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Culture’s Influence on Vietnamese
Perception of Education and Work

Hoang Duc Nguyen Loc

ABSTRACT

Recently, a lot of Japanese companies are moving part of their investments from
China to other ASEAN countries due to the rising labor costs. Vietnam has become
a promising new investment destination with its large youth population and cheap
labor costs. In fact, Vietnam's labor force has low productivity and is not well-
trained in comparison with other countries. Meanwhile, the quality of the labor
force is the main fundamental of economic growth. Consequently, Vietnam must
train its labor force to be more productive and competitive becoming well-trained
to ensure its continued rapid economic growth. In this context, a survey was given
to 259 participants in two universities of Vietnam to examine the important role
of culture on Vietnamese perceptions of education and work. The results showed
that 1) Vietnamese students study and make a decision under the strong influence
of their family; 2) Vietnamese students just want to be white-collar employees after
graduation; 3) The education system needs to be reformed.

Keywords: Vietnam, labor force, education, vocational school, culture



I. INTRODUCTION

Vietnam was a development success story over the last 25 years. Its rapid growth
in the 1990s was driven principally by productivity increases that came from the
reallocation of the labor force from the lowest in productivity, the agriculture
sector, to the higher productivity of the industry and services sector. The “DOI
MOI"" which launched in 1986, has changed the Vietnam economic structure from
a central planning to a free market economy. Its economy began to industrialize
and modernize (World Bank, 2013). Consequently, Vietnam per capita income has
increased to low-middle status (2,109 USD in 2015), and the rate of poverty has
decreased dramatically (5.8% in 2014).

However, Vietnam is facing new challenges in recent years. According to the World
Bank (2013):

The pace of economic growth and the reallocation of jobs away from agriculture have
slowed in the wake of structural problems in the enterprise and banking sectors and
macroeconomic turmoil in recent years. Capital investments, and not productivity,
have become the main source of economic growth. This is not a sustainable model
for ensuring continued rapid economic growth. (p. 7)

Meanwhile, labor productivity and competitiveness are the main fundamentals of
economic growth for industrializing and modernizing. While the size of Vietnam's
labor force is still expanding, its youth population is shrinking. This means that
Vietnam cannot continue to rely on the size of its labor force for continuing success
(ADB?, 2014). Consequently, Vietnam needs to focus on making its labor force more
productive and competitive becoming well-trained to ensure its continued rapid
economic growth in the next decade.

In this context, Vietnam must issue policies to develop skills and improve the quality
of its labor force in order to make its employees more productive and competitive.
The possible solution would be through an effective education system. Therefore,
the role of the education system, vocational school and cultural dimensions will be

examined for improving Vietnam’s labor force.

[l. LITERATURE REVIEW
Vietnam has a large population (90.6 million in 2014) and large working-age

population (70.86 million in 2015). However, only one-third of its working-age

1  “DOI MOI" is the name of reform policies being conducted by Vietnam Communist Party in
1986.
2 ADB: Asian Development Bank
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population is still living in urban areas (MOLISA®, 2015). In fact, people in rural areas
do not have the same opportunities to receive a good education and skill training
as people living in urban areas. Meanwhile, the majority of rural labor force are
in the agriculture sector. And, the agriculture sector still remains the largest labor
force population with the lowest level of labor productivity (World Bank, 2013).
In fact, Vietnam'’s labor productivity and competitiveness was lower than the other
ASEAN countries due to the shortage of skill training (Hang, 2015a). Consequently,
Vietnam's advantage of low labor cost is also an “Achilles heel” of its economic
growth in the long term.

Additionally, Vietnam's economic growth has slowed down in recent time due to
the global economic crisis and its macroeconomic instability (World Bank, 2013).
And the labor costs have been increasing due to the demands for a higher minimum
monthly wage from employees, labor unions and the speed of inflation (Ha, 2016).
In this context, with its rising labor costs and the difficulties in recruiting qualified
employees, Vietnam has been losing its attractiveness for foreign investments.
Moreover, according to the report of ASEAN+3 Young Entrepreneurs Forum in 2015,
about 15% of Vietnam's labor force has been trained, and just 3% of labor force
graduated from colleges, universities and above. The shortage of a skilled labor force
is serious (Cao, 2015). Thus, Vietnam'’s labor force is predicted to be at a loss against
other ASEAN labor force.

In this context, Vietnam surely will lose more than gain in the trade competition
with its low productivity and competitiveness of its labor force (Dung, 2015). In
fact, education plays an important role in improving employee quality for ensuring
Vietnam’'s continued rapid economic growth (ADB, 2014). Consequently, this
literature review will examine the role of education, vocation school and cultural
dimensions.

1. The role of education

Realizing the importance of education in rebuilding the country in the post-war
Vietnam, the government has paid a lot of attention to this field. Since the launch of
“DOI MOI”" reform policies in 1986 Vietnam has spent a large amount of the national
budget for education each year. However, its education did not work as expected
in recent years. The unemployed rate of college, university and above graduates is
increasing due to the shortage of skill and training (Hang, 2015b).

The unemployment number is 101,400 for community college graduates, and

3 MOLISA: The Vietnamese Ministry of Labor-Invalids and Social Affairs



199,400 for university and above graduates (MOLISA, 2015). Meanwhile, the
shortage of qualified employees who have professional knowledge and skills is
serious. In the post war Vietnam, education has made a lot of advancements in
increasing the literacy rate (97.3% in 2014). However, its teaching method is
outdated and not suitable to the demands for qualified employees (Hang, 2015b).
Moreover, a lot of Vietnamese want their children to attend universities to become a
white-collar employee after graduation. Meanwhile, fewer want to attend vocational
schools to become blue-collar employees (Vu, 2015).

2. The role of vocational school

In the national education of Vietnam, vocational school also plays an important role
in skilling up Vietnam's labor force. Realizing the importance of vocational training
in the shift of the economic structure from agriculture to industry and the service
sector, Vietnam has spent a large amount of money (9% of the national budget
in 2010) to improve its vocational training system each year, including material
facilities, teaching implements and qualified teaching staff (GDVT*, 2012).

The number of vocational schools increased dramatically from 861 in 2006 to
1,339 in 2013. In total of 1,339 vocational schools (2013), 35.4% of the schools
are private. The number of teaching staff also increased 4 times to 33,270 in 2013.
Moreover, Vietnam also has issued a lot of policies to support people who want to
switch from the agriculture sector to industry and the service sector (Ha, 2015).
Consequently, 11.2 million students have been trained from the period of 2007 to
2013. Of 11.2 million students, the rate of those in technical college is 505,864
(4.52%), 1,108,564 (9.9%) in technical secondary, 6.149 million (54.89%) in
technical education centers, and the rest 3.438 million (30.69%) took short training
courses for under 3 months (Ha, 2015).

In fact, the vocational school system has made a lot of advancements in training
the labor force. However, it is facing a lot of challenges in recent years. The number
of universities and colleges is rising, and reached above 400 in 2016 according to
the report of MOLISA (Hanh, 2016). Meanwhile, the career guidance at junior high
school and high school did not work as expected. In Vietnamese society, the quality
of school is ranked based on the percentage of students who pass national exams
and enter universities and colleges. Moreover, Vietnamese want their children to
attend universities more than vocational schools due to the “face” and “pride” of the

family. Consequently, teachers at career guidance have a tendency to guide their

4  GDVT: The Vietnamese General Directorate of Vocational Training
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students to apply to universities more than vocational schools.

3. The role of cultural dimensions

Realizing the problem of its outdated education system, MOET® issued the draft
of education reform after 2015. In the draft, the new national standards for
universities will be issued. Universities will be classified by six criteria, including
the land area, material facilities and teaching equipment; teaching and researching
staff; training curricula; research activities, international cooperation, finance
situation, accreditation; and student and employer satisfaction levels. In these new
standards, the percentage of university graduates who can find jobs soon after they
finish school is considered an important index that measures the training quality of
schools.

Based on the draft, the new education system will divide students clearly in two
trends of academic and professional study after junior high school (4 years). It will
help students to make their decisions more easily as to what kind of field they want
to enter. In fact, this reform is expected to improve the education system to be
suitable to the demands of employers in recruiting qualified employees (Linh, 2015).
However, the reform of education at this time will not be successful without the
cooperation of students and their families. Besides the reasons of outdated teaching
methods, unqualified instructors and the shortage of new equipment and materials
in vocational school, the main reason for the low enrollment rate in vocational school
is Vietnamese characteristics.

In Vietnam hierarchical society, the young usually respect and obey the demand
and willingness of the elderly. The parents or elderly play an important role in
making decisions in the family. Consequently, Vietnamese students usually make
their decisions on education under the strong influence of their family. Moreover,
Vietnam is a collectivistic society. This is manifest in a close long-term commitment
to the “member” group, be that a family, extended family or extended relationships.
Loyalty in a collectivist culture is paramount and overrides most other societal rules
and regulations. Such a society fosters strong relationships, where everyone takes
responsibility for fellow members of their group. In collectivistic society, offence
leads to shame and loss of face (Hofstede, 2016).

In fact, Vietnamese usually live with their family, and from an early age, children
are taught to respect their parents and the elderly. And, independent behavior
will disrupt the harmony of the family which is highly discouraged. Consequently,

5 MOET: The Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training



Vietnamese have a trend to obey and respect the demands and willingness of their
family, especially in education. Moreover, education is a primary thing in Vietnam.
Learning is not only for the sake of prestige or good jobs, but also for the “face” and
“pride” of the family (Quyen, 2015). Consequently, Vietnamese invest a lot of time
and money for their children to ensure prestige or good jobs in the future. In this
context, Vietnamese live and learn under big pressure from their family.
Consequently, Vietnam not only needs to reform its outdated education system, but
also needs to issue policies to encourage its students, especially those who want to
attend vocational schools. Moreover, Vietnam needs to help its people know more
about the importance of a vocational school by media and propaganda to make its
people change their unilateral thinking about vocational schools. This will help the
reform of education to be more successful to create qualified employees to ensure
Vietnam's continued rapid economic growth in the future. Therefore, this thesis will
examine the following research questions.

4. Research questions

1. Why don't Vietnamese students want to attend vocational schools?

2. What role does culture play in the decision to attend or not attend vocational

schools?

lll. METHODOLOGY

Previous research on the policy of how to improve Vietnam's labor force could not
be found. Consequently, this thesis will be an exploratory descriptive study based
on prior research conducted in Vietnam with all materials translated both back
and forward from Vietnamese to English. Data will be collected through a survey
administered to the students at Hong Bang International University (HBIU) and Da
Lat University (DLU).

1. Framework for the study

Special attention for this study was given to create a survey that would reflect the
thinking of Vietnamese students and their families on education nowadays. It was
assumed that Vietnamese students would pay more attention to university than
vocational school, and they usually learn under the strong influence of their family.
Consequently, in order to ensure student’s comprehension of the survey questions
and establish validity, the survey was conducted in Vietnamese.

This survey has three parts, the first part was accomplished by checking a box
from number 1 being strongly disagree to number 5 being strongly agree for each

question from number 1 to 30. The number used was: 1 for strongly disagree, 2 for
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disagree, 3 for neutral, 4 for agree, and 5 for strongly agree. This method is salient
in Vietnamese culture and is usually used for academic report cards and surveys.
And, the second part was accomplished by writing personal opinions in a blank
from question number 31 to 40. During the survey, the students checked a box, and
wrote their personal opinions without requesting assistance in answering any of the
questions. Finally, the third part requested demographic information such as gender,
age, hometown, year of student and major.

2. Participants

The survey was administered to a total of 259 participants in two universities. The
first one is Hong Bang International University (HBIU), Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.
And, the second one is Da Lat University (DLU), Lam Dong Province, Vietnam.
According to the nature of exploratory research, it was thought best to administer
the survey to a large population of participants. Four classes in each university were
selected in which to administer the survey. The age distribution of the participants
was from 18 to 22.

3. Materials

The method of collecting data was a survey. All participants completed a written
survey in Vietnamese. The survey has three parts: the first part of the survey from
question 1 to 30 was checking number 1 to 5 in a box (1: strongly disagree (SD), 2:
disagree (D), 3: neutral (N), 4: agree(A), and 5: strongly agree (SA)), the second part
from question 31 to 40 was personal opinion writing. And, the third part requested
the participant’s basic information.

The first part was developed by using the six cultural dimensions of Hofstede®
(2016). The six cultural dimensions were Power distance (PD), Individualism (ID),
Masculinity (MAS), Uncertainty Avoidance (UA), Long Term Orientation (LTO), and
Indulgence (IDG). In the first part of the survey, the questions from 1 to 5 were asked
about PD, questions from 6 to 10: ID, questions from 11 to 15: MAS, questions from
16 to 21: UA, questions from 22 to 27: LTO and questions from 28 to 30: IDG. Based
on the result, the Vietnamese cultural dimension will be examined. And, the answer
to the question “what role does culture play in the decision to attend or not attend
vocational schools?” will be highlighted.

The second part was designed by using 10 major characteristics of Vietnamese
based on the research of AISR” (VNA, 2012). According to the results, the answer to

6  Professor Geert Hofstede is a famous researcher from the Netherlands. He is the founder of
comparative intercultural research.
7  AISR: American Institute of Social Research



the question “why don'’t Vietnamese students want to attend vocational schools?” will
be highlighted.

The third part requested basic information of participants. Based on these, the differ-
ence between participants in urban and rural areas will be highlighted.

Finally, based on the results of all 3 parts above, the policy for improving the Viet-
namese labor force to be more productive and competitive will be highlighted.

4. Procedure

The survey was administered in February and March in 2016. The researcher went
to two universities and recruited interested education majors for the survey. The two
universities were Hong Bang International University (HBIU) in Ho Chi Minh City,
and Da Lat University (DLU) in Da Lat City. In these universities, the participants
were given a copy of the survey. The survey had three parts and was written in Viet-
namese.

HBUI is located in Ho Chi Minh City. This is the biggest city in Vietnam. HBUI is a
private university and has four classes: the NB15 class (H1), the NB14 class (H2), the
NB13 class (H3), and the NB12 class (H4). All of the participants in these four class-
es were administered the survey from February 22™ to March 3™, 2016.

DLU is located in Da Lat City, Lam Dong Province. This is a small city in a rural area
and 300km far above Ho Chi Minh City. DLU is a government-owned university, and
also has four classes: the K39 class (D1), the K38 class (D2), the K37 class (D3), and
the K36 class (D4). All of the participants in these four classes were administered the
survey from March 7" to March 17", 2016.

5. Analysis

The data analysis centered mainly on the responses from the first and second part of
the survey, which contained the results of the Vietnamese characteristics. The result
was tabulated for each participant in each university. Moreover, the data was ana-
lyzed by total sample, gender, hometown, and the two sample groups identified as
HBIU and DLU.

A frequency distribution was also performed to determine the percentage of partici-
pants who responded strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly agree
for each of the thirty questions in the first part. The tabulated data illustrated the
specific situations for the Vietnamese characteristics.

In the following discussion of the results, possible relationships between the frequen-
cy distribution and specific data collected will be analyzed. The results of the survey
may provide both participants and teachers with a better understanding of the Viet-

namese characteristics and how to skill up Vietnam'’s labor force.
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The results of the data are presented in the following section.

IV. RESULTS

The analyses of data will begin with a report of the general findings followed by spe-
cific results for Vietnamese cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 2016) used in the survey.
Questions 31 to 40 addressed the attitudes towards vocational school.

Question number Cultural dimension
1,2,3,45 Power distance
6,7,8,9 10,14 Individualism
11,12,13,15,16 Masculinity
17,18, 19, 20, 21 Uncertainty avoidance
22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27 Long term orientation
28,29, 30 Indulgence

Table 1: Question number and cultural dimensions
The questions in the cultural dimensions were analyzed based on the percentage of
the participants who responded strongly agree (SA), agree (A), neutral (N), disagree
(D), and strongly disagree (SD) on a 5 point Likert-type scale. The participants were
ranked on a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 corresponding to strongly agree and 1 to strongly
disagree. Completed results of the data analysis will be explained.
1. For the Power distance dimension, the results of question 1, 2 and 3 will be
examined. The questions number 4 and 5 in this section did not show any specific
trend and hence are not included.
The question number 1 is “Hierarchy in society is important™. The percentage of
respondents for either strongly agree or agree was 83% to 100%. Both H4 and D3
reported 100% agreement. The students in H3 reported 83% strongly agree or agree.
Since the percentages were all above 80%, no further analysis was conducted.
The question number 2 is “Obedience to parents is important”. The percentage of
respondents for either strongly agree or agree was 82% to 100%. The students in
H4 reported 100% agreement. Again as over 82% were strongly agree or agree, no
further analysis was conducted.
The question number 3 is “You expect to be told what to do". The percentage of
students who responded agree or strongly agree was 80% to 100%. The students in
H4 reported 100% agreement. Again as over 80% were strongly agree or agree, no
further analysis was conducted.
Based on these results above, it shows that Hierarchy and Obedience are important
to Vietnamese students, and reflect a strong Power distance rating which supports
Hofstede (2016).
2. For Individualism, the results of question 7, 9 and 14 will be examined. The



questions number 6, 8 and 10 in this section did not show any specific trend and
hence are not included.

The question number 7 is “You don’t like unexpected thing to happen”. The
percentage of students who responded strongly agree or agree was 43% to 80.4%.
The question number 9 is “Compromise is better than debate for the solution of
conflicts”. The percentage of respondents to either strongly agree or agree was 52%
to 72%.

The question number 14 is “The opinion of the group is more important than your
opinion”. The percentage of respondents was neutral at 16.6% to 57%. The students
of H4 reported the opposite trend to others.

Based on these results above, it shows that Vietnamese students have a slight trend
to step out of their “collectivism zone” to be more individualistic. However, in general
they still want to keep harmony in their community, and reflect a strong collectivism
rating which supports Hofstede (2016).

3. For Masculinity dimension, the results of question 15 and 16 will be examined.
The questions number 11, 12 and 13 in this section did not show any specific trend
and hence are not included.

The question number 15 is “The pride of your family is more important than
personal pride”. The percentage of respondents to strongly agree and agree was 47%
to 86%. The students of H3 reported the highest score as neutral.

The question number 16 is “Family and relationship are more important than
personal pride”. The percentage of respondents to strongly agree or agree was 57.3%
to 78.6%.

Based on these results above, it shows that Family is important to Vietnamese
students, and reflects a weak Masculinity rating which supports Hofstede (2016).

4. For Uncertainty Avoidance, the results of question 17, 18, 20 and 21 will be
examined. The question number 19 in this section did not show any specific trend
and hence is not included.

The question number 17 is “Balance between family and work is important”. The
percentage of respondents to either strongly agree or agree was 85.8% to 100%. The
students of H4 reported 100% agreement.

The question number 18 is “Work is more important than family”. The percentage of
respondents to either strongly disagree or disagree was 79.5% to 88%. The students
of D2 reported 0% agreement.

The results of questions number 17 and 18 shows that family still plays an important
role for Vietnamese students, and they tend to prioritize sharing time with their
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family.

The question number 20 is “You learn for the sake of knowledge”. The percentage of
respondents to either strongly agree or agree was 79% to 100%. The students of H4
reported 100% agreement.

The question number 21 is “You learn for the sake of privileges and jobs”. The
percentage of respondents to either strongly agree or agree was 76% to 100%. The
students of H4 reported 100% of agreement.

The results of these questions above show that Vietnamese students learn under
the high expectation of their family. However, in fact they don't exactly know what
they are learning for. The results of these four questions reflect a weak Uncertainty
Avoidance rating which supports Hofstede.

5. For Long Term Orientation dimension, the results of questions 22, 23, 24, 26
and 27 will be examined. The question number 25 in this section did not show any
specific trend and hence is not included.

The question number 22 is “You like to live with your family”. The percentage of
respondents to either strongly agree or agree was 52% to 91%.

The question number 23 is “You want to be supported financially by your family”.
The percentage of respondents to either strongly disagree or disagree was 34.5% to
64%.

The results of these two questions above show that there is a tendency for
Vietnamese students to have conflicting desires. They want to live with their family
due to the traditional customs. However, they also want to be more financially
independent from their family.

The question number 24 is “You want a stable job with medium wage after
graduation”. The percentage of respondents to either strongly disagree or disagree
was 28% to 59.5%.

The question number 26 is “Loyalty to the company and employment security is
important”. The percentage of respondents to either strongly agree or agree was
72.5% to 91%.

The question number 27 is “Higher wages are more important than company
loyalty”. The percentage of respondents to either strongly agree or agree was 61% to
86%.

Based on the results of the above three questions, it can be concluded that
Vietnamese students have a high expectation for their future job, which reflects a
Long Term Orientation rating which supports Hofstede (2016).

6. The Indulgence dimension did not show any strong tendency and hence the
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results from those questions 28, 29, and 30 are not reported here.

7. For the vocational school content, the results of each question will be reported.
The question number 31 is “Why did you decide to study in university?” The
answers of each university were as follows: HBIU Family pressure: 42% of the
students (58/138), Individual choice: 58% of the students (80/138); DLU Family
pressure: 7% of the students (8/138), Individual choice: 93% of the students
(113/121). It shows that the students in urban areas tend to study under the strong
pressure and demand of their family. However, the students in rural areas have more
freedom in making decisions.

The question number 32 is “Why did you choose this field of study?” The answers
of each university were as follows: HBIU High wage and good job in the future: 63%
of the students (87/138), Family pressure: 37% of the students (51/138); DLU High
wage and good job in the future: 97.5% of the students (118/121), Family pressure:
2.5% of the students (3/121). It shows that Vietnamese students study for the sake
of privileges and jobs, especially in rural areas.

The question number 33 is “Did you ever consider attending vocational school?” The
answers of each university were as follows: HBIU Yes: 40.5% of the students (56/138),
No: 59.5% of the students (82/138); DLU Yes: 31% of the students (38/121), No:
69% of the students (90/121). Moreover, the most stated reason for students who
answered “Yes” was “Graduating quickly and find a job quickly”. For the student who
answered “No”, students said they did not consider it because it would be “Hard to
get a good wage after graduation”.

The question number 34 is “If you have the opportunity, do you want to change
your course of study?” The answers of each university were as follows: HBIU Yes:
26% of the students (36/138), No: 74% of the students (102/138); DLU Yes: 42% of
the students (51/121), No: 58% of the students (60/121). The most stated reasons
of students who answered “Yes” were “This course is difficult” and “I don't like it".
And the most stated reasons of students who answered “No” were ‘It takes a lot of
money and time”, “It shames my family’s reputation”, and “My family will not let this
happen”.

The question number 35 is “What would you like to do in the future?” The answers
of each university were as follows: HBIU White collar employee: 100% of the
students (138/138), Blue collar employee: 0% of the students (0/138); DLU White
collar employee: 100% of the students (121/121), Blue collar employee: 0% of the
students (0/121). The careers of students who answered “White collar employee”
were “Banker”, “Teacher” and “Manager”. It shows that both the students in urban
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and rural areas have a high expectation for their future job.

The question number 36 is “What kind of job does your family expect you to get
after graduation?” The answers of each university were as follows: HBIU White collar
job: 100% of the students (138/138); DLU White collar job: 100% of the students
(121/121). The top 3 jobs which Vietnamese family members expect their children
to get after graduation were “Banker”, “Doctor” and “Engineer”. Again it shows the
high expectation of Vietnamese family members for their children in choosing jobs.
The question number 37 is “Do you feel your university education is preparing
you for your future job?” The answers of each university were as follows: HBIU
Yes: 43.5% of the students (60/138), No: 56.5% of the students (78/138); DLU Yes:
47% of the students (57/121), No: 53% of the students (64/121). Moreover, the
most stated answer for the sub question “If no, what do you need to become better
prepared?” was “Studying and get more experiences in real life”.

The question number 38 is “Where do you expect to gain the necessary skills for
your future job?” The answers of each university were as follows: HBIU Company:
86% of the students (119/138), Vocational school: 4% of the students (6/138),
University: 10% of the students (13/138); DLU Company: 80% of the students
(97/121), Vocational school: 3% of the students (4/121), University: 17% of the
students (19/121).

The question number 39 is “Should a company provide training for its employees?”
The answers of each university were as follows: HBIU Yes: 97% of the students
(134/138) No: 3% of the students (4/138); DLU Yes: 96.5% of the students (117/121),
No: 3.5% of the students (4/121). And, each answer to the sub question “If yes,
what should be the balance between working and training?” were as follows: a. 25%
training and 75% working: 47% of the students (119/251), b. 50% training and 50%
working: 50.5% of the students (127/251), c. 75% training and 25% working: 2.5%
of the students (5/251).

The question number 40 is “If you are unemployed after graduation, do you want to
work as a blue-collar employee in a factory for a short term to get experience?” The
answers of each university were as follows: HBIU Yes: 30% of the students (41/138),
No: 70% of the students (97/138); DLU Yes: 83% of the students (101/121), No: 17%
of the students (20/121). And, the answers of each university to the sub question “If
not, what is the reason you don't want to work as a blue-collar employee?” were as
follows: HBIU a. It is hard work: 19% of the students (18/97), b. It is low wage: 21%
of the students (20/97), c. My family will lose their pride: 43% of the students (42/97),
d. All of the above: 17% of the students (17/97), e. Other: 0% of the students (0/97);
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DLU a. It is hard work: 10% of the students (2/20), b. It is low wage: 50% of the
students (10/20), c. My family will lose their pride: 25% of the students (5/20), d.
All of the above: 15% of the students (3/20), e. Other: 0% of the students (0/20). It
shows that students in rural areas tend to be more realistic than urban areas.

Based on these results, it shows that Vietnamese students study under the strong
pressure of their family. And, students have a trend to study at university to get a
good job after graduation as seen by their high expectation and desire to save the
face of their family.

Summary

The first research question for this study was “What role does culture play in the
decision to attend or not attend vocational schools?” based on Vietnamese cultural
dimensions as defined by Hofstede and the 10 Vietnamese major characteristics of
AISR. The data analysis shows that the majority of the HBIU and DLU participants
support Hofstede’s findings that Vietnamese are collectivist, valuing obedience and
family.

The second research question was to examine “Why don’t Vietnamese students want
to attend vocational schools?” based on the responses of participants. The data anal-
ysis shows that there are differences between HBIU and DLU participants in making
decisions.

V. DISCUSSIONS:

The three findings will be discussed as follows: 1) Vietnamese students study and
make a decision under the strong influence of their family; 2) Vietnamese students
just want to be white-collar employees after graduation; 3) The education system
needs to be reformed.

1. Vietnamese students study and make a decision under the strong influence of
their family

This study supports the research of Hofstede (2016) with the presence of Vietnam-
ese characteristics. As Japan, Korea and China, Vietnam shares a common collectivist
culture which is influenced by Confucius. This is opposed to Western culture such as
Europe and America which emphasizes the role of the individual, and stresses inde-
pendence and diversity. In Asian culture, the individual is just considered as being a
part of the family, group and community where the importance of relationship and
harmony are emphasized.

For a Vietnamese family, hierarchy and obedience is important. The children show a

tendency to respect and obey the direction of their parents or elderly members. They
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are taught early in life that the family is central and the primary thing. And, the be-
havior of individual members is a reflection on the entire family. As shown in the re-
sults above 80% of students being surveyed responded that the hierarchy in society
and obedience to parents are important. Moreover, most of them are also expected
to be told what to do.

Additionally, education plays an important role in Vietnam's society. “Education is
the most valued way of achieving position, a success in education is viewed as an act
of filial piety” (Hu, 2012). Since feudal times, education was the only way to get away
from poverty and achieve the position in society. Consequently, learning is not only
for getting knowledge, but also for achieving privileges and for the face of family in
Vietnamese culture. Especially for the family whose parents have a high position in
society such as a politician, businessman or doctor, their children when they were
born have a mission to keep the shining pride of their family.

After the “DOI MOI" reform in 1986 living conditions improved, and as a result Viet-
namese invest more in education for the future of their children. Especially in the
urban areas, the rich are spending money for their children to attend international
bilingual school with monthly tuition fees above 1,000 USD. Meanwhile, the GDP of
Vietnam is just 2,109 USD (MOLISA, 2015). Even in rural areas where people don't
have access to good education as in urban areas, and have less money, they also try
their best to save money for their children to go to cram schools after class lessons.
This is a typical example of the phenomena named “education fever” in Vietnam.
However, in some aspects, “education fever” is damaging Vietnamese society.
“Throughout much of Asia, education is seen as the only path to success. Parental de-
mands, fear of failure, competition and pride are fueling Asia’s academic ascension”
(Breitenstein, 2013). Nowadays, Vietnamese are putting so much pressure on their
children. You can easily see the scene where Vietnamese parents are waiting in front
of cram school to pick up their children at 10.pm in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.

Why do Vietnamese learn so much? Are they learning for the sake of knowledge or
for the sake of privileges and jobs in the future? In some cases, they are learning just
because their parents force them to learn to attend a privileged school for the pride
of the family. In this context, the university is a primary choice, especially for stu-
dents in urban areas. The definition of a successful man is a person who gets a good
job with high wages and position after graduating from a top university or interna-
tional bilingual school. This is a pattern in Vietnamese society.

However, this pattern could be changed. As shown in the results, above 40% of

students in an urban area being surveyed responded that they decided to study in
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university due to family pressure. And, 60% of students made the decision by them-
selves. However, as expected from the Vietnamese point of view learning in vocation-
al school is likely to be a “humble image” or “low status” in that they will work in a
factory or receive a low wage after graduation. And, it will make their family lose “face”
and “pride” (Them, 1996). Moreover, 59.5% of students in urban areas and 69% of
students in rural areas being surveyed responded that they never considered attend-
ing vocational school. This is in direct opposition of the policies put in place by the
government to develop human resources through vocational training.

2. Vietnamese students just want to be white-collar employees

Nowadays the “education fever” is rising in Vietnam. Vietnamese are putting so many
expectations on their children, especially in urban areas. Parents want their children
to pay 100% attention to learning. Consequently, students have a tendency to rely on
their parents for everything, even small things. Their only mission is learning, learn-
ing hard and learning harder for the pride of their family. And, they are called by the
name “industrial chicken”.

What is meant by “industrial chicken™ On a big poultry farm where chickens are
raised for the purpose of meat or eggs for food, these chickens live in a cage where
they are being fed every day for their mission in life. This is eating, growing fast and
laying eggs. The same situation can easily be seen for Vietnamese students nowa-
days, especially in urban areas.

This is the typical love of a Vietnamese family for their children where the children
are dominated by the love of their family, and they must respect and obey whatever
their parents say. This supports Carteret (2010) who found “In the traditional Asian
family, parents define the law and the children are expected to abide by their re-
quests and demands; filial piety or respect for one’s parents and elders is critically
important. In the most traditional of families this manifests in rules of conduct such
as: only speak when spoken to, speak only if one has something important to say”.
Because of the extreme love of family, nowadays a lot of Vietnamese students easily
give up their right in making a decision, they just rely on their parents to make a de-
cision for them. Consequently, as shown in the results, 100% of students being sur-
veyed in both urban and rural areas responded that their family expects them to be
a white-collar employee after graduation. And, 100% of students being surveyed also
responded that they also want to be a white-collar employee after graduation. How-
ever, the rate of unemployed students is rising in recent years due to the economic
crisis and the imbalance in the labor market. Although many students graduate from

university, they are afraid of losing their family face by not gaining white-collar em-
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ployment.

In this context, instead of working as a blue-collar employee, unemployed students
continue to study higher to get master or doctorate degrees instead of getting a
blue-collar employee job for a short time. Consequently, as shown in the results, just
30% of students being surveyed responded that they will work as a blue-collar em-
ployee in a factory for a short term to get experience, if they are unemployed after
graduating. This is a serious problem in Vietnam nowadays.

3. The educational system needs to be reformed

In fact, Vietnam has issued a lot of policies and spent a large amount of the annual
national budget for education (above 20%). However, education did not work as
expected in recent years. The unemployed rate of university and above graduates is
increasing due to the imbalance in the labor market and the lack of effective career
guidance in the high school (Hang, 2015b).

In Vietnamese society, the quality of school is ranked highly based on the percentage
of its students who pass the national exam and enter top universities. In this context,
before the national exam teachers at the high school have a tendency to guide their
students to apply to universities more than vocational schools for the pride of their
school (Tran Huynh, 2016). And, this is called by the name “achievement disease”
in Vietnam's education. Moreover, too many universities and colleges are newly
opened in recent years. According to a report by MOLISA, the number of universities
and colleges in Vietnam reached 412 in 2016. It means that the average number
of universities and colleges in each province and city is 6.6. Moreover, Vietnam has
over 2.2 million students of its 90.6 million population. In comparison, this number
is higher than the developed countries.

Too many students graduate from universities without jobs. The unemployment
number reached 225,000 for university and above graduates in 2016 according to
the report of MOLISA (Hanh, 2016). Meanwhile, the shortage of qualified employees
who have professional knowledge and skills is serious. According to the report of
JETRO® 2014, 49% of Japanese companies being surveyed complained that they
have difficulties in recruiting qualified blue-collar employees.

Since the post-war Vietnam, government has made a lot of advancements in
increasing the literacy rate by investing in education. However, nowadays its teaching
method is outdated and not suitable to the demands of the labor market. And, it pays

less attention to developing independent, creative thinking abilities and applying

8 JETRO: Japan External Trade Organization
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knowledge and skills to the demands of an employer. As shown in the results, 56.5
% of students in urban areas and 53% of students being surveyed responded that
they do not think that university education is preparing them for their future jobs.
And, they also said they should study and get more experiences in real life to become
better prepared.

Consequently, the graduates who begin to apply for jobs must be retrained once
again. In fact, university education is not providing enough knowledge and skills for
future jobs. However, students do not pay enough attention to upgrade their skill.
They are just expected to receive a training course after being recruited. As shown
in the results, above 80% of students being surveyed responded that they expect to
gain the necessary skills in their company. Meanwhile, only 4% of students want to
attend vocational school to gain the necessary skills.

Additionally, above 96% of students being surveyed responded that a company
should provide a training course for its employees. For the training course, 50%
of them want to have the balance between 50% working and 50% training. 47% of
students want to have the balance between 25% training and 75% working. And, 2.5%
of students want to have the balance between 75% training and 25% working in their
company.

These are reasons why the number of unemployed graduates is rising in Vietnam. In
fact, Vietnamese students not only lack skills, but also have high expectations about
themselves. A lot of companies being surveyed complained that students nowadays
live on their illusion. They lack skills, and some even don't know how to write a CV
correctly or use a photocopier and fax machine. However, they want a high wage and
stable job. In general, Vietnamese are less productive than other countries.

In fact, Vietnam labor productivity is at the bottom of ASEAN. Meanwhile, Singapore
labor productivity was 18 times higher than Vietnam (Hang, 2015a). And, the
gap between the low productivity country like Vietnam and the high productivity
country like Singapore has been widening more and more in recent years. With
low productivity and high illusion about themselves, Vietnamese usually take a low
position with low wage in foreign companies. Meanwhile, a high position as manager
is assumed by foreigners. Consequently, Vietnam must reform its education system
to develop skills and improve the quality of its students who will be in the labor
force in the future, in order to make its labor force more productive and competitive,
especially in today’s globalized world.

Summary

The study answered two major research questions. The results of the data analyses
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showed the important role of cultural values in Vietnamese society. It influences
their thinking so deeply and in the process of making decisions.

The unexpected findings were the high expectation of Vietnamese students and their
family for future jobs. All students being survey responded that their families want
them to have white-collar jobs. Moreover, this was the big illusion of Vietnamese
students when applying for a job. In fact, graduates lack soft-skills and working
experiences. However, they want a high wage and stable job.

While the purpose of this study was exploratory, the findings suggest that future
research should be conducted as follows: 1) The role of cultural value in skilling-up
the labor force; and 2) The importance of soft-skills and English for the labor force in

a multicultural company.
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