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ABSTRACT 

The introduction of Doi Moi with a market-oriented economy in Vietnam allowed rural labors to 
make their options of occupations and workplaces independently according to their desire and 
capacity. Moreover, the state programs of rural industrialization and urbanization have facilitated the 
development of a variety of migration flows. Based on the data and information that were collected by 
survey, in-depth interview and group discussion with migrant labors in a traditional woodcarving 
village in Red River Delta, this research has indicated that migration relating to the development of a 
handicraft village was very diverse. The migration included inward, outward, and homeward flow of 
labors. If the first and the second type of migration showed that the most important motive of 
migration was income, the last one was interpreted by a number of reasons. The diverse movement of 
labor migration has created a new type of labor market in rural areas. It was recognized that there was 
lack of policy and institution for management of migrant labors at both central and local levels.  
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TÓM TẮT 

Đổi mới nền kinh tế theo định hướng thị trường ở Việt Nam đã tạo cơ hội cho lao động nói 
chung và lao động nông thôn nói riêng trong việc lựa chọn nghề nghiệp và nơi làm việc. Có thể nói 
chương trình công nghiệp hóa và đô thị hóa ở khắp các địa phương trong cả nước đã tạo ra sự thúc 
đẩy làn sóng di cư lao động. Dựa trên những thông tin thu thập bằng phương pháp điều tra, phỏng 
vấn sâu và thảo luận nhóm đối với các lao động di cư tại một làng nghề truyền thống vùng đồng bằng 
Sông Hồng, nghiên cứu đã chỉ ra rằng luồng di cư lao động gắn với sự phát triển của làng nghề 
truyền thống rất đa dạng, nó bao gồm luồng lao động di cư đến làng nghề, luồng lao động từ làng 
nghề di cư đi nơi khác và luồng lao động “hồi hương”. Sự đa dạng của làn sóng lao động di cư đã 
tạo ra một thị trường lao động mới trong nông thôn đồng bằng Sông Hồng. Tuy nhiên, theo kết quả 
nghiên cứu, hiện tại vẫn còn thiếu cơ chế và chính sách trong quản lý lao động di cư ở cả cấp trung 
ương và địa phương.  

Từ khóa: Di cư lao động, Sự đa dạng, Sinh kế 

1. INTRODUCTION  

The change of rural livelihoods in recent 
years in Red River delta was brought about 
by the state programs of rural 
industrialization and urbanization including 

the policy on revival and development of 
traditional craft villages. With the 
implementation of Doi Moi and market-
oriented economy, rural labors can 
independently make their options of 
occupations and workplaces according to 
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their desire and capacity. Furthermore, the 
programs of rural industrialization and 
urbanization have facilitated the 
development of a variety of migration flows. 
Despite the apparent importance of the 
topic, the literature on labor mobility and 
migration in Vietnam only started to receive 
attention very recently. Earlier studies 
(Guest 1998; Dang et al., 2003) were mostly 
descriptive and are useful only in giving 
migrants’ characteristics and correlates of 
migration. More recently, deBrauw and 
Harigaya (2007), ADB (2007), and Phan 
(2008) studied the impact of migration on 
the migrants’ families and the source 
community, and began to unravel the link 
between migration, poverty and inequality. 
These studies mostly focused on the flows of 
internal migration, particularly rural-to-
urban movement. The authors considered 
migration as an important livelihood 
strategy of the rural poor. They generally 
indicated that internal migration benefits 
not only migrants, but also their families 
and source communities. By doing so, these 
studies, however, have ignored other flows of 
migration such as trans-nation, rural-to-
rural, and urban-to-rural movement. 

In the case of traditional craft villages 
in the Red River Delta, particularly in Tu 
Son district of Bac Ninh province, the flows 
of labor migration are much more diverse 
than those shown in previous studies. Not 
only do rural labors migrate to work and to 
do business in other places including inland 
and abroad, but a number of migrants from 
other regions also come to make their living 
in these villages as transient or permanent 
contract labors. This research contribution 
to current debates on migration is twofold. 
Firstly, the research demonstrates the 
diversification of migration of rural labors in 
terms of space including trans-nation, rural-
to-urban, rural-to-rural, and urban-to-rural 

movement. Secondly, the motives of 
migration in terms of both economic and non-
economic reasons are presented.  

2. METHODOLOGY  

2.1 Site Selection 
Located in Bac Ninh province of the Red 

River Delta, Tu Son district was famous for 
its diversified handicraft products in the 
past. With the renovation policies since 
1988, many handicraft villages in Tu Son 
have been recovered and developed and 
currently Tu Son is considered as one of the 
districts with the most densely handicraft 
villages in Bac Ninh province. Due to the 
revival and development of traditional 
handicraft villages, the process of division of 
rural labour has become more complicated. 
Under such circumstances, the diverse 
movement of labour migration has also been 
facilitated. Tu Son district, then Kim Thieu 
village in Huong Mac commune was selected 
for this study.  

2.2 Data Collection  
Secondary data that include published 

literature and information about migration in 
Vietnam in general and in Tu Son district in 
particular were collected from various sources, 
such as websites, books, magazines, annual 
reports of the district, and statistical data. 

The ethnographic approach was used for 
primary data collection. Participatory rural 
appraisal (PRA) techniques such as focus 
group (group discussion), participatory 
observation and life history recording were 
employed to gather information from 
different migrants. The survey method was 
also used to gather data from 60 typical 
migrant labors (including inward, outward 
and homeward migrants) based on semi-
structured questionnaires. The in-depth 
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interview method was used to capture 
detailed information from 20 migrants.  

2.3 Data Analysis 
The data were analyzed by quantitative 

and qualitative methods. The main 
quantitative methods were descriptive statistics 
and comparative analysis, whereas the 
qualitative methods were mainly based on the 
case studies and typical stories of migrants 
rather than on the general information.  

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 The Diverse Movements of Labour 
Migration in Kim Thieu Village  

As mentioned in previous section, labor 
migration in Kim Thieu village relating 
woodcarving industry includes inward, 
outward and homeward movement. Inward 
migrants consist of those who come to Kim 
Thieu for work as regular or casual contract 

labors and traders. According to Local 
Statistical Office report, of 450 inward 
migrant labors 180 people (40 per cent) work 
in Kim Thieu regularly and 270 people (60 
per cent) work casually. Interestingly, 
among 270 casual migrant workers working 
in Kim Thieu, there are 40 Chinese traders 
and technicians. Outward migrant labors 
from Kim Thieu go to do their business in 
other locations in Vietnam, Laos and China. 
Based on the local statistics, there are 
totally 76 villagers/households who migrated 
to work outside Kim Thieu. Most of them are 
shopkeepers of woodcarving products, the 
rests are producers. Only one person works 
as a timber trader (Table 1). Together with 
the inward and outward migration, people 
who used to make their living from outside 
return to live and work in Kim Thieu for any 
reason are considered as homeward 
migration. 

Table 1. Overview of labor migration in Kim Thieu 
Items Number (persons) Per cent (%) 

1. Inward Migrants 450 100.00 

Regular Migrant Labors 180 40.00 

- Carpenters 100 55.56 

- Woodcarvers 50 27.78 

- Pearl-Sculptors 30 16.66 

Casual Migrant Labors 270 60.00 

- Polishing and Farming Workers 200 74.07 

- Porters 30 11.11 

- Chinese traders 40 14.82 

2. Outward Migrants (regular) 76 100.00 

- Producers 30 39.47 

- Shopkeepers 45 59.21 

- Timber Traders 1 1.31 

3. Homeward Migrants 35 100.00 

- Producers 10 28.57 

- Traders 10 28.57 

- Shopkeepers 15 42.86 

Source: Local Statistical Office, 2010  
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3.2 Inward Movement of Labor 
Migration 

Most of inward labors migrated from 
surrounding communities in the Red River 
delta. A large proportion of carpenters, 
woodcarvers and polishing workers departed 
from Bac Giang, Thai Nguyen and other 
districts of Bac Ninh province where the 
non-farm job opportunities are not available. 
The route through which these people 
became regular migrant labors was quite 
different from one another. Most of 
carpenters and woodcarvers were relatives 
of villagers or ex-apprentices who had been 
taught by the village artisans in Kim Thieu. 
Thus, the relationship between these 
migrant labors and the workshop owners 
were not only as employees and employers, 

but also as clients and patrons. A hundred 
per cent of mother-pearl sculptors came 
from a famous pearl encrusting village of 
Phu Xuyen District, Ha Tay province. There 
were 15 teams of encrusting workers who 
have been working in Kim Thieu village for 
almost a decade. Most of mother-pearl 
sculptors worked in Kim Thieu thanks to the 
introduction of their acquaintances. 

Data in the Table 2 witnesses the paths in 
which people became contract labors. According 
to the survey, 44.44% regular migrant labors 
are villagers’ relatives while 22.22% are 
acquaintances and 16.67% are ex-apprentices. 
It is quite different in the case of casual migrant 
labors. Very few of them come to work in Kim 
Thieu as relatives and acquaintances. No 
respondent is an ex-apprentice.  

Table 2. Reasons for which migrants chose Kim Thieu as a destination  
Unit: per cent 

Reasons Regular Labors Casual Labors 

- Relatives 44.44 16.67 

- Acquaintances 22.22 16.67 

- Ex-apprentices 16.67 0 

- Followers of the others  16.67 66.67 

 Source: Survey, 2010 

Table 3. Reasons for decision of migration 
 Unit: per cent 

Reason Regular Labors Casual Labors 

- Making money for: 100.00 100.00 

 + Buying Food 20.83 66.67 

 + Children Education 20.83 33.33 

 + Family Expenditure 20.83 33.33 

 + Self Consumption 25 16.67 

 + Financial Independence 12.5 0 

- Less Job Opportunities in Hometown 29.16 33.33 

- Attractiveness of Modern Life 12.50 33.33 

Source: Survey, 2010 
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There were many reasons that made 
people decide to migrate to Kim Thieu. 
However, most of respondents supposed that 
they migrated for making money in order to 
buy food, to invest in children education and 
to free from financial independence. Less job 
opportunity in their hometown was also an 
important reason for migration. Besides, 
according to young respondents, the 
attractiveness of modern life in the peri-
urban areas like Kim Thieu is the main 
reason which pulled them out from their 
hometown. However, the motivations of 
migration are so diverse due to the 
differences in age and economic status of the 
labors. 

Although migrant labors interpreted 
their motivations of migration differently, 
they mostly worked in Kim Thieu to meet 
their cash demand. Comparing migrants’ 
income before and after migration showed 
that all of them could make more money in 
Kim Thieu. For regular migrant labors, 
88.89 per cent and 44.44 per cent of 
respondents could earn more than VND 1.5 
million per month in Kim Thieu and in their 
hometown respectively. Many respondents 
could get from five to ten millions dong per 
month, which is considered as high income 
in rural area in Vietnam. Most of casual 
migrant labors could earn from one to one 
and a half million dong per month. Monthly 
income of a casual migrant labor is not high 
because most of them work part-time. Their 
daily wage rate varied from 60 to 120 
thousands dong based on the level of skill in 
woodcarving industry. Such auxiliary 
income helped them to overcome cash 
shortage in production as well as in 
consumption.  

Data from fieldwork showed that casual 
migrant labors came to work individually, 
whereas most of regular ones have migrated 

collectively. Each group consisted of from 
five to ten workers, mostly countrymen. All 
groups of migrants rented or borrowed 
villagers’ houses for both living and working. 
Although team leader lived and worked 
together with other members, they were not 
co-workers but manager and contract labors. 
The common trait of regular migrant labors 
was their dual identity which was 
constructed in the process of migration. Most 
these workers tended to adapt traditional 
customs and everyday life of the villagers 
while they still keep their way of life which 
was relevant to their natal place.  

3.3 Outward Movement of Labor 
Migration 

As mentioned elsewhere, woodcarving 
products have been mostly sold to inland 
cities and exported to China. For this 
reason, woodcarving industry requires a 
number of people working as entrepreneurs, 
shopkeepers, and direct workers outside the 
village. Out-migrant labors in Kim Thieu 
could be categorized into three groups : (i) 
woodcarving shopkeepers and traders who 
have been making business in the big cities 
and abroad; (ii) traders of material whose 
business was related to timber logging and 
transportation from Laos to the village; and 
(iii) people who established private factory of 
woodcarving outside the village.  

Although outward migrants were 
different in terms of occupation, gender, and 
organization, most of them decided to 
migrate because of higher income (77.78 per 
cent). One-third of outward migrants 
migrated to work outside the village due to 
their family’s independence. For young 
migrants, peer affect played an important 
role in their migrating decision.  
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Table 4. Motives of outward labor migration 
Reason Per cent 

- Higher income 77.78 

- Keeping family’s furniture shop 22.22 

- Independence 33.33 

- Attractiveness of modern life 22.22 

- Apart from countryside 11.11 

- Peer Affect 22.22 

Source: Survey, 2010 

3.3.1 Woodcarving Shopkeepers Selling 
Products in the Big Cities and Abroad  

The shopkeepers have been the biggest 
group of emigrant labors. There are totally 
sixty households who have furniture shops 
in inland cities and abroad, of which forty 
located in Fuzhai (China - Vietnam border 
trading zone) and twenty located in the 
cities such as Hanoi, HCM city, Nha Trang 
and in some provinces. These people rented 
shops to sell their products there. 
Frequently, they come back home once a 
month, instead of living permanently away 
from their hometown. The data showed that 
a hundred per cent of the shopkeepers were 
women. All these female migrants obtained 
secondary school education. Two-third of 
women fell in between thirty and forty years 
of age category. All of female interviewees 
were married.  

These female shopkeepers have grouped 
together based on their kinship, original 
hometown, and the locations of their shops. 
They have created a community of furniture 
shopkeepers in which they could help and 
share among one another. By so doing, they 
formed a collective power not only in 
bargaining with Chinese customers, but also 
in avoidance of perils such as sexual 
harassment and kidnapping.  

According to these female migrants, 
selling furniture at Fuzhai market was not 

hard. They had merely to induce Chinese 
customers to buy their products when they 
were still in hesitance, and then to 
negotiate with them about the prices. If 
Chinese traders wanted to order a big 
volume, they signed a contract first and 
delivered products latter. All drudgery 
works such as transportation, unloading 
from the truck and carrying to the shop 
have been done by Vietnamese porters who 
came from the borderland. The 
shopkeepers, transporters and porters have 
set up a network which was mainly based 
on the reliance rather than on the formal 
economic contracts.  

It could be said that to succeed in doing 
business outside the village even outside the 
national border, Kim Thieu female traders 
had to negotiate with conventional 
constraints of domestic roles intra- and 
extra-family. According to evaluation of local 
leaders, “these women have significantly 
contributed to the development of traditional 
woodcarving industry in Kim Thieu by their 
trade outside the village. Additionally, their 
trade activities also help to introduce 
Vietnamese culture to the outside world.” - 
Nguyen Van Man - Chair of People 
Committee. With respect to these women 
themselves, working away from the 
hometown could be considered as a means of 
empowerment. 
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 3.3.2 Wood Material Traders 

So far there is only one male villager 
who has been working as a leader of a team 
of wood material traders. If woodcarving 
shopkeepers could migrate either 
individually or in team, the wood material 
traders usually gathered into groups to cut 
timber in the Laotian forests, then 
transported the timber to the village to sell, 
either to local wood traders, or producers. 
Whilst the female shopkeepers were able to 
go back and forth between the village and 
their business place, the male wood traders 
had to work abroad as long-term migrant 
laborers. Mr. Tuan and his team have 
worked in Laos since 2002.  

All the Vietnamese loggers worked by 
groups in Laos. After logging, these loggers 
had to get permission from the relevant 
Laotian local government for such things as 
export quotas and the sealing of every piece of 
wood as legal evidence. It usually took the 
loggers considerable time to complete all the 
procedures. For this reason, Tuan’s team often 
logged and sawed the wood throughout the 
year in Laos then transported it to Vietnam 
once or twice a year. Most loggers transported 
wood to the local markets, while some 
exported it directly to the Chinese market 
from Laos, or sold it to Chinese merchants on 
the way. As a result, a large proportion of the 
wood which was exported from Laos was not 
transported to Vietnam, but to China.  

3.3.3 Woodcarving Workshop Owners  

There are no exact data on village 
producers who are conducting their business 
away from Kim Thieu. According to local 
leaders, about 30 households have 
established furniture workshops outside the 
village. Almost all these families have 
migrated to Hanoi and some southern 
provinces, such as Khanh Hoa, Ho Chi Minh 
City and Binh Duong. Most of the migrant 
families did business away from their village 

for a decade then came back. Although 
whole family members have migrated 
together, this group decided to keep 
farmland and houses in the village. All of 
them perceived that working far away from 
their hometown just was a temporary 
livelihood strategy. The reasons for that will 
be analyzed in the next section where the 
homeward movement is discussed.  

3.4 Homeward Movement of Labour 
Migration 

Together with the outward movement of 
labor migration, since 2009 there has been a 
homeward movement. The survey showed that 
ten households who used to run furniture 
workshops in HCM City and Nha Trang, ten 
traders who used to buy and sell products, and 
15 shopkeepers who used to conduct business 
at Fuzhai returned to the village due to 
different reasons. On their way home, these 
emigrants have created an urban-to-rural 
migration movement. The surveyed data 
witnessed that most (77.78 and 66.67 per cent 
respectively) traders and shopkeepers who 
came back to the village from Fuzhai trading 
zone while all repatriated producers came 
from Hanoi and other cities. 

The reasons for that respondents decided 
to come back their hometown are clearly 
shown in the Table 4. There were four main 
reasons that made migrants come back to Kim 
Thieu. Most (66.67 per cent) of respondents 
supposed that they decided to come back 
because of available opportunities of making 
money in their home village. People said that 
“it is not difficult to live nowadays in Kim 
Thieu”. This means that they can produce and 
sell woodcarvings at the village at the price 
which can give high profit.  

Other reasons for which people decided 
to return their hometown include: (i) the 
difficulty in their destination; (ii) the worry 
of children’s future; and (iii) the emigrants’ 
traditional roles in their families.  
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Table 5. Reasons for coming back 
Reasons Per cent 

- Opportunity of Making money in Kim Thieu 66.67 

- Difficulties in the “Destination” 33.33 

- Children’s Future 13.33 

- Family’s Responsibilities 20.00 

- Others 13.33 

Source: Survey, 2010 

In short, the labor migrations which 
related to development of traditional 
handicraft villages in Red River delta are so 
diverse. It was not only labors migrated from 
rural to urban, but also from rural to rural 
as well as from urban and abroad to rural 
areas. In each movement, migrants were not 
homogeneous in terms of gender, age, 
educational level, and marital and economic 
status. As a consequence, they were 
extremely different in terms of motives of 
migration. The diversification of the 
movement of labor migration in the context 
of globalization of rural economy has created 
new labor markets and new types of labor 
relations in rural areas. 

3.5 Policy Implications on Labor 
Migration  

General speaking, Vietnamese policy-
makers claim that rural labors mostly are in 
the situation of unemployment and 
underemployment. As a result, they inclined 
to generalized solutions to provide rural 
labors with employment opportunities such 
as land reform, commoditization of 
agricultural production, developing 
environment and small scale industrial 
enterprises in the countryside, and revival 
and development of traditional as well as 
new craft villages. The reality in Kim Thieu 
demonstrated that the last solution seemed 
to be efficient in the context of the Red River 

Delta because development of traditional 
craft villages have absorbed a number of 
rural labors not just within the hometown, 
but also from other locations, even from 
abroad. As a result, rural standard of living 
was remarkably improved. 

However, most migrant labors had to 
face with insecure livelihood due to the 
impact of fluctuations in global market of 
woodcarvings. Further, labor policies in 
Vietnam did not really affect the majority of 
workers who have been working in the 
informal sectors in rural areas. Thus, it is 
necessary to promulgate policies to improve 
efficiency of rural labor market and to 
protect labor rights in the context of 
globalization. 

3.5.1 Output Market Expansion for 
Woodcarving Industry 

As mentioned elsewhere in the paper, 
most woodcarvings were sold in the big cities 
and abroad. For this reason, the fluctuations 
of both domestic and global demands 
affected both villagers as outward migrants 
and contract labors as inward migrants. 
Thus, generating a stable market of 
woodcarving outputs would secure the 
livelihoods of village producers and traders 
as well as outside contract labors. In this 
case, the state should assist small producers 
in looking for output markets as well as in 
upgrading their knowledge of doing 
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business. By doing so, the state will 
contribute to sustain livelihoods of village 
producers and to stabilize job opportunities 
of contract labors. 

 3.5.2 Strengthen the Construction of Rural 
Labor Market Institution 

 In the context of modernization and 
globalization, rural younger workers pay 
more attention to development 
opportunities. Besides better pay, they pose 
higher requirements for working 
environment, conditions, and job stability. 
Small producers, who are in lack of 
protection by laws and regulations under the 
strong influence of global market, cannot 
permanently provide jobs for rural labors. 
Thus, establishing and developing small- 
and medium-sized enterprises can be seen 
as an important strategy in construction of 
rural labor market. 

3.5.3 Improvement of Working Conditions 

 Like informal and rural workers in 
other sectors, workers in woodcarving 
industry in Kim Thieu village, especially 
contract female labors working in wood 
polishing operations, often must work under 
hazardous and insecure conditions than 
their formal sector counterparts. For this 
reason, it is necessary to improve working 
conditions such as provision of water and 
sanitation, dust filtering, and environmental 
health for these rural workers.  

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The revival and development of 
traditional craft villages has been an outlet 
to deal with situation of labor surplus in 
rural area. The expansion of woodcarving 
industry in Kim Thieu village has caused 
the diverse movements of migration of rural 
labors. The first active movement was 
created by inward migrants those who came 

from other places to work as regular or 
casual contract labors in Kim Thieu. These 
labors have engaged in different stages of 
woodcarving production including 
assembling (carpenters), woodcarving 
(carvers), encrusting (mother-pearl 
sculptors), and polishing (simple workers). A 
number of casual migrant labors also 
worked in farming sector during the peak 
season. While inward migration could be 
seen as an important livelihood strategy of 
migrant labors, it was considered as a 
crucial factor which helped traditional 
woodcarving industry expand and develop in 
Kim Thieu. 

The second movement was created by 
the village producers, traders and 
shopkeepers who came to make their 
business outside Kim Thieu. These people 
migrated to enrich the commodity chain of 
woodcarvings rather than to cope with 
survival livelihood strategy. Thanks to the 
processes globalization and regionalization, 
Kim Thieu villagers have migrated not only 
inside the country, but also abroad including 
Laos and China. 

The third movement of labor migration 
which happened in Kim Thieu village was 
constructed by those who used to work and 
live far away return their hometown due to 
several reasons. The first reason recognized 
in this research was the attractiveness of 
high income from woodcarving industry in 
Kim Thieu. The second one was the 
difficulties with which people had to face 
when they worked outside the village. 
Additionally, traditional family responsibility 
was another reason which made outward 
migrants decided to return home. 

Although respondents who have 
engaged in any movement of labor migration 
supposed that they could earn more money 
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in the destination. However, in order to 
sustain livelihoods of those who involved in 
production and business in traditional 
woodcarving industry including direct 
producers, contract labors, and traders, a 
series of policies relating to production, 
marketing, and labor market institution 
need to be promulgated.  
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