossiers if the recently introduced national database of poor households, or the poor list, is officially 

shared among related bodies (communes, districts, schools). In the qualitative research, some schools 

did not ask students to submit poor household certificates; instead they verify the poor status in the 

list of poor households of the commune. Some schools also did not ask for birth certificates and 

registration books for social assistance applications, as they already had these archived with the 

student profiles at the time of school enrolment. This information-sharing reduces the burden on 

applicants to provide the same information for different programs. It may require building closer 

collaboration and information sharing among related bodies, following good practice in some of the 

surveyed areas. 

In addition, greater clarity and some degree of standardization is required with respect to 

registration and application processes. Short, focused operational manuals should be developed and 

issued to all communes, specifying the first steps on updating and screening households, consulting 

with village heads, identifying potential beneficiaries and informing and helping them to register for 

social assistance, especially in areas with high population of ethnic minorities. Specific guidance is 

required for groups that are more likely to be excluded and for women, given differences in their work 

and travel patterns  relative to men (e.g., women often prefer to combine a trip to pick up benefit 

payments with market days). 

 

Mechanisms need to be developed to ensure local officials and beneficiaries are kept informed of 

the application status and decision. At present, successful applicants do not know when their 

application is approved and they can obtain benefits, nor do unsuccessful applicants know why they 

have not been granted with assistance. Since most ethnic minorities do not actively track their 

applications, this can lead to exclusion of those most in need of assistance. Most beneficiaries are 

unaware of the hotline; further efforts to strengthen mechanisms for grievance redress are needed. 

Ethnic minorities face additional challenges without a grievance redressal mechanism, as they are both 

“afraid to ask” while also more concerned about being considered “demanding”. Guidelines are 

needed, specifying procedures to provide receipt of application, updates on application status, 

notification of final decision (along with reasons), and grievance redressal. 

Local officials also need to be trained on social assistance procedures and gender-sensitive 

communication techniques so as to provide clear guidance to ethnic minorities. Gaps in their 

knowledge and understanding of social assistance programs, such as eligibility criteria, need to be 

addressed through regular training and updates via SMS or other forms of communication. In addition, 

good practice in some of the surveyed areas showed the importance of active outreach based on initial 

screening using available information (such as population lists). In some of the surveyed villages, 

exclusion errors were lower when officials are more knowledgeable and more active in screening 

potential beneficiaries to encourage them to register. 
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5.3. Benefit payment 

This section focuses on those aspects of benefit payment processes that are particularly challenging 

for ethnic minorities. In the four study provinces, three of the social assistance programs (Decree 136, 

Decree 86, and Decision 28/60) reviewed in this paper use a third party payment agency (post offices) 

for making payments, while payments for the fourth program (Decree 116) are made through schools. 

From the beneficiary point of view, this stage entails notification of the payment date, receipt of 

benefits and associated procedures (including identity authentication, authorization of proxies, etc.) 

as well as any costs incurred (e.g., travel to the payment location). 

Notification of payment date 

The four provinces follow slightly different methods for notifying beneficiaries to pick up benefit 

payments for the four programs reviewed, with varying levels of pro-activeness. In the case of social 

transfers (Decree 136), fund transfers to the post office are generally on time and payment dates are 

fixed in most communes. For the education and electricity benefits, however, fund transfers have often 

been delayed, making it even more important to notify beneficiaries of the payment time.  

Most communes take a passive approach to notifying beneficiaries, particularly where payment 

schedules are fixed (as for Decree 136 benefits). In Quang Nam, communes do not notify beneficiaries 

as the payment date is fixed; they only notify social collaborators to inform beneficiaries in case of late 

arrival of funds. They also remind beneficiaries every month at the time of payment. In Ha Giang, some 

communes display the payment schedule on a permanent bulletin board at the commune post office 

and remind beneficiaries at the time of payment. However, as noted in Section 5.1, bulletin boards are 

not every effective; these post offices reported receiving enquires about the payment date on the 

phone every month while some respondents reported forgetting the payment date and making 

multiple visits to the post office as a result. In cases of programs with frequent delays in fund transfer, 

commune post officers are typically not informed of the reason for the delay and are unable to explain 

to beneficiaries. Given the difficulties in informing beneficiaries of changes in payment schedules, 

particularly those living in remote areas, word of mouth is the only, but usually unreliable, source of 

information. Many people make several trips to the commune post office to receive their benefits. For 

women, this increases their burden of unpaid work. 

Other communes, sometimes in the same districts and provinces, take a more active approach for 

Decree 136 and electricity transfers (Decision 28/60). In Lam Dong, Tra Vinh and some communes in 

Ha Giang, commune post offices provide information to social collaborators and village heads, who are 

responsible for informing beneficiaries of the payment date for social transfers. For example, in Ha 

Giang, one of the communes in the high mountain district gives social collaborators copies of the 

beneficiary lists to ensure they inform all in person. In Tra Vinh, though the post office informs social 

collaborators, the large village sizes make it difficult to reach all beneficiaries in person, increasing 

reliance on word of mouth transmission of information.38 In one of the communes, post office staff 

call beneficiaries. In Lam Dong, village loudspeakers are used to inform beneficiaries in most 

communes, but some clusters of households that live in far-flung hamlets may be left out in large 

villages.  

                                                           
38 Village heads also play this role for social transfers in the three provinces but not in Tra Vinh, possibly due to 
the transition to Vietnam Post as the payment agency (instead of commune social officers and village heads 
previously). “I would wait for someone to tell me when to go pick it up. The village head will not inform you on 
this. Back then when we pick up the money in the commune, the village head still did it, but now, the word is just 
passed from one person to the next.” (Khmer woman, Tra Vinh).  
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In the case of education-related support (Decrees 86 and 116), schools notify students to inform 

their parents of the payment date and location. In the case of the schools with a phone messaging 

system in Ha Giang (see Box 6), the school sends a SMS to parents with the date. For Decree 116, 

parents need to collect in-kind transfers (rice, etc.) from the school while the meal allowance is paid 

at the post office. Post offices in Quang Nam also display updated payment schedules on their 

electronic portal.  

Payment process 

Most beneficiaries, from all ethnic groups, found the payment process straightforward and did not 

report any major challenges particularly when programs issued cashbooks to record transactions. 

Recipients of Decree 136, Decree 86 and Decision 28 need to bring their cashbook to record 

transactions and an ID proof for authentication (ID card, household registration book or poor 

household certificate). Some, but not all, districts have issued cashbooks to beneficiaries, allowing 

them to keep track of timing, amount and recipient of benefit payments. In areas where cashbooks 

are not issued, there is no record of transactions maintained. In these cases, some beneficiaries 

(including Hmong, Tay, Nung and Dao beneficiaries in Ha Giang and Ca Dong/Xa Dong and Co Tu 

beneficiaries in Quang Nam) did not remember exactly whether they had received their benefits, when 

and how much. In other cases, as in Lam Dong, beneficiaries of electricity transfers had to bring original 

copies of poor household certificates, increasing the risk of loss, on which transactions could be 

recorded.  

Though benefits can be collected in person or by an authorized nominee, most beneficiaries prefer 

to collect in person for greater financial independence. In all provinces except Tra Vinh, post officers 

reported that most people, from all ethnic groups, preferred to collect money themselves rather than 

send their children or others to collect on their behalf. The motivation seemed to be a desire for control 

over spending choices. Only those living in very remote villages and/or unable to move easily tended 

to nominate younger family members. An exception seemed to be the Hmong who preferred to collect 

in person, regardless of distance.39 In Tra Vinh, however, only the elderly collect benefits in person; 

other beneficiaries send younger family members as most are at work or have moved to urban areas. 

Children of migrant parents, often lviing with grandparents, also collected their education-benefits 

themselves. In most cases, women would collect benefit payments. 

Some ethnic minority groups found it challenging to officially nominate a proxy as per program rules, 

which requires an authorization letter authenticated by the commune.40 In Ha Giang, this is the case 

for the Hmong, Dao and Giay, particularly those not fluent in Vietnamese and those living at a distance 

from the commune. The commune post offices have introduced some flexibility to cater to these 

challenges. For instance, one district did not ask for a formal authorization letter so long as the proxy 

brings the cash book. In the other district, the cash book already lists two authorized names (based on 

authorization letters at the time the book was issued) but also allows other proxies in possession of 

the cashbook. In Tra Vinh, though the Khmer did not find it difficult to prepare an authorization letter, 

it needed to be renewed every three months. In 2017, this changed with issuance of the cashbook with 

two authorized proxies and validity of a year. In Quang Nam, authorization letters are only required 

for large payments (above VND 270,000 which is the minimum benefit under Decree 136); post officers 

report rely on their knowledge of local residents. In contrast, authorization letters were required in 

both surveyed districts in Lam Dong. Education-support beneficiaries (Decree 86 and 116) had to 

                                                           
39 “I love to go get the money. I would take a shortcut; it takes nearly two hours to walk to the post office. I walk 
like that every month, even if my kids had not gone to China, I still walked by myself.”(Hmong woman, Ha Giang). 
40 Letter of authorization templates are different in places, with validity of 3 months, 6 months, or one year. 
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submit photocopies of their registration books or poor household certificates when receiving the 

payments, unless post officers were able to vouch for their identity.  

Transaction costs are not particularly high for collecting benefit payments at the post office, but 

ethnic minorities living in distant and hard-to-reach villages incur higher costs.  

Waiting times are generally low but can vary 

significantly. Both payment officers and 

recipients in all four provinces reported that 

the actual transaction (including cross-

checking the beneficiary payment list, cash 

payment and signing/pressing of fingerprint) 

takes only a few minutes per recipient. 

However, waiting times vary significantly 

depending on the number of beneficiaries to 

be paid and how the post office organizes the 

monthly schedule. For instance, in Tra Vinh, 

beneficiaries reported the waiting time was no more 2-3 hours.41 Some commune post offices reduce 

queues and waiting times by organizing the payment schedule by village. For instance, in some 

communes in Lam Dong and Ha Giang, payment dates were scheduled by village; waiting time in these 

payment locations was about 20-30 minutes. This is a good strategy especially for ethnic minorities 

living in distant and hard-to-reach villages (e.g., the Hmong, Dao, Tay and Nung in Ha Giang or the Co 

Tu, Ca Dong/Xa Dong and M’Nong in Quang Nam and Lam Dong), where it takes a full day to travel to 

the post office, wait their turn, collect their payment and return. In larger communes and those that 

do not set aside pay days by village, waiting times can be longer. However, in some communes, 

beneficiaries did not necessarily go to the post office on the scheduled day for their village, despite 

scheduling payment days by village. 

Travel and other costs can be a constraint, especially 

for the poorest and for those living in remote areas. 

Travel costs consist of fuel for motorcycles or equivalent 

money to ‘borrow’ a motorcycle; available estimates are 

roughly about 15 percent of the minimum benefit 

amount for Decree 136.42 The poorest sometimes opt to 

walk rather than bear this cost. In Lam Dong, in addition 

to travel cost, beneficiaries have to pay VND 500-2,000 

for photocopies of registration books/poor household 

certificates or for photos, depending on district-specific 

requirements. In some districts of Quang Nam and Lam 

Dong, payments are made by district post offices; these post officers go to communes for no more 

than two days. If beneficiaries fail to attend during these two days, they have to travel to district post 

offices or post offices in other communes to receive their benefits. 

                                                           
41 “It’s like lottery getting the money. You can get it right away if you’re lucky. You wait for one hour if it’s not too 
crowded, otherwise, you wait for two hours.” (Khmer woman, Tra Vinh). 
42 “I walk there to get the money. If I can go by bike, I would give the owner VND20,000 for the gas each way.” 
(Hmong man, Meo Vac district, Ha Giang). “If I have someone take me there on their motorbike, I will give him or 
her VND 50,000. I pay voluntarily, not on their demand.” (Co Tu woman, Quang Nam). 
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Opportunities  

Though the payment process by the post office is well accepted, service quality can be strengthened 

by consistently using unique household or individual identifiers and improving collaboration 

between the commune and post offices to ensure no one is missed out. At present, payment lists 

have not been consolidated by unique household identifiers (only Decree 136 lists have household IDs, 

while electricity and education transfer lists have only the household head name). As a result, errors 

occur when the names of household heads are identical. Several such cases were found, for example 

among the Dao where a village may have only three major family names (Dang, Trieu and Phung) and 

family and first names are often similar. 43 Similarly, in Lam Dong, Co Ho names are sometimes 

miswritten in official documents. Post office staff reach out to social collaborators and village heads to 

identify beneficiaries but this can be done more systematically. At present, most commune officials do 

not receive the payment list of beneficiaries as this is transmitted directly from the district department 

to the post office. In Ha Giang and Tra Vinh, communal officials are not provided with the list of 

payments and are unable to check and correct the mistake in case beneficiaries are mistakenly missed 

out. In Quang Nam and in two communes in Lam Dong, commune officials receive the payment list. In 

addition, as noted above, feedback mechanisms regarding benefit payments need to be developed.  

Transaction costs can be further reduced by scheduling payment dates more efficiently, following 

good practice in the surveyed areas. For instance, waiting times can be reduced by scheduling 

payment dates by village and ensuring people are informed and reminded about this schedule. Cell 

phones can be used to send SMS messages at least to village heads and other local leaders to inform 

beneficiaries regarding the payment date. In areas where cell phones are more prevalent, messages 

can also be sent to beneficiaries directly. At the same time, payment agents at the post office need to 

be trained on scheduling payments by village or hamlets, prioritizing more remote hamlets. This is a 

particular concern in the districts in Quang Nam and Lam Dong where district post offices go to 

communes to make payments. Documentation requirements, especially in some communes in Lam 

Dong, should be simplified and reduced. Finally, processes for authorization of proxies needs to be 

simplified, with more room for local flexibility.  

 

The practice of home delivery in most of the surveyed communes in Ha Giang, Quang Nam and Lam 

Dong, at least for beneficiaries (Decree 136) who are unable to travel, should be expanded. These 

beneficiaries are generally people with disability, elderly or orphans with elderly caretakers. In Lam 

Dong, post officers also deliver electricity payments at home to households that have not collected 

their benefits in the last quarter of the year, and to remote villages with a small number of 

beneficiaries. These home deliveries are undertaken to deal with pending payments but can be 

considered for other social assistance beneficiaries, including for education support and electricity 

transfers, where beneficiaries (e.g. parents of children) are unable to travel the long distance to pick 

up payments.  

                                                           
43 “I'm delivering the electricity transfer, but there are some problems with the identical family and first names.  

The electricity transfer list has three parts - poor households, households without electricity and beneficiary 

households using less than 50 KWh a month, and all these three have the same names from a same village. A few 

days later, I would scan the list to see who has not received the cash so inform them, but with the same names, I 

don’t know who has got the money and who has not. So I have to ask the village head/OW to find that out for me 

and ask the ones who have not to come in.” (Kinh woman, post office staff, Ha Giang).  
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It is also worth exploring the potential for mobile payments, at least in lowland areas like Tra Vinh 

where cell phones are widespread and access to markets is easier. Though distance does not 

constrain these households from collecting benefit payments, they face greater opportunity costs in 

terms of lost wages. Migration is also high in these areas, both among the Khmer and the Kinh. As a 

result, children receiving education support are often left in the care of elderly grandparents while 

their parents migrate for work. These beneficiaries would benefit from easier access to benefit 

payments (see Huyen (2018) for feasibility assessment of electronic payments for social assistance).  

 The qualitative research also provided some insights into the potential for consolidating benefits. 

Some beneficiaries, both ethnic minorities and Kinh, especially in low lying areas, have expressed a 

preference for bundling small social assistance benefits to minimize transaction costs. For instance, 

beneficiaries of electricity transfers prefer to collect payments once in every two or three quarters 

rather than monthly. The BPR notes several issues with respect to benefit consolidation44 and 

recommends using an integrated payment book and payment lists based on the recently introduced 

national database of poor households and social assistance beneficiaries. The government is also 

considering benefit consolidation at the policy level, in terms of moving away from multiple, small 

programs to better-designed, more coherent package of support (see Dutta and Sen (2018). For 

instance, Ministry of Finance has recently proposed discontinuing the electricity transfer and 

integrating it with other social assistance programs for the poor.  

6. Usage of social assistance benefits 

Patterns of use 

A commonly held concern that social assistance may give rise to dependency on government support 

is not borne out by this qualitative research. For instance, most respondents, including local officials, 

ethnic majority and minorities, felt this perception of freeriding on government support was 

unfounded (see Box 9). Only in some villages in Lam Dong and Quang Nam some Kinh and ethnic 

minority respondents raised concerns about dependency on the poor list (though not specifically on 

social assistance).  Respondents felt this lack of dependency was reflected in the tendency of most 

ethnic minorities to apply for social assistance only when specifically asked to do so (see Section 5.2) 

and seek other avenues to cope with poverty. Many respondents also felt social assistance benefits 

covered only a small part of household expenditure, so that sole dependency on state support would 

result in deprivation. At the same time, being on the poor list is valued as it provides access to many 

sources of social support that poor and near-poor households may lack. For instance, some Kinh and 

Co Tu respondents in Quang Nam indicated some households wanted stay on the poor list for the 

subsidized access to health insurance to cope with health shocks that can push households back into 

or deeper into poverty. In some cases, the rationing of the poor list and associated social assistance 

and other social policy support lead to some better-off ethnic minority groups stigmatize worse off 

ethnic minority groups as being dependent (see Box 3 above). 

Box 9: Voices from the field on perceptions of misuse 
 

Most respondents, including officials and villagers, felt the perception of dependency was not valid.  

                                                           
44 At present, the payment process is fragmented, with different cashbooks used for different social assistance 
programs. These books are not well-designed (e.g., necessary fields, such as payment frequency, are missing) 
and information on authorized proxies are missing in most areas. The payment list has also not been consolidated 
due to constraints in creating and using the national database. Coordinating payment frequency is difficult due 
to delays in fund transfers for different programs. Finally, provinces and districts need to ensure timely budget 
availability to ensure predictable social assistance benefit payments.  
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“The idea that “poor EM people want to free-ride on available government support” can’t be further from 
the truth, since I don’t ask for it. The government wants to give it to us, and it’s up to us to  receive it.” 
(Hmong woman, Ha Giang).  
 
“Rumor has it that ethnic minorities are dependent. It is not true, people may keep making up stories, I am 
not dependent and still have to work. It’d be difficult for me without any social assistance, but I need to  
keep working.” (woman, Lam Dong).  
 
“Social assistance payments for the poor is too little to depend on. If they were dependent on the State’s 
support they would starve to death. They have to make a living.” (Co Tu man, Quang Nam). 

 
Most respondents also felt benefits were not misused for wasteful consumption, though these reactions were 
more mixed.  

“I sell liquor but I’ve never seen anyone spend their social assistance payment for this. Out of ten recipients 
of the payment, five would immediately buy food” (Kinh woman, Quang Nam).  
 
“I don’t assign men to go to receive social assistance payments because I’m afraid he’d go drinking. Most 
of the time the wife would go, otherwise the husband would be drunk and lost. It’s real, I’m not joking” (Ca 
Dong woman, Quang Nam) 
 
“No one would spend their social assistance payments for liquor or gambling. Neither men nor women. 
They don’t have money for such purposes. Men do drink but only during festivals or feasts. They will be 
drunk but still go to work the day after.” (Co Tu woman, Quang Nam). 

 
Source: (Thanh et al. 2018c, b, a).  

 

Neither is the perception that the poor, particularly ethnic minorities, are unable or unwilling to use 

social assistance benefits effectively. Analysis of the VLSS reveals that expenditure patterns do not 

vary significantly between ethnic minority and Kinh-Hoa households receiving at least one social 

assistance transfer and households not receiving any transfers (see Table 5). Benefits were generally 

not used for alcohol, smoking or gambling – expenditure on these items is not significantly different 

from social assistance recipient households and non-recipients. These findings are corroborated by the 

qualitative research (see Box 9). Though some villages reported 1-2 cases of men drinking, these were 

not limited to any specific ethnic groups and respondents noted the other family members in these 

individuals’ households were generally hard-working. These cases were seen as very rare especially 

since more women have taken on the responsibility of collecting benefit payments. 

In the qualitative research, most respondents felt the transfers had been used for the intended 

beneficiary and for the intended purpose. In most cases, social assistance benefits were used first for 

the well-being of the intended beneficiaries and only then shared with the family. Systematic 

information from in-depth interviews of social assistance beneficiaries reveals that the bulk of 

individual-level social assistance benefits (social transfers under Decree 136 and education-related 

support under Decrees 86 and 116) are spent on the beneficiaries, with the remainder, if any, used for 

meeting food and general expenses of the household (including education of other siblings). The 

exceptions are individual-level social transfers to single parents with young children. These are 

typically household heads and tend to pool their benefits with general household funds. Household-

level benefits (such as electricity transfers under Decision 28/60) are also generally pooled with 

household expenses and spent largely on the electricity bill (or lighting fuel, depending on connected 

to electricity grids), food and general expenses. In Tra Vinh, some households also used benefits to 

repay small debts.  
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Table 5: Expenditure patterns of recipient and non-recipient households, among ethnic minorities  

SA non-SA SA non-SA SA non-SA SA non-SA

 Total expenditure per capita 11,090   17,183   26,110   33,644   13,528   23,708   34,147   42,882   

Food expenditure share (%) 55.6 50.9 44.2 41.3 51.2 44.1 37.7 35.7

Drink expenditure share (%) 2.4 2.3 1.6 1.9 2.3 2.1 1.5 1.7

Smoking expenditure share (%) 1.2 1.0 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8

Non-food expenditure share (%) 44.4 49.1 55.8 58.7 48.8 55.9 62.3 64.3

Education expenditure share (%) 2.7 2.0 4.4 3.4 2.6 1.9 4.0 3.1

Health expenditure share (%) 3.5 3.8 5.3 4.4 3.2 3.5 5.6 4.5

Electricity expenditure share (%) 1.5 2.0 2.5 2.8 1.6 2.2 2.5 2.8

Ethnic minority 

households

Ethnic minority 

households

20162014

Kinh-Hoa 

households

Kinh-Hoa 

households

 

Source: VLSS 2014 and 2016. 

Social transfers under Decree 136 are largely used for the intended recipient, with the remainder 

shared with the family. Though the elderly typically co-reside with their children, most retain financial 

control over their benefits. Household members also see these benefits as a means to take care of the 

elderly. Social transfers are largely used for the intended recipient, to buy food, treats and clothes. In 

Tra Vinh, Quang Nam and Lam Dong, elderly recipients also spend on better health care than that 

provided with the health insurance card (and on religious activities in Tra Vinh and Quang Nam). 

Though disability benefits are managed by the care-givers, almost all of the benefit is spent on the 

beneficiaries, given their greater expenses on medication, basic disability aids and special foods. At the 

same time, for elderly and disabled benefits, individual recipients in poorer households feel obliged to 

share with the household.  

Education-related social assistance is spent primarily on education related and other expenses of 

the beneficiary students. In the case of Decree 116, assistance is tied closely to the intended end use 

by design. Students in boarding schools only receive rice at the end of the semester, while students 

not living in dormitories spend all their benefits on accommodation, meals and school material 

expenses. The Decree 86 cash transfer is also spent largely on education but the composition varies 

(with respect to spending on books, notebooks, stationery and contributions to schools), depending 

on the local school system and preferences. In Ha Giang, the primary expense is textbooks and learning 

materials (see Box 10). In Tra Vinh, Quang Nam and Lam Dong, school-related contributions are the 

main expense.45 In all surveyed areas, parents from all ethnic groups, including the poor, also use the 

benefits to buy clothes and treats for beneficiary children and give the children daily pocket money. 

The total monthly amount spend on pocket money may even be more than the monthly benefit of 

VND100,000 under Decree 86. Most respondents reported the social assistance benefit was helpful 

but not sufficient to cover all schooling costs. 

 

 

 

Box 10:  Variations in use of Decree 86 transfers for textbooks 
 

                                                           
45 Commune officials and community members reported that students of all ethnic groups have to make various 
contributions to the school (such as the school building maintenance and repair, facilities such as drinking water, 
materials, class funds, etc.). In Tra Vinh, parents also need to purchase uniforms. 
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In Ha Giang and Quang Nam, schools purchase textbooks for poor students and recoup payment from Decree 
86 benefits. Respondents in Ha Giang cited lack of access (there was no bookshop in some of the communes) 
and knowledge (many Hmong, Dao and Giay were afraid of buying the wrong books by mistake). The post 
office would withhold the costs for textbooks and learning instruments (to be collected by the teachers) before 
paying the rest of the benefit to the beneficiaries. Alternatively, teachers would either visit the post office to 
collect money from parents. Most respondents, teachers and ethnic minority parents, were not happy with 
this approach and preferred to receive these benefit payments at the school where these transactions could 
be done on the spot.  
 
However, in areas with high school contribution fees, schools and parents adopt different strategies to provide 
students with text books. Khmer student often rely on donations from benefactors or get used books from 
older students. In one of the districts in Quang Nam and Lam Dong, schools lend text books to both poor and 
non-poor students and re-collect them at the end of the year. In the second district in Lam Dong, schools lend 
text books to poor students, while non-poor students have to buy their own.  
 
Source: Thanh et al. (2018c, 2018b, 2018a). 

 

This relatively close alignment between the intended and actual use can be attributed for the most 

part to decisions by beneficiary households and individuals themselves. The exception was 

education-related support, where schools reminded parents to use the social assistance benefits 

(under Decrees 86 and 116) for the students.46 However, none of the surveyed areas had village codes 

that penalized misuse of social assistance benefits. Only in Ha Giang, village heads encouraged 

beneficiaries to use the benefits primarily for intended beneficiaries. This was not the case in the other 

three provinces. In fact, in Quang Nam and Lam Dong, village officials and social collaborators rarely 

promote the rightful use of payments because there is a common perception among all Ca Dong/Xo 

Dang, Co Tu, Cil/Co Ho, M’nong and Co Ho ethnic groups that outsiders should not intervene in how a 

family spend their money. Despite this, most of the respondents were aware of the need to use the 

benefits in the interest of the beneficiary.  

In summary, two commonly cited concerns of dependency on state support and misuse of social 

assistance benefits are not borne out by this research. Most respondents, including local officials, 

ethnic majority and minorities, felt this perception of freeriding on government support was 

unfounded. Benefits were generally not used for alcohol, smoking or gambling. In general, transfers 

had been used for the intended beneficiary and for the intended purpose.  

Intra-household decision making 

Women play an important role in managing overall household income in most ethnic minority 

groups. In ethnic minority groups with matriarchal social structures (Cil/Co Ho, M’nong), women have 

traditionally been the keepers of household money. In bilateral ethnic minority groups (Khmer, Ca 

Dong/Xo Dang) both men and women have been responsible for managing household expenses. In 

patriarchal ethnic minority groups (Hmong, Dao, Tay, Nung, Co Tu), traditional gender roles are slowly 

evolving and women are increasingly taking on this responsibility. This is especially the case in younger 

families, as young women are now more literate, mobile (can ride motorcycles) and able to access 

markets, etc. In addition, migration among men in some ethnic minority groups has put women in the 

position of de facto household head in some groups. In some highly patriarchal groups like Hmong and 

                                                           
46 “The teacher said that this money is for the children, so it must be used for their schooling, not other things. I 

would use this money to pay for my child’s lodging and then to buy the textbooks.”( Dao man, Ha Giang). “The 

school told us to use the payments for school fees, or to buy apparel and footwears for our children.”  (Co Tu 

woman, Quang Nam).  
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Co Tu, women continue to have significantly lower voice in the family and community. In the surveyed 

areas in Ha Giang, Tay, Dao and Nung women had more say in household expenditure than Hmong 

women.  

Women are likely to play an important role in deciding on the usage of social assistance benefits. 

The qualitative research indicates that most decisions on household expenditure are discussed by the 

husband and wife for consensus (regardless of social structure). In most cases, day-to-day expenses 

(such as groceries, clothing, schooling, etc.) tended to fall in the domain of women, while larger 

expenses (such as asset, production, etc.) remained largely the domain of men. Thus, decisions 

regarding small expenses (such as the relatively small social assistance benefits) are taken by women. 

Purchases of assets or production inputs that are decided by men cannot be financed by social 

assistance benefits. In cases of conflict, men tended to take the final decision in patriarchal or biarchal 

ethnic groups with patriarchy or biarchy, while women did so in matriarchal ethnic groups (Thanh et 

al. 2018c, b, a).  

The patterns of usage of social assistance seems to be independent of the intra-household decision-

keeping process. In-depth interviews with beneficiaries, men and women respondents reported 

similar preferences with respect to the use of social assistance benefits. There were also no differences 

reported in the usage of social assistance benefits for boys or girls in ethnic minority households in the 

surveyed areas. This was the case regardless of social structure. Thus, though sons inherited land and 

assets in patriarchal groups while daughters did so in matriarchal groups, there was no siginficant 

diference in the use of social assistance benefits for sons and daughters, including education-related 

support. 

7. Conclusions and recommendations 

This paper uses a mixed methods approach to examine the performance of Vietnam’s social 

assistance system for ethnic minorities and identifies possible barriers of access at every stage of 

delivery. The paper focuses on selected social assistance programs, namely social transfers to 

vulnerable groups (including the elderly, people with disability, orphans and others, under Decree 

136), education-related cash transfers and other support (under Decree 116 and Decree 86) and 

electricity cash transfers (Decision 28). National-level analysis of household surveys is supplemented 

by in-depth qualitative research in four provinces - Hà Giang, Quảng Nam, Lâm Đồng and Trà Vinh. 

Recognizing the considerable heterogeneity among ethnic minority groups, the paper focuses on the 

most populous ethnic minority groups in these provinces to highlight challenges and opportunities for 

different groups.  

The paper finds that though the social assistance system now affords better coverage of ethnic 

minorities, the overall system is quite complex, fragmented and remains thinly resourced. A large 

number of programs, often with overlapping objectives and target groups, are managed by a large 

number of government agencies. This fragmentation leads to possible confusion and duplicate effort 

by local officials and beneficiaries.  

Performance in terms of coverage, targeting and service delivery can also be substantially improved. 

There is under-coverage of ethnic minority eligible households, likely due to budget constraints and 

demand-side constraints of low awareness and a relatively passive approach to applying for social 

assistance benefits. A substantial number of ethnic minority households are unable to access social 

assistance, particularly in programs without explicit ethnicity eligibility criteria. Budget constraints, 

linked to local-level poverty-targets, have led to significant exclusion errors. While social assistance 

benefits are an important source of support for beneficiary households, payments are often irregular 
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(linked to irregular budget allocation and funds transfer). For ethnic minorities living in remote areas,  

travel time and cost to collect cash payments can be high, leading to a preference for predictable, 

consolidated benefit payments delivered through more convenient mechanisms.  

In addition to the challenges imposed by bottlenecks in the social assistance delivery system, some 

ethnic minority groups can face additional challenges due to their specific characteristics. These 

include the following: (a) geographic isolation, implying greater travel time and cost to travel from 

villages to communes and districts; (b) low Vietnamese literacy that limits an understanding of official 

communication on social assistance; (c) low capacity of local authorities and cadres; and (d) specific 

social and cultural norms that can potentially impede social assistance access.  

This paper identifies some opportunities to improve the system, through simplification of social 

assistance processes and/or a pilot specifically designed to facilitate the inclusion of ethnic 

minorities. These build on emerging examples of good practice and initiatives undertaken in the four 

study provinces. The first two sets of recommendations relate to systemic reform that would improve 

access for all actual and potential beneficiaries; the third set of recommendations focus on specific 

interventions to address the additional constraints faced by different ethnic minority groups.   

The first set of recommendations relate to systemic issues of policy coherence and predictable 

financing. Addressing these issues will have an impact on all households, including ethnic minorities, 

and will need to be gradually addressed over the medium-to long-term. Benefit consolidation involves 

identifying opportunities to consolidate small social assistance benefits (targeted to similar 

populations and with similar objectives) into a more coherent household package of support. It would 

also involve better coordination between individual- and household-level social assistance benefits 

and poverty reduction programs (that include both area-based and household-based support). These 

options are discussed in more detail in the assessment of the overall social assistance system (Dutta & 

Sen 2018). Sustainable and predictable financing is also critically important. At present, budget 

constraints, bottlenecks in budget allocation and the irregularity of funds transfers, particularly for 

education and electricity benefits, have resulted in irregular payments. This reinforces the passive 

approach towards “accepting what is given” among beneficiaries. Options for addressing bottlenecks 

in funds flow are discussed in more detail in the companion reports (Huyen 2018; Van & Ha 2018). 

The second set of recommendations also address broader issues of social assistance system 

strengthening in terms of strengthening business processes. The BPR report provides detailed 

recommendations for process simplification and standardization across all stages of social assistance 

delivery (Van & Ha 2018). In addition, mechanisms need to be developed for obtaining feedback from 

actual and potential beneficiaries as well as for information-sharing between higher administrative 

levels and local officials. These processes, along with associated forms and templates, need to be laid 

out in short, focused operational manuals for all local officials and partners to follow.  

The final set of recommendations are in the form of potential pilot interventions that aim to address 

the constraints faced by different ethnic minority groups. The following interventions are 

operationally feasible in the short term and are likely to increase access to social assistance, 

particularly among ethnic minorities:  

(a) Strengthening communication and outreach. The paper highlights the need for developing 

multiple channels of communication with ethnic minorities, using audio-visual and print material in 

ethnic languages, with clear messages in attractive and accessible formats, and using a wider range of 

local partners for dissemination. Ideally, messages need to be targeted to the specific circumstances 
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of actual and potential beneficiaries. This can be achieved through the following two types of 

interventions: 

 Face-to-face communication by trained and well-informed local leaders: Village leaders 

(administrative, traditional and religious) and representatives of mass organizations need to 

be trained to deliver information on social assistance programs and processes effectively and 

to help ethnic minority households apply for and receive social assistance benefits. This 

training can be through multiple mechanisms, including in-person, e-learning and regular 

communication via SMS. In particular, a wider set of local partners (such as traditional and 

religious leaders and mass organizations) need to be formally included in the social assistance 

delivery mechanism. The experience of four SASSP provinces with respect to the use of social 

collaborators for social assistance communication makes a case for using similar local outreach 

workers specifically in ethnic minority areas (see Box 11 for similar experience from Mexico). 

Their role could include delivering messages, helping ethnic minority households apply for 

social assistance benefits and providing feedback on any challenges arising in the process. In 

addition, these village leaders, representatives of mass organizations and social collaborators 

may benefit from ongoing efforts by MOLISA with respect to gender equality training for 

commune social officers. 

 Direct communication via mobile phone messaging: The use of mobile phones can be piloted 

for delivering targeted messages about eligibility for social assistance programs (for instance, 

based on pro-active extraction of information from existing databases such as MOLISA’s 

national beneficiary database), updates to applicants on their application status and 

notification of next steps, regular notifications and reminders on payments dates, regular 

communication reinforcing appropriate use of social assistance benefits, etc. Text and voice 

messages can be tested in the pilot to gauge efficacy. This pilot would be smart-phone app-

based in lowland areas, with better-off ethnic minority groups with higher literacy and 

widespread mobile phone coverage, and basic phone SMS based in high mountain areas. 

Mobile phones can be used to delivery app-based e-learning and to send regular 

communication and reminders to local officials and leaders.  

 

Box 11: Mexico’s outreach to indigenous peoples 

 
Mexico’s conditional cash transfer program, PROSPERA (formerly Oportunidades), has made a concerted 

effort to overcome cultural and communication barriers between program implementers and indigenous 

beneficiaries. A large share of program beneficiaries are indigenous (about a quarter of all beneficiaries in 

2010). Despite national efforts to promote bilingual public service delivery, few public servants were proficient 

in indigenous languages and most communication was in Spanish. In 2010, though there were already about 

110 bilingual program staff, as many as 79 percent were not assigned to areas where they spoke the local 

language. 

The program identified micro-zones based on linguistic differences and then recruited and deployed a large 

number of bilingual social workers (promotores) in these micro zones. By 2016, there were 325 micro-zones 

with 325 trained workers covering about 1.3 million families. Most of these promotores were from the 

community; a necessary requirement was sufficient skill in both Spanish and the local language so as to 

effectively communicate with indigenous beneficiaries and local authorities. The program found that 

messages in local languages were seen as more effective in encouraging participation.  The emphasis on 

training and certification of the promotores increased their self-esteem. However, operational costs were 

relatively high, especially in more remote areas. 
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The program also created communication materials (including pamphlets, posters, audio-visual media, etc.) 

in indigenous languages and redesigned messages to take into account different cultural perspectives of 

different groups. The Programa de Comunicación Indígena, launched in 2008, was an example of this effort. 

Source:  Quiñones and Roy (2016). 

 

(b) Strengthening registration and enrolment. The paper highlights the need to reduce transaction 

costs by simplifying procedures and making registration and enrolment more accessible, especially for 

ethnic minorities. This can be achieved through the following interventions: 

 Process and documentation simplification: Standardizing procedures for registration and 

enrolment, with clear guidance to local leaders and beneficiaries, would aid understanding on 

how to complete the application form and the nature of supporting documents to be 

submitted. The guidelines could also include standard formats for application, e.g., a 

consolidated application form could be used for collecting information by all applicants for 

different categories of social transfers under Decree 136. Documentation burden can be 

reduced by asking for only one copy of the application package.  

 Information-sharing among government agencies: The most substantial impact could be by 

encouraging government agencies to extract information from existing databases (such as 

MOLISA’s national beneficiary database) or archived documents (such as poor household 

certificates, registration books, birth certificates, etc.) rather than ask applicants to provide 

the same information for different programs.  

 Notification: Finally, it will be important to develop mechanisms to directly inform 

beneficiaries about their application status and decision. This can involve multiple channels, 

depending on local context. For instance, paper-based mechanisms would require commune 

officials to issue a receipt acknowledging receipt of application with a suggested date for follow 

up and for commune or district authorities to issue a letter informing applicants of their status. 

Alternative SMS and internet-based channels can also be used in areas with greater mobile 

phone usage. As noted above, all communication with applicants ought to be clear and in their 

ethnic language where relevant. 

(c) Strengthening benefit payments. The paper also identifies a number of ways to reduce transaction 

costs in collecting benefit payments, including the following: 

 Process and documentation simplification: Waiting time at the payment location can be 

reduced through more active communication on payment dates and efficient scheduling of 

payment dates by village. Documentation requirements in some areas need to be simplified, 

especially processes for authorization of proxies need for room for local flexibility. Another 

important modification can be to reduce payment frequency for people living in remote areas, 

e.g., by allowing them to collect bi-monthly or quarterly payments instead of monthly 

payments. This was a modification to Indonesia’s and Philippines’ CCT when adapted to hard-

to-reach areas and for indigenous people (see Box 12). 

 Information-sharing among government agencies: Mechanisms could to be developed for 

better information-sharing between district and local officials (including commune officials, 

village heads and other local leaders) with respect to the application and payment. The latter 

is particularly important when payment lists are generated by the district authorities but 

payments are made by third party payment agents such as the post office. This will ensure 

better communication with beneficiaries and ensure no one is missed out.  
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 Home delivery of cash payments: Currently only for those unable to travel, home delivery of 

benefits could be expanded to cover all villages beyond a specified distance or travel time from 

the commune post office. This will greatly reduce the travel time and cost for beneficiaries, 

largely ethnic minorities, living in remote villages. 

 Electronic payments: In line with international experience, there is potential to move towards 

electronic payments of social assistance benefits in Vietnam (see (Huyen 2018)). Electronic 

payments that are more robust, in terms of greater reliability, security and lower leakage 

relative to cash payments. However, set up costs can be relatively higher and access can be an 

issue for some groups, especially in areas where the financial infrastructure is 

underdeveloped. For instance, ATM cards are not very accessible for those living in remote 

rural areas with limited access to banks. Individuals with low language and financial literacy 

can also struggle to remember PINs or passwords. International experience points to the need 

for piloting options before scaling up and to using multiple payment modalities to allow 

different types of beneficiaries receive payments without incurring undue cost (see Box 12). 

This a particular concern for many ethnic minority groups in Vietnam, given their remote 

location, low Vietnamese literacy, and little to no familiarity with the banking system. It will be 

important to pilot different types of e-payment modalities for different ethnic groups in 

different geographic areas. It will also be essential to also provide financial literacy training to 

these beneficiaries to help them understand the process and to encourage financial inclusion.  

Box 12: Adapting payment modalities for hard-to-reach groups 
 
Social assistance programs have adapted payment mechanisms in several ways to reach indigenous people 
and those living in remote areas with limited access to financial infrastructure.  
 
Some programs have modified payment levels and frequency to cater to geographic isolated or disadvantaged 
areas. In Indonesia, the operational model for the conditional cash transfer (CCT; Program Keluarga Harapan, 
PKH) has been modified for remote areas. With respect to payments, while the regular program pays benefits 
every quarter, the modified program (PKH-Akses) pays benefits only twice a year due to logistic challenges. 
Benefit levels are also higher under PKH-Akses. Similar changes in payment frequency for indigenous people 
have been incorporated in the design of Brazil’s Bolsa Familia. 
 
Many CCT programs have modified or softened conditions where there are supply constraints or cultural 
differences. For instance, Indonesia’s PKH-Akses has relaxed conditionalities in health and education 
applicable in PKH, using communally defined conditions in areas with poor supply of services. Brazil’s Bolsa 
Familia also introduced flexibility in conditionalities, such that indigenous and Quilombola communities are 
not penalized for non-compliance with school attendance when schools are either unavailable or culturally 
inappropriate. Health conditions recognize the use of traditional mid-wives where health facilities are distant. 
Verification of compliance is by communities to ensure culturally appropriate interpretation. The Philippines’ 
CCT (Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program) is also considering a similar softening of conditionalities for 
indigenous people living in geographic isolated or disadvantaged areas. 
 
Some programs rely on multiple payment modalities, including postal accounts, debit cards, smart cards and 
cash delivery through the post office. In Indonesia’s PKH, nearly 63% of the beneficiaries are paid electronically 
using virtual post office (GIROPOS), while beneficiaries in remote areas receive cash. In the Philippines, when 
the Pantawid Pamilyang was first launched, benefits were paid through cash cards issued by the Land Bank of 
the Philippines (LBP). When the program expanded to remote islands, additional service providers were 
contracted to make electronic and cash payments in remote areas. The providers included the postal service 
(PhilPost), rurl banks, payday lenders/pawnshops, mobile network operators and mobile money providers; all 
had to fulfil the accessibility criteria that beneficiaries could reach payment locations without spending more 
than $2. In 2010, mobile money through Globe G-Cash Remit was piloted. By 2014, about 42 percent of 
payments were made using the LBP cash card, the remainder were made in cash over the counter by the 
payment service providers.  
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In order to encourage adoption of electronic payments among indigenous people, some programs have 
provided financial literacy training to beneficiaries. Using cash cards and ATMs can be a new experience for 
indigenous people in geographic isolated areas. For instance, in the Philippines, some indigenous people (the 
Aetas in Northern Luzon) had some initial qualms but accepted the use of cash cards and ATMs for CCT 
benefits. In Cebu (central Philippines), partner organization of the program teach Badjao communities to read 
and write in order to conduct bank transactions and receive their benefits.  
 
Source: Loureiro (2010); Gusto and Roque (2013); De Guzman et al. (2016); Dutta (2017); Sun et al. (2018). 

 

Finally, it is critically important that social assistance programs and delivery systems are tailored to 

the needs of different ethnic minority groups and ethnic minority women. Overall, these innovations 

are expected to increase social assistance coverage among eligible ethnic minorities and to reduce 

transaction costs.47 However, the considerable heterogeneity among groups suggests that differences 

in barriers of access to social assistance as well as differences in opportunities to reduce these barriers 

for different ethnic minority groups and for men and women. For instance, not all ethnic minority 

groups face the same degree of geographic isolation or have similar low levels of Vietnamese literacy, 

while many of these constraints are more pronounced for some ethnic minority women. Despite this, 

social assistance programs are typically designed as one-size-fits-all.  

 

The interventions proposed in this paper are expected to identify opportunities to modify social 

assistance program design and delivery to address specific constraints for different groups. For 

instance, communication and outreach among Hmong women in Ha Giang needs to rely on more direct 

face-to-face outreach, combined with visual and/or multi-media communication materials given their 

low Vietnamese literacy and the absence of their own ethnic written language. In contrast, 

communication among Khmer men and women in Tra Vinh can, for the most part, be in Vietnamese. 

Given their greater access to markets and higher opportunity costs with respect to cash collection, 

these lowland areas also offer opportunities for electronic payments. Despite these differences, some 

factors such as the increasing usage of mobile phones and youth literacy provide an opportunity to 

reduce barriers of access to social assistance across most groups.  

 

 

  

                                                           
47 This is particularly important for ethnic minority women, such as Hmong women, given their existing burden 
of unpaid work relative to men in their ethnic minority groups and to Kinh women. This prevents them from 
participating in income-generating and training activities to improve their agency and household well-being. As 
a result, these recommendations could contribute to narrowing the gap between ethnic minority and Kinh 
women and reduce trade-off between women’s household and market roles. 
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Annex 1: Description of the background research 

The paper draws on a number of quantitative and qualitative inputs commissioned for this work (see Table A1).  

Table A1.1: Background papers and inputs for this paper 

 Desk reviews Quantitative analysis Qualitative research 

Contributor Nguyen Thi Thu Huong (an 
anthropologist at the 
Department of 
Anthropology under the 
Vietnam National 
University of Hanoi) 
 

Vo Hoang Linh (VLSS) and 
Jorge Alvalos (SASSP) 

Ageless research team:  
Hoang Xuan Thanh (team leader), 
Dinh Thi Thu Phuong, Luu Trong 
Quang, Dang Thi Thanh Hoa, Truong 
Thi Nga and Le Dinh Lap (team) 

Scope Brief reviews of the major 
EM groups in the study 
areas, including the Hmong 
in Ha Giang, Khmer in Tra 
Vinh, Co Ho and Co Tu in 
Quang Nam and Lam Dong.  

Quantitative analysis of 
household survey data, 
including the nationally 
representative Vietnam 
Households Living Standards 
Survey (VHLSS) and the 
baseline survey for the Social 
Assistance System 
Strengthening Project (SASSP).  
 

Qualitative research in the four 
SASSP provinces, using Focus group 
discussions (FGDs) and Key 
Informant Interviews (KIIs) with 
local authorities, program 
implementers, community leaders, 
social assistance beneficiaries and 
non-beneficiaries by ethnicity (and 
gender where relevant).  

Purpose This was used to gain an 
understanding of the 
selected ethnic minority 
communities, including 
family and social structure, 
culture and norms.  

This was used to examine 
coverage, targeting and usage 
of social assistance benefits by 
ethnicity, in conjunction with 
secondary sources.  

This was used to explain the 
observed coverage and targeting 
outcomes and to drill down on 
issues related to access, benefit 
receipt and usage. 
 

The qualitative research was conducted in close complementarity with a business process review (BPR) of social 

assistance delivery that aimed to identify bottlenecks in social assistance delivery that impose barriers of access 

for all groups. 

A. Social assistance definitions in the VHLSS 

Definition Descriptions VHLSS 2014 VHLSS 2016 

Decree 136 Social benefits for beneficiary 
households of social policies 

Code 106, Question 1, 
Section 4D 

Code 106, Question 1, 
Section 4D 

Decision 28/60 Electricity subsidy Code a, Question 2a, 
Section 8  

Code 214, Question 2, 
Section 8 

Education 
support 

Reduction of or exemption from 
tuition fees for the poor or policy-
based scholarship 

Code c and d, 
Question 2, Section 8 

Code 209 and 210, 
Question 2, Section 8 

Health support Support in purchasing health 
insurance card or reduction 
of/exemption from healthcare 
check/treatment for the poor 

Code a and b, 
Question 2, Section 8 

Code 207 and 208, 
Question 2, Section 8 

Housing support Housing support Code f, Question 2, 
Section 8 

Code 212,  Question 2, 
Section 8 

Food aid Food aid Code k, Question 2, 
Section 8 

Code 218,  Question 2, 
Section 8 

Hardship subsidy 
for the poor 

Hardship subsidy for the poor Code m, Question 2, 
Section 8 

Code 217,  Question 2, 
Section 8 
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B. Qualitative research methodology 

Survey sites. Four provinces (Hà Giang, Quảng Nam, Lâm Đồng and Trà Vinh). 

Sampling. Purposive sampling with the aim of capturing diverse experiences. The sample covered 2 districts per 

province (in all provinces except Tra Vinh where only 1 district was surveyed), 2 communes per district and 2 

villages per commune. The districts, communes and villages were chosen to cover one area with relatively low 

poverty and relatively few social assistance beneficiaries and another area with relatively high poverty and social 

assistance beneficiaries.  

Table  A1.2: Survey sites 

 Ha Giang Tra Vinh Quang Nam Lam Dong 

Region Midlands and 
Northern 

Mountains 

Southeast Central 
Highlands 

Mekong 
Delta 

Regional poverty incidence (%, 2016) 28% 0.6% 24.1% 5.9% 

Total provincial population   802,000  1,034,600    1,480,300    1,273,100  

Provincial EM population share 88 32 9 25 

Kinh             12  68                 91                      75  

Hoa             1                   1                     *                      1  

Tay             23                   *                     *                      2  

Khmer              *                   32                   *                     *    

Nung             10                   *                     *                      2  

Mong             34                   *                     *                     *    

Dao             15                   *                     *                     *    

Co Ho (incl. Cil)              *                     *                     *                    13  

Xo Dang (incl. Co Dong)              -                     -                    3                   *    

Co Tu              -                     *                    4                   *    

Giay 2 - * * 

Ma              -                     *                     *                    3  

Gie Trieng              *                     -                    2                   *    

Chu Ru              -                     *                     *                      2  

La Chi 2 * * * 

Other ethnic minority groups 2 0 1 2 

# Populous EM groups  6 1 3 5 

Source: CEMA Report (Tùng et al. 2016), (World Bank 2018a). Note: Populous groups are defined as those 

comprising at least 5% of the ethnic minority population the province and/or at least one percent of the national 

population. Two groups – Giay and La Chi - comprise more than 1 percent of the national population but less 

than 5 percent of the ethnic minority population in Ha Giang.  

Fieldwork instruments. The following instruments were used for data collection at the commune- and village-

level: 

 Commune profile: A brief summary of the commune including a demographic profile (total number of 

households and population, by ethnicity); social assistance related information (number of poor, near-

poor and non-poor households, and coverage of selected social assistance programs), and access to 

infrastructure and facilities. The commune profile was also constructed on the basis of the observations 

of the research team regarding community structures and decision-making dynamics, nature of family 

unit, gender norms, etc., building on the anthropological desk reviews.  
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 Focus group discussions (FGDs): Aspects of enquiry included participant profile, outcomes and service 
delivery, use of cash transfers and intra-household dynamics, by gender and ethnicity. Each FGD 
included 5-7 participants, recommended and invited by local guides following the requirements of the 
research team. Local guides were typically chiefs of the selected residential units or those from the 
Women’s Union. In order to understand various perspectives for triangulation, FGDs were organized 
separately for men and women, beneficiary and non-beneficiary households, ethnic minority groups, 
and for village chiefs and collaborators. FGD lasted about 90 minutes.  

 Key Informant Interviews (KIIs): Aspects of enquiry included participant profile, outcomes, service 
delivery, and use of benefits, by gender and ethnicity. These KIIs with relevant stakeholders involved in 
program implementation served to validate and, in some cases, supplement the information provided 
by local residents through the FGDs and IDIs. The following officials were interviewed – (1) commune 
people’s committee-chair and deputy in charge of social affairs; (2) commune labor and social affairs 
officer; (3) village head; (4) traditional EM group leader; (5) Women’s Union representative; (6) VNPost 
representative; (7) school head (of nearest school/school where most EM children from the 
village/commune are enrolled); (8) head of nearest health center. The session was in form of an in-
depth interview for 30-45 minutes. 

 In-depth individual interviews (IDIs): Aspects of inquiry included: (a) gender and use of household 
resources: sources of income and relative roles of male and female members in income generation, 
decision-making on household income and expenditure, prioritization of household needs; and (b) 
gender and cash transfers: primacy of cash transfers as a source of household income, access to and 
control of the cash transfer income, decision making on expenditure of cash transfer income. A number 
of individual participants (ethnic minority men and women) were selected, either from the FGDs or 
introduced by local guides. The session was in form of an in-depth interview for 90 minutes. 

 

Table A1.3: Number of instruments fielded 

 Ha Giang Tra Vinh Quang Nam Lam Dong 

FGDs at the commune level:     
Social collaborators 22 12 15 34 

KIIs at the commune level:     

Commune-level officials, Women's 
Union, School, Post Office 21 9 19 18 

FGDs at the village level:     
Village key informants 23 24 46 31 

EM - SA beneficiaries (men) 45 12 35 39 

EM - SA beneficiaries (women) 62 30 54 51 

KIIs at the village level:     
Village key informant(s) 6 5 8 7 

EM - SA non-beneficiaries (men) 4 2 1 2 

EM - SA non-beneficiaries (women) 4 2 4 5 

Kinh/Hoa - SA non-beneficiaries (men) 1 1 2 1 

Kinh/Hoa - SA non-beneficiaries (women) 0 1 4 0 

 

Ethical considerations. There are no official professional guidelines on the ethics of social research in Vietnam, 

especially in qualitative research with many direct interactions between researchers and research participants. 

The research conducted for this paper aimed to maximize the quantity and quality of data, while minimizing 

chances of infringing ethical precepts. The focus was on obtaining participants’ informed consent before 

interviewing, avoiding harm to participants and ensuring privacy where feasible.  
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Annex 2: Program performance 

Table A2.1: Program coverage, 2014 

All EM
Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa

At least one SA
2 27.5 51.8 24.1 62.7 77.0 56.9 88.7 92.4 86.1 48.2 63.0 35.5

At least one SA
3 33.4 73.1 27.9 99.0 98.9 99.0 61.7 84.7 41.8

Decree 136 9.8 17.3 8.7 38.3 36.6 38.5 39.4 35.7 42.0 15.5 20.6 11.0

Decision 28/60 8.5 28.0 5.7 75.9 75.9 76.0 75.9 75.9 76.0 24.3 35.3 14.8

Education support
4 18.0 38.1 15.2 51.7 70.2 39.9 44.7 60.2 33.6 33.6 47.3 21.9

Health support 17.2 61.9 10.9 94.9 95.1 94.8 46.8 74.5 23.2

Emergency support 2.4 2.8 2.4 4.3 5.7 3.3 3.1 3.6 2.6

Eligible households1 Households in the 

poor list

Households in remote 

communes
Programs

All households

 

Table A2.2: Program coverage, 2016 

All EM
Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa

At least one SA2 28.7 52.1 24.9 64.8 79.7 58.3 85.5 87.7 83.4 47.4 67.2 29.6

At least one SA
3 37.2 69.1 32.1 94.6 94.0 95.2 61.8 79.6 45.8

Decree 136 11.7 20.2 10.4 41.1 35.0 42.0 41.8 40.8 42.9 19.5 27.2 12.6

Decision 28/60 7.6 26.5 4.5 67.5 66.5 68.5 67.5 66.5 68.5 21.5 34.6 9.7

Education 

support4 17.7 35.2 14.9 50.9 68.1 38.7 40.8 53.6 28.5 29.9 46.8 14.8

Health support 19.0 46.4 14.5 70.2 60.6 79.3 39.2 50.0 29.5

Emergency 

support 1.4 2.3 1.3 3.8 3.8 3.8 2.7 3.1 2.3

Eligible households
1 Households in the 

poor list

Households in remote 

communesPrograms
All households

 

Table A2.3: Program coverage by ethnicity and region, 2016 

All EM
Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
All EM

Kinh-

Hoa
Red River Delta 21.5 15.7 21.6 42.2 0.0 42.5 69.3 19.2 71.7 39.7 28.1 40.3

Midlands and Northern Mountains 37.9 52.5 21.5 28.5 32.8 24.7 66.9 64.1 80.3 65.6 73.7 35.7

Northern and Coastal Central37.7 68.8 33.3 49.3 44.8 49.8 77.7 75.5 79.5 50.4 71.6 34.8

Central Highlands 36.2 52.8 27.7 48.9 51.5 46.6 60.8 63.2 53.2 49.9 51.1 48.6

Southeast 16.9 13.8 17.0 41.7 0.0 42.1 47.3 100.0 42.9 35.3 47.9 34.8

Mekong Delta 28.9 38.7 28.1 34.6 14.6 36.5 56.6 57.1 56.5 41.8 39.6 42.1

Decree 136 (eligible 

households)

Decision 28/60 (eligible 

households)
Education support

4 

(eligible households)Programs

At least one SA
2
 (all 

households)

 

Notes:  1\ Eligibility was calculated by program as follows: (a) Decree 136: Households with member aged 80 or older without 

pension or social security payment; orphans who are studying; single parents raising under-16-year-old children in poor 

households; (b) Education support: students studying (up to high school) in a poor household or living in P135 or in remote 

areas; (c) Electricity support: Poor households; and (d) Any type of SA: If any of those 3 types are applied.      

2\ At least one SA - Households with any one of the following: social benefits, electricity subsidy, education aid (food, 

accommodation, travel, textbooks, uniforms) and subsidies to the poor.    
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3\ At least one SA (broad)- Households with any one of the following programs: social benefits, subsidies to poor households, 

food aid, housing support for poor households, electricity subsidy, reduction of and exemption from tuition fees for the poor, 

policy-based scholarships, education aid (food, accommodation, travel, textbooks, uniforms), support in purchasing health 

insurance cards and reduction of and exemption from costs of medical checks/treatment for the poor. 
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