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Abstract

In the last three decades, an increase in the number of single mothers in Vietnam has attracted
the attention of scholars. Researchers have largely focussed on difficulties faced by single
mothers living in a society driven by patriarchal values, with limited support from the
government. Few studies have considered the wider social, political, and cultural factors that
may influence single mothers and their children, such as expectations placed upon them by
their extended families, the role of government policies, or the activities of the Vietnamese
Women’s Union (VWU).

In response to the gap in literature, this qualitative study examines the lived experiences of a
sample of single mothers in Northern Vietnam, with the secondary aim of providing a
corroborated voice to staff members of local branches of the VWU. Using feminist standpoint
theory and triangulation of research methods, it considers familial, societal, political, and
cultural factors impacting the lives of single mothers and their children in Vietnam. The thesis
aims to inform government and VWU policies, allowing these to address more effectively some
of the challenges faced by the growing number of single mothers in Northern Vietnam.
Findings show that single mothers and their children frequently encounter social stigma in
Northern Vietnam, which can be largely attributed to the mothers’ single status (be they
widowed, never married, or divorced). While the study’s research participants (single mothers)
employ different strategies to cope with stigma, one attribute they have in common is striving
to be self-sufficient and to provide well for their children. To this end, they invest large amounts
of their time and income on their children’s education despite the mental, physical, and
emotional toll these activities place on them personally. These mothers do so in anticipation
that their “sacrifices” will result in better educational outcomes for their children, thereby
improving their children’s social and economic status, and resulting in the children better
supporting their mothers in old age. Participants report that support from the government and

VWU is in many cases limited and does not always meet their needs. Consequently, single-



mother families commonly rely on their extended families for assistance. This assistance is
often their primary form of support, and is typically financial, taking the form of housing and/or

providing childcare.



Chapter 1
Introduction

1.1 The story of my family

My mother, a single mother for twenty-nine years now, inspired this research. My father was
killed in a car accident in 1993, at the age of 34, leaving my mother to bring up two young
children on her own. I was just eight years old, and my brother six, when this tragedy occurred.
We lived in a remote village in Hai Phong, a province on the north coast of Vietnam.

My father had been the major breadwinner not only for our nuclear family, but also for my
paternal grandmother who lived with us. She herself had been a single mother of six children
and unable to work for many years due to osteoarthritis. After my father died, my mother had
to take responsibility as the only financial provider for the family. Biannually, after the two
main harvest seasons, my mother would get casual employment as a cleaner, or a goods carrier,
not only to earn sufficient income to support the family, but also to deal with the pain of losing
her husband. The image of my mother wearing her old work clothes, standing near the well in
the backyard, crying and totally exhausted after returning from work, remains engraved in my
mind.

My mother experienced a deep sense of insecurity during her thirties. As a young widow living
with an old, dominating mother-in-law and small children, she experienced unpleasant,
challenging times and even physical violence that she had never encountered when my father
was alive. She was exploited at work, thieves broke into our house several times and, worst of
all, she was sexually abused by a man living next door. My mother kept the sexual abuse secret
because she felt ashamed, scared, and helpless. It was a tough time and she even contemplated
suicide. Only the responsibility for her two young children prevented her from doing so.
Subsequently, my mother sold our house and we moved to the centre of Hai Phong where, at
the age of 42, my mother started working in a construction material trading company. Thanks

to her sacrifices, my brother and I have both received a good education and live a good life



today. My mother is happy now, living near my brother, enjoying her old age with her
grandchildren and her friends.

As a child of a single mother, I experienced many difficulties. During our childhoods, my little
brother and I often went hungry as my mother did not have enough money to buy food. Our
teachers often complained about overdue tuition fees in front of other students in our classes.
However, the financial difficulties we encountered seem insignificant when compared to the
mental effects of social stigma, which resulted in bad behaviour during our teenage years. Most
of the time when we made mistakes, we were blamed for being ‘con khong cha’ — children
growing up without a father. Those harsh words gradually contributed to us becoming
stubborn, rebellious teenagers. We took part in fighting at school and in our neighbourhood.
We played truant, and when I was in Year Eight, I would have been expelled for fighting had
my mother not begged the Principal to allow me to continue my education. Everything changed
one evening when my mother told us about the abuse she had suffered at the hands of the
neighbour, her suicidal thoughts, her worries about our future, and her love for us. At that time,
I realised what an ungrateful child I had been, and we decided to move to the city centre to start
a new life.

My mother’s life and my childhood experiences have encouraged me to reflect on single
motherhood in Vietnam and the fact that many Vietnamese single mothers confront challenges
and troubles that married women may not encounter. As a mother myself, I have great
sympathy for mothers who have found themselves in similar situations to my mother. The
primary aims of my research are to gain further understanding of the lived experiences of single
mothers in Vietnam and the everyday troubles they encounter, and to identify aspects of their

lives where external support can be provided.



1.2 Brief overview of the situation of single mothers in different parts of the world

This section will provide a brief insight into some of the challenges and issues faced by single
mothers in different parts of the world. The number of single mothers (parents) has increased
throughout the world in recent decades (Harkonen, 2018). In the United States of America,
there were approximately 12 million single-parent families in 2016, with 80 per cent of these
headed by single mothers; approximately 23 percent of children under 18 years old lived in
these households (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). In the United Kingdom there were 2.9 million
single-parent families in 2019, which is 15 per cent of all families in the UK; similarly,
households headed by mothers accounted for 84 per cent (U.K. Office for National Statistic,
2019). In Australia, single-parent households are the fastest-growing family type, and in 2019
constituted roughly 14 per cent of all families; again, 83 per cent of these single-parent
households were headed by single mothers (cited in Robinson, Magee, & Caputi, 2018). The
number is also on the rise in many Asian countries, including China, Japan, and Vietnam
(Yeung & Park, 2016; Jones & Yeung, 2014).

While the increase in the number of single mothers in western countries reflects a breakdown
in marital relationships and an increase in teenage pregnancy (Robinson et al., 2018), in Asian
countries, the rise is mainly a result of an increase in the divorce rate (Yeung & Park, 2016),
which in Vietnam rose from 18,308 to 28,076 divorces from 2013 to 2018 (General Statistics
Office of Vietnam, 2019). Official Vietnamese statistics also indicate that from 2002 to 2012,
the percentage of widowed women rose from 10.4 to 11.2 per cent (General Statistics Office
of Vietnam, 2012a). Although there are no official statistics for the number of Vietnamese
women who have had a child outside of marriage, academic studies claim that this is a growing
phenomenon (Murru & Polese, 2017; Phinney, 2005; Van, 2015). Following the definition of

the Government of the Social Republic of Vietnam (2013), the term ‘single mother’ in this



study refers to mothers who are raising their child/ren without a father — whether this situation
is due to divorce, having a child outside of marriage, or the death of the spouse.

Research has shown that single mothers worldwide are considered a disadvantaged segment of
the population and are often less educated than the general population, have lower incomes,
have greater trouble with housing affordability, and have less social support, all of which
contribute to their lower status (D. Brady & Burroway, 2012; Ochala & Mungai, 2016;
Robinson et al., 2018; Son & Bauer, 2010). It is reported that in western countries, although
there is some variation between nations, one fourth of single mothers live in poverty (D. Brady
& Burroway, 2012). In Australia, for example, almost 25 per cent of single-parent families live
in poverty, in contrast to 7 per cent of dual-parent households (Robinson et al., 2018). The rate
is even higher in the United States, where nearly 40 per cent of single-mother families live in
poverty, again compared to approximately 7 per cent of dual-parent families (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2016).

Globally, single mothers experience various forms of stigma. This may take the form of
criticism and judgement, especially in terms of their intimate lives, economic status, and
parenting style. In western countries, in the eyes of the general public, single mothers,
especially those who are teenagers, are often considered to be out of control and sexually
promiscuous, and hence a threat to the social order (Mann & Roseneil, 2003; Nayak & Kehily,
2014; Pini & Previte, 2013; Tyler, 2008). The parenting capacity of single mothers is also
questioned, although some studies in the global north point out that while most single mothers
cannot compete with married couples in terms of resources to raise their children, many
children in single-mother families still perform well academically (Albelda, Himmelweit, &
Humphries, 2004; Berryhill, 2018; Ford-Gilboe & Campbell, 1996). Researchers attribute such
positive outcomes to mothers changing their perceptions, reconfiguring their life strategies, and

putting much effort into managing their situation (Albelda et al., 2004). However, negative



views on the parenting abilities of single mothers remain dominant, with studies claiming that
being raised by a single mother is likely to have a negative impact on a child’s life in general
and educational outcomes specifically, due to the mother’s limited financial and human capital
resources (Gertler, Levine, & Ames, 2004; Hutchison, 2012; Jean Yeung & Park, 2015).
Children from single-mother families are often considered at risk of school attrition, teenage
pregnancy, drug abuse, and delinquency (Elliott, Powell, & Brenton, 2015; Kelly, 1996; Neill-
Weston & Morgan, 2017; Schmitz, 1995). Several studies in the global north shows that single
mothers are rarely considered to be capable of being ‘good’ mothers due to the widely-
promoted parenting model which is ‘child-centred, expert guided, emotionally absorbing,
labour intensive, and financially expensive’ (Hays, 1998, p. 8), practices most often attributed
to white, heterosexual, married women within a nuclear family (Arendell, 1999a). In contrast,
single motherhood is considered problematic, producing an underclass of problematic children
who themselves are likely to be irresponsible and become welfare-dependent (M. Brady, 2010;
Elliott et al., 2015).

In most western countries, where single mothers and their children benefit from a government
welfare system, the poverty they still experience has long been a source of concern and debate,
with single mothers frequently condemned as being irresponsibly welfare dependent (Carabine,
2001; Elliott et al., 2015; Morris & Munt, 2019): parasites on scarce resources (Tyler, 2013).
Often stereotyped and blamed for their financial insecurity and intergenerational welfare
dependence, single mothers are even associated with the ‘feminisation of the poor’ (Sands &
Nuccio, 1989, pp. 29, 34) or the ‘culture of poverty’ - terms referring to the role of single
mothers in the intergenerational transmission of poverty (Lewis, 1966). From the late 1990s
onward, countries such as the United States, Australia, and Canada have changed their welfare
policies, reducing government benefits for single-mother families. These changes, prompted

by large budget deficits and public pressure, require single mothers in receipt of welfare



payments to meet certain requirements in regard to training and job searching (de Gendre,
Schurer, & Zhang, 2021), an arrangement seen as protecting single mothers from economic
insecurity while curtailing their dependence on welfare (D. Brady & Burroway, 2012). In other
words, welfare reform initiatives have been redirected with the aim of weaning poor single
mothers with no preschool-aged children off welfare payments and into the job market, forcing
them to contribute to society via employment and other related activities (de Gendre et al.,
2021).

These welfare reforms have occasioned much discussion by politicians and scholars, some
arguing that while the changes may appear to have been necessary, studies show that by
decreasing single mothers’ welfare benefits and requiring them to enter the workforce, the
economic position of this group has been harmed and poverty rates have actually increased (M.
Brady & Cook, 2015; de Gendre et al., 2021; Fang & Keane, 2004; Wilson, 2019). Some
researchers argue that the advantages of welfare to single-mother families outweigh the cost,
and that welfare programs should be considered a long-term investment rather than ‘a short-
term sunk cost in government budgets’ (de Gendre et al., 2021, p. 2), because they improve
available resources for children, leading to better health and education outcomes, and reducing
the likelihood of future reliance on government support (Bailey, Hoynes, Rossin-Slater, &
Walker, 2020; de Gendre et al., 2021; Hoynes & Schanzenbach, 2018).

The stigma attached to single mothers in western countries cannot be neatly compared to the
type of stigma experienced in the Asian context. Single mothers in Asia generally receive very
limited government support and are not constructed as welfare parasites; however, strong
cultural norms that favour traditional, two-parent families create challenges for single-mother
families (Jean Yeung & Park, 2015; Gavin W. Jones & Wei-Jun Jean Yeung, 2014).
Contemporary Vietnam, like other South-East Asian countries, is influenced by Confucian

ideology which upholds strict adherence to traditional norms of family and marriage. Two-



parent families with the husband as head of the household are expected and still dominate, even
though there has been an increase in the number of single mothers (T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015)
which has attracted the attention of researchers. Studies describing the difficult position in
which single mothers find themselves include economic insecurity, stigma, and lack of help
(T. Le, 2002; Loenzien, 2016; Murru, 2016; T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015; Oosterhoff, Anh, Yen,
Wright, & Hardon, 2009; Phinney, 2005; Phinney, 2022). The majority of single mothers in
Vietnam not only experience extreme poverty due to insecure employment (T. Le, 2002), but
also social stigma, with widows or divorcees made to feel that their family is not complete
because of its missing “head” (husband/father) (T. Le, 2002; Oosterhoff et al., 2009). Young,
never-married mothers are generally considered to be sexually immoral women and bad
mothers (T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015). These women face strong criticism for having children out
of wedlock and raising them without a father. The judgements people make about single
mothers tend to extend to their offspring, with the child/ren, like their mother, facing
discrimination or prejudice from the community. The stigma of single motherhood in Vietnam
stems from a patriarchal heritage which still has a strong influence, and single mothers can be
seen as victims of this culture.

However, there is research that finds Vietnamese single mothers to have some agency.
Research by Phinney (2022) focussed on single mothers who had devoted their youth to the
fight for national independence and who chose to pursue single motherhood when they found
that their culturally sanctioned “marriageable age” was over. Supported by the government and
the Vietnamese Women’s Union, the mothers in this study decided to xin con (ask for a child)
in order to cope with loneliness, and to have someone to lean on in their old age in a society
where welfare for the elderly is very limited. While in some senses they can be seen as victims

of the war, or of the culture of war, they can make claims to security and support by having a
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child. Still, as Murru (2016, 2017) has found, while single mothers reported a sense of freedom

and liberty in their situation as a single mother, they still experience social stigma and criticism.
1.3 Research problem, research questions, and research aims

Although research on single mothers in Vietnam is growing, few look at how single mothers
exercise their agency. Further, an evaluation on supports for single mothers is still lacking. The
present study is grounded in the experiences of single mothers living in Northern Vietnam in
combination with the experiences of local Vietnamese Women’s Union staff officers, who
support women in general and single mothers specifically at the grassroots level to cope and
support their children in everyday life. The research also evaluates the official government
support and informal community and familial support available to these women. The central
research questions are as follows:
1. What are the defining experiences of single mothers in contemporary Northern
Vietnam?
2. How do single mothers manage their situation?
3. What resources do single mothers draw upon in their day-to-day lives?
4. What support do single mothers receive from the Vietnamese Government, from the
community, and from family?
5. How effective are the existing supports, and what support needs to be adjusted, added,
or changed?
The thesis aims to achieve the following outcomes:
e to shed light on the lived experience of single mothers in contemporary Northern
Vietnam, and better understand how they negotiate their situations and needs;
e to evaluate the available support for single mothers from the perspective of the mothers

and of Vietnamese Women’s Union staff; and
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e to develop possible solutions to provide better support for Vietnam’s single-mother
families.

The thesis aims to explore experiences of single mothers born after the war time, whose journey

of single motherhood aligns with the significant changes occurring in Vietnam during the

renewal era. It is important to note that the study does not include older single mothers who

sacrificed their youth in the national independence war. Therefore, a comparison between these

two groups of single mothers should not be anticipated in this research.

1.4 Research methodology and methods

Feminist standpoint theory (FST) was selected as the most suitable approach to the research
questions because it provides a means to promote women’s own knowledge of their
experiences and how they are impacted by their social position (Harding, 1992, 2004). FST
asserts that the everyday lived experience of all women is constructed and maintained by social
policy and structures from the vantage points of dominant patriarchal ideology. Women’s
standpoints emerge by negotiating and surviving within these systems which regulate and limit
their lives, producing in women a ‘double consciousness’ (cited in Bertsch, 2012), that is,
seeing life from the social position of both the dominant patriarchal ideology, and navigating
society as a member of a marginalised group. FST posits that there is an epistemic advantage
to double consciousness. This presumes that women are conscious of the public faces they
must adopt to negotiate daily life simultaneously with their own inner realities. The rubric of
double consciousness can produce a more realistic picture of women’s experiences and how
policy and social systems affect and delimit them (Smith, 1987), and can therefore serve as a
‘point of entry’ for a nuanced investigation (Harding, 2004; N. Hartsock, 1983).

To achieve the aims of this research, the study employed qualitative methods including photo
diaries, personal interviews, and photo-elicitation interviews conducted with focus groups.

Two groups of six single mothers participated in the photo-elicitation interviews (one group in
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Hanoi, and the other in rural Hai Phong), and 12 VWU staff members participated in the
personal interviews (six staff members at each research site). Focus groups were used for this
research because of the advantages of this data collection method for the feminist standpoint
approach. Participants in focus groups are usually recruited through purposive sampling,
therefore they may feel more comfortable expressing their views together with others who
share the same background and experiences (Coté-Arsenault & Morrison-Beedy, 1999;
Morgan, 1997). This approach encourages hard-to-reach populations to talk about strong
emotional or sensitive issues that are not usually raised (Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999). The group
photo-elicitation interviews were designed with the goal that they would more effectively
represent the participants’ worlds; that they would encourage the single mothers to actively
engage in the data collection and analysis. As feminist standpoint theory emphasises the
standpoint of women as a marginalised group, the theoretical and epistemological framework
of this research privileges the experiences of the single mothers over those of the Vietnamese
Women’s Union’s staff, in order to seek to develop more effective avenues of government
support from the perspective of the affected group.

In line with FST, the study started out by exploring the everyday lived experiences of single
mothers by asking the mother participants, ‘What are your experiences as a single mother?’
(research question 1). To investigate how dominant social forces shape the lives of single
mothers, the participants were then asked, ‘What strategies and resources do you employ?’,
‘What choices do you make to deal with a situation?’, and/or ‘Why do you believe those are
good things to do?’ (research questions 2 and 3). The available support for single mothers was
then evaluated through eliciting the perspectives of single mother research participants and

local area VWU staff members research participants (research questions 4 and 5).
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1.5 Thesis structure

The thesis is divided into three parts and has eight chapters in total. The four chapters of the
first part establish the research context, present literature reviews, and explain the
methodology. They set out the framework for the project and contextualise its significance
within the key debates taken from the literature.

Chapter 1 introduces the motivation behind the research and outlines its questions, subjects,
and aims, including a brief introduction of the methodology, and methods employed. Chapter
2 describes the research contexts, introduces traditional norms for women and family in
Vietnam, and provides an overview of government social economic policy and VWU activities,
which have led to changes in the roles of women in family and society. Chapter 3 provides a
critical review of the relevant literature on the topic of single mothers and support for them.
Chapter 4 presents the research design, explicating the feminist standpoint theory methodology
used, and other methods underpinning the project’s delivery. This chapter specifies the
particulars of the research setting and details the data collection and analysis process involved.
Chapters 5, 6, and 7 make up the second part of the thesis, presenting the three main areas of
findings. Chapter 5 consists of first-hand accounts given by single mothers relating to the social
stigma they and their children face and strategies they employ to deal with this stigma. Chapter
6 explores the involvement of single mothers in their children’s education, including cost of
schooling, time commitment, and future hopes for themselves and their children. Aspects of
this chapter were published in the article titled ‘Although I had a failed marriage, I won’t be a
failure as a mother’: an analysis of Vietnamese single mothers’ involvement in their children’s
schooling (T. T. Vu, Huppatz, & Onnudottir, 2021). Chapter 7 examines potential support for
single mothers, both from their own perspectives and the viewpoints of VWU staff. The

complexities surrounding access to government funding via the VWU and other VWU
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assistance, as well as issues related to family support, are explored and recommendations are
made for policy makers.
The third part, Chapter 8, summarises and concludes the thesis, analysing its limitations and

offering suggestions for further research.
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Chapter 2
The role of women in Vietnamese history

2.1 Introduction!

This chapter explores how the roles of women in Vietnam changed as the country moved from
a feudal society into modernity?. The common roles of women in Vietnam are still strongly
influenced by Confucian ideology, however, decades of French colonialism (1886—1945) and
the introduction of Western values have inevitably impacted on traditional roles, changing
societal perception of women’s social positions and rights, and resulting in the involvement of
women in various social and political activities. During the national wars for independence
(1945-1975) and then D6i Méi (Renewal Program of the Vietnamese Government) in 1986,
Vietnamese women leaders, aided by D6i Méi, collaborated with the Vietnamese Women’s
Union (VWU) to create a “new model” for Vietnamese women, encouraging women to take
on a double task: being the main emotional and physical carer for their family as well as
contributing financially to their household. By promoting this new model, the government and
the VWU played an important role in creating new standards, yet also new difficulties and

challenges, for women in contemporary Vietnam.

! In Vietnamese society, there were significant differences between the elite and peasant classes in terms of
following the official kinship rules which have great effect on the role of women within the family and the
society. Some of the notable distinctions have been addressed by Vietnamese scholars including marriage
practice, inheritance, and education approach. In terms of marriage practice, the elite class placed great
importance on arranged marriages as a means of building political alliances, consolidating wealth, and
maintaining social status. Marriages among the elite were often strategic. Peasants, on the other hand, had
more flexibility in choosing their marriage partners, although societal norms and practical considerations still
influenced their choices Regarding inheritance, in elite families, the passing down of assets was carefully
regulated and followed strict rules. The eldest son was typically the preferred heir and would inherit the majority
of the family's assets. Peasant families had less wealth and property to distribute, and inheritance patterns were
generally less formalised, often based on customary practices and family negotiations. Education and literacy
were more accessible for the elite class, as they had the means to provide their children (both boys and girls)
with formal education. In contrast, peasants, due to economic constraints and limited access to schools, had
lower literacy rates and relied more on oral traditions to pass down cultural and kinship knowledge.

2 Feudal society and modernity are constructed in opposition as feudal society is seen as traditional. The
communist party referred to feudal society as a means to encourage people to adopt their revolutionary agenda
and so the term feudal often includes negative implications.
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2.2 Women’s role in family and society in Vietnam: a brief history

2.2.1 Confucian norms regarding marriage and family in Vietnam

Contemporary Vietnam, like many South-East and East Asian countries, is influenced by
Confucian ideology which shapes the norms for women and the roles they are expected to
undertake in the family and society in general (Bélanger & Oudin, 2007; T. T. V. Nguyen,
2004; Grosse, 2015b; Jayakody & T. T. P. Pham, 2013). Introduced during the Chinese
occupation (111 BCE-938 AD), Confucian ideology was officially adopted by the Vietnamese
dynasties (1000-1945), and gradually became the dominant doctrine (Grosse, 2015b; N. H.
Nguyen, 1998), informing all core expectations, including “feminine” standards for

Vietnamese women.

Confucianism holds men and boys in higher esteem than women and girls, with the eldest son
responsible for maintaining the family lineage and providing for his parents in their old age
(Bélanger, 2002; Bélanger & Oudin, 2007). The Confucian family model was a husband and
his wife with their children, although it was expected that this nuclear family lives in an
extended household, that is, with the husband’s parents. The reasoning behind this was that the
young bride would undertake household duties and responsibilities, thus relieving her mother-
in-law of such tasks (T. N. B. Ngo, 2004). It was assumed that the bride’s own parents would
be taken care of by her sister-in-law or an unmarried daughter. A further expectation of the
new bride was that she would give birth to a son and the cycle of patriarchy would thus
continue. If she “failed” to provide her husband with a son, under Confucian norms, he was
entitled to have a son with another woman, and this son would inherit his father’s family lineage
and property. The senior male in the family held authority over the other members, setting the
rules for his wife and children, while also being responsible for protecting and providing for
them. The emphasis placed on the leading role of the father as head of the household is

illustrated by the Vietnamese expression con khong cha nhu nha khong noc (a child without a
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father is like a house without a roof): he needs to be there to protect his wife and children,
educate his children well, and give them a prosperous life. If he became frail and unable to

command, his eldest son would assume the position of authority over the household.

The Confucian doctrines position females as subordinate to males and emphasize tightly bound
restrictions placed on women, as daughters, wives, and mothers. These are in accordance with
the basic moral principles of Tam Tong (Three Obediences) and 7w Pirc (Four Virtues) (T. N.
B. Ngo, 2004; N. H. Nguyen, 1998; N. K. P. Le, Harman, & Cappellini, 2017; Locke, T. N.
H. Nguyen, & T. T. T. Nguyen, 2012). The three moral principles govern how girls and women
are expected to interact with and care for the men in their lives: respect and devotion to their
father before they marry, which then transfers to their husband after marriage, and their eldest
son in widowhood (T. N. B. Ngo, 2004; N. H. Nguyen, 1998). The four virtues that Vietnamese
women must practice include cong (hard work), dung (good appearance), ngon (polite speech),
and hagnh (appropriate behaviour). These virtues require a woman to work as a good
housekeeper (cong), make herself attractive to her husband but not to other men (dung), talk
politely (ngon), and be an upright, filial, devoted, and kind-hearted person (hanh) (T. N. B.
Ngo, 2004; N. K. P. Le et al., 2017; Locke et al., 2012). Of the four virtues, hgnh is considered
the highest quality: the inner beauty of a woman which is an ultimate outcome of a long process
of self-control, self-sacrifice, and self-cultivation. According to T. N. B. Ngo (2004) upon
reaching this standard, ‘a woman receives recognition and admiration of family members and
people in the community as a woman of perfect morality (durc hanh ven toan)’ (T. N. B. Ngo,
2004, p. 51). Such an achievement is acquired over time, and a woman only gains 4gnh when
she is of a mature age. To attain ~gnh a Vietnamese woman is educated in the Confucian four
virtues from a very young age, and practices them under the supervision of the senior members

of her family and society to ensure that she will serve the important men in her life well.
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This tradition situates Vietnamese women in the domestic sphere and only considers them as
successful or fulfilled in life once they are married, have children, and have dedicated their life
to meeting the needs of their children and husband. This signifies that she is vor hién, me dam
(self-sacrificing mother and dedicated wife) — a good caregiver to the family (Bélanger &
Oudin, 2007; Mestechkina, D. S. Nguyen, & Shin, 2014). By and large, whether in the feudal
social structure of the past, or in contemporary Vietnam, Vietnamese women’s virtues are still
judged by the framework of the four Confucian virtues (T. N. B. Ngo, 2004; Drummond &
Rydstrem, 2004; M. T. Vu & T. T. T. Pham, 2021). However, as detailed in the following
sections, these beliefs and norms have been challenged for a long time. They were first
challenged during French colonial rule due to the influences of western ideologies. Later,
during the wars of independence, the Communist Party of Vietnam and its socialist
government, in contradiction to the stipulation of Confucian virtues of Vietnamese women,
exerted much pressure to mobilise Vietnamese women from all social classes to actively fight

for national liberation.
2.2.2 The role of women under French colonialism (1858—1945)

When France invaded Vietnam in 1858, the Nguyen dynasty which had ruled the country since
1802 was forced to concede to France’s superior military power and signed a treaty giving
France control over Vietnam in 1884. After taking power, French colonial authorities
conducted long-term exploitations, making the use of cheap local labour (both male and
female) in coal mines, rubber and rice farms, and other work sites (T. L. Nguyen, 2021; V. T.
Pham, 2019). It was a time in which Vietnamese women were forced to engage in the

workforce in large numbers, marking their role in the colonial economy.

Vietnamese resistance to the French started at the same time as France’s invasion in the mid-
nineteenth century, with a significant number of Vietnamese scholars and the nation’s

administrative elite refusing to collaborate with France (Lessard, 2007). During the French
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exploitation, this resistance was boosted with the involvement of oppressed workers and
farmers in colonial factories and businesses. In addition to arresting these protesters and dealing
with them severely, French colonial authorities adopted other ways to deal with resistance,
including what they called ‘France’s civilising mission’ (Edwards & Roces, 2006). The mission
involved establishing a French colonial education system and extensive promotion of French
cultural values and colonial rules. Although French schools only recruited sons and daughters
of wealthy Vietnamese elites in major cities such as Hanoi, Hue, and Sai Gon (Ho Chi Minh
city today), this was the first time Vietnamese girls received a formal education (Edwards &

Roces, 2006; M. Lessard, 2007).

Under Vietnam’s feudal dynasties, formal education was a privilege granted to boys only, but
the French schools catered for girls and boys. However, Lessard (2007) notes an observation
by the French colonial rulers that ‘more than men, Vietnamese women seemed hesitant to
change and accept French rulers’ colonial presence’, adding that ‘uneducated Vietnamese
women posed a serious threat’ to the colonial administration system (p. 8). However, the
French colonial rulers were confident that Vietnamese women would come to better understand
western ways and accept French culture. Furthermore, they reasoned that once educated, young
Vietnamese women, as mothers, would pass on the French culture and acceptance of French
rule to their children (Lessard, 2007).

The French educational system created profound cultural and social changes in Vietnam,
challenging the domination of Confucian norms and values and, in some ways, improving the
role of women in family and society (Lessard, 2007; 2002; McHale, 2018; T. V. C. Dang,
2015). In the colonial schools, all instruction was in French, and the curriculum included
French history and French literature. Consequently, the young Vietnamese learners — boys and
girls — were able to read foreign newspapers, novels, and other literature on various subjects

and issues (Lessard, 2007), and began to adopt western values, including ideas about freedom,
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equality, and charity (T. V. C. Dang, 2015). These values fed into the emergent women’s
movement of the early twentieth century, and the Confucian tradition’s emphasis on social
hierarchy and patriarchal values became increasingly challenged (Scott & T. K. C. Truong,
2007). Women started to step out of the domestic sphere, even participating in public political
debates about women’s rights, in common with such movements taking place in various
western countries. A number of influential female Vietnamese intellectuals, such as Suong
Nguyét Anh?, Dam Phuong nit sit*, and Huynh Thi Bao Hoa’, became published authors, ‘using

their pens to affirm the new role of women in society’ (T. V. C. Dang, 2015, p. 32).

By the 1930s, there were more than ten women’s newspapers circulating in Vietnam, including
Phu nit tan van (Women’s News), Phu nit tdn tién (Modern Women), Pdn ba méi (New
Women), and Viét nit (Vietnamese Women), as well as hundreds of newspaper articles and
heated debates on women’s rights appearing in other Vietnamese press (Marr, 1976; McHale,
2018; T. V. C. Dang, 2015). Simultaneously, numerous books and pamphlets on the topic were
published, two key books being Nit hoc ludn ly tap doc (Reading Lessons in Feminine Morals)
by Phan Dinh Giap (1000 copies printed in 1918), and Nir sinh déc ban (Reader for Female
Students) by Trinh Dinh Ru (released in 1920). These publications were critical of the way
Vietnamese society — including the French colonial rulers — treated local women, arguing the
case for improving women’s rights in education, employment, and the public sphere (Lessard,
2007; 2002; McHale, 2018; T. V. C. Dang, 2015). They raised awareness, especially in urban
areas, of gender inequality, and called for broader roles and opportunities for women than those

espoused by Confucianism.

3 Swong Nguyét Anh (1864-1921) was editor of the newspaper Ni¥ gidi chung (The Women'’s Bell), which focused
on new ideas for the role of women in family and society, promoting women'’s rights in education, marriage, and
employment.

4 Dam Phuong nit sir (1881-1947) was a novelist, journalist, social activist, and grand-daughter of Minh Mang —
second King of the Nguy&n dynasty. Her writings were published in Phu ni# tén vin (Women’s News).

> Huynh Thi Bdo Hoa (1896-1982) was a journalist and novelist who wrote for various newspapers, including
Phu nit tén vdn (Women’s News), Nam Phong tap chi, and Tiéng Dén (People’s Voice).
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As a result of the French education they received, many Vietnamese women, led by influential
female intellectuals, not only became critical of certain aspects of Confucianism, but also raised
critical voices against the French rulers. They increasingly participated in student protests and
strikes against violent policies of the colonial government towards local people (Lessard,
2007). They organised meetings to deliver speeches about feminism and women’s liberation
(T. V. C. Dang, 2015). They established women’s organisations such as the Association of
Household Arts (1926), the Women’s Literary Association, and the Liberalisation Women’s
Union (1930), precursor of the Vietnamese Women’s Union (T. V. C. Dang, 2015). Set up to
connect local women, these organisations promoted women’s rights, triggering colonial
authorities to take action against educated women who, along with their male supporters, were
seen as posing a threat to French rule. Between 1920 and 1930, several students from schools
and universities were expelled or arrested for engaging in political activities, protesting against

the colonial government (T. V. C. Dang, 2015).

Taking advantage of the situation, male leaders of the national liberation movements, such as
Phan Chau Trinh®, Phan B6i Chau’, and H6 Chi Minh®, who recognised that women were an
important force in the liberation process, mobilised women to join the national battle for
independence. Phan Chu Trinh encouraged Vietnamese women to play a larger role in national
life by gaining a formal education, then seeking employment instead of being limited to
working within the domestic realm (Edwards & Roces, 2006). Similarly, H6 Chi Minh stated

that Vietnamese women lived under the prejudices and injustices of a patriarchal ideology

6 Phan Chau Trinh (1872-1926) was founder of the Déng Kinh Nghia Thuc school in Hanoi. He proposed a reform
named Duy Tan which called for Vietnamese society to replace old customs and beliefs with modern values.

7 Phan Boi Chau (1864-1940) was founder of the Viét Nam Duy Tédn hdi (Vietnam Modernisation Association),
and leader of the B6ng Du movement (Going to the East) which mobilised Vietnamese students to go to Japan
(East Asia) to study and then return as leaders of national independence movements.

8 H6 Chi Minh (1890-1969), also known as Nguyén Ai Qudc, was a writer, journalist, and well-known Vietnamese
politician. As founder of the Viét Nam déc ldp ddng minh Hdi (Vietnam Independent Association), he led the
Vietnam independence movement from 1941, and was appointed President of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam from 1945 until his death in 1969.
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which denied them the fundamental human rights of receiving an education and being allowed
to vote, and that this was a serious obstacle to the advancement of women (Central Propaganda
Committee, 2011). H6 Chi Minh stated that women could not enjoy freedom and equality until
the nation became independent (Central Propaganda Committee, 2011). Following the call of
the women’s organisations and the Communist Party of Vietnam, Vietnamese women made a
great contribution to the success of the August Revolution in 1945, leading to the establishment
of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in September 1945. Since then, the achievement of
gender equality has been an important mission for the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (1945—

1975), led by H5 Chi Minh, and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (1976—present).

Although the century of French colonialism was a challenging period in Vietnamese history, it
cannot be denied that western culture had a significant influence on the lives of Vietnamese
people, especially regarding traditional norms for gender equality and women’s rights. The
Vietnamese Communist Party took advantage of this shift in thinking to mobilise Vietnamese

women in the fight to free the nation from French rule.
2.2.3 The role of women during war time (1946—1985)

Following the 1945 Cdch mang thang Tam (August revolution), the Communist Party of
Vietnam (CPV) came into power and called on all Vietnamese people to oppose feudalism and
imperialism; it proclaimed women’s liberation as one of the main goals of the new government
(J. Werner, 1981). Gender equality was set in law in the 1946 Constitution, giving Vietnamese
girls equal educational rights to boys, and women the rights to vote and stand for election. For
the first time in Vietnamese history, all women, regardless of social background, were given

the opportunity to participate in the political life of the nation (J. Werner, 1981).
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As a result of the numerous wars Vietnam has endured®, the role of Vietnamese women has
changed significantly (Bélanger & Oudin, 2007). Following the call of the CPV for national
independence and their promotion of the role of women in winning the war, the majority of
women took on sole responsibility of their households while men joined the army. In addition,
women took on jobs normally reserved for men, including running local governments, and
some were elected as leaders of the CPV which established movements such as Ba dam dang
(Three Responsibilities) and Ba san sang (Three Readies). The former movement called on
women to take responsibility for maintaining local economies and governments, managing
households, and readiness to fight if the enemy came. Readiness was itemised in Ba sdn sang
(Three Readies): one must be ready to work, to fight against the enemy, and to follow the call
of the Party for the nation. It was further described in Gido duc nguwoi phu nit moi (Moral
education of the New Woman) as requiring socialist women to be heroic, indomitable, loyal,
and resourceful (VWU, 2018). During wartimes, Vietnamese women thus started taking on
multiple responsibilities: they were the main caregivers for children and aged parents and ran
the domestic economy; they also filled roles previously reserved for men, such as those in local
administrative or political organisations. By stepping out of the domestic sphere and taking on
men’s roles, Vietnamese women assumed a modified version of femininity that presented a
combination of both “masculine” and “feminine” characteristics. During these turbulent years,
a Vietnamese woman'’s values were no longer simply measured by how well she followed and
practiced the four Confucian virtues in the domestic sphere. A woman was honoured by how
well she provided for and took care of her own family while her husband was fighting for the
country and also how much she contributed to her community and efforts towards national

independence.

% These wars include the First Indochina War (1946—1954) against France, the Second Indochina War (1955—
1975) against the United States of America, and border conflicts with China (1976-1982).
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2.2.4. The Renewal Program and the new model of Vietnamese womanhood (1986—

present)

In order to build a civilised and prosperous socialist nation, from 1975 to 1986 the CPV
maintained a centralised economic planning system throughout Vietnam. However, rapid
population growth, strategic mistakes, and poor management by the government, in
conjunction with embargoes and the consequences of war, resulted in an economic crisis in the
1980s (Van Arkadie, 1993). This forced the government to introduce Pdi Mdi, an intensive
economic renewal program, in 1986, to turn the country into a market-based economy. Since
that time, Vietnam has enjoyed increased economic and cultural globalisation. A key
component of Péi Méi is the appeal by the government to all Vietnamese citizens, regardless
of gender, to demonstrate their patriotism by contributing to the nation-building agenda. Both
the CPV and the government supported this commitment by actively promoting gender equality
through economic and political policies, and through education, changes which led to intensive
participation of women in the workforce (Bélanger, 2004; N. K. P. Le et al., 2017). Statistics
show that Vietnam had one of the highest female labour force participation rates in the world
between 2010 and 2020, with about 78 per cent of women aged 15 to 64 in paid employment
(Narayan, T. T. Nguyen & X. H. Nghiem, 2021). Vietnamese women now significantly
contribute to their household economies and have a stronger voice in decision-making within

their families.

Overall, Doi Moi introduced economic reforms and shifted Vietnam from a centrally planned
economy to a market-oriented one. It led to sustained economic growth, increased foreign
investment, and reduced poverty rates, therefore, improving living standards for Vietnamese
people in general and women particularly. Doi Moi also brought significant changes in the

education system and emphasised the importance of education for all, including women. The
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expansion of educational opportunities enabled more women to access higher education and

acquire professional skills, opening doors to better job prospects and leadership positions.

The government encouraged private enterprise, and foreign investment rapidly increased
women's economic opportunities. Women started participating more actively in the labour
force, especially in manufacturing, services, and small-scale businesses. Women became
involved in starting and managing businesses, ranging from small-scale enterprises to larger
ventures. This allowed them to gain economic independence, contribute to the national

economy, and challenge traditional gender roles.

The state promotion of gender equality aligned with the government’s ambition to selectively
revitalise some traditional family norms. Alongside promoting gender equality and
encouraging women to participate in the workforce, the government somewhat paradoxically
emphasised the role of women as main caregivers, homemakers, and educators within the
family. Promotion was undertaken predominantly through the Vietnamese Women’s Union, a
national organisation of women led by the Communist Party and State Government to serve
the party’s social, political, and economic purposes. Vietnamese women have thus been
expected to take responsibility for domestic tasks, and for contributing to both their family

economy and the country’s economy and safety.
2.3. The Vietnamese Women’s Union and its role in empowering women in Vietnam
2.3.1 A brief history of the Vietnamese Women’s Union

The Vietnam Women’s Union (VWU), founded in 1930, is one of the oldest and largest
national organisations of women in the world, with approximately 17 million members as of
2018 (VWU, 2018). The VWU underwent many reforms before settling on the present
structure. During the period 1930-1950, the organisation changed its name several times: it

was the Liberalisation Women’s Union from 1931 to 1935, the Anti-imperialism Women’s
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Union from 1936 to 1938, the Democratic Women’s Union from 1939 to 1940, and then the
Women’s League for National Salvation from 1940 to 1950. It became known as the

Vietnamese Women’s Union in 1950, after the first Congress of National Women (VWU,

2018).

The VWU has a hierarchical structure. Branches operate throughout Vietnam at four
administrative levels: central, provincial, district, and commune/ward (VWU, 2016; Truong,
2004). It has an extensive communication network that includes radio, television, and print
media. This network extends the reach of the VWU to the wider Vietnamese population,
enabling it to disseminate information, provide feedback on the “grassroots” needs of women
and their communities and, perhaps most significantly, communicate and implement

government policies at the local level throughout Vietnam.
2.3.2 The role of the Vietnamese Women’s Union in empowering women

The history of the VWU closely aligns to the country’s history of national independence and
development. One of the main functions of the VWU is building and protecting the state and
the leading party. Before 1950, predecessor organisations of the VWU, led by the Communist
Party, focussed on mobilising women nationwide to take part in anti-feudalism and anti-
imperialism movements aiming at liberty for the nation as well as for women (Dang, 2015;
VWU, 2018). During the period 1955-1975, when the whole country was tasked to liberate the
South from domination by American imperialists and their agents, to protect socialism in the
North, and ultimately to unify the country, the VWU under the leadership of the Communist
Party initiated many emulation movements nationwide. For example, during the 1960s and

1970s, the VWU developed the two slogans Ba dam dang (Three Responsibilities)!? and Nam

19 Three responsibilities: 1. To take charge of industrial and agricultural production; 2. To manage all family
affairs; 3. To take up arms when necessary.
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t6t (Five ‘Goods’)!!, both of which aimed at forming feminine standards for women in wartime
— namely, ‘womanly stalwartness, self-sacrifice, revolutionary ardour, thrift and sexual
asceticism’ (Werner, 2006, p. 314). There was already a matching, complementary slogan
‘Three Delays’!? by the Lao Dong Party (another name for the Communist Party) that called
upon young Vietnamese people to put their personal lives aside and help the Vietnamese
Government liberate the South and unite the nation. At the same time, the slogan Gioi viéc
nuoc, dam viéc nha (Accomplished in public work, adept at housework) was broadcasted to
encourage women to continue to diligently work to build the new Socialist Northern Vietnam
and support the battle in the South (Frazier, 2012; L. A. Hoang, 2020; T. D. Truong, 2004).
Millions of Vietnamese women enthusiastically embraced this propaganda, feeling

responsibility for both nation and family (Schuler et al., 2006).

In 1985, when the war ended, Vietnam started the challenging tasks of recovering and
mobilising resources for national economic development. In tune with the national efforts, the
VWU successfully launched a campaign titled Nguwoi phu nit méi trong xdy dung va bdo vé t6
quéc (New women in national construction and defense) which again called upon women to
be resourceful at both domestic and social work. From 1986 to the present, many women’s
movements and campaigns have been launched by the VWU calling upon women to build
happy families and contribute to building a wealthy country. Examples are Phu nir tich cuc hoc
tdp, lao dong sang tao, nuoi con gioi va xdy dung gia dinh hanh phiic (Women study actively,
work creatively, raise children well, and build happy families), Phu nit Viét Nam ty tin, tw
trong, trung thanh, thao vat (Women of Vietnam enhance their self-confidence, self-respect,

kind-heartedness, and resourcefulness), and Phu nit nudi day con tot, giam sé tré em suy dinh

11 Five forms of ‘good’: 1. Good solidarity, production, and saving; 2. Good implementation of the government’s
policies; 3. Good participation in governance; 4. Good study; 5. Good family management and education of
children.

12 Three delays: 1. If you do not have a child, delay having one; 2. If you are not married, delay getting married;
3. If you are not in love, delay love.
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duong va trée em bo hoc (Mothers are effective parents, reducing children’s malnutrition and
school drop-outs) (VWU, 2018). During the 2000s, the Vietnamese Government determined
that eradication of poverty and hunger was its number one target in the millennium
development goals (Vietnamese Government, 2001). Supporting this government target, the
VWU has developed more slogans such as Phu nit hé tro nhau phdt trién kinh té gia dinh
(Women help one another in the household economy), and Hé trg' phu nit khoi nghiép
(Supporting women in start-up) (VWU, 2017a), aiming to ‘build a new cultural family’ which
features ‘wealth, equality, progress, and happiness’ (Schuler et al., 2006; Vietnamese Women’s
Union, 2017a). The VWU is now also a service provider that acts as a bridge between women’s
grassroots organisations and the government to support the livelihoods of Vietnamese women,
especially disadvantaged groups such as women who are ethnic minorities, disabled, and/or

single mothers.

The VWU has played an important role in women’s liberation and empowerment in Vietnam.
However, the organisation does promote conflicting messages: while it strives for gender
equality, it also reinforces traditional gender roles. It encourages Vietnamese women to follow
a particular model: to have good morality, to work harder to protect and build the nation, and
to commit themselves wholeheartedly to their husbands and children. This model emphasises
the traditional Confucian role of women as caregivers (Schuler et al., 2006). Thus, the activities
of the VWU exhort Vietnamese women to take on a double task: being homemakers and

breadwinners, placing a double burden on their shoulders.
2.3.3 VWU activities that aim to support single mothers in Vietnam

Supporting single mothers contributes to the VWU’s mission to aid women’s development.
The first direct assistance, in the 1980s, that the VWU provided to single mothers was to change
social perception and promote acceptance for older women who wanted to have their own child

after the independence war. These older women, who had responded to the call of the
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government and the VWU, foregoing their marital opportunities to participate in the national
liberation effort, could not find husbands when the war was over. They experienced loneliness
and were faced with insecurity into their old age due to limited state welfare. Hence, many of
them wanted to xin con (ask someone they would not marry to get them pregnant) to have their
own child to love, a child who would then take care of the mother when she aged (Phinney,
2022). However, the desire to become a mother by having a child out of wedlock is thwarted
by Confucian norms of virginity and virtue. Recognising this, the government collaborated
with the VWU to run the nationwide campaign Xay dung gia dinh hanh phiuc (Happy Family
Planning) in the 1980s, particularly stressing the social and personal value of biological
motherhood and promoting the right of every woman to have a child. In 1986 the state
promulgated the new Law on Marriage and the Family, which is widely recognised to give all
women the right to have a child. Article 3, Chapter 1, of this law states: ‘The state and society
shall protect the mothers as well as their children, and shall assist the mothers in fulfilling their
noble tasks of motherhood’ (Fundamental Laws, (1993) cited in Phinney, 2005; 2022).
Phinney, in her research on Vietnamese single mothers in this period who asked for a child,
notes that though the mothers’ unwed status is omitted from the terminology, the reason for

the law’s introduction could only be to facilitate these mothers.

It is notable that nothing is said here about single mothers... The law is broadly
construed as providing older single women the right to have a child [and this
presents a] state recognition of a post-war society in which vast numbers of single
women were unlikely to marry, but would need a child to take care of them in their

old age. (Phinney, 2005, p. 219)

Phinney concludes that ‘the state chose to recognise this reproductive strategy at the beginning
of the Renewal Process when it sought to withdraw its welfare responsibilities’ (Phinney, 2005,

p- 219). To support the government, the VWU conducted propaganda activities through local
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community meetings to seek community sympathy for single mothers (Le, 2002). In doing so,
it gradually and successfully shifted societal perceptions and promoted acceptance for older

women ‘asking for a child’ in post-war Vietnam (Phinney, 2022).

Over the last two decades, in parallel to the government’s poverty reduction programs, the
VWU has paid particular attention to single mothers and provided increased support for them.
Recognising that large number of single mothers in Vietnam are living in poverty, the VWU
supports eligible single mothers in accessing welfare subsidies for their households. The
organisation also implemented some programs to help single mothers develop their household
economies. During the period 1990 - 2010, the VWU received significant funding from
international NGOs, for example, Oxfam International and the Asia Foundation, to strengthen
and improve women’s economic opportunities and autonomy. With the funding, the VWU at
the local level ran Cdau lac bo me don than - ‘single mothers’ clubs in different communities
including Séc Son district of Hanoi, Thai Nguyén province, and Tién Giang province, to
expand economic opportunities for poor single mothers in these areas. These clubs became
places for single mothers to share stories of the difficulties they face and to encourage and help
each other. Members of the clubs had opportunities to access the financial capital, which was
sponsored by international NGOs, and managed by the local VWU leaders, for women to invest
in a home business or the education of their children (T. H. Le, 2009; D. H. Nguyen, 2008).
Short-term vocational training courses are also provided to members of single mothers’ clubs
in some wards (D. H. Nguyen, 2008). However, this model has only been set up in few areas,
and services a small number of single mothers. It is reported that the VWU wishes to help more
single mothers, but that they face shortages of funds and human resources (T. H. Le, 2009).
Articles on single mothers’ clubs and their effectiveness have featured in Vietnamese academic
publications and newspapers such as Tap chi Nghién ciru gia dinh va gioi (Journal of Family

and Gender Studies), Tap chi Lao dong va xa hgi (Society and Labour Magazine), and Tap chi
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Phuy nit Viét Nam (Vietnamese Women’s Newspaper). This public advocacy and the activities
of the VWU have been instrumental in addressing social stigma towards single mothers in

Vietnam and in improving their quality of life.
2.4 Conclusion

The role of women in Vietnam has shifted throughout history due to social, economic, cultural,
and political changes. Under the feudal system, Vietnamese women were bound by the strict
ethical standards of Confucianism, including the three moral principles and four virtues
expected of women. The standards defined a woman’s role as being confined to the domestic
sphere: housekeeper, caregiver, and homemaker. Although one thousand years have passed
since Vietnam adopted the Confucian ideology, and despite various historical challenges and
changes, this ideology still maintains a strong influence, informing gender relations as well as
defining the role of women in contemporary Vietnamese society. Grosse (2015b) claims that,
in a sense, many gendered practices that follow Confucian patriarchal norms in Vietnam are,
by this time, largely habitual, performed due to custom rather than social or political

imperative.

During French colonial rule, the authorities established a French school system and used print
media to seek social acceptance for the French presence and the colonial authority of the elite
class. One means of doing so was establishing formal education for girls and calling for
changes to the roles of women in Vietnamese society. Hence, a significant number of educated
women in major cities became aware of possibilities for greater freedom, gender equality, and
women'’s rights. The first three decades of the twentieth century witnessed Vietnamese female
intellectuals actively engaging in press debates, expressing their thoughts about the role of
women in a changing society and women’s involvement in political activities, and demanding
basic rights. This activity gave rise to the emergence of the ‘new-age’ woman, who took good

care of her family and at the same time claimed a role in society, challenging the idea of the

32



‘traditional’ woman confined to a quiet life at home (T. V. C. Dang, 2015). Ironically, the
actions of the French colonial rulers also empowered women in particular, and Vietnamese

society in general, to commence their fight against colonial rule.
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Chapter 3
Single mothers: a selected literature review

3.1 Introduction

This chapter examines the literature on the common issues faced by single mothers in different
parts of the world, including in Vietnam. Section 3.2, Single Mothers in Rich Nations, outlines
challenges such as comparative poverty, social stigma, and sole parenting. Section 3.3, Single
Mothers in East Asia, identifies such challenges in countries where government support is more
limited, and where Confucian ideology has a strong influence. Section 3.4 highlights findings
and limitations of research on single mothers in Vietnam, identifying gaps in the research field
and making an argument for the necessity of this PhD project. Single motherhood is complex
and challenging across the globe, but its challenges differ depending on culture and context,
public and social support, and levels of agency allowed and exercised by single mothers.
Hence, for comparative purpose, the literature review is structured so as to present both the

particular and the universal.

3.2 Single mothers in rich western nations

It is clear from extensive research on single mothers in richer western countries such as
Australia, New Zealand, United States, and United Kingdom (de Gendre et al., 2021;
Héarkonen, 2018; Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018; Ochala & Mungai, 2016) that this topic
arouses heated academic and political debates. The main foci since the turn of the twenty-first
century have been evaluation of updated state policies supporting single-mother families, and
the experiences of families following those changes (Blank, 2002; M. Brady & Cook, 2015;
Fisher & Zhu, 2019). Findings point to significant improvement in the lives of single mothers,
largely being due to developments in state welfare systems to provide not only housing benefits
and single-parenting payments, but also childcare subsidies and child support (Corcoran,

Danziger, Kalil, & Seefeldt, 2000; Craig & Churchill, 2021; Klett-Davies, 2016; Polakow,
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Halskov, & Jergensen, 2001). However, newer policies have not always been improvements.
For example, agendas of mutual obligation, and requirements placed on single mothers in order
that they can qualify for support, have been extensively critiqued. Researchers such as Tyler
(2008), Blaxland (2009), D. Brady and Burroway (2012), Robinson et al. (2018), and de
Gendre et al. (2021) report that despite the available support, single mothers face many
obstacles in their daily lives, among them poverty and stigma for relying on welfare benefits,
with many single mothers, especially those who are teenagers, considered parasites on the

welfare system (Tyler, 2013).

3.2.1 Single mothers and poverty

There is a strong association between single motherhood and poverty. Studies show this group
to be particularly vulnerable due to the fact that they are often less educated than the general
population, have lower income, lack spousal support, and have the burden of raising their
children alone. Social security systems have not been supportive enough to keep many such
women and children out of poverty (Blaxland, 2009; Ochala & Mungai, 2016; Robinson et al.,
2018; Son & Bauer, 2010). These disadvantages often have a negative impact on the raising of
children due to mothers’ limited financial and human capital resources (de Lange, Dronkers,
& Wolbers, 2014; Gertler et al., 2004; Hutchison, 2012; Kroese, Bernasco, Liefbroer, &
Rouwendal, 2021), and contribute to intergenerational poverty and inequality (Madhavan,
Clark, & Schmidt, 2021; McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). As a result of being less educated,
many single mothers are unable to secure employment or struggle to balance low-paid work

with caring for their children.

Lack of employment security has been identified as a major cause of poverty among single
mothers. Research reveals that it is difficult for many single mothers to participate in
employment, either due to lack of employable skills, lack of childcare, or the prohibitive

expense of childcare (Bowman & Wickramasinghe, 2020; Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018;
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Ochala & Mungai, 2016; Shaver, King, & McHugh, 1994). Corcoran et al. (2000) examined
the experiences of welfare-dependent single mothers in the United States, finding that on
average their educational level and job skills were lower than those of partnered mothers, and
that therefore many were unable to secure a job with an adequate income to support their
families. According to Corcoran et al. (2000), the jobs single mothers find seldom include
flexible working hours or paid sick leave, and their personal circumstances sometimes prevent
them from progressing to higher wages or job security. Son and Bauer (2010) conducted
research on the experiences of twenty-eight low-income single mothers living in rural
communities in the United States and showed that their participants encountered overwhelming
demands from their employers and families that led to work—family conflicts and very little
likelihood of effectively balancing family life and paid employment.

Similar findings were published by Shaver et al. (1994), who surveyed 243 single mothers of
school-aged children in New South Wales, Australia, and found that lack of educational
resources was a barrier to finding a stable job with adequate wages, hence the majority were
employed as casual workers and full-time employment was rare. More than twenty years later,
in the same part of the world, single mothers were not reporting much change. Ochala and
Mungai (2016) interviewed single mothers in rural New South Wales to examine the challenges
they faced, participants reporting that they had ‘very limited income due to lack of necessary
skills to acquire employment’ (p. 315). Bowman and Wickramasinghe (2020) interviewed
thirty single mothers in Victoria, Australia, finding that ‘low-income single mothers continue
to be caught in the binds of poverty and insecurity, with limited choices and opportunities’ (p.
7); participants described being caught between unpredictable working hours and the fixed
hours of childcare.

The fieldwork study and interviews for this research were conducted prior to the Covid-19

pandemic. However, the impact of the pandemic on single mother families may not be left
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unrecognised as can be outlined by recent research. The COVID-19 pandemic added to the
financial burdens on single mothers across the world, especially those with school-aged
children or younger, as they found themselves more likely to experience job loss, with no one
in their immediate household to help them take care of their children during lockdowns when
public school, paid childcare, and other forms of outside help were unavailable (Fortier, 2020;
Hertz, Mattes, & Shook, 2020). Based on an online survey conducted with 800 single mothers
mainly from the US, Canada, and the UK in June 2020, Hertz et al. (2020) reported that the
single mothers found it had become more difficult for them to do their jobs because they were
at the same time providing care for their children and supervising them in home schooling.
Hertz et al. (p. 2045) comment that ‘the absence of boundaries between paid work and family
had a direct and negative impact on [the participants’] productivity and their engagement in
employment’. This finding was echoed in research by Alon, Doepke, Olmstead-Rumsey, and
Tertilt (2020), which found that without access to paid leave from their employers, many single
mothers in United States were forced to quit their jobs to care for their children during the
pandemic.

It is clear that there is a strong connection between single mothers and poverty, which can be
partly attributed to job insecurity and being the sole career for children. The financial situation
of single mothers leads to the other problems that they experience including parenting

challenges and social stigma (de Gendre et al., 2021; Hays, 1998; Tyler, 2008).
3.2.2 Single mothers and parenting capacity discourses

The parenting capacity of single mothers is often questioned, with many studies on single
motherhood in wealthier nations asserting that growing up in a single-mother family has
negative effects on a child’s life in general and school performance specifically (de Lange et
al., 2014; Gertler et al., 2004; Hays, 1998; Hutchison, 2012; Kroese et al., 2021). Researchers

who emphasise the disadvantages of being raised by a single mother point to limited financial
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resources and lack of human capital, and the multiple demands being placed on single mothers
as the only adult in the nuclear family. Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) report that these
demands make it more difficult for single mothers in paid work to spend time with their
children, increasing the likelihood of single mothers dismissing problematic behaviour in their
child/ren. Damm and Dustmann (2014) report that widowed or divorced mothers commonly
experience a decrease in income after the loss of their husband or divorce and this may force
them to move to lower-income neighbourhoods, potentially exposing their children to higher
levels of peer delinquency than they would encounter in higher-income neighbourhoods. In
addition, limited financial and human resources prevent single mothers from investing in their
children’s educational activities. Research by Hays (1998) and Biblarz and Raftery (1999)
concludes that many single mothers do not have sufficient resources to spend on activities
outside the school, or other opportunities that help children to develop their potential. Thus,
research suggests that the limited resources generally available to single mothers may reduce
their ability to provide their children with the opportunities that their peers in two-parent
families enjoy, increasing the risk of lower academic achievement as well as exposure to
negative behaviours.

Despite the above findings, some researchers claim that while single mothers may not be able
to compete with partnered parents in terms of resources to raise their children, growing up in a
single-mother family does not necessarily have a negative effect on a child’s development
(Albelda et al., 2004; Berryhill, 2018; Golombok, Jadva, Lycett, Murray, & MacCallum, 2005).
Research on the development of children after parental divorce indicates that there are some
protective factors which can be beneficial for children’s future development, including
decreasing exposure or involvement with risk factors (particularly domestic violence) and
higher self-esteem and self-efficacy through secure, supportive personal relationships (Gately

& Schwebel, 1993). Gately and Schwebel (1993, p. 61) suggest that ‘These resiliency-building
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factors strengthen children so they will cope more effectively with and master the stressful life
events they will encounter in the future’. Similarly, Arditti (1999) research with fifty-eight
young adults in the US who experienced parental divorce to investigate mother—child
relationships found positive consequences to divorce for children. The findings show that, from
the perspective of these children, following divorce ‘mothers often leaned on their children for
emotional support and advice’, helping develop a quality relationship between mother and
children that ‘contributed to a sense of equality, closeness, and friend status’ (p. 109).

Research also shows that single mothers develop various strategies to manage their mothering
in order to minimise the impact of their circumstance on their children. For example, Albelda
et al. (2004) explain that many single mothers work hard to achieve a positive outcome for
their children, as they ‘have changed their perception, reconfigured their life strategies, and put
much effort into managing their situation’ (p. 3). Jadva, Badger, Morrissette, and Golombok
(2009) examined the motivations and experiences of 291 never-married single mothers, using
online questionnaires. They show that the single mothers enjoyed independent decision-
making, especially regarding parenting, which was a perceived reduction in family conflict.
Jadva et al. (2009) write that: ‘those women also have a great deal of thought to their decision,
often seeking advice from friends, relatives, and therapists when they have any concern about
their children’s social and emotional development’ (p. 176). Additionally, there are support
groups, books, and online resources that single mothers can access for help and advice (Jadva
et al., 2009). These researchers claim that single-mother families can be just as effective in

producing positive child outcomes as two-parent families.

3.2.3 Single mothers in ‘good motherhood’, social stigma, and welfare reform discourse

Hays (1998) argues that the widely-promoted western parenting model is ‘child-centred, expert
guided, emotionally absorbing, labour intensive, and financially expensive’ (p. 8), and that this

parenting model is often associated with white, heterosexual, married, middle-class women
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within a nuclear family (Arendell, 1999a). Single mothers are not included within this model
and so are not viewed as ‘good mothers’ within the western public discourse.

Further, there is clear evidence of stigma towards single mothers in the media. In the UK, single
mothers are often categorised as ‘working-class’ (Gillies, 2006b), and having a variety of social
problems including drug use, involvement in crime, unemployment, and failure to equip their
children with skills for social betterment (Gillies, 2006a; Pini & Previte, 2013; Tyler, 2008).
The British media tends to classify ‘chav’ mothers — a term referring to unemployed teenage
single mothers — as belonging to the ‘feral youth’ and ‘underserving poor’ (Morris & Munt,
2019, p. 5); the popular comedy TV series Little Britain portrays the Chav Mum character as
‘choosing to get pregnant as a career option... and dropping her knickers in the blink of an eye’
(Tyler, 2008, p. 28). Tyler (2008) explores how class, gender, and sexuality intersect in the
figure of the ‘Chav Mum’, noting that the UK media portrayal of young single mothers is often
of excessively sexual, disgusting, drunk, fat, lazy, welfare dependents who have many children
with different fathers. Building on the work of Tyler (2008), Australian researchers Pini and
Previte (2013) examine media representations of the female ‘bogan’ through a gender lens,
revealing similar findings to Tyler: ‘the ‘Bogan Mother’ is characterised as the antithesis of
the ‘good’ middle-class mother whose culturally recognisable and acceptable ways establish a
standard against which she is judged’ (p. 353). Single mothers are stigmatised and are viewed
as producing an underclass of problematic children who themselves are likely to be
irresponsible and become welfare dependent and/or involved in criminal activities (M. Brady,
2010; Elliott et al., 2015; Kroese et al., 2021). It is clear from the above that a popular view of
single mothers is that they play a role in the intergenerational transmission of poverty (Kelly,
1996; Sands & Nuccio, 1989).

In Western societies, single mothers have long been a target of social stigma, in that they are

judged and criticised for their perceived sexual promiscuity, parenting style, and economic
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status. As stated before, stigma is particularly attributed to teenage single mothers, as they are
often seen as belonging to an underclass of welfare dependents who are irresponsible, out of
control, and a threat to the security and stability of society (Gillies, 2006a; Mann & Roseneil,
2003; Pini & Previte, 2013; Tyler, 2008). As outlined in section 2.2, since the parenting
capacity of single mothers is often seen as problematic, it follows that there is an increased
probability that their children are likely to repeat the pattern of irresponsibility and welfare
dependency, thus becoming a threat to the security and stability of society (Gillies, 2006b).
Concepts like “parasites on scarce resources’ are unfortunately common (Tyler, 2013, p. 211).
Research conducted by Elliott et al. (2015); Morris and Munt (2019); Neill-Weston and
Morgan (2017) highlights that public resentment is generally felt towards single mothers who
have a child or children without adequate means of support and then rely on government
benefits.

As outlined, studies in Western societies show that stigma directed at single mothers is in many
cases a consequence of discourses of popular culture. These discourses are shaped by the
dominant ideal of the white, middle-class, married mother. This ideal forms the basis for
government intervention around good parenting/good citizenship (Gillies, 2006a; Pini &
Previte, 2013; Tyler & Slater, 2018). In the western public discourse, single mothers are blamed
for their low economic status, and their “problematic” mothering is viewed as a consequence
of their choice to indulge in social evils rather than work hard, invest in education, and take
advantage of opportunities (Sweeney, 2012). The predicament in which single mothers then
find themselves is therefore seen as a personal and developmental issue rather than the
consequence of inequality (Gillies, 2006a). The predicament is in most case both out of the
control of single mothers and a ‘predicament’ not of their own making. Hence, public stigma
and formal policies have not tended to be kind to single mothers in many parts of the world as

some of the following examples will demonstrate.
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The public resentment directed towards single mothers, in combination with ‘large state budget
deficits’, prompted a reform of welfare systems in the USA, Australia, and Canada at the turn
of the twenty-first century (de Gendre et al., 2021; McDonald & Chenoweth, 2006). As
mentioned earlier in the thesis, these changes reduced state benefits for single parents and
required those in receipt of welfare payments to meet certain work requirements. For example,
in Australia before the approval of the Welfare-to-Work and Other Measures Act in July 2006,
single parents with a dependent child under the age of 16 were eligible for the Parenting
Payment Single. The reform reduced an eligible child’s age threshold to 8. Single parents of
children over the age of 8, who entered the welfare system after 1 July 2006, were instead only
eligible for general unemployment benefits regulated by the Newstart Allowance. De Gendre
at al. (2021), in their research on two decades of welfare reform in Australia, state that ‘the
change in eligibility from Parenting Payment Single to Newstart Allowance reduced the
maximum payment rates, and affected waiting and preclusion periods and the cut-offs for tax
offsets’ (p. 3). In addition, recipients were now required to meet work participation
requirements:
The reforms assumed that single mothers have a capacity to work a minimum of 15
hours per week once their youngest child reaches age 8 and that it is feasible for them
to fulfil job search requirements to remain eligible for income support (de Gendre et al.,
2021, p. 3).
These researchers argue that welfare reform initiatives have been redirected with the aim of
weaning poor single mothers with no preschool-aged children off welfare and forcing them
into the job market, wherein they are viewed as better contributing to society (de Gendre et al.,
2021).
As stated before, and must be stressed, while political powers argue that such welfare reforms

are necessary, research shows that they can harm the economic position of single mothers, and
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that as a result poverty rates increase (M. Brady & Cook, 2015; de Gendre et al., 2021; Fang
& Keane, 2004; Wilson, 2019). Numerous studies show that the benefits of welfare targeted at
single-mother families outweigh the cost, and that welfare programs should be considered
long-term investments because they help improve available resources for children (Bailey et
al., 2020; de Gendre et al., 2021; Hoynes & Schanzenbach, 2018). Improvements in children’s
health and education outcomes reduces the likelihood of their future reliance on government

support; in short, improvements benefit the society as a whole.

3.3 Single mothers in East Asia

This section provides an overview of literature on problems faced by single mothers in some
Asian societies, including China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan, and South Korea — all of which
have similarities to Vietnam in that they share a cultural background built on Confucian values
and norms, and have government welfare systems that provide limited support for single
mothers. Like single mothers in western countries, Asian single mothers have to deal with

financial hardship, social stigma, and sole parenting, but their challenges are compounded.

For some decades, many Asian countries have experienced significant social, economic, and
cultural changes, largely brought about by industrialisation, globalisation, and the impact of
western culture. As stated earlier in the thesis, these changes include a shift in the traditional
extended family structure, and an increase in the divorce rate, both of which have led to the
increased visibility of single-mother families (Cheung & Park, 2016; Jean Yeung & Park, 2015;
Gavin W. Jones & Wei-Jun Jean Yeung, 2014; Zhang, 2020). The surge in the divorce rate has
been linked to many factors, including the improvement of women’s education and overall
economic status (Chen, Rizzi, & Yip, 2021; Chen & Yip, 2018), as well as urbanisation and
migration (Hu, 2018; Z. Yi, Schultz, Deming, & Danan, 2002; Chong Zhang, Wang, & Zhang,

2014).
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For example, the comparative financial hardship suffered by single mothers in East Asia is
exacerbated by their disadvantaged in the labour force (resulting in low income) and a heavy,
gendered childcare burden — all of which can largely be attributed to limited support from the
government and the fathers of the children (Aoki & Aoki, 2005; Choi, Byoun, & Kim, 2020;
Shirahase & Raymo, 2014). Research conducted in Japan by Aoki and Aoki (2005) concludes
that single mothers are discriminated against in the job market because of concerns held by
employers about their availability and commitment due to their parenting responsibilities. The
researchers report that never-married and divorced mothers with custody of their children often
‘received nothing from the father of the child — their ex-partner/ex-husbands in terms of
economic assistance’ (p. 13). Similarly, Lai (2021) reports that in Taiwan, the fathers of
children born out of wedlock have frequently ‘disappeared’ before the child is even born, and
avoid any responsibility towards the mother or the child. This lack of support from the father
of a child leaves a single mother not many options, she needs to seek help from other sources.
Single mothers employ various strategies to manage their situations, including turning to their
parents and siblings for childcare, housing, and financial support (Shirahase & Raymo, 2014;
Zhang, 2020). Shirahase and Raymo (2014) use data from a national survey conducted in Japan
between 1986 and 2007 to evaluate how income sharing via intergenerational co-residence
limits poverty among single mothers. The findings indicate that co-residing with parents is a
common and normative model employed by Japanese single mothers who are economically
disadvantaged, and this solution helps to reduce their financial stress and plays an important
role in reducing poverty among this population. Zhang (2020) reports similar findings in China,
relating that it is common for Chinese single mothers to receive significant support from their
parents in terms of housing, finance, and childcare. Zhang attributes this level of involvement
to the governmental one-child policy in place at the time of the research, with grandparents

tending to give everything they had to their only daughter and her child. Seeking parental help
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is common practice for single mothers in East Asia, and despite the high level of stigma
attached to single motherhood, for the most part some degree of family assistance is given
(Shirahase & Raymo, 2014; Zhang, 2020).

Single mothers and their children in East Asia are more likely to experience higher level of
social stima than those in western societies, where divorce is more commonly accepted and
children born out of wedlock are not commonly considered a social problem (Zhang, 2020).
The high level of social stigma that single mothers, especially divorced and never-married
mothers, carry in East Asia is attributed to the strong influence of Confucianism which favours
a traditional family structure composed of husband, wife, and children, and emphasises the
authoritative role of men in the family (Ebrey, 2014; I. H. Park & Cho, 1995; M. Park & Chesla,
2007). In a Chinese study, 20 per cent of divorced mothers shared that they often felt they were
the object of scorn because of their divorce, and about one fourth of children from the sample
of divorced families reported being looked down upon by teachers, classmates, or peers (cited
in Zhang, 2020). The situation of never-married mothers was worse, as they are not only
considered by the public to be “bad women” or “spoiled”, they are also subject to government
sanctions. In the Taiwanese context, pregnancy outside of marriage purportedly most often
arises through affairs with married men, resulting in this specific group of mothers being
negatively stereotyped by society (Lee, 2001). A quote from Zhao & Basnyat (2021) referring
to China will demonstrate the illuminate this matter: ‘[In China] for every child born out of
wedlock, the mother has to pay a penalty which equates to the municipal annual per capita
income... children born outside of marriage remain controlled by a punitive system called ‘the
social fostering fee’ (Zhao & Basnyat, 2021, p. 294). Single mothers in China are not able to
obtain social welfare staples such as medical care and public education, because these are
regulated by a system of household registration which requires marriage certificates and

documents from the father’s household (Wu & Treiman, 2004; Zhao & Basnyat, 2021).
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Further, if a women in China happens to work in a government department and has a child out
of wedlock, she will lose her job if this information is revealed (Zhao & Basnyat, 2021).

There are strong similarities and also differences when it comes to considering the everyday
lives of single mothers and their children in Western societies and East Asia. Some of the key
factors are family system, social and cultural values, and traditional norms. As outlined in
Section 3.2.2, research in western societies has documented an association between parental
divorce, single motherhood, and negative child-rearing outcomes. Similarly, East Asia research
shows that, compared to children living with married parents, children living with a single
mother have been disadvantaged in academic performance, cognitive and noncognitive
development, and psychosocial development (Kim, Lee, & Lee, 2018). The East Asian public
also holds a stereotype that children brought up by single mothers often face troubles; however,
research has found that the negative effect of single motherhood on children’s academic
performance is weaker in some Asian societies than in many western societies (M. Wang &
Ngai, 2011). This difference is attributed to the strong family system in Asia (Cheung & Park,
2016; Zhang, 2020). Single mothers in a variety of circumstances often turn to their family for
financial support, housing, and childcare. In the context of limited support from the
government, the extended family acts as a safety net for single mothers and their children,

especially during their most difficult times.
3.4 Single mothers in Vietnam

In Vietnam, although the two-parent nuclear family is still the norm, the structure of the family
has been changing gradually since P6i Mdi (Renewal) in 1986. Researchers report that single
motherhood is an increasing phenomenon (Murru, 2016; T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015), and as
mentioned, before, the term ‘single mother’ includes not only women who have at least one
child and have never married, but also mothers who are divorced or widowed (Government of

the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2013). The General Statistics Office of Vietnam (2012b)
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reported that the percentage of divorced women increased from 0.7 to 1.7 per cent of the female
population from 2002 to 2012, and the percentage of widows rose from 6.2 to 6.9 per cent
during the same period. There has also been an increase in the number of women choosing to
become single mothers, often ‘to have someone to lean on in their old age’ (Phinney, 2022) or
to avoid the responsibilities of being wives and daughters-in-law — a new trend which
challenges traditional norms (Murru, 2016, 2017).

The growing number of single mothers in Vietnam has spawned studies (T. Le, 2002;
Loenzien, 2016; Murru, 2016; T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015; Oosterhoff et al., 2009; Phinney, 2005;
2022). Drawing on interviews with more than 100 never-married women and divorced women
living in rural Northern Vietnam, T. Le (2002) examined their lived experiences between 1990
to 2000. She detailed her participants’ employment, housing, health, difficulties, and hopes for
the future. Although her participants cited different reasons for their single status, all suffered
from extreme poverty due to insecure employment, and T. Le recounted the impact that
economic and material struggles had on the physical and mental wellbeing of both the mothers
and their children.

Whereas the primary focus of T. Le’s study was the living conditions of the mothers, T. T. V.
Nguyen (2015) and Oosterhoff et al. (2009) explore in depth the social stigma they and their
children experience. Based on interviews with twenty-four widows living in Phu Tho province
whose husbands had died from AIDS, leaving the wife HIV positive, Oosterhoff et al. (2009)
claims that the participants live ‘with double stigma, of their single motherhood and being [an]
HIV positive woman, having very low self-esteem, feeling... isolation, helplessness, and
misunderstanding’ (p. 31). T. T. V. Nguyen (2015) conducted a survey with 100 participants,
randomly selected, aged between 20 and 60, focussing on the issue of stigma against single
mothers. The survey, conducted in inner districts of Hanoi, took the form of a questionnaire;

findings show a strong social stigma against single mothers, especially among respondents
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aged 40-60, who describe single mothers as spoiled and uneducated. Respondents younger
than 40 expressed a greater degree of sympathy towards single mothers, tending to consider
having a child outside marriage to be a personal choice. Nguyen also interviewed twenty never-
married mothers aged 25-35. Her data reveals a high level of social stigma experienced by the
participants, especially during their pregnancy and the first few years raising their children
alone, with the majority reporting being rejected by their parents and extended families. The
criticisms the new mothers faced were mainly for having a child out of wedlock and for the
father being absent. Nguyen concludes that this attitude results from a patriarchal society which
favours the two-parent family model and emphasises the role of a man/husband in the
household.

Despite the above studies being conducted at different times and with different foci, there are
some common findings. All conclude that single mothers in Vietnam face hardships largely
attributable to the patriarchal society and/or social impacts and cost to human lives of the wars
of independence between 1945 and 1975. The studies examine social discourse on single
motherhood in Vietnam and the experience of living with social stigma. However, the impact
of the government policy on single mothers’ lives — their everyday reality - is not closely
examined, and the agency of single mothers is often missing in these investigations.

Still, this gap has been addressed to some degree by Phinney (2005, 2022) and Murru (2016,
2017). As stated earlier, Phinney examines the refashioning of reproductive spaces in post-war
Vietnam through the phenomenon of ‘older single mothers’ asking men they would not marry
to impregnate them, which is commonly referred to as xin con - ‘asking for a child’. Her
research focuses on three elements: the women’s post-war experiences that prompted them to
‘ask for a child’, state policies that provided a different dynamic for bearing a child outside
marriage, and the manner in which the Vietnamese Women’s Union sought to provide social

acceptance for those women. The older single mothers in this research, who “lost their youth”
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to the war, report that they asked for a child because they were lonely and need someone to
take care of them when they are old. Phinney concludes that these women ‘demonstrated their
pragmatism and reproductive agency’ (p. 225) and, as has been stated, the government
responded by providing women with social support through legislation and through media
campaigns broadcasting a new feminine identity which focuses on the raising of the nation’s
children.

Murru (2016) chose a wider population in Ha Tay province (currently outskirts of Hanoi) to
interview: forty-three single mothers, either divorced or never married, including unwanted
pregnancy out of wedlock and older single mothers who asked for a child. All the single
mothers in Murru’s study testified that, although being a single mother is still harshly
stigmatised and criticised, they had ‘a great sense of freedom and liberty attached to their
condition as single mothers’ (2016, p. 102), and that therefore their quality of life surpasses
their marginalisation. The researcher points out that single mothers are increasingly
empowering themselves as a community by creating ‘single mom’ groups on Facebook which
lead to offline events where these women can share their experiences and support others. Murru
concludes that single mothers are ‘changing the narrative about family configurations, the place
of women in sphere and more generally, and about the ‘appropriate path’ a woman should

follow in life’ (2016, p. 103).
3.5 Conclusion

This chapter has provided a review of issues faced by single mothers as discussed in
contemporary literature and research. Single mothers across the globe have different contextual
experiences. While single mothers in wealthier societies are often criticised for relying on the
welfare system, their counterparts in East Asian countries, here focusing on Vietnam, where
government support for single mothers is limited, face strong discrimination for not having a

“complete” family; a standard constructed by Confucian culture.
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In general, some previous research has described the issues encountered by single mothers in
Vietnam, such as economic hardship, social stigma, and sole parenting. However, few studies
have considered wider contextual factors that may influence their situation, such as the role of
government policies, the activities of the Vietnamese Women’s Union (VWU), and the
pressures placed upon their extended families. This qualitative study considers familial,
societal, political, and cultural factors impacting the lives of single mothers and their children
in rural and urban Vietnam, making a contribution to, and expanding upon, existing contextual
research on the lives of single mothers.

The following chapter focuses on the research method and procedures of the study.
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Chapter 4
Research design

4.1 Introduction

This chapter will detail the research design of this study, from the process of determining the
theoretical framework and methods to employ, to the data collection and the analytical
approach. The methodology section (4.2) identifies why feminist standpoint theory has been
employed, its main assertion being that the experiences of women should serve as the entry
point for social research in order to gain a better knowledge of power relationships and
dominant forces that regulate the lives of women. The research procedures section (4.3) details
the research setting, the research participants, the recruitment process, the ethical issues, and
the procedures that were put in place to protect the research participants. Section 4.4 explains
the research implementation, which was achieved by simultaneous processes of collecting data
through focus groups, photo journals, photo-elicitation interviews with mother participants,
and personal interviews with staff members of the Vietnamese Women’s Union (VWU). This
section also explains the processes of coding, analysing, and interpreting the data and how the

qualitative research software program NVivo was used in the research.
4.2 Feminist standpoint theory

As signalled in Chapter 1, this qualitative inquiry into single motherhood in contemporary
Vietnam is directed by feminist standpoint theory (FST). Scholars in this field include Collins
(1986), Smith (1983, 1987, 2005), Haraway (2004), Swingonski (1993, 1994), Harding (2004),
and N. C. Hartsock (2004). FST is a transformative/emancipatory research approach
(Sweetman, Badiee, & Creswell, 2010) emphasising the experiences of women from the
standpoint of women as an oppressed group. The study will consider this the starting point for
social research that aims especially to approach and assist women, resulting ideally in

transformative actions (Harding, 2004; Swigonski, 1993).
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4.2.1 The historical development of FST

FST emerged in early 1980s, in a paper entitled ‘The Feminist Standpoint: Developing the
Ground for a Specifically Feminist Historical Materialism’ (1983) by social scientist Nancy
Hartsock: this paper is considered the most influential initial work to put forward the concept
of standpoint theory (Gurung, 2020). American feminist theorist Sandra Harding, in her book
The Science Question in Feminism (1986) and her subsequent work, developed the term
‘standpoint theory’ to categorise epistemologies that emphasise women’s knowledge. FST
became widely recognised during the late 1980s through Patricia Hill Collins’ Black Feminist
Thought (1986) and Dorothy E. Smith’s The Everyday World as Problematic: A Feminist
Sociology (1987). An influential later work is Donna Haraway’s Situated Knowledge (2004).

FST, as critical social theory and epistemology, is an approach to social philosophy that focuses
on reflective assessment and critique of society and culture in order to reveal and challenge
power structures, arguing that social problems stem more from social structures and cultural
assumptions than from individuals, and that ideology is the principal obstacle to human
liberation (Case, 1990; Geuss, 1981). As Gurung (2020) argues, FST aims at empowering
women (as the oppressed) to improve their social situation, which prior to its advent had been
largely ignored in social-political theories and movements (Gurung, 2020). This critical
approach of analysing the lives and realities of minority groups and those of lesser or no power
from the ‘point of view’ emerged from critical theoretical approaches within a range of social
science disciplines; it can be traced back to the works of early sociological thinkers. FST can
be traced to the Marxian analysis of the social and economic stratification and alienation of
workers, reflecting class conflict in which knowledge and social power arrangements are
imposed by privileged dominant capitalists who perpetuate and maintain them (Bauman, 2001;
Harding, 1991, 1995, 2004; Hartsock, 1983; Smith, 1987, 2004; Swigonski, 1994). Scholars

such as Harding, Hartsock, and Smith, however, gradually began to challenge the essentialism
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inherent in early Marxian analysis’ emphasis on class and worker alienation, noting that Marx
did not account for gender and race stratification (Hartsock, 2004). Nevertheless, feminist
standpoint scholars acknowledge the continued importance of the evolving Marxian critique of
the alienation of women and of the symbiotic relationship of patriarchy and capitalism in
dominant western societies, within which gender is stratified and women experience social
alienation (Harding, 2004; Smith, 2005). FST not only produces alternative stances alongside
the dominant ones, it also creates spaces of critical tension revealing how uncritically the
dominant forms of knowledge have been constructed and deployed (Steckle, 2018). This
epistemology — Feminist Standpoint Theory — takes women’s lives as an enabling and
epistemologically privileged vantage point on the workings of male supremacy and its

interaction with the social relations of capitalism (Gurung, 2020).

4.2.2 Key themes of FST

Situated knowledge

FST assumes that social location systematically influences our experiences, and shapes and
limits what we know. This assumption leads to the assertions that knowledge is socially
situated and that marginalised groups are positioned to possess information and ‘inside’
intelligence which is not available to more advantaged members of society (Harding, 2004; N.
C. Hartsock, 2004; Smith, 1987). In other words, dominant groups are often limited in their
epistemic perspectives, in that they only see the social world from the perspective of their own
values, and are therefore unable to gain a wider view of interests and experiences. Marginalised
groups can attain a more global perspective that begins in their own experiences but also
includes consideration of the dominant ideologies they are forced to follow (Harding, 2004;
Smith, 1987). Therefore, the perspectives of marginalised or oppressed individuals and groups
can help to provide insight into multiple social realities. FST acknowledges the way in which

gender shapes the social realities of women as a disadvantaged group, and asserts that gender
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inequity stemming from dominant, white, patriarchal, capitalist privilege is regenerated in
social knowledge constructions (Smith, 1987). According to Smith (1987), a source of
knowledge, such as the education system or the media, may marginalise women’s perspectives
by representing the male standpoint as universal, and this has consequences for how policy and
social systems regulate the daily lives of all people. FST challenges these distortions and seeks
to give a voice to women, increasing their representation in decision making. According to
Smith (1987) feminist standpoint theorists see women’s accounts of their everyday lives, and
the meanings they assign to their experiences, as an important source of knowledge acquisition.
Smith concludes that research which starts off with ‘women’s lives will generate less partial
and distorted accounts not only of women’s lives but also of the rest of social relations’
(Harding, 1992, p. 437). Hence, FST is the obvious analytical framework for this thesis and
the stories told by the participants in this research; the analytical concepts will be outlined
below.

Double consciousness

The term ‘double consciousness’ was coined by Du Bois (1903) in relation to how black people
in the United States of America, construct their knowledge from their unique social position.
Du Bois asserts that this comes about as a result of ‘living at the very bottom of hardships...
with the shadow of slavery, in utter poverty, with broken home, having to deal with war, racism,
and capitalism’ (p. 5). He concludes that this position allows African Americans to have
knowledge not only of their own social locations, but also those of the dominant white
Americans; African Americans can see the world, especially in terms of freedom and
democratic ideals, in a way that white Americans cannot (Meer, 2019).

Adopting Du Bois’ idea of double consciousness, FST posits that women have a kind of double
vision or double consciousness which provides them with a broad understanding of social

contexts (Gurung, 2020). This is because women can see life from the position of their own
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lived experiences, and from the social position of the dominant patriarchy (Collins, 2005;
Harding, 2004). As Smith (1987) claims, a researcher’s awareness of double consciousness can
produce a more realistic picture of women’s experiences and how policy and social systems
regulate their daily lives. Smith (1987) states that if researchers start their inquiry from
women’s lives, they can generate questions about why it is primarily women who are assigned
certain activities, and what the consequences are for the economy, the state, the family, the
educational system, and other social institutions. This kind of question guides researchers in
designing their methods, calling for explicit attention to the social relations embedded in
women’s everyday activities. Therefore, as Harding (1992) stresses, the situation of women
and their lived experiences can serve as a ‘point of entry’ into an investigation. Inevitably, the
reality of power and power relations must be taken into account.

Power relations

FST highlights the importance of power relations in the production of knowledge. Since a
standpoint specifies a power relationship, one way to understand how power works is to learn
from the standpoint of the less powerful. According to Harding (2004), we can use the accounts
of the less powerful to gain insights into how power operates and to reveal differences between
what is ‘claimed’ to be true and what people experience.

The following are facts stipulated by FST:

e FST emphasises that knowledge of women has traditionally been constructed by
western, white, patriarchal, capitalist ideology which favours and preserves male-
dominant power arrangements.

e These constructions of women influence social policy and structures, which regulate
and determine the social possibilities and choices of women (Harding, 1986, 2004).

e FST posits that the everyday lives of women, as they understand their own experiences,

can produce a more objective representation of women and disclose ways in which their
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social lives are mediated by male-dominant systems in order to oppose and transcend
these constraints (Bertsch, 2012).
e The methodology of FST is directed towards exposing specific ways in which women

experience, and might oppose, their stratification.
By highlighting the importance of power relationships in the process of knowledge
construction, FST criticises dominant knowledge practices. Dominant knowledge practices
tend to exclude women from inquiry, deny their epistemic authority, reinforce gender
hierarchies, and produce theories to serve male interests. FST aims at liberating women from
virtually all forms of discrimination and oppression by building an alternative research
approach acknowledging the contribution of women in knowledge production. As a
methodology, FST provides both a means to address women’s overall silence in the public
domain regarding their specific lived experience, and to seek the trust necessary to access
informants’ evidence (Gurung, 2020). Using this approach, researchers often try to build a
strong collaborative bond with research participants in order to avoid further marginalising
them (Holloway & Galvin, 2016). To achieve this, participants might be invited to design
research questions, help collect data, or be involved in the data analysis (Bertsch, 2012;
Creswell, 1994). FST aims to provide a voice for participants, raising their consciousness while
advancing an agenda for changes to improve their lives. In the main, feminist standpoint studies
involve the researcher and participants working together for personal and social transformation.
This research/er has attempted to follow all the principles of FST, prioritising voices and
agency of the women who have given their stories.
On a practical note, the topic of the present study is single motherhood in contemporary
Northern Vietnam. In line with FST, it is a qualitative enquiry that starts exploring the topic by
asking the mother participants a question in the realm of the first main research question: ‘What

are your experiences as a single mother?’. To investigate how dominant forces shape these
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experiences, a follow-up question was asked: ‘How do you manage your situation [of being a
single mother]?’. Finally, to evaluate the support available for single mothers, they were asked:
e What resources do you draw upon in your day-to-day life?
e What support do you receive from the government and family?
Available support was further evaluated through interviews with the VWU’s grassroots-level
local staff. Due to this being a feminist standpoint study, the research emphasises the
experiences of single mothers over those of the staff, hoping to thereby develop more effective
avenues of government support. This research was also designed to empower single mother
participants by encouraging them to make significant contributions in generating data.
The researcher, as a daughter of a single mother, has her own situated knowledge and
experience regarding the research topic. This provided her with insights and contextual
understanding that can contribute to a richer interpretation of the data. However, the researcher
was aware that her background might also inform some potential biases that may influence the
data collection and analysis process. To avoid this, the researcher adopted rigorous research
methodologies that promote objectivity and fairness. Detail on how this was achieved is given

in section 4.4 of this chapter.

4.3 Research procedures

Data for this project was collected from June to September 2018, after the research had been
approved by the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics Committee (Reference

H12738).

4.3.1 Research setting

Participants were recruited from two research sites: the urban area of Hanoi (Vietnam’s capital
city) and the rural area of Hai Phong province. These two research sites were chosen due to a

combination of factors, including access to participants, cultural relevance, and practical
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considerations. The researcher was born in rural Hai Phong and lived there until she went to
Hanoi for university study, where she started her professional career as a lecturer and
researcher. Through her personal and professional connections, the researcher could reach and
engage with the targeted population in the research area. When selecting the two research sites,
the researcher also considered cultural relevance — sites were selected to allow a deep
exploration of cultural norms, practices, and experiences related to the research topic. The
settings allowed the use of a comparative approach; this was important as the experiences of
single mothers living in these two locations are likely to be different, with both offering insights
to inform the study’s conclusions. The following section will provide details of places.
Located in the central Red River basin, Hanoi is the biggest city in Vietnam with an area of
3,359 square kilometres and a population of 7.5 million (General Statistics Office of Vietnam,
2016). It has been the political, cultural, and economic centre of Vietnam since Déi Mdi (1986)
and has experienced rapid urbanisation and globalisation over the last three decades. Hai
Phong, a province on the northern coast of Vietnam, is much smaller than Hanoi, with an area
of 1,527 square kilometres and a population of 2.2 million (General Statistics Office of
Vietnam, 2016). Hai Phong is a major industrial province, however there are significant
differences in levels of development between its various districts. While the inner suburbs and
the eastern districts (the port area) are commercial and industrial, the western districts, such as
Vinh Bao and Tien Lang, are agricultural and much less developed.

The participants in this research - both single mothers and staff members of the VWU - live
and work either in the inner suburbs of Hanoi capital or regional areas [the western districts]
of Hai Phong (please see detail below). As the research findings will demonstrate, there are
significant differences in the stories accounted by the research participant. These differences
are determined by levels of social economic development, educational and employment

opportunities, and, in many cases, personal feelings.
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4.3.2 Research participants

Participant selection
In this study, two categories of participants were recruited: (1) single mothers, and (2) staff of
the VWU. Since the study was to span rural and urban areas of Vietnam, both categories of
participants were recruited from both Hanoi and rural Hai Phong. The inclusion criteria were
as follows:
Single mothers (divorced, widowed and never married mothers):

e Having been a single mother for at least two years

e Living in Hanoi, or in rural Hai Phong

e Residing with her child/children under 16 years old
This study did not include older single mothers who sacrificed their youth in the national
dependence war (before 1982). This was due to the fact that this group did not meet the research
criteria of currently living with children under 16 years old as their children have grown up.
Staff of the VWU:

e Union members living in Hanoi, or in rural Hai Phong

e Having worked for the VWU at the grassroots level for at least five years
Number of participants
Twelve single mothers and six VWU staff were recruited. Six mothers and three staff were in
Hanoi, and six mothers and three staff were in Hai Phong. Each group of single mothers
included two who were divorced, two widows, and two who had never married.

Table 1: Hanoi/City single mother participant profiles

. ) No. of Years as a
Pseudonym Age | Circumstance | Education children Career single mother
Huong 35 Divorced Bachelor’s 2 Business
degree person
Ninh 28 | Divorced Bachelor’s 1 Marketing
degree staff
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Luong 29 Nevqr Bachelor’s 1 Accountant 7
married degree
Oanh 36 | Widow Diploma 1 Nurse 7
Theu 35 Widow Bachelor’s 2 Accountant 5
degree
Trang 27 Nevgr Bachelor’s 1 Clerk 3
married degree
Table 2: Hai Phong/ Rural single mother participant profiles
. . No. of Years as a
Pseudonym Age | Circumstance | Education children Career single mother
Thien g0 | Never 12/12 1 Garment 12
married worker
Hien 38 | Widowed | 9/12 o | Childeare 4
worker
Chang 28 Widowed 9/12 2 Childcare 2
worker
Nhung 32 | Divorced 9/12 2 Footwear 4
worker
Thu 39 | Never 6/12 I | Farmer 12
married
. . Bachelor’s
Chi 27 Divorced 1 Accountant 3
degree
Table 3: Staff participant profiles
No. of years working
Pseudonym Age Workplace for the VWU
Doan 60 Hanoi 20
Thuy 55 Hanoi 18
Hai 58 Hanoi 14
Thuong 40 Hai Phong 5
Duyen 48 Hai Phong 12
Khanh 53 Hai Phong 16

The process of participant recruitment
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Bryman (2015) states that most sampling in qualitative research entails purposive sampling,
which is conducted with reference to the goals of the research, so that the units of analysis are
selected in terms of criteria that will allow the research questions to be answered. This study
used a generic purposive sampling technique (Forman, Creswell, Damschroder, Kowalski, &
Krein, 2008) and also a snowballing technique, in which the researcher initially recruited a
small group of people relevant to the research questions, and then used them as referrals to
contact other potential participants. Snowball sampling has been used in many studies on
disadvantaged women because it is considered an effective way to build rapport between
researchers and hard-to-reach populations (Mammen & Sano, 2012; Rao et al., 2017; Varga &
Surratt, 2014; Woodley & Lockard, 2016). Woodley and Lockard (2016) state that snowballing
is a good way to use social networking to study marginalised populations without further
marginalising them. A limitation of snowball sampling is that, while it may produce valid
results, it can also lead to broad generalisations being attributed to the findings (Baltar &
Brunet, 2012; Cohen & Arieli, 2011). However, qualitative studies usually involve intensive
and detailed exploration of a relatively small sample rather than generating generalised results
for large populations (Forman et al., 2008): therefore, snowball sampling was chosen for this
research.

VWU staff participants

After obtaining ethics approval from the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics
Committee in June 2018, the researcher travelled to Vietnam and asked for appointments with
members of the Executive Board of the Vietnamese Women’s Union at the district level. This
required attending the VWU offices representing eight urban districts of Hanoi (Ba Dinh, Hoan
Kiem, Dong Da, Thanh Xuan, Cau Giay, Hoang Mai, Hai Ba Trung, and Tay Ho), and the
VWU offices representing five suburban districts of Hai Phong province (Vinh Bao, Tien Lang,

Thuy Nguyen, An Lao, and An Duong). Face-to-face meetings were important as these are the
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respectful customs when communicating with government agencies in Vietnam. In these
meetings with leaders of the Women’s Union, the researcher introduced the research
documents (including Ethics Approval, Advertisement, Information Sheets, Consent Form, and
Interview Question; see Appendix A, B, C), gave a brief description of the project, and asked
permission to recruit staff members of the VWU at the grassroots level for the purpose of the
study.

In Hanoi, written permission to recruit was obtained from the representatives for Thanh Xuan,
Cau Giay, and Dong Da Women’s Unions. In Hai Phong, only the representatives from Vinh
Bao Women’s Union gave approval. The researcher was requested by the President of the
Women’s Union in each district to contact the Vice President of the area, which she did by
phone. The Vice Presidents subsequently contacted their staff at the grassroots level to
ascertain their interest in taking part in the project. Three staff members at the grassroots level
in Thanh Xuan, Hanoi indicated that they were interested in the project, and four staff in four
of the twelve wards of Vinh Bao, Hai Phong indicated their willingness to participate in the
study. The Vice Presidents obtained permission from these potential participants to provide
their contact details to the researcher, who then arranged a time and place with each to further
discuss the study prior to obtaining written consent. After the discussions, three staff of the
VWU in Thanh Xuan and three in Vinh Bao were recruited: an equal representation from each
of two districts.

Single mother participants

The snowballing technique was used to invite single mothers to take part in the project. The
researcher provided potential participants including friends, colleagues, former students, and
relatives with the research documents listed above. These initial potential participants were

asked to share the research documents with other potential respondents in their social circles.
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Anyone who expressed interest could contact the researcher directly via an email address and
phone number provided in the research documents.

All six single mother participants in Hanoi were recruited through the snowball sampling
technique. Only two single mothers in Hai Phong province were recruited this way. To recruit
the planned number of participants in the rural area, the researcher used a contingency strategy
and asked the staff participants in Vinh Bao district to help recruit because of their strong
connection with the women in their area. Recognising that potential participants in the rural
area would not be familiar with using email, this contingency strategy had been planned before
the researcher went into the field. The staff participants were asked to introduce the research
and documents at the end of the monthly meeting of the VWU in their area as well as explain
them to potential participants in their neighbourhood. It was stressed in the research documents,
and also announced by the staff, that any single mothers who wished to be involved in the
research could contact the researcher via her phone number provided in the information sheet.
Within two weeks, four single mothers in rural Hai Phong province had been recruited through
this contingency plan.

Each research participant was given a small amount of money (VND 200,000 — approx. AUD
13 at the time of the interviews) as reimbursement for their participation in each step of the
research. When the compensation plan was explained in the group interviews, two of the single
mothers stated that while they would welcome the money, the most important thing for them
was to be able to tell their stories. This last factor is evidence of the importance of this research

and the methodological approaches engaged in the research.
4.3.3 Ethical considerations

As this research involved direct interaction with people, ethics approval was required. Ethics

clearance from the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC)
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was obtained prior to the commencement of the field trip (see Appendix A — Reference
H12738).

Some of the key concerns for ethical approach to data collection, and respect to research
participant, involved focus groups and photograph taking. The single mothers research
participants were asked to participate in focus groups, and to take photographs of activities
which illustrated part of their lives, which they would discuss in photo-elicitation interviews.
VWU staff participants were only required to do open-ended interviews. The details are
provided below.

The central ethical concerns in feminist studies, as in other studies involving people, are
informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, respect, privacy, and care (Mertens & Ginsberg,
2009). These factors were crucial for both categories of research participants because the
research explores the personal stories of single mothers — a disadvantaged group — and the
experiences of the VWU staff in supporting single mothers. Various strategies were used to
ensure an ethical approach in different steps of the project.

Informed consent

The recruitment strategy was designed to ensure that participation was on a voluntary basis.
Potential participants were provided with research documents with information about the study,
including its purpose, methods of data collection, level of participant involvement, assurance
of confidentiality and anonymity, level of risk, and the right to withdraw at any stage of the
project without prejudice. The potential participants were given time (two weeks) after
receiving the research documents to decide whether they wanted to participate in the project.
The participants who opted to do so were asked to give written consent prior to taking part (see
Appendix B). The consent form was in Vietnamese so as to ensure it was fully understood by
the participants.

Anonymity and confidentiality
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The matters of anonymity and confidentiality are of great importance to all researcher of
peoples and personal lives. This has been acknowledged and actioned in this research. The
following will provide detail.

There were some minor risks for both the single mothers and staff participants in sharing their
experiences around the issue focused on in this research. Therefore, all participants were asked
to choose a pseudonym to be used during the information-gathering process and in publication
of the research findings. In addition, the twelve participants in the focus groups were asked to
respect the confidentiality of matters discussed among themselves and to not share personal
information given by group members. Participants involved in keeping the photo diaries were
asked to avoid taking photos of people who had not given consent to be in the research photos.
All pictures submitted with images of faces were removed by the researcher (please see
Appendix F). These precautions ensured that the confidentiality and anonymity of the
participants were well protected.

Respect, privacy, and care

The interviews with the participants were considered by the researcher to be similar to everyday
conversation in which issues of day-to-day living are shared with colleagues and friends.
However, the researcher recognised the possibility that the research participants might
experience some level of stress when recalling their past experiences or hardships. As outlined
below, when stress and/or emotions were felt and expressed by research participants, the
interview/focus group talks stopped, and the participant/s shown full respect to continue
participation and/or talk about matters of distress. If the participant wanted to withdraw, her
decision was respected, and the interview would have been terminated but this was not
necessary for any interviews.

The focus group discussions, both in Hanoi and Hai Phong, had to be paused at times as some

of the participants did cry and exhibit emotion during the process. However, these women
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received both empathy and encouragement from the other participants and the researcher. In a
sense, it became obvious that all shared emotions and experiences. After short breaks, we
continued the discussion, and common accounts were expressions and appreciation of a rare
chance for the participants’ stories to be heard and listened to. None of the participants chose
to withdraw from the study, despite being given opportunity to do so.

The subsequent photo elicitation interviews went smoothly. This may be because this exercise
took place over two months and so there was opportunity for a deep rapport to generate between
the researcher and the participants.

Provision was made for a psychologist or counsellor at the community health centre or other
health service available in Hanoi or Hai Phong to be contacted by the researcher requesting
appointment/s and follow-up support if participation in this research caused any participant

distress. No counselling or support was requested by participants.

4.3.4 Data management

In the initial stage of data collection, the researcher stored the audio recordings on her iPhone
which she used to record the focus groups and interviews. The iPhone was used as a recorder
for its convenience and because it could be synchronised with a laptop, so that the researcher
could assess data at any time. Both devices are password protected so that only the researcher
can access the data. The data is backed up on iCloud (password protected) to avoid any loss of
empirical material. Due to the increasing quantity of data, and to assist with coding procedures,
the data has been imported into the qualitative data analysis program NVivo. This is an

effective data management system that also facilitates the coding process.

4.3.5 Data trustworthiness

The fullest and richest data can be gained from transcribing verbatim. If possible,

researchers transcribe their own tapes because this way they immerse themselves in the
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data and become sensitive to the issues of importance. (Holloway & Galvin, 2016, pp.

288-289)
The quote above has informed the researcher. All the focus groups and interviews were audio
recorded and then transcribed verbatim in Vietnamese — the language in which the discussions
and interviews were conducted — by the researcher. Once all the recorded data was transcribed,
the researcher read it through while listening to the recording several times, numbering lines
of text, correcting spelling or other errors, and inserting notations for pauses, crying, or
laughter. Notes were written in the transcription through this stage which proved invaluable
for reference during later analysis processes.
Each personal interview transcript was then sent to the informant. Of the eight mother
participants who had kept photo diaries (see 4.4.1.1) and the six staff members, three mother
participants and two staff added some information to the text; the remaining five single mothers
and four staff confirmed the accuracy of the transcriptions. No one asked for the removal of
any information.
The researcher, who is bilingual, then translated the transcribed data from Vietnamese into
English. After the researcher finished this translation work, a licenced professional Vietnamese
— English translator was employed to review random portions of the researcher’s translations
of the interview data. The translator only assessed a part of the whole data set to ensure the

security of the data and anonymity of the participants.
4.4 Research implementation — details.
4.4.1 Data collection

Data for this study was collected via two focus groups totalling twelve single mothers, photo
activities and photo-elicitation interviews with eight of those twelve mother participants, and
personal interviews with six staff of the VWU.

4.4.1.1 Single mother participants
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The data collection process with the single mother participants was made up of three stages:
focus groups, photo activities, and photo-elicitation interviews. Twelve single mothers took
part in the focus groups and then eight of those twelve participated in photo activities and
photo-elicitation interviews.

4.4.1.1.1 Focus groups

a. An overview of focus groups as research technique

Focus groups, or group discussions, are group interviews that capitalise on communication
between research participants to generate data (Kitzinger, 1995). This data gathering technique
was originally used in the first half of the twentieth century in market and behavioural science
research (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014); it was then widely employed in the early 1990s in
sociology, psychology, health studies, and anthropology (Kitzinger, 1995; Morgan, 1997).
Since then, in parallel with the development of qualitative methodology, the use of focus
groups has grown, and the method has a special appeal for researchers committed to feminist
concerns (Kook, Harel-Shalev, & Yuval, 2019).

The choice of the focus group as one of three data collection instruments for this research
derived from its advantages to feminist standpoint studies. Kook et al. (2019) state that ‘focus
groups not only allow for the collective construction of meaning and knowledge, they also
acknowledge the importance of not isolating the research subjects from their social context’ (p.
87). Participants in focus groups are usually recruited through purposive sampling, therefore
they may feel more comfortable expressing their views with others sharing the same
background and experiences (Coté-Arsenault & Morrison-Beedy, 1999; Morgan, 1997). As
focus groups also provide informants with a sense of ‘security in numbers’ (Kitzinger &
Barbour, 1999), the method encourages often hard-to-reach populations to talk about strong
emotional or sensitive issues that are not usually raised. Focus groups are further suitable for

eliciting the perspectives of women due to the idea that this method more closely resembles
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‘feminised patterns’ of interaction and exchange (Barbour, 2008). Presumably due to these
recognised advantages, focus groups have been successfully used in studies on marginalised
women such as lower socioeconomic status women (Madriz, 1998), minority women (Kook et
al., 2019), and disempowered women in rural areas (Barbara, 2002).

Suggestions regarding the number of members in a focus group vary. According to Morgan
(1997), the groups should usually consist of eight to ten participants. Other researchers suggest
that no more than twelve members, led by one or two moderators, can be an effective size for
a focus group (Barbour, 2008; Kook et al., 2019). C6té-Arsenault and Morrison-Beedy (1999),
based on their experiences conducting focus groups with pregnant women who experienced
perinatal loss, claim that ten to twelve people is too large a group when discussing extremely
emotional and sensitive topics. They explain that, in their research, because personal stories
told by participants were often lengthy and detailed, ‘the quietest member in the group never
joined the spontaneous conversation and was often passed over when the discussion moved
around the table’ (Coté-Arsenault & Morrison-Beedy, 1999, p. 280). For this kind of enquiry
they recommended having four to five members in a focus group to ensure that all participants
can be involved in the discussion and have their voices heard. Greenbaum (1998) comes to the
same conclusion, stating that ‘mini groups’, each with four to six members, were most fruitful
when the discussion focussed on sensitive topics. Researchers also cite other limitations of
focus groups, for example that sometimes a member of the group had dominance over others
or the discussion strayed to issues unrelated to the research topic (Barbour, 2008; Greenbaum,
1998) — when this occurred, the facilitator used questions to navigate participants back to the
research topic.

b. The focus groups

In this project, six single mothers in Hanoi and another six in Hai Phong participated in focus

groups aiming to elicit a broad understanding about the lives of Vietnamese single mothers.
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The two focus groups were scheduled on weekends and took place in public libraries at a
convenient time for all participants. The researcher contacted the participants to re-confirm
their participation and the meeting. In Hanoi, the researcher hired a childcare service provider
because two single mothers brought their children to the discussion site. The focus group in
Hai Phong was delayed one week because three single mothers in the group had to work on the
Saturday initially scheduled.

Prior to the focus group meetings, the participants were asked to review the research documents
and encouraged to ask any questions they might have. At the meeting, the researcher then
carefully re-explained the information in the information sheets and consent forms to the
participants, such as the purpose of the study, the three phases of the data collection process
including (1) focus groups, (2) photography activities and (3) photo-elicitation interviews, and
the rights of research participants. The participants were advised that they should select a
pseudonym that would be used to refer to them in any publications of the research findings to
ensure their confidentiality.

Further details regarding confidentiality, recording of the group discussions, the transcription
of the recorded data, and the future usage of the data were also discussed. The participants were
asked to express any concerns related to the data collection process or their participation in the
project. The researcher was asked some questions regarding the photography activities, which
would be conducted after the group discussions, such as the expected duration of the activities
and how to handle technical matters. The researcher explained the prompts to the participants
and reminded those who had chosen to participate in photo diaries and follow-up interviews
that it was important that they confirmed that they would be able to complete their photo diaries
within the four-week timeframe. After reviewing all the information, each participant signed
and returned their consent form to the researcher. The group discussion then commenced. The

focus groups were considered exploratory discussions and took place before the photography
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activities and personal interviews so the researcher could determine key questions or main
themes and then follow up issues of importance in more detail.

The researcher began the session by asking each member to briefly introduce herself to the
group. They gave basic information such as their age, professional status, number of years as
a single mother, and what had led them to becoming a single mother. The researcher also
introduced herself, briefly sharing information about her life as the daughter of a widow since
the age of seven. Once all the focus group participants were comfortable, the researcher asked
open-ended questions relating to the participants experience of being a single mother and their
expectations regarding family and government support (see Appendix C). The open-ended
questions were used for generating detailed qualitative responses. The focus group members
talked about their lives and encouraged others in the group to share their personal experiences.
Then, following guidelines provided by Bryman (2015), the researcher used some ‘probing
questions’ or ‘follow-up questions’. These had been prepared beforehand and included asking
participants if they could expand on what they had said, describe how they felt about what had
happened, or explain more clearly what they meant. The purpose of asking these questions at
this stage was to encourage diversity of comments or opinions among the group, or sometimes
to remind them about the focus of the research.

The duration of the focus groups in Hanoi and Hai Phong were around 150 minutes and 120
minutes respectively. The process of analysing the focus group data is presented in the Data
Analysis section.

4.4.1.1.2 Photography activities

a. An overview of photography activities as research technique

The study’s use of photography is drawn from elements of a photovoice study method, which
is based on the understanding that people are experts in their own lives (C. C. Wang, Morrel-

Samuels, Hutchison, Bell, & Pestronk, 2004). In practice, research participants are provided
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with a camera and a list of prompts to take photos over a period of time. The present method
also drew on elements of photo-elicitation studies in which visual images are used as a
springboard for discussion between the researcher and the photographer about the meaning and
the significance of the images, to elicit information related to the topic of interest (Bryman,
2015; Radley, Hodgetts, & Cullen, 2005; C. C. Wang et al., 2004).

Photographic techniques are not new in data collection, the development of which is often
attributed to Collier (1957) who conducted anthropological research on how families adapted
to residence among ethnically different people, and to new forms of work in urban factories in
Canada (Harper, 2002). Collier gave each participant a camera and asked them to capture
images they felt best illustrated the differences between their old and new lives. The technique
is now widely used in ethnography and anthropology and is becoming increasingly popular in
sociology because of its strengths, such as capturing detailed accounts of experience (Bates,
McCann, Kaye, & Taylor, 2017), engaging participants in the research process, and enabling
participant control (Allen, 2011; Harper, 2002; Triandafilidis, Ussher, Perz, & Huppatz, 2018).
Photovoice and photo-elicitation methods have two formats: (1) participant-driven —
participants are asked to provide photographs they feel are relevant to the research problem
and (2) researcher-driven — photographs provided by a researcher are used as discussion
prompts (Bates et al., 2017; Croghan, Griffin, Hunter, & Phoenix, 2008; Samuels, 2004).

In this study, the former format was employed because the researcher expected that participant-
driven photographs would more effectively represent the participants’ worlds. In this way, the
researcher was provided with greater insights into the experiences (including emotions,
feelings, and ideas) of the participants rather than imposing her own framework or perception
of a topic (Holloway & Galvin, 2016).

The researcher was aware that some caution is required when using photographic activities,

especially if the topic is sensitive. Firstly, participants commonly photograph people and this
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may compromise the anonymity of the photographer and the photographed (Croghan et al.,
2008). Secondly, it is common that people want to show others snapshots which portray them
as they wish to be seen, in the moments that reflect the best rather than the worst of their
experience (Holland, 2004). Additionally, photographers, with the support of technology, are
able to edit their pictures (Croghan et al., 2008), which might result in a significant loss of
authenticity. This is a considerable concern in the era of smartphones and the development of
photo editing applications for those devices. The researcher adopted some strategies to
overcome this possibility; these will be discussed later in the section.

b. The photo activities in this study

After the completion of the focus groups, the participants were invited to take part in the second
stage of the study: the photographic activities or photo diaries. All mother participants in Hai
Phong expressed their interests in participating in photographic activities, however, two of
these six, who had no camera or smartphone, withdrew from that component of participation.
This does demonstrate a limitation of the method — it can be less accessible for those from
poorer socio-economic backgrounds unless the equipment can be supplied by the researcher.
Four single mothers in Hanoi confirmed their willingness and availability to take part in the
photo diary activity. In short, eight of the twelve single mothers, four at each research site,
were involved in this research activity. The photo diary participants in Hanoi consisted of one
divorced mother, one widow, and two unwed mothers. In Hai Phong two were divorced, one
was a widow, and one was an unwed mother.

The eight participants were asked to use their own smartphones or cameras to take pictures of
their daily lives that represented their experiences of being a single mother. They were given
prompts: for example, it was suggested that they may wish to photograph key times in their
day and typical activities such as everyday household tasks. Moments might include providing

care for their children, leisure activities, household maintenance, indoor/outdoor work, and
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celebrations. The participants were asked to avoid, as far as possible, photographing faces in
order to preserve anonymity and were advised that facial images would not be used in any
publications of the research findings, including the thesis. Further, the researcher stressed that
authentic photographs would be appreciated, and the participants should use the camera’s
automatic mode while shooting photos and not use photo editing applications to edit the
images. The participants were asked to give each photograph a caption, and send it to the
researcher via email, iMessage, or their chosen social networking applications (such as
Facebook, Zalo, and WhatsApp). The duration of the photo journals was four weeks. It was
expected that each participant would submit at least ten pictures. The photo diaries were
recorded from July to August 2018 at both research sites. The total number of pictures
submitted by the participants was 107. Fifty pictures were discarded, including 27 photos that
captured facial images and 23 were similar. The participants’ ownership of the videos and
images was guaranteed in the consent forms.

It is important to note that although the photos were used to elicit interviews, the photographs
were not always relevant to data analysis. Instead, they were often complementary or peripheral
to the interview discussion, so not all of the photos have been referred to in the analysis
chapters. The researcher included all the images in the following section, in part, in order to

introduce the single mother participants to the reader.
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Photo collection:

Theu’s photos

Theu’s two-storey house,
built one year before her
husband’s fatal accident.

Theu’s daughters playing
in the front-yard, waiting
for her to come home
after work.

Theu working in the
evening while her
daughters study.

One of the many
achievement awards of
Theu’s 13-year-old
daughter.

Theu’s 9-year-old

daughter’s school
assignment in which she
describes her mother as the
person she loves the most.
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Theu enjoying a glass of
fresh milk on holiday
while keeping an eye on
her children playing by
the sea.

Theu’s daughters enjoying
aride in a shopping centre
at the weekend.

Theu, working in her
office, where she is an
accountant.

An electric pole
withstanding a gale near
Theu’s house. She sees
herself as being as strong
as the pole.
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Trang’s photos
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Trang does all home
maintenance herself, in
order to save money.

The first dress Trang
bought for her
daughter, when she was
2 years old. She bought
a size 3 to get more
wear out of it.

The ride-on that Trang
would have liked to have
bought for her daughter
but couldn’t afford as she
only has enough money
for essentials.
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The small amount of
money Trang has left at
the end of the month. Just
enough to buy a cup of
instant noodles. She
often had to borrow
money from her friends
in the first two years of
being a single mother.

The book Trang reading
with the title ‘A mother’s
strict love’ written by
Sara Imas. She has been
reading many parenting
books since becoming a
single mother in order to
learn to be a good mother.

The first good child

sticker Trang’s
daughter got after she
had been in the

kindergarten for two
months. Trang was so
happy with this one.

An electric pole entangled
with wires which Trang
passes every day. Since
becoming a single mother,
she has felt that her life, as
well as the thoughts in her
head, are like this tangle of
which sometimes she does
not know how to sort out.

One of the pictures in the
book that Trang read for
her daughter at bed time.
She still dreams of
having a complete family
like other women.
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Luong’s photos

On her way home after
work. Luong rushes to
pick up her son at a
private childcare centre
before 6.pm.

o . g = . -

Rolls for dinner. Luong
makes it simple by
putting everything on a
mat. Luong and her son
sit on the floor, make
their roll and eat.

Luong’s son learning after
dinner. Luong sits next to
him, working, helping him
to practice hand writing,
and learn the alphabet and
numbers when necessary.
He is preparing to enter

ear 1 in September 2018.

Luong and her son having
smoothies at the
weekend. This is a special
treat for them both to
celebrate  finishing a
project at her office.

Luong taking her son to
the doctor when he was
sick. Her son was sick
quite often up to 3 years
of age. It was the most
stressful time for her.

son at the
beach on holiday with her
company in July 2017.

Luong’s son painting a
statue at the
playground. She takes
him out every weekend
to relax.

Luong saw this man and
his child playing with
the waves when she was
on holiday. She wishes
her son could grow up
with his father like this.
She blamed herself for
having her son out of
marriage.
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Ninh’s photos

O Sk

Ninh taking her daughter
to the childcare centre
before going to her office
in the moming.

Packages of goods Ninh
has prepared to send to
her customers. She often
works late, usually until
midnight, to respond to
orders, packing the
clothes, and recording
her sales.

2

The view from Ninh’s
office. She is a marketing
officer, and sees Hanoi as a
place full of career
opportunities.

with her daughter. She
does this every
evening before bed
time.

Ninh reading a book

When Ninh’s daughter
sleeps she works to earn
extra income. Ninh sells
clothes via Facebook.

Ninh has little time to cook
so she often grabs breakfast
for her daughter and herself
from a shop near her home.
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Chi’s photos

Chi working in her
office. She works for
local government as an
accountant.

Chi’s parents have a shop
selling  groceries. She
takes responsibility for
importing  goods  and
keeping the financial
records.

Chi often goes to the
town centre to deliver
goods for her parents on
weekends.

Chi playing with her
daughter at the
playground  in  the
kindergarten after school.

Chi and her daughter
playing in the back yard.
She tries to spend time as
much as she can with her
daughter.

Chi’s daughter colouring a
picture in the evening. She
often reads book, does
some drawing, or
colouring before bed time.
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Nhung’s photos

The bike Nhung rides to
work every day. She wants
to buy a scooter to save

travelling time but cannot
afford it.

Nhung and her best
friend at her work
place. She works for a
garment company.

Nhung eating dinner. Her
daughter often waits for her
to come home so that they
can have dinner together.

Sometimes, Nhung
arrives home very late
as she works extra
hours. Her daughters
are all in bed by the
time she arrives.

Nhung’s mother, working
on the farm. She works
harder to support Nhung
and her children when
they came back to live
with her parents after the
divorce.

Nhung’s older daughter
doing  chores after
finishing her homework.

LAy

Nhung fixing a pan. She
manages all the house
maintenance to  save
money.

Vén - Nhung’s dog-now
a member of her family.
She felt guilty about
thinking she could sell
him. most often when

she had no money to pay
for her daughters’
school fees.

Poultry in Nhung’s garden.
She will sell them all to pay
for her daughters’ school
fee before September.
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Thu’s photos

Thu’s house next to her
brother’s  house. She
applied for loan from the
poverty reduction program
to build this one-room
house in 2015. Before this,
Thu and her son lived in a
thatch house built on
inherited land from her
parents. She is still in debt

Nhung could not afford to
build a kitchen. She
cooks in her brother’s
kitchen. She wishes she
could have money to
build her own.

after two years.
=TT
)

Thu working on her
paddy. She is growing
chillies this season.

Thu harvests snails and
crabs after finishing
her work on the farm
almost every day.

Thu selling what she
harvested to earn extra
income. She will use the
money buy meat for dinner
or save the money for her
son’s education.

Thu and her son having
dinner. Her son often
helps with cooking and
chores.

Thu has no money to buy
a TV or radio. She often
goes to her brother’s
place to watch TV or she
listens to the public
speaker attached to the
electric pole next to her
home for important
information broadcast by
the local government.
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Hien’s photos

Hien’s older son Hien going to the farm to | Hien will sell these dogs | Hien’s neighbour. This old

doing homework in work on her rice paddy. to pay for her sons’ woman lives alone as her

the evening She is a childcare worker | school fees before children moved to the city
and also works on her September. to work. Hien worries that
farm for extra income. she will be alone when her

sons grow up and move out.

There were several advantages to using photo activities in this study, including the
development of deeper rapport between the researcher and participants as a result of the
photographic journey. This was because each time the participants sent a photograph, the
researcher and participant were able to have a brief discussion on it, and they were able to share
more of their journey. In turn, this facilitated ease in the subsequent face-to-face interviews,
making our interview sessions more like an everyday conversation between friends in which
important issues were dissected. As photographers of their own lives, the participants were
actively involved in the research process. This helped to balance the relationship between the
researcher and participants and acknowledged participants as active and significant
contributors to the research data. These factors are important considerations in feminist
research with minority groups; and all people for that matter.

4.4.1.1.3 Photo-elicitation interviews

a. An overview of photo-elicitation interviews as research technique
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Photo-elicitation interviews are data collection techniques wherein the researcher uses visual
images in interviews (Harper, 2002). The history of photo-elicitation interviews has been well-
documented and since its first use in the middle of the twentieth century, this method has been
widely applied in various disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, and education (Bates et
al., 2017; Harper, 2002). In sociology, photo-elicitation interviews have been successfully used
in numerous research projects on sensitive topics such as the experiences of teachers and health
care workers supporting young people with HIV in rural South Africa (Mitchell, DeLange,
Moletsane, Stuart, & Buthelezi, 2005), the lives of young people with cancer (J. Yi & Zebrack,
2010), and young Australian women’s experiences of smoking-related stigma (Triandafilidis
et al., 2018). Photo-elicitation interviews have been successfully used in feminist research, for
example in gaining in-depth knowledge of Mexican and South Asian migrant women’s
experiences and strategies for living with violence (Frohmann, 2005).

Photo-elicitation interviews have numerous proven benefits (Bates et al., 2017; Collier, 1957,
Croghan et al., 2008; Harper, 2002; Latham, 2008; Oliffe & Bottorftf, 2007; Samuels, 2004).
First, they gain rich and in-depth information. Samuels (2004), reporting on a study on child
Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka, and Collier (1957), details two experiments in interviewing for
an anthropological research in which one interviewer (researcher) used photography and the
other was conducted verbally. Both researchers commented — after mutual consultation - that
using photographs as a research aid stimulated participants to discuss the world about them in
more detail than they would in a verbal interview format. Harper (2002) attributes this increase
in detail to the fact that photographs evoke memories for the participants. Furthermore, as
Collier states, ‘the graphic images can assist an informant who lacks fluency of words to make
clearer statements about complex situations’ (Collier, 1957, p. 858).

One purpose of photo-elicitation interviews is to bring together the interviewee’s images and

words and to provide ‘multiple dimensions’ to his or her perspective (Bates et al., 2017;
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Latham, 2008). Additionally, photo-elicitation interviews can help to promote positive
emotional response for participants; researchers have commented that using photographs in
interviews ‘deflected any feelings of discomfort about the interview process’ while capturing
interviewees’ attention ‘much more easily and for a long period of time’ (Samuels, 2004, p.
147). Even in research on sensitive topics, participants have reported that they found the act of
talking about their photos to be quite ‘therapeutic’ (Oliffe & Bottorff, 2007). Considering these
strengths, the researcher decided to employ this method in research on experiences of
Vietnamese single mothers, with an expectation that this would provide more detailed,
authentic, and reliable data.

b. Photo-elicitation interviews in this study

There were eight mother participants involved in photo activities, who then took part in photo-
elicitation interviews. Prior to the photo-elicitation interviews, the researcher had reviewed all
107 photographs submitted. The twenty-five photographs which included facial images of
people who had not given their consent to the research were deleted, as were the seventeen
photographs which bore similarity to others in the collection. This reduced the number of
photos used to sixty-five. Each participant was interviewed at a venue of her choice. The
interviews with urban mothers were conducted in local coffee shops, while rural informants
were interviewed in their own homes. In each interview, the participant was asked to tell the
researcher about each photograph she had submitted and explain its meaning and significance.
Such discussion of allows the researcher further insight, and, very importantly, the research
participants the autonomy and authority of describing and analysing their own thoughts,
experiences, and reality. The main questions asked during these interviews were: ‘Can you tell
me the meaning/significance of the picture?’, ‘What is happening?’, and ‘How does this relate

to your life?” (See Appendix C).
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The eight interviews were conducted in the second half of August 2018, and, as previously
mentioned, were more like daily conversations between friends than formal interviews due to
the excellent rapport the researcher and participants had established during the photo diary
period. The participants were comfortable during the interviews, which lasted between 90 and
120 minutes, which was longer than the researcher expected. At the end of each photo-
elicitation interview, the participant was advised that a copy of the interview transcript would
be sent to her so that she could check the accuracy of the information in the document and
amend it if she wished.

In practice, each data collection instrument also presented its own advantages and
disadvantages. For example, single mothers in the focus groups felt more comfortable
expressing their views when provided with a sense of security by being in a group with women
sharing the same background and experiences. The sharing of sensitive thoughts and personal
information, especially regarding sexual issues and adult relationships, is considered taboo in
Vietnam. The participants focus group avoided discussing their experiences of being sexually
harassed, or whether they would like to enter into a relationship or remarry in the group.
However, when they were alone with the researcher, whom they had grown to trust, the women
openly shared their experiences, in many cases of sexual harassment, and, further, their
thoughts on remarriage.

4.4.1.2. Staff participants

As mentioned before, the VWU is a government organisation that helps Vietnamese women in
general and disadvantaged women in particular (Truong, 2004; Vietnamese Women’s Union,
2017¢). The researcher interviewed six VWU staff members who work at the grassroots’ levels
and could provide insights into how single mothers have been supported by the government
and the local community. The interview participant number was determined by both time and

the availability of participants. Creswell (1994) states that some researchers achieve data
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saturation after interviewing about eight participants; in this study, saturation was reached after
interviewing three participants. When it became clear to the researcher that there were no
significant differences between the information, she was receiving on discussion
topics/questions, and so data saturation had been reached, she decided that interviewing three
staff at each of the two sites, Hanoi and Hai Phong, would suffice. Hence, the total number of
staff interviewees in Hanoi and Hai Phong is six. The similarity in responses between all
employees of the VWU does suggest the possibility that they had been instructed as to how
much they were permitted to reveal in regard to the workings of the organisation. This is a
statement of observation.
The interviews with six female VWU staff members started with the question, ‘Can you give
me some information about yourself?’. All informants responded that they were married, had
children, and had been working with the VWU for more than ten years. Then other seven open-
ended questions put to the six staff members included questions asking for: a job description,
their perception of the overall function of the VWU, a description of state policies in place to
support single-mother families, their opinion on how effective the support was in reality,
accounts of challenges they face in assisting single mothers, and suggestions as to how to
improve support (see Appendix C). They were set out thus:
Please give the following information on the following themes/questions

- Can you provide demographic information (for the women and area you work in)?

- Can you describe the main tasks/functions of the VWU?

- How would you describe your work?

- What is your understanding of government policy to support single mothers in

Vietnam?
- Can you tell me how you evaluate the extent and the effectiveness of government

support for single mothers?
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- What might be the challenges faced by the VWU when it comes to assisting single
mothers?
- Do you have suggestions about how to improve support for women in general and
single mothers in particular in Vietnam?
Each interview lasted approximately sixty minutes and interviews were conducted at venues
chosen by respondents: four at their home and two in their office. Interviews were audio
recorded for accuracy with the consent of the respondents and then transcribed verbatim by the

researcher!?.

4.4.2 Data analysis

Thematic coding, abduction and NvivoXI qualitative analysis computer software were utilised
to analyse the data. According to Braun and Clarke (2012), ‘thematic coding is a method for
systematically identifying, organising, and offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes)
across a data set’ (p. 57). Through focussing on meanings across a data set, this method allows
the researcher to see and make sense of collective or shared meanings and experiences.

As part of the analysis process, the researcher recorded memos. These took various forms
throughout the project, including jottings in the margins of transcripts, several pages of
handwritten reflections, emails with supervisors, and entries in the qualitative software
program NVivo, which included conceptual maps. Memos help researchers recode ideas that
can be useful in confirming, negating, amending and supporting earlier conceptions and in

identifying directions for the research (Corbin & Strauss, 2014).

13 Some foreign researchers reported that they were subject to surveillance from the VWU officials when
contacting local single mothers during their field trips (see Phinney, 2022, and Murru, 2017). In this research,
although the local VWU officials expressed a level of concern about political sensitivities when the project was
run under the supervision of foreign supervisors, the researcher conducted group discussions and interviews
with the research participants without surveillance or control from the VWU. To achieve this, the researcher
gained credit when presenting a letter of introduction from her office in Vietnam (the university where she has
worked as a researcher and lecturer) and research documents (Appendix A, B, and C) to the VWU officials.
Those documents provided transparency of the research project.
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The data analysis process involved the following steps.

Step 1: Familiarisation with the data and generation of initial codes

This phase involves researchers immersing themselves in the data by reading and rereading
textual data and listening to audio recordings, as well as making notes on the data as they read
or listen (Braun & Clarke, 2012). In this study, the researcher transcribed verbatim all the
interview data, which was audio recorded, in the interview language, Vietnamese. The
researcher then read through each transcript while listening to the recording several times,
taking notes and allocating codes to segments of the data that conveyed what was happening
in concise terms. Each photograph generated from the photo-elicitation interviews was
analysed and compared with the accompanying transcript. This early stage of coding helped
the researcher become familiar with the content of the data set, and to notice lower-level
concepts which might be relevant to the research questions. One such example is the amount
of time and effort single mothers invested in their children’s education. Lower-level concepts
were initially noted in the margins of the transcripts or, in the case of in vivo codes, highlighted
in the text. Forty initial codes were generated at this stage of data analysis (See Appendix D).
Step 2: Generation of selective codes

Having attributed initial codes to the data, the researcher then divided them into interrelated
conceptual categories. These concepts, informed by the wider literature, included stigma on
single motherhood, the education of children, future aspirations, bad mother/good mother
narratives, and support for single mothers. This was performed in order to delimit the initial
coded raw data from the transcripts or photo collections into sub-categories with specific
properties. To achieve this grouping, the researcher followed abduction — or abductive
reasoning — a combination of inductive and deductive reasoning which recognises that
researchers use their prior knowledge and experience to identify patterns, reveal deep

structures, and develop satisfactory explanations from empirical data (Denzin, 2017; Farquhar,
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Michels, & Robson, 2020; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). In this study, the researcher
borrowed concepts from existing literature (such as social stigma, sexual harassment, and good
mothering) to inform the development of categories. The ongoing interaction between the data,
the researcher, and the wider literature served to enhance theoretical sensitivity and helped to
suggest relationships between codes to build denser categories and delimit the data. This
process is presented in the following table:

Table 4: Example of coding process

What is happening in the data? Initial code Selective code/
concept

I spend a lot on my children’s education, | Income investment in | Education of children
especially their foreign language courses | education
which are run by an English language
centre and a Chinese language and Extra classes
culture school, independent of their
public school.

I will support them as much as I can in Support with Future aspirations
their studies. I expect that they will schooling

perform well at school and be successful. Bad mother/good
Although I had a failed marriage, I won’t | Failure mother mother

be a failure as a mother.

More detail on selective codes can be seen in Appendix D.

Step 3: Searching for and defining themes

This phase involves reviewing the coded data to identify areas of similarity and overlap
between codes to generate themes and subthemes, which are the subcomponents of a theme. It
may involve collapsing or clustering codes that seem to share some unifying feature, so that
they reflect and describe a coherent and meaningful pattern in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2012).
When analysing the data in this study, the researcher noticed codes clustering around single
mothers’ experiences of financial hardship, social stigma, and sexual harassment, their
investment in their children’s education, and their experiences of available support.

Once these potential core themes were conceived, the forty initial codes and the assorted

memos were re-examined to identify how each initial code related to each theme. While NVivo
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had helped to establish the codes to this point, this next part of the coding and analysis process
was done manually. In the collated extracts of data, each quote from focus groups and
interviews and each image from photo diary exercises was reviewed individually to ascertain
whether there was a correlation between the potential main theme and the selected empirical
data. The researcher then reviewed the entire data set to ensure the themes meaningfully
captured the data, and this led to collapsing a number of the above potential core themes
together. Finally, three main themes were identified:

Theme 1: I can walk away when they target me, but I cannot stand by and do nothing

when my kids are picked on just because they don’t have a father: Vietnamese single

mothers’ experiences of social stigma.

Theme 2: Although I had a failed marriage,  won’t be a failure as a mother: Vietnamese

single mothers’ investment in their children’s education.

Theme 3: I have no choice. My family is my only source of support: potential support for

single mothers in Vietnam.
In the interpretation of the data, eight photos collected in the photo diary exercise are included
alongside quotes from interviews and focus groups in order to illustrate and elaborate on the
respondents’ spoken responses. In the final written analysis, the photos are therefore treated as
complementary data, that are reviewed alongside the focus groups and interviews, to provide
further colour, depth and context to the spoken material. The photos were thematically analysed
and clustered by the researcher, along with the focus groups and interviews. More of the photos

that were collected can be seen in the Appendix F.
4.5 Conclusion

This chapter described the theoretical framework informing the research, the methods
employed to collect data, and the data analysis process. Guided by FST, this research treated

the narratives of single mothers as its entry point and gave priority to data collected from this
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group of participants over those generated by the staff members of the VWU. Although this
feminist project had a small number of participants, it generated rich data on single mothers’
perceptions and experiences through its triangulation of research methods: combining focus
groups, photo journals, and photo-elicitation interviews. Using different methods to collect
data over a period of three months was helpful as it gave the researcher more time and
opportunities to engage with the participants, gradually building a deep rapport.

As noted in 4.4.1, each data collection instrument presented its own advantages and
disadvantages. The data collection methods thus complemented each other and enabled the
researcher to gather authentic data that provided insights into the experiences and largely
silenced issues of sexual harassment of single mothers and other issues that impact single
mothers in Vietnam in their day-to day lives, as discussed in the previous chapter. The data on
sensitive issues such as sexual harassment or remarriage provided particular insights into the

largely unspoken about challenges Vietnamese single mothers have to carefully navigate.
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Chapter 5
‘I can walk away when they target me,
but I cannot stand by and do nothing when they pick on my kids
just because they don’t have a father’: single mother’s experiences of social stigma

5.1 Introduction

This chapter draws on data collected from two focus groups of single mothers, follow-up
photo-elicitation interviews with some of these single mothers, and interviews with Vietnamese
Women’s Union (VWU) staff in Hanoi and Hai Phong. Exploring social stigma in relation to
single motherhood in the Vietnamese context, the chapter outlines the strategies the single
mothers use to manage their situation. Western theories of stigma, in combination with a
recognition of the unique social, historical, and cultural contexts in Vietnam, provide a valuable
framework for the analysis.

Stigma is a key obstacle for single mothers and their children in Vietnam today. As mentioned
before, the level of social stigma Vietnamese single mothers experience is often dictated by
their marital status (widowed, never-married, or divorced). Further, for all the single mother
participants in this research who had previously been partnered, the sense of social stigma
increased upon becoming single. Hence, the participants experience single motherhood in a
social environment wherein traditional norms strongly condemn pre-marital and non-marital
sex, and where social and financial support is often limited, and this can be extremely
challenging.

In Vietnam, as in many South East and East Asian countries, the judgements people make of
single mothers tend to pass to their offspring/s, with the children of single mothers facing
discrimination or prejudice from the community (T. Le, 2002; T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015; Zhang,
2020). As conveyed in the chapter’s epigraph, these children frequently experience stigma in

their daily social interactions, often being discriminated against. This chapter explores

92



participants’ and their children’s experiences of stigma/marginalisation and the strategies they

adopt to manage their situations.

5.2 Background

5.2.1 Sociological theories on stigma

Sociological literature on stigma has been influenced by the work of Goffman (1963), who
defines stigma as ‘an attribute that makes a person different from others in a social category’,
which ‘reduces the person to a tainted or discounted status’ (p. 3). Goffman (1963), drawing
on research with people suffering from mental illness, having physical disability, or practicing
what were perceived to be socially ‘deviant’ behaviours such as homosexuality or crime, argues
that the stigmatised individual is seen to possess ‘an undesirable difference’. Stigma is thus
conceptualised by society on the basis of what constitutes ‘difference’ or ‘deviance’, and is
applied through rules and sanctions resulting in a kind of ‘spoiled identity’ for the person
concerned (Goffman, 1963, p. 19). It is generated in social contexts and functions as a means
of ‘formal social control’ (Goffman, 1963, p. 138).

Research literature on stigma has grown rapidly since Goffman’s influential study. It has been
applied in a plethora of scholarly disciplines including health, psychology, and sociology to
study a variety of phenomena. Extending Goffman’s work, scholars now assert that structural
factors such as history, geography, politics, and economic conditions are crucial forces that
inform the stigma that emerges in everyday contexts (Link & Phelan, 2001; Meisenbach, 2010;
Tyler & Slater, 2018). It is also now recognised that stigma is real in various ways.
Historically, people who were stigma functioned to socially excluded were seen as deviants
and protect society against infectious diseases, thereby contributing to survival (Bos, Pryor,
Reeder, & Stutterheim, 2013; Phelan, Link, & Dovidio, 2008). More recently, the basic
function of stigma is exploitation and domination (Phelan et al., 2008). Dominant groups often

use their power to label certain attributes or characteristics as deviant or undesirable, thereby
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stigmatising individuals or groups who possess these attributes. Stigmatisation can be a means
for the powerful to maintain their position of dominance and control over marginalised or
minority groups. Another function of stigma is to enforce social norms — to encourage
stigmatised individuals to conform to a dominant group’s norms. The latter function aligns
with the former as more influential groups often define what is normal and acceptable in a
society (Phelan et al., 2008). They influence cultural norms, values, and attitudes, which in
turn shape societal perceptions of what is stigmatised. In these ways, stigma plays an important
role in reproducing and perpetuating social inequalities and injustices (Link & Phelan, 2014;
Phelan et al., 2008; Tyler & Slater, 2018). Stigma often works to ‘keep others down, in, or
away’ (Link & Phelan, 2014, p. 24), and stigmatised individuals experiencing negative
outcomes. These include devalued social identity, discrimination, prejudice, stereotyping, and
neglect (Link & Phelan, 2001; Miller & Kaiser, 2001). Being stigmatised therefore has
detrimental consequences for individuals’ psychological wellbeing (Bos et al., 2013).

People who are stigmatised, either as individuals or groups, are usually keenly aware of the
social devaluation connected with their circumstance. Consequently, they often live with
anxiety, stress, and/or low self-esteem. Whether the stigmatisation is directed at an individual
or a group, it can have a ripple effect to include family members, friends, and caregivers
(Carabine, 2001; Corrigan & Miller, 2004; Neuberg, Smith, Hoffman, & Russell, 1994; Young,
Dixon-Woods, Findlay, & Heney, 2002), who can experience stigma by association. For
example, in the case of young/teenager single mothers, questions about their intimate lives and
parenting capacity generate discrimination not only for mothers, but also for their children (M.
Brady, 2010; Elliott et al., 2015; Tyler, 2008).

Stigmatised people/groups are more likely to experience social exclusion and distress than non-
stigmatised people/groups (Bos et al., 2013, p. 4). This sense of being socially devalued — as

will be demonstrate in following chapters - leads victims of stigma to adopt certain coping
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strategies to protect themselves and their loved ones from the negative stereotyping and
prejudice directed at them. These strategies include problem-focused coping strategies and
emotion-focused coping strategies. Problem-focussed coping strategies are employed to alter
the relationship between those who are stigmatised and their environment (Bos et al., 2013;
Meisenbach, 2010; Miller & Kaiser, 2001). They include selective disclosure, seeking social
support, avoiding situations where stigmatisation is likely (Bos et al., 2013), and invoking a
common identity (Schmader, Croft, Whitehead, & Stone, 2013). Emotion-focussed coping
strategies attempt to regulate negative emotions. Examples include downward social
comparison, external reasoning for the stigmatising behaviour of others (e.g., denial, prejudice
minimisation, or assumption of ignorance on the part of others) and detaching oneself from
one’s stigmatised identity (Bos et al., 2013; Meisenbach, 2010; Miller & Kaiser, 2001). The
single mothers in this study employed both strategies in managing their social status and
protecting themselves and their children. In adopting these strategies, they demonstrated a

degree of agency in managing their circumstances and choices, as detailed in 5.3.3.

5.2.2 Stigma, gender violence, and sexual harassment

In the social stigma literature, it becomes evident that stigma often arises from inequalities
within society. It manifests when those in positions of power seek to maintain their position
and assert control over others. Research by LeMoncheck and Sterba (2001), and recent research
by Sapiro, (2018), and Anitha, Jordan, Jameson, and Davy (2021) highlights the profound
impact of these dynamics on women's lives. Their work sheds light on the intersection of stigma
and harassment, suggesting that harassment can be viewed as a consequence of stigma rather
than a mere expression of stigma. This insight paves the way for a deeper understanding of the
challenges women face and the urgent need for change. Sexual harassment is any unwanted

sexual attention a person experiences and is particularly common in any situation where men
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have power over women (Berthet & Kantola, 2020; Jackman, 2006; Latcheva, 2017,
LeMoncheck & Sterba, 2001).

It is still widely believed that nature is the primary driving force of sexual harassment (Brooks,
2011; Campbell, 2005; Graham, Bernards, Abbey, Dumas, & Wells, 2017). Based on gendered
configurations, the male represents 'masculinity as aggressive', and the female 'femininity as
vulnerable' (Campbell, 2005). The subsequent construct of male dominance and female
submission is considered natural. This belief is strongly criticised as it casts ‘male sexual
behaviour and feminine vulnerabilities as inevitable’ (Brooks, 2011, p. 636) and therefore
contributes to perpetuating gender-based violence. In reality, many safekeeping campaigns
built on this belief hold women individually responsible for preventing any sexual violence
perpetrated against them (Anitha et al., 2021; Brooks, 2011).

As a form of gender-based discrimination, sexual harassment can be considered a consequence
of stigma, taking place across all human societies. In societies where power is distributed
evenly, and where gender roles are less polarized, gender-based violence is less likely to occur
(Graham et al., 2017). In contrast, patriarchal societies that hold conservative views about
women tend to subscribe to feminine-sex stereotypes, downplay the severity of abuse and/or
accept abuse as a normal part of male-female relationships (Campbell, 2005). In these societies,
sexual violence against women is often used as a patriarchal strategy to oppress women and
maintain men's superiority. Such power differentials between men and women in patriarchal
cultures generally influence, and even facilitate, factors of sexual harassment (Campbell, 2005,
p.84).

Public awareness about gender-based violence against women in general, and sexual

t14

harassment in particular, is increasing. The #metoo movement'* in 2017 saw women across the

14 The #metoo movement was created by Tarana Burke (born 1973), an American activist, in 2006 to help
victims of sexual violence and abuse. In the wake of the strings of sexual allegations faced by Harvey
Weinstein, one of the most powerful men in Hollywood, the #metoo movement went viral on social media,
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globe publicly protesting against sexual harassment and demand the implementation of zero-
tolerance policies regarding any forms of discrimination, abuse, and violence, on the basis of
gender (Bhattacharyya, 2018; Moscatelli, Golfieri, Tomasetto, & Bigler, 2021). Despite the
facts of such movements and attempts for social ‘awakenings’ sexual harassment remains as a
social and cultural challenge for all to address.

Sexual harassment has been considered a sensitive topic in Vietnam, and Vietnamese women
are hesitant to discuss it, let alone report it, for fear of the negative consequences they could
face following such disclosure. This can be explained by the nation’s patriarchal society, in
which Confucian doctrines still have a strong influence and males typically wield power over
females from birth (Bélanger & Oudin, 2007; Drummond & Rydstrem, 2004). As stated before,
once married, a woman belongs to her husband. While some argue that this tradition is dying
out, in practice many Vietnamese men still regard their wives as their property (T. H. Khuat,
2004).

One explanation for this bias is that for generations, following Confucian norms, a woman’s
role was to obey her husband who, in turn, was deemed responsible for her “care”. If she did
not conform to his demands, or that of the society, he risked losing face. Furthermore,
Confucian norms dictate that a woman’s dignity and value are attached to her sexual purity and
virtue (T. H. Khuat, 1998; Kwiatkowski, 2016). Over generations, Vietnamese women have
been educated to maintain their virginity until they are married, dress modestly, remain chaste,
and behave in respectful ways (T. N. B. Ngo, 2004; T. H. Khuat, 1998; 2004; Kwiatkowski,
2016). Since the ideal Vietnamese wife is both a virgin before her marriage and well-educated,
talking about such a distasteful topic as sexual harassment would diminish her dignity and

value.

helped people to gain a sense of the problem, and to become aware of the scale of sexual harassment that
remains pervasive in public, private, and workplaces.
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One of the early research by T. H. Khuat (2004) examined sexual harassment against women
in the workplace and in educational institutions in urban Vietnam and is considered ‘ground-
breaking work on sexual harassment’ in a Vietnamese context (Drummond & Rydstrem, 2004,
p. 16). Her research findings, based on interviews with 98 women, points out that since Ddi
mdoi, with the expansion of the private sector, this social problem has increased as young
women are increasingly involved in the marketing of products and services (T. H. Khuat,
2004). Khuat finds that in Vietnam sexual harassment is viewed as linked to sex rather than
gendered power relations. The author explains that sexual harassment is essentialised because
women, who considered themselves as ‘weak gender’, accept harassment as a “natural” activity
for the male character: it is the outcome of men’s hot and aggressive temperament (p.121).
However, T. H. Khuat’s study is in the minority, this social and cultural problem has gained
little attention by Vietnamese scholars.

After the #metoo movement in 2017, sexual harassment has become a topic of concern in
Vietnam, and there has been ongoing research on the issue. In 2019, a pilot study of awareness,
knowledge, attitudes and responses toward sexual harassment was conducted by the Institute
for Social Development Studies in 5 provinces (both North and South). The study, which
involved almost 1800 students from grade 6 to third-year university students, found that 60%
of the participants were sexually harassed at least once and 63% took no action when
witnessing sexual harassment (Institute for Social Development Studies, 2019). The research
emphasised the importance to improve the legal framework and develop specific sanctions for
sexual harassment. In particular, specific guidelines and regulations are needed to define sexual
harassment and its forms as well as measurement to support the victim. Sexual harassment has
been documented in various settings within Vietnam, including the workplace (Quyet, P. X.,
Long, H. C., 2021; Quyet, P. X., Tien, H. V., & Arumugam, V. M. V., 2023), educational

institutions (Hoang, A., Nguyen, C. Q., Duong, C. D., 2018), public spaces, and even online
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(Fairchild, K., & Nguyen, H.; 2020). The forms of sexual harassment in Vietnam are diverse,
encompassing actions such as deliberate or intrusive eye contact, physical touching, and
making others uncomfortable through conversations laced with sexual innuendos. Often, these
actions are disguised as harmless jokes. Building upon the insights in T. H. Khuat (2004) on
the nature of sexual harassment, researchers point to a cultural barrier - the belief among
Vietnamese men that 'women are meant to be teased.' This belief grants men a degree of latitude
in treating or perceiving women as objects of sexual desire, leading to a disregard for
boundaries and respect in many instances (Hoang et al., 2018; Quyet et al., 2023). This
perspective has contributed to a troubling rise in unresolved cases of sexual harassment in
Vietnam.

Vietnam has established laws and regulations aimed at addressing sexual harassment, including
the Labor Code and the Law on Gender Equality. These legal provisions are designed to
safeguard individuals from harassment and discrimination. However, the existing legal
framework falls short of comprehensive protection. While sexual harassment is analysed and
adjudicated under the Labor Law's section on harassment at work, it is not explicitly mentioned
in the Criminal Law. Researchers indicate that the omission is due to the complexity of
identifying causes and outcomes, particularly in cases lacking physical injury (Quyet, P. X.,
Long, H. C., 2021). Consequently, it is a common practice that victims of sexual harassment
in Vietnam are often advised to forgive their harassers or maintain silence to avoid losing face

in a confrontation where they may have a limited chance of prevailing.

5.2.3 Single motherhood and stigma

Single mothers in both western and non-western countries regularly experience stigma in their
daily lives, including stigma from the general public, who tend to see single mothers as immoral
women of low status. They are subjected to intrusive scrutiny and judgement in relation to their

sexual and intimate lives, and are often presented as out of control and sexually promiscuous,
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hence threats to the social order (Mann & Roseneil, 2003; Tyler, 2008). Further, the parenting
capacity of single mothers is also frequently called into question. Single mothers are constituted
as problematic mothers producing an underclass of problematic children who themselves are
likely to become promiscuous and indigent. These perceptions are arguably supported by
studies that confirm single motherhood has a negative impact on children’s educational
outcomes. Certainly, children in single-mother families experience higher rates of school
attrition, delinquency, and other social problems (M. Brady, 2010; Elliott et al., 2015), but a
non-essentialist reading of this is that these negative outcomes are more likely due to the
mothers’ limited human and capital resources (Gertler et al., 2004; Hutchison, 2012; Krein &
Beller, 1988). Nevertheless, single motherhood is considered to be a threat to the traditional
nuclear family model: a heterosexual married couple of a male breadwinner and female
caregiver, and their child/ren, which is considered by many to be ‘the best arrangement for
parenting’ (Carabine, 2001, p. 294). Stigma toward single motherhood is thereby widely
perpetuated across societies.

In western countries, single mothers are frequently discursively condemned as being
irresponsible welfare dependents, parasites who drain scarce resources (Tyler, 2013). Research
shows they are resented and generally seen as relying on government benefits, having had
children without adequate means of support (Carabine, 2001; Elliott et al., 2015; Morris &
Munt, 2019; Neill-Weston & Morgan, 2017). This brand of stigma attached to single mothers
in western countries cannot be compared to that experienced in the Asian context, where single
mothers are not usually discursively constructed as welfare parasites due to the well-known
and all-pervasive limitations of government support.

However, strong cultural norms that favour traditional two-parent families create significant
challenges for Asian single-mother families (Jean Yeung & Park, 2016; Kim et al., 2018; Lai,

2021; Chunni Zhang, 2020). As outlined in Chapter 2, the patriarchal ideology in Vietnam,
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which assigns women subordinate roles as daughters, wives, and mothers based on the
principles of "Three Obediences" (Tam tong) and "Four Virtues" (Tt Puc). According to this
ideology, women must respect and be devoted to their father before marriage, their husband
after marriage, and their oldest son in widowhood. Additionally, they are expected to practice
virtues related to labor, appearance, speech, and behavior. Traditionally, a woman's success
and fulfillment in life are tied to marriage, motherhood, and dedicating herself to her family's
needs, even in challenging situations like a husband's vices. These societal expectations shape
the lives of Vietnamese women, with their morality and value measured by their ability to
maintain family harmony and raise successful children, regardless of their husband's behavior.
Confucianism also upholds strict adherence to traditional norms of family and marriage. Two-
parent families, with a husband as head of the household who has power over his wife and
children, are expected. Hence, single mothers sit outside the ‘norms’, and live with associated
social stigma. Widows or single divorced mothers are similarly made to feel that their family
is not complete because a husband/father as head of the household is absent (T. Le, 2002). In
a society which closely connects unmarried women’s virginity to the dignity of her family,
never-married single mothers are generally considered to be “bad women” or “spoiled” (T. T.
V. Nguyen, 2015). However, as mentioned before and must be stressed, in Vietnam, the age of
a woman who has a child without being married is relevant when it comes to stigma. If an
older, never-married single woman (over the age of 30) has a child out of wedlock, she might
be less harshly criticized, as people have a degree of sympathy and recognise that she needs
someone to look after her in her old age (T. Le, 2002; Phinney, 2022). In contrast, never-
married single mothers in their twenties or younger are usually perceived as sexually immoral
and/or degrading traditional family values (T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015).

All things considered, stigma is a key obstacle for single mothers and their children in the

complex social environment of Vietnam today, where traditional norms strongly condemn pre-
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marital sex and motherhood, and where social and financial support is often limited. This
chapter explores my study’s participants’ experiences of stigma and marginalisation, and the

strategies they adopt to manage their situations.

5.3 Findings

5.3.1 Discrimination/stigma experienced by single mothers

5.3.1.1 Negative stereotyping of single mothers
When speaking of the social stigma they experienced as single mothers, the study’s participants
reported various levels of marginalisation. The four widows expressed feeling upset by the
pitying looks both they and their children received from people who were aware of their
situation: ‘I try to forget that I am just a poor widow, but these looks remind me of my
unenviable position’ (Hien, focus group, Hai Phong). The divorced mothers were acutely aware
that they were considered to have failed as women because their marriage had ended; some
were held responsible for this failure despite their husbands’ infidelity:
Once I knew he [her ex-husband] cheated on me the second time, I decided to apply for
divorce. My friends and my relatives told me that I should try to give him another
chance so my daughter would have a complete family. My mum even said that part of
it was my fault for not being a good enough wife. (Ninh, focus group, Hanoi)
Chi, a divorced mother in a rural area, who had escaped from her jealous husband, shared a
similar experience of being criticised by members of the public for her failed marriage:
For the first year, I was very ashamed when I went out as I knew the villagers were
gossiping about me. Then I thought if I had done something wrong, such as cheating
on my husband, being irresponsible, or a lazy wife who lives on his income, then I
would have been ashamed. But in fact, I had tried to be a good wife. My broken

marriage wasn’t my fault. (Chi, focus group, Hai Phong)
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Despite Chi’s assertion that she was a faithful, supportive, and financially independent woman
— “a good wife” — she was stigmatised due to her divorce.
As mentioned in section 5.2.3, in Vietnam, for mothers who have never married, the stigma
they experience depends on their age. Women over the age of 30 who are still single and decide
to have a child on their own can usually expect a degree of sympathy: it is widely accepted
and understood that they need to have a child in order to have someone to look after them when
they are old. Since the Vietnamese Government does not have a pension scheme for elderly
people under the age of 80 (and even then, the elderly pension is only VND 250,000 (approx.
AUD 15) per month) (Government of the Social Republic of Vietnam, 2013), it is a norm that
children are responsible for taking care of their parents in their old age; hence the ‘need for a
child/ren’.
In contrast to ‘older’ single mother, younger never-married mothers, are often simply seen as
being “bad women” or “spoiled” for having a child outside of marriage, and people usually
look down on them. In regional areas, where traditional norms of family and marriage have a
stronger influence, young, never-married mothers who participated in the research reported as
being rejected by their community, many running away to avoid facing the stigma. Asked by
the researcher to help recruit participants, Khanh, a VWU staff member working in Hai Phong,
replied:

It is very hard to find young never-married mothers living in this area because they all

move to a city. They can’t live peacefully here with the scornful eyes of the villagers.

(Khanh, staff interview, Hai Phong)
However, single mothers may still experience stigma in the city. Trang, whose hometown is
Hai Phong, was abandoned by her boyfriend and gave birth to her daughter at the age of 24. At
the time of participating in the research, she was living in Hanoi with her daughter. Trang

explained:
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When I told my parents that I got pregnant and there would be no wedding, they scolded
me every day that I had béi tro trdt trdu vao mdt ho (dragged their name through the
mud), and they tried to force me to have an abortion. I decided to go away. [...] I still
experience stigma [in Hanoi]. Some people in my neighbourhood refer to me as con
chira hoang (single mother with an illegitimate child) in their conversation instead of
using my name. (Trang, photo-elicitation interview, Hanoi)
Trang’s story illuminates clearly that in Vietnamese society a woman is defined by her marital
status. Wherever she lived, Trang’s ‘reputation’ preceded her; as a consequence, people
declined to address her by her own name, they labeled her con chira hoang - a phrase laden
with disdain. However, this is not just Trang's story; the mothers participating in this research
also shared that they themselves had often been labeled as single mums - like a tag that comes
with their name. The self-reports of single mothers illuminate a discursive hierarchy in which
marriage is primary: married women are positioned/valued over widows, widows over
divorced mothers, divorced mothers over older, never-married mothers who ask for a child,
and all of these are positioned/valued over young, never-married mothers. Whatever their
position on the societal ladder, they all have a tag ‘single mum’ — the ‘soiled identity’ in a
society which upholds the traditional concept of two parent family. Single mothers are often
seen to be a threat to the existence and dominance of two-partner families (T. T. V. Nguyen,
2015). Theu, a widow in Hanoi with two daughters, used a metaphor for this stereotype of
single mothers:
There is a bin [garbage container] used by several families on the street where I live.
For me, it represents the rubbish thoughts many people have about single mothers.
Some men see them as easy game for extra-marital sex, and married women see them
as a threat intent on destroying another family for money. They see single mothers as

bad women, gold diggers, that sort of thing. Although I receive sympathy from people
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for being a widow, never-married and divorced single mothers encounter deep

prejudice and judgment that makes their life much harder than it already is. (Theu,

photo-elicitation interview, Hanoi)

Figure 5.1 Garbage container near Theu’s house
In addition to the stigma experienced from the general public, the research participants claimed
that they felt stigmatised by the media, lamenting how single mothers are portrayed in a
negative light. Stereotyping includes portraying single mothers as promiscuous, cunning, often
nguoi thir ba (a third person in a relationship), or ké pha hoai hanh phuc gia dinh nguwoi khac
(a bad woman who ruins a happy family). Nhung, a divorced mother of two girls, said:
There are movies about adultery on TV every day. In them often single mums are the
ones having affairs with married men for money or just because they are lonely. I get
sick of that. It doesn’t represent our lives. (Nhung, focus group, Hai Phong)
All members of Nhung’s focus group agreed with her. In the focus group in Hanoi, the mothers
added that online newspapers and magazines are just as bad, often reporting ‘negative stories
full of judgement’ and ‘rarely looking at the many hurdles which single mothers face’. The
‘comments range from mocking to abusive’, feeding on each other to further portray single
mothers as deviants and a threat to family life. The power of the media in orienting public

opinion and perpetuating stereotypes on single motherhood is evident in the narratives of the
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participants. As a result, women can also stigmatise themselves for being single mothers;
however, the participants in this research protested that the media mispresented their lives.
Oanh explained in the Hanoi focus group: ‘the most important thing in my life is being a good
mother, and I always try my best to do so’.

5.3.1.2 Sexual harassment experienced by single mothers

The single mothers in both research sites reported experiencing sexual harassment. While it is
important to note that all the participants were reluctant to talk about their experience of being
harassed in the focus group interviews, in Hai Phong every mother conceded that they had been
subjected to sexual harassment by some married men in their neighbourhood. Despite this
admission, none of the participants wanted to provide specific examples, seeing it as too
shameful. Hien in Hai Phong explained, ‘I don’t want to talk about that, I could feel the shame
rise up in me’. However, in individual interviews conducted later, eight of the twelve mothers
volunteered to tell their stories. The mothers’ sexual harassment included receiving sexually
charged words, looks, and behaviours towards them, such as 6 tinh dung cham (unwanted
touching) tréu choc (teasing), tdn tinh (courting, flirting), ve van (wooing), and ga gam
(solicitation). The participants at both research sites expressed feeling vulnerable, offended,
stressed, and angry when they experienced sexual harassment. The participants admitted that
sexual harassment could happen to any Vietnamese woman, but they explained that it had been
amplified since becoming a single mother. Some mother participants disclosed that they were
harassed by some of the males in their friend circle, their workplace, or neighbourhood, and
that the perpetrators were men who knew the women'’s single status.

Friend zone

Friend zone’ is an English phrase that was introduced to Vietnam during the internet boom of

the early 2000s. Among Vietnamese youth, this phrase is written, pronounced and understood
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as its original meaning: it describes individuals whom you are not romantically or sexually
attracted to but wish to maintain a friendship with.
The mother participants reported that it was common that the harassers were males in the
mothers’ friend circle who knew the mothers’ status and took advantage of the friendship in
approaching them. Hien in Hai Phong, recounted:
He is a friend of my husband. When my husband was alive, he often came over for
drink. After my husband passed away, he texted me or phoned me more often,
expressing his condolences and sympathy. I responded politely. Then one day he asked
me that if [ feel lonely, or if I need “someone”? He told me that he was there, willing
to “help” ... I blocked him after telling him that if he didn’t stop, I would let his wife
know about this. (Hien, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
Luong, a never married mother in Hanoi had the same story, adding that, some of the
perpetrators even told her that ‘you have nothing to lose’. Luong commented: ‘I thought we
were friend!’. Single mothers in this situation often chose to narrow down their friend circle,
trying to minimise contact with male friends in order to avoid any incident or
misunderstanding. As a result, fear of experiencing sexual harassment prevented them from
enjoying social life/public life, restricting their opportunities, resources, and personal power
(Campbell, 2005).
Sexual harassment in the workplace
Of the twelve mothers, four in Hanoi and two in Hai Phong have been sexually harassed at
work:
My boss knows that [ am a widow. Sometimes, when he tells my circumstances to some
of his business partners, some of them began to harass me. A couple of married men at
work had even suggested that I become their ‘secret romantic partner’, offering to give

me a lot of money in return. My answer to that type of proposition is that I am not a
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gold-digger, and I would never do anything that would bring shame on my family.
(Theu, photo-elicitation interview, Hanoi)
Luong told a similar story, adding that one of her boss’s business partners had even pressured
her to give him a son, offering money, work promotion, a house, and living expenses as
compensation. A further dilemma for Luong, and other single mothers, was not wanting to
bring shame on their family, yet, at the same time, not wanting to let their bosses down, for
example by not securing a sale:
When I try and make a sale for my boss and the male business representative from the
other firm makes personal comments to me, I can’t just ignore them or tell him to stop,
as this could lead to the loss of a sale. If he invites me to go for a coffee, I always ask
my boss to join us and if he can’t, then I have to think of an excuse not to go. (Luong,
photo-elicitation interview, Hanoi)
It is clear from the above accounts that the single mothers find themselves in a double dilemma
when faced with sexual harassment: the need to preserve their own individual and family
reputation, and at the same time to maintain sales, thus keeping their job. The harassers at their
workplaces, in the accounts of the single mothers, were often men with power over the women,
such as bosses or desired customers. Luong, in Hanoi, explained in her interview, ‘they just
bully me because they know that I am weaker, and I am alone’. Additionally, when women
experience sexual harassment in the workplace, they are often told by their employers to let it
go, as it could risk damaging the business's reputation or affecting business operations (Quyet
et al., 2023). Single mothers who speak up about sexual harassment risk losing their reputation
and, in the case of harassment at work, their employment.
Three participants, who reported not experiencing sexual harassment at work, explained that

‘as | always display a strong face; no one dares bully me’ (Huong), or they felt safe because
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they had been working in ‘all-female’ environments such as beauty spas (Trang) or garment
companies (Thuy).

It can be said that Doi Moi has brought about numerous employment opportunities for
Vietnamese women in general; however, it has also increased the risk of sexual harassment for
women as their sphere of activity has expanded beyond the confines of the family. Some studies
highlight the profound impact of Vietnam's economic transformation, particularly the Doi Moi
policy initiated in 1986, on gender relations and sexual behaviour. The shift toward a market
economy has generated men's desire for extramarital relationships by introducing them to a
global market economy that supplies sexual opportunities outside the home (Phinney, 2008).
In addition, men's ability to pay for leisure activities, including the capacity to afford an
extramarital relationship, is seen as a means of demonstrating their social mobility and class
status (Nguyen. V. T. H, 2012). Consequently, many married men target women in their
working circle to establish a romantic relationship during which they may exhibit their
masculinity. Women, often serving as objects through which men assert their manliness,
became victims of sexual harassment in these scenarios.

Sexual harassment in public

Of the twelve mother participants, eight had experienced sexual harassment in public in
different forms, mostly within their local neighbourhoods where their marital status was
common knowledge. These women reported that the most common forms of sexual harassment
in public were choc gheo (teasing), ve van (wooing), and tan tinh (courting), all of which made
them feel ‘unsafe’, ‘uncomfortable’, and offended. They shared that they were more likely to
be sexually harassed when wearing a new outfit, a new hairstyle, and/or makeup. Both city and
regional mothers reported being very mindful about their appearance, and that the best way to
avoid being targeted was to maintain a smart-casual appearance in all situations, while the

mothers in regional areas shared that they often wore second-hand clothes given them by their
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relatives or friends. Hien explained that she dressed this way because ‘I don’t want some bad
guys to wink at me, wolf whistle, or make very rude comments, such as ngon (yummy), or di
hen ho ddy (are you up for it)?’. The fact that these comments are usually made in public for
others to hear further exacerbates the women’s sense of marginalization and experience of
stigma. Nhung shared:
As you know, I live in a village where everyone knows everybody else. Although most
people are friendly, they are also curious, and some married men have come on (¢iép
cdn) to me. There is one man who lives close by who has sexually accosted me on
several occasions, asking me if I need someone for the night or saying (half-seriously,
half-joking) that he wants to have an affair with me. I always ignore him, but this
stresses me so much that I feel sick. I don’t know how to stop him bothering me.
(Nhung, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
This sense of powerlessness in the face of sexual innuendo and blatant propositions was a
common theme among the participants, who each responded in slightly different ways. While
the stress of the situation left Nhung feeling ‘sick’, Ninh feared to speak out about sexual
harassment because ‘I fear that once the story is told, I might lose my reputation’, and Luong’s
response was anger:
I know what their game is, and it makes me very angry: if [ make a fuss they try and
laugh it off, making me look stupid, but because they have been rejected and don’t want
to lose face, they go around telling all their friends that I came on to him. And of course,
everyone will think that I must have done something for it to happen. (Luong, photo-
elicitation interview, Hanoi)
In Vietnam, single mothers are often made accountable and blamed for men’s actions towards
them. Several Vietnamese proverbs normalise this behaviour, which makes the single mothers

feel further disempowered to speak up when subjected to sexual harassment. As Khanh, a
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VWU staffer in Hai Phong, observed: ‘It is unavoidable! Remember the saying: Lam hoa cho
nguoi ta hdi. Lam gdi cho nguoi ta tréu. (Flowers are made for people to pick. Girls are born
for people to tease)’. The word ‘nguoi’ is often interpreted therein as referring to men rather
than all people. Duyen, another staffer, added, ‘the best way for them [single mothers to react]
is just to ignore it.” The responses of the VWU staff members demonstrate the fact that local
authorities implicitly admit men have superiority over women and sexual harassment is just a
natural way for men to treat women. Sexual harassment is therefore not seen as an issue
inherent in gender power relations (Campbell, 2005).

Historically, this avoidance or acceptance has been the approach expected of girls and women
in patriarchal societies, even more so in countries such as Vietnam where, following Confucian
norms, women are considered subordinate to men (Drummond & Rydstrem, 2004). The more
vulnerable the female, the more likely she is to be considered easy prey for male harassment.
Single mothers, more often than married mothers, become objects for sexual harassment and,
as the above accounts illustrate, it is a no-win situation for the woman: if she protests, the man
may try to pass it off as a joke, or worse, he may tell everybody that she made advances towards
him; if she tries to ignore him, he may finally get the message and leave her alone, but she will
always be conscious of needing to dress ‘appropriately’ and behave in a modest manner. This
is consistent with the Institute for Social Development Studies (2019), which found that 60%
of adolescents considered staring and whistling at a girl a joke rather than sexual harassment,
and many parents believed that some girls experienced sexual harassment because they were
‘easy’ or dressed provocatively. It is clear that in Vietnam, people tend to attribute more
responsibility to the victims of sexual harassment than to the perpetrators. The fear of being
blamed or judged by the public has discouraged Vietnamese women, particularly single
mothers, from speaking up about the issue. T. H. Khuat (2004) claims that in Vietnam, ‘sexual

harassment is linked to sex rather than gender power relations’ (p. 120) and a woman’s
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reputation or value is closely attached to her sexual purity and virtue. However, the situation
of single mothers in this study demonstrates that it is impossible to disconnect assumptions
about sexual purity and respectability from power relations.
The double bind placed on single mothers affects their social interaction. Hien shared the
following:
I remember the time when my husband was still alive. We dressed up and went to
community events together. My life was full of joy and happiness. Since he died, I have
withdrawn both socially and emotionally too because I am worried that villagers might
judge me if I socialise. Some might say that [ am ‘moving on’ or wonder how I can
engage and be happy after the loss of my husband. I try to keep away from situations
that might ruin my dignity. (Hien, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
Hence, the research participants tended to modify their behaviour to avoid unwanted sexual
attention, for example limiting unnecessary relationship/contact with men to avoid
misunderstandings and gossip. This, and the perceived need to dress modestly and not attract
attention, aimed to counter a certain societal feminine aesthetic that is read as women
encouraging male sexual harassment. In this reading, women are blamed for making
themselves targets, and the role of men as perpetrators is neutralised. The stigmatisation of
single mothers is perpetuated.
It is apparent that married men in Vietnam do not have the same norms of modesty and fidelity
imposed upon them as women. It seems that they feel empowered to make sexual demands of
women whether they are themselves married or unmarried. Women’s bodies seem to be seen
as men’s entitlement, and men move easily through public space without the same threat of
sanctions and stigma. This is consistent with findings in research by T. H. Khuat (2004) on

women facing sexual harassment in the Vietnamese workplace, a research concludes that in
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Vietnam, a society where men dominate, ‘sexual teasing’ is considered a normal way for them
to treat women, where in fact they are asserting their gender power.

Despite the government claiming gender equality in Vietnam, it is clear that Vietnamese
women do not enjoy equal status and that society is still failing to protect women. This is
especially pronounced among single mothers, who find themselves among the most vulnerable

and disadvantaged members of society.

5.3.2 Single mothers’ recognition of stigma towards their children

All of the research participant gave accounts of how their child/ren were also stigmatised
because of their mother’s status — lack of status regardless of whether they lived in a city or in
a regional area. City mothers reported that when they took their children out on weekends
people would openly ask where their father was. If the mother told them that their father had
passed away, there would be some pitying looks, or if she was a divorced mother or an unwed
mother, there would be another question. As Ninh, a divorced mother in Hanoi, recounted:
Every time I take my daughter [aged 3] to the park or playground I get asked the same
questions: ‘Where is your husband?’, ‘“Where is your daughter’s father?’, ‘Why is he
not with the two of you?’, that sort of thing... They ask me such private questions, not

because they care about us, but because they are curious. (Ninh, photo-elicitation

interview, Hanot)

Figure 5.2 Ninh with her daughter at a play centre in a shopping mall
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It is important to note that in Vietnamese culture there is no ‘small talk’ as often found in
western societies where people might start a conversation by commenting on general topics
such as the weather. Rather, it is seen as almost a form of greeting to open a conversation with
‘Where do you live?’, ‘How often do you come here?’, or ‘Oh, just the two of you here?
Where’s the father?’. Ninh continued:
If I tell them the truth, as I used to do, they keep asking more questions, seeming to be
nice, but I know that they judge me and the words that they are saying are not what they
are really thinking. So, I always answer that my daughter’s father is busy at work, and
this usually stops them bothering me. (Ninh, photo-elicitation interview, Hanoi)
Luong, a young, unwed mother in Hanoi, told her son the same story: that his father was very
busy working and that was why he was never at home. She confided that she hated having to
lie to her son, but on the other hand she did not want to teach him to lie when strangers asked
her directly where his father was. Luong said: ‘My big worry is that when he starts school next
year, I’ll have to tell him the truth because there will be all the paperwork and the teachers will
know he was born out of wedlock’.
Single mothers in regional Hai Phong, where ‘everyone knows everyone else’, had not had to
face the dilemma of lying to their children in order to ‘protect’ them. However, they shared
how neighbours and relatives often exclaimed to their children, ‘such a poor boy/girl. How
could your father abandon you?’, or ‘so sad, a small boy/girl was left a “father orphan”!’.
Although the mothers knew that some people were trying to express sympathy, these
sentiments made them feel worse by reminding them about their position and suffering every
day. The unwed mothers in Hai Phong reported that some neighbours would tease their children
by asking questions to which they already knew the answers, such as ‘where is your father?’,

‘have you ever met him?’, or ‘have you ever received any clothes or gifts from him?’. The
y Yy Yy g
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children would not answer but run away from their tormentors and come home crying or angry
with their mother.
This taunting of children, as a way to convey disapproval of the mother, is a clear illustration
of the importance attached to the two-parent family — a father and a mother — in Vietnamese
society. Fathers are seen as essential for children to be protected, educated, and provided with
all the material things they need in life as men are always considered as pillars (tru cot) of the
family. Open criticism of anyone who does not conform to the socially accepted standard is
seen as ‘fair game’ in Vietnamese society, and single mothers are extremely vulnerable to this
form of attack. In other words, this discrimination define two-parent family model is ‘normal
and acceptable’ (Phelan et al., 2008) in Vietnamese society.
Ironically, other common taunts that children of single mothers face include ‘your mum will
remarry soon, then she will abandon you once she has kids with your step-dad’, or ‘your mum
is falling in love with that man, you are going to have a stepdad. He will steal your mom and
treat you badly’. Chi, from Hai Phong, had spent all her life in the same village, and was visibly
hurt by what she described as the ‘malicious intent’ of her life-long neighbours when they made
such comments to her 5-year-old daughter. ‘They made her very upset. I told them to stop
poisoning her, but I know they still do that sometimes. If I were not a single mum my daughter
would not be teased’. Hien, a mother of two boys in Hai Phong, described her reaction when
people tried to ‘poison’ her children:
How can they be so cruel as to make fun of my children?! I can walk away when they
target me, but I cannot stand by and do nothing when they pick on my kids just because
they don’t have a father. When I shout at them to stop, they just laugh and say, ‘take it
easy. We were just kidding’. All this in front of my sons who are 12 and 4. How bad

those people are! (Hien, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
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All the mothers claimed that they and their children were haunted by the malicious comments
directed at the children, who were consequently wary of any man being around their mother.
Nhung recounted that her older daughter often directly asked: ‘mum, you’re not going to
remarry, are you?’. City mothers said that if they did ever want to see a man, they always
ensured that this was out of the children’s sight and that they did not know about it. Mothers
in Hai Phong, on the other hand, stated that although they felt very lonely, they would rather
remain single for the happiness and wellbeing of their children. These mothers’ experiences
exemplify the entrenched societal expectation that single mothers stay single and devote their
lives to raising their children. This exemplifies another no-win situation for single mothers —
while stigmatised for their single status, they are relegated to staying single. Meanwhile, their
children are stigmatised by the mothers’ singlehood and also being trained, intentionally or

unintentionally, to monitor their mothers’ relationships.
5.3.3 Coping mechanisms of single mothers facing stigma

The mothers employed different strategies to cope with stigma and promote the wellbeing of
their children and themselves. Problem-focused coping mechanisms were often the preferred
choice. The city mothers often chose to selectively disclose their marital status, sharing it only
with close friends and relatives, and to avoid sharing personal information at their workplace
or with the general public. The widowed mothers explained that this was to avoid ‘the pitying
look’; the divorced and never-married mothers, to avoid being judged or vilified. Luong, from
Hanoi, elaborated: ‘No one in my workplace knows that I am a single mother, excepted my
boss. I do not want to let them know my circumstance as I know they would judge me for
having a child out of wedlock.” Luong employs various methods to hide her marital status. She
found a new job after giving birth to her son and wears a wedding ring she bought herself so
that since she started working in the new place her colleagues have thought that she is married.

She hates having to lie to her son, telling him that his father is working far from home and
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cannot visit them. When asked about his whereabouts by work colleagues during events
organised by the company, or on other occasions such as holidays, both Luong and her son
give the same answer: he is busy at work in the building industry and could not be spared from
work. By hiding their circumstance, single mothers such as Luong exercised their agency
instead of being a victim; they have strategized to shoulder the burden of being a single parent

and protect their children.

Figure 5.3 Luong’s ‘wedding’ ring

The single mothers in Hai Phong, unable to hide their marital status from the prying eyes of
the villagers, frequently chose to socially withdraw to avoid being targeted:
Whatever I do, the villagers will gossip. This is why I isolate myself, although deep
inside I feel very sad and lonely. Even if I’'m invited to social events, such as wedding
parties, baby showers, and housewarming parties, I give the host an envelope of ‘lucky
money’ with my good wishes but decline the invitation. (Nhung, photo-elicitation
interview, Hai Phong)
The single mother participants also tried to find women in similar circumstances to themselves,
as a source of comfort and support, with those in Hai Phong seeking help from the VWU. City
mothers reported seeking emotional, rather than financial, support by reaching out to other

women facing the same predicament, via the internet, for example joining an online group for

117



single mothers. They explained that sharing and listening to stories from other members
comforted them and promoted a sense of being cared for in a safe, non-discriminatory space.

A common theme which emerged from the research interviews, with both city and regional
single mothers, was their ambition, regardless of stigma, to model themselves on the culturally
accepted image of an ‘excellent woman’ (phu nit hoan hao) and ‘good mother’ (me dam). In
other words, participants desired to become the pillars of the family, having a job with
sufficient income to support their own family and ensure their children receive a good
education. These virtues, which are traditional, patriarchal/Confucian ideals, are promoted by
both the Vietnamese Government and the VWU. In addition to women needing to work
creatively and raise children well, the Vietnamese Government and the VWU have added the
virtue of ‘studies actively’ (chu dong hoc tdp), in recognition of the role Vietnamese women
are expected to play in building the wealth of the country in a globalised world. In response,
the mothers took on training courses needed to improve their skills, knowledge, and profile,
preparing for promotion within their current organisation or getting themselves ready for new
opportunities. All the mothers reported their close attention to their children’s education,
investing large amounts of mental, physical, and emotional energy into meeting these high
expectations while struggling to survive with a one income and very little time for themselves

(T.T. Vuetal., 2021).

5.4 Discussion and conclusion

This chapter has highlighted the stigma the research participants (single mothers) experience
and how they identified the coping strategies they employ to manage their situations.
Regardless of their individual circumstances, whether widowed, divorced, or never married,
all of the research participants (single mothers) reported being a target of social stigma, whether
that be pitying looks and comments for widows or disparaging remarks for divorced and never-

married mothers. All felt judged by society, with young, never-married mothers suffering most,
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due to verbal and physical attacks on their virtue and morality. Stigma against single mothers
present a ‘discounted status’ or ‘spoiled identity’ (Goffman, 1963) attached to them due to their
undesirable marital difference. The source of this stigma in Vietnamese society was traced to
the strong emphasis placed on two-parent families, and single mothers being perceived
challenging the status quo.

All women in Vietnam — as across the world — can face sexual harassment, in Vietnam the
status of being both a woman and a single mother amplifies that that peril. All but two of the
single mother participants reported that sexual harassment was one of the hardest aspects of
being a single mother as it left them vulnerable, isolated, offended, stressed, and angry. The
fear of speaking up added to their distress, because whatever their reaction to the unwanted
advances of men, the women knew that their tormentors had the power to destroy their
reputation, and even their jobs. As with the women in the research by conducted by T. H. Khuat
(2004), the participants in this research developed different mechanisms to cope with sexual
harassment, including keeping silent and/or ignoring (as possible) unwanted approaches from
men. The single mothers in this research also added the strategy of managing their physical
appearance, and saw this as the most protective resolution. They often chose to wear dowdy
clothes, minimize the use of makeup, and exaggerate modesty in public in the attempt to protect
themselves from sexual harassment. Generally, in Vietnam, young women are concerned with
highlighting their femaleness and, by association, their sexuality, therefore, they often take
great care of their bodies, pay special attention to their skin, and dress in ‘feminine’ ways
(Rydstrem, 2006). However, the single mother participants in this research tended to shy away
from these common practices in order to ensure their safety and their reputation. Simply stating,
these women did not stress their gender identity. The research participants live with an internal
conflict: they may desire to dress up, to be attractive as women, but the awareness and actual

threat of umwanted sexual attention prevents them from doing so. These protective
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measurements indicate that the research participants accepted and endured the dominance of
men and held themselves responsible for any gender-based violence that happened to them.
This is similar to the tendency to responsibilise women to deflect attention from men and limit
incidences of sexual harassment and violence in western culture (Anitha et al., 2021; Campbell,
2005). This approach has been critiqued because it does not address gender inequality. On the
contrary, it shows tolerance for sexual harassment by essentialising men’s behaviour and

traditional demure femininity.

Although the torments to which the single mothers were subjected were constant painful
reminders of their single status, nothing hurt the mothers more than the taunting directed at
their children. The participants reported that witnessing their children’s distress following snide
comments about the absence of their father, or dire warnings about what would happen to them
if their mother remarried, left them feeling devastated. As stated in the context chapter,
Vietnam, like other East Asian countries, is influenced by Confucian ideology, and two-parent
families with a husband as head of the household are normative (Murru, 2017; Murru & Polese,
2017; Van, 2015). Fathers often play a role as a pillar in the family with the responsibility to
protect his wife and children, provide them with a good education, and ensure their prosperity.
At the same time, the wife is expected to take care of the household, her husband, and their
children, and also to contribute to the family income. As such, historically, single mothers have
experienced social marginalisation. When there is no husband, the social expectations and
pressure placed on single mothers is that they should do all these household duties while
remaining single, sacrificing their lives to raise their children to be good citizens.

In contemporary times, although social stigma still exists, single mothers and their children
have become more accepted. However, as mentioned earlier in the thesis, the extent of this
acceptance depends very much on the category of single motherhood that women fall into.

Widows and older, unmarried mothers receive more sympathy from their community than
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divorced and young, unmarried mothers. Single mothers, especially young, unmarried mothers,
continue to be judged as ‘bad women’ or immoral, and therefore ‘bad mothers’ (Van, 2015)
Findings from this study show that, in order to position themselves as agentic rather than as
victims, Vietnamese single mothers cope with the stigma attached to their marital status by
developing strategies which align with being seen as both a good mother and a self-sufficient
woman. To this end, they strive to ensure that their children are model examples of well-raised
children. They report that these strategies help to deflect the discrimination that they and their
children experience, although there is still a long way to go in combatting the various economic,
political, and historical forces and social structures which promote and maintain prejudice and
discrimination directed at single mothers in Vietnam.

The following chapter delves into the endeavors of single mothers as they invest in their
children's education. This strategy is employed to address the stigma single mothers experience

by demonstrating their competence as mothers.
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Chapter 6

‘Although I had a failed marriage, I won’t be a failure as a mother’: Vietnamese single
mothers’ investment in their children’s education

6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents interview data that pertains to single mothers’ investments in their
children’s education. This investment is an effort made by single mothers to counter the stigma
they face in a culture in which the two-parent family model is dominant, as is the notion that,
in the absence of a father, children cannot receive a good education and develop into
responsible citizens. It largely frames the findings within the concepts of good or intensive
mothering (Arendell, 1999b; Goodwin & Huppatz, 2010; Hays, 1998) and concerted
cultivation (Lareau, 2011). Findings reveal that single mothers participating in the research in
both regional and urban areas of Vietnam invest a large amount of their limited time and
income on their children’s education despite the heavy mental, physical, and emotional toll
these investments place on them. The mothers anticipate that their sacrifices will result in better
educational outcomes for their children, thereby improving the children’s social and economic
status. The sacrifices are also a self-investment, as the mothers anticipate that the children’s
education will facilitate class mobility and provide means to support the mothers in old age.
Findings illustrate that the parenting styles of single mothers in Vietnam are heavily influenced
by the dominant ideology of ‘good mothering’ which is constructed by cultural values,

especially Confucian norms, as well as local government rhetoric and globalisation.
6.2 Background
6.2.1 Parental involvement in children’s education

Children’s education is a considerable concern for parents in both Western and Asian societies.

In Western countries, students of various Asian backgrounds often perform exceptionally well
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academically, outperforming other students (Huang & Gove, 2015a; Watkins, Ho, & Butler,
2017). This phenomenon is sometimes attributed to an Asian parenting style, which is said to
emphasise a hierarchical relationship between adults and children and to maintain high
ambitions for, and demands of, children (Brown & Iyengar, 2008; Huang & Gove, 2015a;
Porter et al., 2005). This authoritarian parenting style is explained as being deeply rooted in
cultural notions of education which reflect Confucianism, a belief system which places a high
value on scholarship (Huang & Gove, 2015b; Song, 2018; Yamamoto, Holloway, & Suzuki,
2006). Confucian values are observed to influence the everyday lives of Asian families and to
emphasise education as the route to scholarly status (Huang & Gove, 2015b). Highly educated
individuals are perceived to be more likely to acquire good jobs, better marriages, and wider
social relationships, and therefore more likely to live a fulfilling life (Lien, 2006). As such, it
is argued that many Asian parents consider parenting to be the most important career in their
life — that they take immense responsibility, and make many sacrifices, for their children’s
success (Huang & Gove, 2015b; Yamamoto et al., 2006).

There has been a tendency in some literature to juxtapose western and Asian parenting
approaches, but white, western populations also exhibit anxieties over schooling and invest
large amounts of money in education and private tuition (Watkins et al., 2017, p. 2289). As
will be explained below, this type of parental investment aligns with discourses of ‘intensive’
and ‘good mothering’, found in the global north (Hays, 1998). Although western parents are
sometimes considered to be more relaxed and liberal in their approach to education, many
middle- and upper-class parents demonstrate an authoritarian parenting style which features
high expectations, discipline, and heavy investment of resources into children’s education
(Hays, 1998; Lareau, 2011). This is especially the case in the era of global capitalism, which
affords more opportunities for citizens but also severe competition in the global labour market.

Therefore, many parents, regardless of location, race, or ethnicity, share similar ambitions and
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anxieties in relation to their children’s education and future. Parental ‘educational behaviour’
cannot be reduced to essentialist ‘ethnic categories’ or reified ‘cultural’ family practices, it
must be situated within ‘social, historical and geo-political contexts’ (Watkins et al., 2017, p.
2283). This thesis seeks to understand Vietnamese single mothers’ investments in their
children’s education as specific to their contextual dynamics, which include their
marginalisation as single parents, their social class positioning, their class aspirations, global
labour markets, and ‘good mothering’ ideology. Confucianism, supported by government
ideology, is understood as just one aspect of these complex dynamics, and so parenting style
is not considered a reflection of a fixed culture or ethnicity.

In Vietnam, education is often seen as critical to individual advancement and as a pathway to
a better life (London, 2011). Children’s high academic achievements have been found to bring
pride and positive reputation to parents, and to guarantee their future wellbeing into old age.
For these reasons, many Vietnamese parents have ambitions for their children to academically
succeed which may drive them to adopt an authoritarian parenting style to facilitate children’s
academic outcomes (Dang, Weiss, & Trung, 2016). This emphasis on educational success is
encouraged and reinforced in government rhetoric. The Communist Party of Vietnam and its
government considers education as the most important factor for the future development of the
nation. Phrases such as ‘education is a national priority’ (Gido duc la quoc sach hang dau) and
‘education is a national strategy’ (Gido duc la chién lugc quéc gia) have been repeated by
Vietnamese politicians for decades (London, 2011). Since the intensive economic Péi Mdi, or
Renewal, program began in 1986, the Vietnamese Government has committed more and more
support to the nation’s educational development, including providing free tuition fees for
students since 1999, free education for primary school pupils since 2005 and secondary school

students since 2020. The government’s call to Vietnamese people, regardless of their gender,
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to help drive its nation-building agenda by taking up any and all educational and career
opportunities, is presented as a way to demonstrate patriotism.

Vietnamese women have become an important force in the nation-building agenda, and an
increasing number have taken on roles as primary caregivers and wage earners, as well as being
educators within their family (N. K. P. Le et al., 2017). These simultaneous roles for mothers
are reflected in the rhetoric of the Vietnamese Women’s Union (VWU), a national organisation
of women led by the Communist Party and the government to serve their social, political, and
economic purposes. From the start of the Renewal program, slogans promoted by the VWU
have influenced Vietnamese women’s attitudes. Since 1989 the slogan Phu nit nuéi day con
16t, gép phan han ché tré em suy dinh dwdng va bé hoc (Vietnamese women raise children well
and contribute to preventing child malnutrition and school drop-outs) has been widely
broadcast on television, radio, and public billboard advertising (VWU, 2017d). Since 1996, the
VWU has championed a campaign that calls on women to be ‘excellent women’ or ‘new
mothers’, who tich cuc hoc tap, lao dong sang tao, nuoi con gioi va xay dung gia dinh hanh
phuc (study actively, work creatively, raise children well, and build happy families). In
particular, the Building Happy Families campaign aims to promote and strengthen the
traditional family structure and values. This campaign mainly targets women as over decades,
local VWUs have organised monthly meetings to educate their members at the grassroots level
about the importance of their roles and responsibilities in creating a harmonious and supportive
environment and taking care of the well-being of their children and other family members.
Alongside the above campaigns, the VWU has run another campaign titled Xay dung gia dinh
nam khong, ba sach (Women build the family with 5 ‘withouts’ and 3 ‘cleans’): these criteria
are listed as being without (1) poverty, (2) law violation, social evil or domestic violence, (3)
a third child or more, (4) malnourishment, and (5) school drop-out; and clean (1) houses, (2)

kitchens, and (3) surrounding lanes (VWU, 2017).
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In this particular model, which is encouraged by the VWU, Vietnamese women are dually
expected to work hard to build the nation and also to commit themselves wholeheartedly to
their husbands and children in order to ‘build happy families’. The traditional Confucian role
of woman as caregiver is still very much emphasised (Schuler et al., 2006). Those who take
responsibility for educating their children to become upstanding Vietnamese citizens are seen
as good mothers (Earl, 2013; Murru, 2017), and this notion of good motherhood is a common
theme in both Confucian ideologies and socialist frameworks (N. K. P. Le et al., 2017). Thus,
women in Vietnam take on multiple roles in their family as financial providers, caregivers, and
educators for their children. Capacity to perform these roles is an indicator of success and

reputation; it is the capacity to perform ‘good motherhood’.

6.2.2 Good mothering

The notion of the ‘good mother’ has been well documented in western countries. As such,
much of the existing literature referred to in this chapter is about experiences in the global
north. Hays (1998) argues that the global north features ‘intensive mothering’/ ‘good
mothering’ which is constructed as ‘child-centred, expert guided, emotionally absorbing,
labour intensive, and financially expensive’. She explains that an ideal exists in North America
whereby a good mother ‘must put her child’s well-being above her own’ and would ‘never put
her child aside for her own convenience’ (p. 8). The good mother must embrace the role of the
primary caregiver and invest large amounts of time, money, energy, and emotion into raising
her child/ren. In this context, the good mother has been conceptualised as white, heterosexual,
and married within a nuclear family (Arendell, 1999b, p. 3). Discourses of good mothering
vary across cultures and time to construct and define what mothers should do and how they
should feel (Goodwin & Huppatz, 2010), yet regardless of their social and cultural background,

mothers are aware of, and try to follow, good mothering models — even when this puts them
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under significant pressure (Ennis, 2014) — because they ‘want to be good’ (Goodwin &
Huppatz, 2010).

The government support for single mothers in Vietnam is very limited (T. Le, 2002; Phinney,
2005; 2022), subject to strict criteria and means tests which deem many single mothers
ineligible (Van, 2015). To be eligible for state welfare, mothers must prove that they are living
in poverty and co-residing with at least one child of school age. The allocated monthly subsidy
for single-mother welfare recipients is about VND 1 million (approx. AUD 588) (Government
of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2013). Therefore, in order to make a living, most single
mothers need to be employed, and many take on a number of jobs, mostly in the private sector
and often with no health insurance or superannuation (Nguyen, 2015). Despite their intensive
participation in paid employment, the majority of single mothers in Vietnam live in poverty
because opportunities for secure and well-paid employment are rare for this group (T. Le, 2002;
Van, 2015). Long working hours mean that many single mothers rely on their extended family
for childcare. Furthermore, harsh working conditions lead to health problems for many single

mothers, and in some cases hospitalisation exacerbates their financial difficulties (T. Le, 2002).
6.2.3. Vietnamese single motherhood and children’s education

Parental involvement in a child’s education is frequently identified as an important aspect of
good parenting or ‘good mothering’ (Assarsson & Aarsand, 2011; Gillies, 2006b; Griffith &
Smith, 2005; Hutchison, 2012; Lareau, 2011). Feminist studies point out that mothers’
involvement in schooling is traditionally considered an aspect of their unpaid domestic labour,
and is often subject to public appraisal (Griffith & Smith, 2005; Smith, 1983). The formal
education of children usually demands time, financial resources, and, importantly, emotional
labour. Emotional labour is a concept which was originally introduced by Hochschild (1979)
and refers to the labour a person undertakes to induce or suppress inner feelings and present an

appropriate outward appearance, according to social expectations. In other words, the work of
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emotional labour — ‘emotion work’ — involves ‘pretending’, or ‘acting’ to deceive others about
what an individual really feels (Hochschild (1979). Many studies show that in general women
have socially produced expertise in this regard, particularly in their roles as the main caregiver
and educator in the family (Aitchison & Mowbray, 2013; Hutchison, 2012; Young et al., 2002).
This chapter will evidence the reality and importance of emotional labour that many of the
research participants have undertaken.

Another important factor is that of socio-economic status or class. Parental involvement in
children’s schooling varies according to social class (Griffith & Smith, 2005; Lareau, 2011;
Reay, 2010). This involvement does extend to educational activities outside the school and
varies according to cultures and societies. The concept of a ‘concerted cultivation’, a parenting
practice identified in the global north, aims at fostering children’s talents by incorporating
adult-organised activities in children’s lives, while ‘natural growth’ is a parenting style that
allows children more unstructured time to create their own activities to occupy themselves
(Lareau, 2011). The former parenting practice is associated with middle-class mothers who
generally have more time and financial and cultural resources to invest in their children’s
schooling, the latter is more often associated with working-class or poor mothers; single
mothers are often among this latter group.

Studies in diverse countries, including Vietnam, reveal varied findings in relation to the impact
of single motherhood on children’s schooling (M. Brady, 2010; Elliott et al., 2015; Gertler et
al., 2004; Hutchison, 2012; Krein & Beller, 1988; T. Le, 2002; Loenzien, 2016; Van, 2015). A
common theme is that the education of single mothers’ children is negatively impacted due to
limited family human capital and material resources (Gertler et al., 2004; Hutchison, 2012;
Krein & Beller, 1988). However, it must be stressed that reality is not black and white. Some
research presents positive narratives of single mothers’ involvement in their children’s

education. As recent research demonstrates, while most single mothers cannot compete with
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the resources available to married parents to raise their children, many children in single-
mother families achieve high levels of success at school (Albelda et al., 2004; Ford-Gilboe &
Campbell, 1996; Tuzlak & Hillock, 1986). This outcome is attributed to single mothers
changing their self-perceptions, reconfiguring their life strategies, reassessing their
opportunities, and developing their strengths and abilities to manage their circumstances
(Albelda et al., 2004; Blake Berryhill, 2018).The evidences of such efforts by single mothers I

outline below in the stories provided by the participants in this research.
6.3 Findings
6.3.1 Single mothers’ income investments in their children’s education

Many single mothers in modern Vietnamese strive to establish themselves as good mothers by
investing heavily in their children’s education. The interviews for this research were conducted
in July and August 2018, just before a new school year'>. The participants frequently
communicated the stress they suffered from struggling to pay for their children’s education: all
invested between 50 and 60 per cent of their income in educational expenses.
I think it is about 60 per cent of my income for both my daughter and son. Money for
their tuition fees, school uniforms, books, pens, backpacks, etcetera — and their extra
classes that cost me a lot. (Huong, focus group, Hanoi)
Although the participants emphasised that the tuition fees alone were not too high, additional
costs, especially for tutoring lessons, were a financial burden. Four city mothers and three
regional mothers reported that their children had private lessons, in some cases starting as early
as Year 1. These lessons were often at teachers’ homes, conducted after school or on weekends.

While city children had extra classes for maths, foreign languages (English being the most

15 The school year in Vietnam starts on September 5.
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popular), and literacy, mothers in regional areas only enrolled their children for maths and
literacy. Theu, a 35-year-old widow with two children, itemised this investment:
I spend a lot on my children’s education, especially [on] their foreign language courses
which are run by an English language centre and a Chinese language and culture school,
independent of their public school. It costs me VND 2 million per month for my older
daughter, who is in Year 7, to learn both English and Chinese with native speakers. I
also pay VND 1 million every month for my younger daughter’s English course. (Theu,
photo-elicitation interview, Hanot)
Nhung, a divorcee with two children, one of whom was in Year 4, told the focus group:
I can’t teach her at home as [ work long hours, so I send her to extra classes after school
in her teacher’s house where her teacher supervises her doing schoolwork and gives her
advanced maths and literacy lessons. (Nhung, focus group, Hai Phong)
Providing everything they could in the way of educational support was very important to the
mothers. By investing in private tuition, the single mothers hoped to strengthen their children’s
academic performance and give them a good start in life. All the city mothers shared the
expectation that if their children could speak at least one foreign language, such as English,
they would have an advantage when they entered the workforce. This expectation on the part
of the mothers reflects the impact of globalisation and socio-economic development in the
major cities of Vietnam. As the country is proactively working to attract foreign investors
(Brand-Weiner, Francavilla, & Olivari, 2015), employees who are bilingual are more
competitive for well-paid jobs in the labour market.
Although the extra classes placed a heavy financial burden on the single mothers, they
considered it a major part of their parental responsibility. As Huong, a city mother, explained,
‘I have to ensure that my children receive an adequate [formal] education’. The mothers who

were unable to afford private tutoring chose instead to invest their own time into their children’s
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education, assisting them in their study at home. Thien, a mother in the regional area, reported,
‘I can’t afford extra classes, so I get my son to study at home after school; I often help him
with his homework’. In this case, Thien’s limited financial capacity became a motivation for
her to activate her own emotional and cultural capital to advance her son’s academic
performance. However, four of the six mothers in regional areas admitted that they would be
unable to help their children academically once the children went to secondary school, due to
the mothers’ own limited qualifications. Paying for their children to attend extra classes would
be their only option, and participants reported that they were looking out for ways to budget

for that expense in the future.
6.3.2 Mental, physical, and emotional labour of schooling children

As well as a significant financial investment in their children’s education, the single mothers
invested intensive mental, physical, and emotional labour into their children’s learning
journeys. They managed their children’s time, frequently reminded them about the importance
of learning and their obligation to study well, supervised homework, transported them to school
and extracurricular classes, and took on extra paid work to pay for their children’s schooling.
Among these activities, supervising their children when they were studying at home was
considered the most important daily task to ensure their children practiced and developed their
academic skills. The data from both research sites indicated that all the mothers shared the
same schedule in the evening: after dinner their children would sit at a small table doing their
homework while the mothers did household chores or paid work while keeping an eye on their
children and giving help if needed. As Theu explained when describing one of her photographs
(see Figure 6.4):

You can see a colourful timetable sheet [in the picture], filled up by activities from

Monday to Sunday, hanging on the window bars at their eye level. A slogan on the top

left corner [of that sheet] reads: ‘Time is gold, don’t waste it’. I’ve set up a strict study
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schedule for them at home. After we have had dinner, around 7pm, the girls study
English or Chinese for an hour, and then do advanced math or Vietnamese literature
until 9pm. They then have 15 minutes to read their favourite book before bedtime. My
older daughter is sometimes given advanced math questions to do at home which are
so difficult that she can’t figure them out for herself, so she asks me for help. I then
read her books to try and find the answer, which I then explain to her. If I can’t work it
out, I talk with other parents or teachers on social media, then I pass the information on

to my daughter. In fact, I’'m learning alongside my children. (Theu, photo-elicitation

interview, Hanot)

Figure 6.4 Theu’s daughters doing their homework in the evening

The participants also reported that, in their limited free time, they would organise activities to
help cultivate a dedication to learning in their children. For example, the single mothers in
Hanoi usually took their children to a bookstore on weekends so they could buy books (Figure
6.5) or read some books for free (Figure 6.6), while those in Hai Phong told their children
stories about people who were born into a poor family but then, as a result of intensive study,
enjoyed a wealthy lifestyle as adults. The latter are cautionary stories intended to remind non-

wealthy children of their precarity and the material benefit of education.
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Figure 6.6 Ninh’s daughter reading a book in a bookstore

Working overtime (ten to twelve hours per day, six days per week) was a strategy that the
mothers used to pay for tuition fees and extra lessons or private tutoring. In Hanoi, Huong,
Trang, Ninh, and Oanh ran their own online businesses alongside full-time jobs; Theu and
Luong worked for several companies simultaneously and brought work home almost every
weeknight. Similarly, in Hai Phong, Thien, Hien, Chang, and Nhung worked in a factory or
childcare centre from 7am to 7pm and then on the farm whenever they could. Thu had seasonal
employment when she finished planting or harvesting her rice paddies. This extra work was
seen as a necessity in order to appropriately finance the education of their children. Luong
stated, ‘if I didn’t work hard I would have less money to invest in my sons’ education’.

The mothers held tightly to their belief that investing in their children’s education was the only

way for their family to progress forward to future happiness. However, this commitment to
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long-term educational gains resulted in the mothers pressuring their children to perform well
at school, which sometimes led to conflict with their children.
I’m exhausted after a long day. Some evenings, my boys complain that they’re tired of
writing, but I know they haven’t done maths. They want to play and I just want a rest.
However, I try to get them to finish their homework. I know they’re unhappy when I
talk too much and push them to study more. Yes, I know that, and I’'m really stressed
but I try to do what I think is best for their future. (Hien, photo-elicitation interview,
Hai Phong)
We’ve talked a lot but I’'m worried that this might be putting too much pressure on my
daughter. She’s a teenager so sometimes she’s stubborn. Whenever 1 see her being
distracted by mobile devices or anything other than studying, I remind her that her main
duty is to study. I then go on to say angrily: ‘Have you seen how hard I work? I even
work late at night, although I’ve had an exhausting day at the office. I even work on
weekends. What for? I’m trying to earn enough to pay for your study so you should try
your best. Don’t upset me.” She always cries when I tell her that. I hate to make her feel
bad but that’s what I have to do. (Oanh, focus group, Hanoti)
The mothers managed the tensions that their expectations of their children, along with their
long working hours, placed on their relationships with their children in various ways. For
instance, Thu often had a heart-to-heart conversation with her son before he went to sleep at
night, talking through the hardship they were currently facing and their dream for a better
future. The mothers often told their children that they believed in them but also what they
expected of them: obedience and filial piety (which are Confucian norms), and good academic
performance. All of the research participants reported undertaking emotional labour — they
emphasised that despite ongoing worry, they tried to put on a brave face in front of their

children and to maintain family harmony. If a child had not met her mother’s academic
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expectations, the mother would invest further emotional labour to cover up her disappointment.
Oanh said about her daughter:
She will never know that I was very frustrated when she didn’t pass the exam to that
[high-ranking] high school. For many nights, I couldn’t sleep when I thought this might
happen again with her exam for the university entrance. I think I need to have a second
plan for her. (Oanh, focus group, Hanot)
Despite the many challenges they faced, the participants reported that their high-stakes
investment in their children’s education brought them some positive emotional returns. Theu,
Nhung, and Chi were proud of the fact that their children had received high marks and the
award of ‘excellent student of the year’ over several school years (Figures 6.7 and 6.8). The
mothers also derived satisfaction from seeing that their children had developed good study
habits; as Theu said: ‘I’m satisfied that now I can back off and let them organise themselves.
They draw up their own study schedules that they follow pretty strictly.” When children
achieved in these ways, the mothers believed that their “tough love” approach to their children
in terms of learning was validated. The mothers’ disciplinary approach in schooling thus
equates to a ‘labour of love’ (Hutchison, 2012). The mothers repeatedly stated that the children

were their purpose in life and that their actions aimed to deliver the best for them.

Figure 6.7 Nhung’s younger daughter received 9.5 of 10 in a literacy exam
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Figure 6.8 One of many awards received by Theu’s older daughter for English

Although single mothers often have less financial and human resources available for raising
their children than married mothers, a significant number of children in single-mother
households attain high levels of academic success. This is because the ability to be a good
mother is not determined by marital status but rather by individual qualities and motivation,
parenting skills, and extended support systems. Single mothers in this research prove that they

can excel in their parenting.

6.3.3 Future aspirations: security for mothers in old age and social status for both mothers

and children

The single mothers’ extensive investments in their children’s schooling also reflected their
expectations that this would secure their own welfare when they aged. The participants from
both research sites explained that they would only have their children to lean on later in life.
I got pregnant at the age of 30, when I was already considered to be an “old woman”
no man would want to marry. When I gave birth to my son people told me how lucky I
was to have him. Yes, they’re right. I think I’'m blessed. He will be the only one I count
on when I’m old. (Thu, focus group, Hai Phong)
When asked about their hopes for the future, all the mothers replied that good health for

themselves and their children was their number one priority, because without health they would
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not be able to earn enough to raise their children. Their second wish was to live happily with
their children and grandchildren when they themselves were old. It was clear that the mothers
in this research considered their investment in their children would ensure their future welfare.
The participants also asserted that their active involvement in their children’s schooling would
help to improve their family’s social status. They saw this as a long-term investment which
would bring a guaranteed return of upward social mobility: a good education would lead to
qualifying for a well-paid job, ensuring that both they and their children would have a better
life. The women voiced these expectations in the following ways: ‘my children can have a
good job’, ‘they will get a well-paid job’, ‘she will become self-reliant’, and ‘we can buy/build
our own house’.
The participants reported having to keep up the appearance of being strong, self-reliant women
and good mothers, maintaining a certain social status despite feeling stigmatised. Nhung, a
divorcee whose ex-husband was a drug addict and never visited the children, asserted:

I try my best to raise my two daughters to become good people in the future so that I

won’t be blamed for being a bad mother. And if one day my ex-husband comes to visit

the children, he can see how well I have done my job without him. (Nhung, photo-

elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
Nhung’s comments demonstrate how mothers are held responsible for the welfare of their
children in ways that fathers are not. She, rather than the children’s father, is the parent who is
expected to prove her worth, and she even seeks to demonstrate her capacity to their father,
despite his absence and addiction. Another divorced mother, Chi, who had escaped from a very
controlling husband, was perhaps the most determined of the participants that her child would
surpass other children, even though her family did not fit within the nuclear family norm.

I will support my daughter as much as I can in her studies. I expect that she will perform

well at school and be successful, even more than children from two-parent families.
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Although I had a failed marriage, I won’t be a failure as a mother. (Chi, photo-elicitation
interview, Hai Phong)
Chi is hopeful that her social worth and future security will be established through her
children’s success, due to her practice of ‘good mothering’.
Raising ‘model’ children was the number one priority, or ‘career’, of all the single mothers.
Their mental, physical, financial, and emotional investments in their children’s education were
viewed as measures of their capacities as mothers. These efforts and sacrifices were also
viewed as methods of redeeming themselves in the face of prejudice and social stigma, and of

securing future class mobility.
6.4 Discussion and conclusion

This chapter has contributed to the limited literature on single mothers’ involvement in
children’s education in the Vietnamese context. It highlights the similarities between the global
north discourse of intensive mothering (Hays, 1998), and Confucian norms of good mothering.
Single motherhood in urban and rural Vietnam has been shown to be shaped by
marginalisation, class status, aspirations for class mobility, local Vietnamese political rhetoric,
and global labour markets.

An important finding was that single mothers made significant investments in their children’s
education in order to secure their own welfare when they aged (T. T. Vu et al., 2021). Like all
Vietnamese women, the single mothers are expected to raise ‘good citizens’ who will
contribute to building a wealthy nation, but they are also expected to support themselves,
independent of state welfare support. Therefore, the overriding aim of the single mothers’
involvement in their children’s schooling was to raise children whose qualifications would
enable them to secure a well-paid job, and a higher social class, uplifting and sustaining both
the children themselves and the mothers by association. To achieve this aim, the mothers

engaged their children in extracurricular activities that are akin to the ‘concerted cultivation’
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practices described by (Lareau, 2011), which are adult-organised activities that foster
children’s talents in order to reproduce a middle- or upper-class position. However, in the
Vietnamese cultural and socioeconomic context (and certainly elsewhere), mothers who invest
in concerted cultivation are not necessarily middle-class; in fact, they can be living on single
incomes, and many are overworked and further impoverished as a result of their economic
investments in extracurricular education. That said, many of the Vietnamese single mothers
interviewed were seeking class mobility and aspired to be middle-class, and the middle-class
urban mothers interviewed wished to consolidate their position and/or raise their status. Even
though some urban single mothers had well-paid jobs — for example, Theu lived in her own
two-storey house with her two daughters, and her estimated 2018 income was VND 300 million
as against Vietnam’s per capita income of VND 58.5 million that year (GSO, 2018) — they
were anxious to safeguard their socioeconomic positions and resist the stigma they had
encountered since becoming a single mother, and increase security heading into old age. They
were also conscious of the competitive nature of the global job market (T. T. Vu et al., 2021).
In addition to practicing concerted cultivation, the participants exhibited a ‘natural growth’
approach to parenting, which Lareau (2011) identifies as common for working-class parents.
The single mothers were discipline-oriented (Hays, 1998, p. 86); several authoritarian
characteristics were apparent, such as having a tendency to stress the importance of their
children’s formal education, emphasising the rules children must follow, and demanding
obedience in regard to studying. Therefore, the study’s single mothering practices were akin to
both middle-class and working-class families’ parenting practices in other parts of the world.
This combination of the two styles of parenting is motivated by Confucian ideology,
encouraged in government rhetoric, which emphasises the importance of study and a deep

desire for class mobility (T. T. Vu et al., 2021).
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The participants experienced high levels of stress and anxiety as a result of working long hours
and managing a family budget and an uncertain future. These negative feelings intertwined
with happiness and satisfaction, but also demanded that the women engaged in emotional
labour to create conducive spaces for children. The women reported having to discipline their
emotions, particularly in front of their children and in their workplaces. The mothers discussed
undertaking intensive emotion work to ‘deceive others’ by putting on a brave face, suppressing
their ‘inner feeling’ (Hochschild, 1983). Most of the time they reported being successful in
hiding their stress, maintaining their composure, and performing to societal expectations
despite their inner anxieties and fears. This emotional labour seemed to sustain the women and
contribute to their sense of being a ‘good mother’(T. T. Vu et al., 2021).

A disparity was observed between the mothers based in the city and those based in regional
areas in terms of their own education, job opportunities and, therefore, income, all of which
play a major role in determining their parenting resources. City mothers, who had achieved
higher levels of education, had acquired much higher incomes and so enjoyed greater resources
to support their children in schooling. Most of the city mothers confirmed that they were able
to help their children do their homework up to secondary school level, in contrast with only
two participants in the regional areas. City mothers also played an important role in preparing
their children for future professional training, while most of their regional counterparts had
little understanding of their children’s potential future careers, despite their ambition to provide
them with the best education possible. In this way they transmitted ‘differential advantages’
between generations (Lareau, 2011, p. 5).

The research participants are highly regulated by the dominant Vietnamese ideology of ‘good
mothering’; reproducing the next generation of ‘good citizens’ and contributing to nation-
building agendas (Goodwin & Huppatz, 2010). This ‘model of maternal citizenship’ also

appears to be informed by a class ideal — that of the professional middle-class mother, who
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cultivates the necessary skills in her children as a matter of duty, and is the ‘benchmark for
successful femininity’ (McRobbie, 2013, p. 130). This ideal has been shown to be particularly
challenging for the Vietnamese mothers in this study to live up to, especially the poorer mothers
from regional areas. This is because this ideal is usually constructed in opposition to the single,
working-class mother, who is considered an ‘abject maternal figure’ by comparison
(McRobbie, 2013, p. 124).

The research participants reported that, as heterosexual-partnered parenthood is normative in
Confucian-influenced Vietnam, their mothering practices and their morality were scrutinised
and they experienced significant social stigma. In the face of this stigma, their investments in
their children’s education might also be seen as a resistive strategy — the women were
attempting to alter how they, as single mothers, are perceived. In asserting, ‘although I had a
failed marriage, I won’t be a failure as a mother’, the above-quoted mother viewed parenting,
and especially navigating children through a ‘successful’ education, as a chance for
redemption. Unfortunately, the research participants tend to blame themselves for the stigma
that they experience, having internalised ideological gender divisions and the hegemony of the
nuclear family. This was observed, for example, when Chi stated that she aims for her child to
achieve even greater educational success than children in two-parent families. Nuclear families
are reproduced in this narrative as an ideal to which Chi and her child need to reach to achieve
respectability and ‘success’. The mothers also appear to perceive appropriately raising their
children as their responsibility, rather than the responsibility of fathers, and they also see it as
their responsibility to compensate for structural shortfalls and to challenge perceptions of single
mothers and their children, rather than this being the responsibility of wider society. The
mothers therefore individualise what are clearly common obstacles and difficulties, seeking to
overturn the opinions of others by having ‘successful’, well-educated children, gaining class

mobility, and achieving personal security despite biases in the social system. In this context,
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as is seen in other research with working-class parents, failure on the part of the mothers to
cultivate well-educated, socially mobile children will result in a perception that the women
were ‘unable or unwilling to appropriately capitalise on their own lives’ (Gillies, 2005, p. 837).
The research demonstrates that Vietnamese single mothers’ educational behaviours are
informed by good mothering ideology. As with all parenting practices, these mothers’
investment in their children’s education is informed by social context and cannot be reified as
a fixed element of culture or ethnicity. The ideology and stigma described here have
commonalities with the ideology and stigma associated with good mothering in the global north
literature; however, the good mothering discourse observed in this study is informed by
particularly local values, especially Confucian norms, as well as Vietnamese governmental
rhetoric and the women’s class locations and aspirations in globalised marketplaces.

The next chapter discusses support that Vietnamese single mothers can leverage to raise their
children. Support, whether from single mothers’ extended family or provided by the

government and the community, frequently comes with associated costs or specific conditions.
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Chapter 7
‘I have no choice. My family is my only source of support’:
an evaluation of potential support available for single mothers in Vietnam

7.1 Introduction

This chapter provides an evaluation of potential support for Vietnamese single mothers,
drawing from the perspectives of Vietnamese Women’s Union (VWU) staff (grassroots-level
service providers) and single mothers (service users). The twelve research participants were
asked questions about what, if any, support they receive from family, community, or
government, and their expectations regarding institutional support. Six staff members were
asked to give descriptions of their job, their perception of the overall function of the VWU, and
the state policies in place to support single-mother families. They were asked to assess how
effective the support really was, outline the challenges they faced in assisting single mothers,
and provide information on improvements that could be made to the support system.

The resulting data shows that state support is very limited and not directly targeted towards
single mothers. The chapter finds that many single mothers in Vietnam cannot access
government resources, primarily due to the stringent assessments women are subject to in order
to access support. These assessments prioritise moral worthiness, which aligns with the
culturally accepted image of 'good women' or ‘good mothers’ promoted nationwide by the
government. Single mothers rely, instead, on their extended family for assistance, to greater or
lesser degrees, to keep their immediate family together. Family support, usually in the forms
of housing, finance, and/or childcare, plays an important role in the lives of single mothers,
helping them overcome their most difficult times. The chapter concludes with some

recommendations for improving the government support for single mothers in Vietnam.
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7.2 Background

7.2.1 Welfare system in Vietnam

The political economy of Doi Moi in Vietnam, combined with the state's current form of
governmentality, plays a crucial role in shaping the country's policies related to welfare. As
outlined in Chapter 2, in 1986 the Vietnamese Government mandated the Renewal program,
introducing market-oriented reforms to transition from a centrally planned economy to a
socialist-oriented market economy. These reforms have allowed for significant economic
growth and development, turning Vietnam into one of Southeast Asia's fastest-growing
economies. The opening up of the economy to foreign investment and trade has attracted
foreign capital and fueled export-driven growth. By 1990, fifteen years after the introduction
of the Renewal program, Vietnam had developed from a country faced with perpetual food
shortages to being one of the world’s largest rice exporters. Between 1990 and 2002 it recorded
a high and sustained rate of annual economic growth (often above 6.5 per cent per year, one of
the highest rates among developing countries), and its annual per capita income increased from
below USD 100 to USD 417 (Benjamin, Brandt, & McCaig, 2017). As a one-party socialist
republic, the Vietnamese government maintains a strong presence in various aspects of society,
including the economy, and retains significant control over political and social life, playing a
pivotal role in directing economic development and social welfare policies. While economic
liberalisation has occurred, the state continues to guide and shape the economy, and it maintains
a commitment to socialist principles. However, the state faces the challenge of balancing the
need for economic growth and stability with the desire to provide social welfare and ensure
social cohesion. In 2001, nearly 30 per cent of the population was still living in poverty (Kang
& Imai, 2012; GSO, 2004), with single-parent families with children of school age considered
to be among the poorest and most vulnerable (T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015; Truc, Chankrajang, &

Yen, 2017). Despite attempts by the government to address this issue by introducing social
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protection programs, limited numbers of single parents have been able to access government
support due to limited funding and strict criteria.

The social protection programs of the Vietnamese Government fall under two main categories:
social insurance and social welfare. The former primarily consists of a ‘pay-as-you-go’ pension
scheme (Roelen, 2010) in which individuals make contributions to a government-owned fund
upon which they can draw when they retire. There are also short-term payments made to
individuals who are sick, unemployed, or on maternity leave (Evans & Harkness, 2008).
Although it is a legal requirement for employers to pay social insurance for their staff, many
fail to do so, or deduct it from the employees’ wages. Only those employed directly by the
government are assured of their entitlements, as the social insurance is paid automatically on
behalf of these workers. The consequence of the lack of widespread enforcement of social
insurance law is that only those with a stable income, being mainly public servants and those
working for well-established businesses, benefit from the government program, and those most
in need of support are short-changed (Evans & Harkness, 2008).

In the category of social welfare, there are four main schemes: benefits for war veterans and
invalids; support for vulnerable groups such as homeless elderly, orphans, and disabled people;
disaster relief; and welfare for people living in poverty. Although single mothers fall into the
last category, only a limited number manage to receive welfare support due to the strict

selection criteria of the Poverty Reduction Program (Chuwong trinh xod doi, giam ngheo).

7.2.2 Poverty Reduction Program

Recognising that poverty was the root cause of social and political problems in Vietnam, in
2001 the government launched various programs to address it, one of which was its Poverty
Reduction Program (PRP). The groups identified as vulnerable and in need of assistance
included orphans or abandoned children under 16 years old, childless people over the age of

80, people with disabilities, low-income families with school-aged children, and single parents
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with school-aged children living in poverty. As members of an identified vulnerable group,
single mothers could apply for welfare support for their households or for loans if they were
eligible.

The mandate of the PRP was the ‘eradication of poverty and hunger’, which was Vietnam’s
number one target in the millennium development goals. The second target was ‘primary
education for all’, and the third was ‘gender equality and empowerment of women’
(Vietnamese Government, 2001). Although, theoretically, all Vietnamese children of primary
school age could receive free education, the government was aware that 17 per cent — largely
those living in rural and mountainous areas — did not complete the five years of primary
schooling (Socialist Repubic of Vietnam, 2015). The third priority for the government,
empowerment of women, focused on increasing educational opportunities for women, their
participation in the workforce, and their representation in the government. As outlined in
Chapter 2, a motivating factor in empowering women was to double the country’s workforce
in order to build a strong economy (in addition to this contribution, women were still expected
to fulfil their traditional roles as good wife, mother, and homemaker).

Having identified poverty reduction as the number one priority in the Millennium Development
Goals, the government applied various methods to measure their success. Initially, the poverty
rate was calculated based on income per capita, known as the national standard (Socialist
Repubic of Vietnam, 2015). The government set a target of reducing the percentage of poor
households from 30 to 10 per cent by 2010, averaging a 1.5-2 per cent reduction per year
(Government Decision, 2001, 2007). To achieve this goal, the government mobilised national
and international resources including domestic budgets, and concessional loans from
international financial institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund. The Central Government coordinated with local authorities and organisations, including

the VWU, to implement their poverty reduction policy. By 2010 the government had surpassed
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its target, reporting 9.45 per cent of Vietnamese families living in poverty (Government
Resolution, 2011): during the fifteen-year period 1995-2010, 43 million people had been ‘lifted
out of poverty’ (Socialist Repubic of Vietnam, 2015, p. 44).

In September 2010, the government adopted a new method of measuring poverty: the
‘international standard’, which better reflected current economic and social conditions in
Vietnam (Socialist Repubic of Vietnam, 2015). The standard involved calculating both income
per capita (adjusted for inflation) and the Customer Price Index, which is based on a reference
‘food basket’ for poor households that was anchored in nutritional norms with an additional
allocation for essential non-food needs (Kozel, 2014). When this standard was applied, the
government adjusted the 9.45 per cent poverty rate to 20.7 per cent (Kozel, 2014; Socialist
Repubic of Vietnam, 2015), and maintained the practice of reducing poverty by 2 per cent per
year between 2011-2015. The government achieved this goal as well: by 2015 the reported
poverty rate in Vietnam had dropped from 20.7 per cent in 2010 to 9.8 per cent (World Bank,
2018).

In 2015, in addition to the ‘international standard’ of measuring poverty, the government
introduced a ‘multidimensional standard’ covering five areas: income per capita, living
conditions, access to education and healthcare, access to information, and access to insurance
and social assistance (Government Decision, 2015). The first criterion to define a poor
household, the monthly per capita income, was determined as less than VND 800,000 (approx.
AUD 47) in rural areas and VND 1 million (approx. AUD 59) in cities. The second criterion,
living conditions, comprised access to permanent housing, the electricity grid, a sanitary toilet,
hygienic water, and durable goods such as a car, motorbike, refrigerator, washing machine,
water heater, or air-conditioner. The fourth criterion, access to information, was assessed as
access to a colour television, telephone, and computer. According to this standard, households

that could not meet more than a third of basic needs in these areas were identified as
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multidimensionally poor, while those lacking more than half were considered critically poor
(Government Decision, 2015). This standard was explained as a better fit with the remarkable
development of the national economy and improvement in national living standards (Socialist
Repubic of Vietnam, 2015). As in previous periods, the government set a target to reduce the
poverty rate: from 9.8 per cent in 2015 to 2 per cent by 2020, again an average decrease of 1.5—
2 per cent in poor households per year. It announced that it had achieved this goal, and that the
poverty rate had decreased by 1.48-1.53 per cent per year in the period 2016-2020
(Department of Cooporatives and Rural Development, 2020).

Within three decades of implementing PRP, the Vietnamese Government socially established
the program’s four pillars. These comprised creating more jobs to increase sustainable income
for employees; universalising basic social services such as healthcare and education; granting
subsidies for people living in poverty; and providing investment loans with low interest rates
for poor families to improve their income. In the period 2016-2020, successful applicants to
the PRP could receive a package of benefits in the granted year, including a monthly payment
of VND 240,000-360,000 (approx. AUD 14-21), a discount on utility bills, tuition fee waivers
for school children, and free healthcare insurance. The grantees could apply for loans to
renovate their house or for investment. Single mothers, as potential receivers of this
government support, could access the benefits via the assistance of the VWU, closely

cooperating with the government during PRP.

7.2.3 The role of the Vietnamese Women’s Union in distributing social welfare

As described in Chapter 2, the VWU was established in 1930 and its history is closely aligned
with the nation’s struggle for independence and social and political development. The stated
aim of the VWU is to support women, but this assistance is not unconditional because it is only

available to those who register as members with specific conditions under their membership.
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Membership of the VWU is compulsory for civil servants and optional for all other Vietnamese
women from the age of 18, with an annual membership fee of VND 12,000 (approx. AUD 0.7)
(VWU, 2017). Members are required to attend regular meetings organised by their local VWU
and do community work such as cleaning the streets, planting trees and flowers, and putting up
and taking down street decorations on public holidays. Failure to comply with these ‘duties’
results in their membership being terminated (Waibel & Gliick, 2013). Significantly, only
VWU members can apply for the PRP grants, or access other benefits provided by the VWU
(L. A. Hoang, 2020). It is clear that becoming a receiver of government support is conditional,
and a woman is expected to pay back to the community for what she might receive from the
state.

With a total membership of over 17 million (in 2018) and a national network operating at four
levels (central, provincial, district, and communal), the VWU disseminates government
policies to every corner of Vietnam (L. A. Hoang, 2020; Waibel & Gliick, 2013). In turn, the
VWU network provides feedback to the government on the ‘grassroots’ needs of women and
their communities. Regarding PRP, VWU staff members play an important role in assessing
applications for subsidies and loans, supporting successful applicants in completing the
paperwork involved, and sometimes handing out the subsidy payments (often in cash) to the
beneficiaries. However, in practical terms, this two-way process is limited in that the all-female
civil servants managing the union branches report under-staffing, low wages, and lack of funds
to execute government policies (Truong, 2004; Waibel & Gliick, 2013). Yet despite these
limitations, between 2012 and 2017, the VWU, in cooperation with the government, supported
5.4 million poor households, including 430,000 female-headed families, to escape poverty
(VWU, 2017).

In addition to the government-sponsored PRP, staff at local VWUs undertake fundraising

activities for short-term programs to support women living in poverty. These programs include
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Love Houses (Nha Tinh thirong), Food Share (Nhuwong com xé do), and Harvest Help (Ho tro
ngay cong lao dong), and they are financially supported by appealing to VWU members, the
public, local businesses, and local government. This approach of seeking donations is widely
practiced in Vietnam, and draws on the ‘socialist idea of mutual aid and solidarity’ (Waibel &
Gliick, 2013). The Love Houses scheme targets women living in very poor conditions, in a
mud house for example, and involves building and providing them with a one-room brick house
—although this does not include a kitchen, bathroom, or toilet: these “luxuries” are not expected
by recipients, who have always built a wooden fire to cook and had basic washing and toilet
facilities. The Food Share program translates literally as ‘rice distribution from richer families
to poorer families’, and consists of union members informing the VWU that they have food
such as rice, vegetables, and fruit to share with women in need. The VWU then informs women
who are struggling to put food on the table that they can go to the house of the benefactor to
collect supplies. Harvest Help, as the name implies, involves VWU staff and member
volunteers assisting fellow members at harvest time, the busiest time of the year.

As discussed in Chapter 2, the Vietnamese government has emphasised the importance of
education for its citizens regardless of their gender, age, or ethnicity, creating opportunities for
people to learn new professional knowledge or upgrade their qualifications. The VWU, acting
on behalf of the government, provides for its members, including vocational training and other
income-generating activities aimed at helping women to acquire a secure and sustainable
livelihood. City-based vocational training courses include hair dressing, sewing, and industrial
cleaning; training in rural areas typically includes pig raising, vegetable cultivation, and fruit
tree planting (Truong, 2004; Waibel & Gliick, 2013).

In addition to the above, the VWU can help its members access small loans for investment,
which are another part of the PRP support infrastructure. Most of these low-interest loans are

provided by the government-owned Vietnam Bank for Social Policy, and the VWU acts as a
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credit facilitator for the bank, identifying potential beneficiaries, helping them to apply for
loans, and supervising the usage and repayment of the funds. Between 2015 and 2017, several
thousand households benefited from these microfinance programs (Waibel & Gliick, 2013).
This is considered an important strategy to increase women’s entrepreneurship, as discussed in
Chapter 2.

Through their involvement the PRP, the VWU has made a significant contribution to helping
women in living in poverty, including single mothers. However, notwithstanding that in the
five-year period 2012-2017 the organisation helped some 430,000 female-headed families
escape poverty, this was low coverage compared to the total number of single-mother
households nationwide, which is estimated at about 2.5 million (VWU, 2017). As government
funding is limited, and local resources are scarce, the amount of welfare is generally too small
for any substantial impact on poverty. Further, there is no specific program targeted towards
single-mother families. Unable to rely on government support, many must turn to their

extended families in a crisis.

7.2.4 Marriage, family, and kinship in Vietnam

There are a number of marriage, family, and kinship norms that define the value of a
girl/woman to her family and her position on the family property ladder, all contributing to her
propensity to experience poverty if she becomes a single mother. As outlined in Chapter 2, due
to the strong influence of traditional Confucian beliefs, Vietnam is a patriarchal and patrilocal
society with a marked preference for sons because of their assumed ability to perpetuate their
father’s patrilineage and the role they play in the ritual worship of paternal ancestors (Bélanger,
2002; Drummond & Rydstrem, 2004; Guilmoto, 2012; Scott, Belanger, Van Anh, & Hong,
2010). It is still common practice in Vietnam for sons, especially the eldest son, to receive the
bulk of their parents’ inheritance including residential and farming lands and other assets, while

daughters rarely inherit anything because they are considered to be con nguoi ta (the children
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of others) (Scott et al., 2010). The common expectation is that a daughter will marry and her
parents will provide a dowry, in the form of money or gold jewelry (Malarney, 2020; Van Bich,
2013). If she is not able to find a husband, she is expected to take care of her parents in their
old age. If she does marry, it is her duty to look after her husband’s parents in their old age. A
further reason for parents to want a son is that it is the best guarantee that they will be cared
for in their twilight years: a son will take care of family finances and his wife will take care of
the elderly, in addition to earning some extra household income. In the event that a wife cannot
have children or that the couple only produces daughters, some Vietnamese men will seek to
have a son with another woman, setting up a home for her and their son, although this practice
is less common than it has been in the past. The mother of a son born outside of marriage,
although technically a single mother, will usually go on to have an intimate, ongoing
relationship with the father of her son (without having to assume filial responsibility towards
his parents), but will face the stigma of society not only due to her single-mother status but also
because she is nguwoi thir ba (the third person in a relationship), who ostensibly broke up a
“happy” family. Men are rarely blamed for having a second family as it is culturally understood
and accepted that it is their responsibility to perpetuate their paternal lineage.

The family home is traditionally passed down through the male line. If there is more than one
son, typically the eldest will inherit the house, but the parents will make provision for their
other son(s) through land or financial assistance. In urban areas, houses are generally two or
three storeys high, but a young city couple just starting out may, with help from their parents,
buy a small apartment. If there is financial shortfall, they may ask their siblings or other
relatives to lend them money rather than take out a bank loan. In rural areas, it is common
practice for a newly-wed couple to live with the husband’s parents until they have saved enough
money to build their own home, often on his parents’ land (Bélanger & Oudin, 2007; Guilmoto,

2012). The homes of rural dwellers are more likely to be ground-level only, with some land to

152



cultivate. Here, too, young couples will try to borrow from family members so they can build,
so as to avoid paying interest on a bank loan. Families are generally flexible about repayments,
only expecting the couple to pay the money back when they are in the financial position to do
so0. The fact that a house is on the land of the husband’s parents, in accordance with Vietnam’s
patrilocal society, means that in the case of separation or divorce it is usually the wife who has
to leave the family home (T. Le, 2002; T. T. V. Nguyen, 2015). It is common that she gets
custody of her daughters while any sons stay with her ex-husband, who is expected to remarry
soon. If the single mother has custody of children, she can go to court to request child benefit
payments from their father, but in Vietnam, even if granted, there is no mechanism to ensure
these are paid. This means a mother is often left with no assets and has no option but to work
long hours to support herself and her children (Oosterhoff et al., 2009). She may opt to return
to live with her own parents and/or seek help from other family members, although this can

cause resentment and other family problems (Oosterhoff et al., 2009; Scott et al., 2010).
7.3 Findings
7.3.1 The voice of Vietnamese Women’s Union staff working with single mothers

All informants described the main role of the VWU as supporting the policies of the
Communist Party and government. Thanh, in Hanoi, elaborated that ‘the local VWU acts as
the eyes and ears of the government’, alongside protecting women’s rights and supporting local
women in their quest to build happy families. The interviewees added that they saw their role
as explaining government policies to women, so that the women would better understand their
rights and duties as responsible citizens. Since the state promoting patriotism through the
contribution to the nation-building agenda - as discussed in chapter 2, this could be interpreted
as indicating that VWU activities aim at educating women to follow a state-determined model
of good citizenship/womanhood, according to which women put the nation first, rather than

their own happiness and rights.
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The duties expected of single mothers, as explained by the VWU staff, are the same as those
expected of all Vietnamese women: to have paid employment, to educate their children, and to
build a happy family. As outlined in a previous chapter, in Vietnam education is considered a
domestic task for women (N. K. P. Le et al., 2017); as such, just like married mothers, single
mothers carry the responsibility in ensuring the educational success of their children as part of
their duty as a good citizen in furthering the prosperity of the country.
7.3.1.1. Support for single mothers
All VWU staff conceded that any support they were able to provide in the local community
was for women in general, with no specific assistance tailored for single mothers, other than
the fact that they were considered a vulnerable group. This vulnerable status may mean that
they are eligible to apply for several government support programs, including subsidies for
poor households, investment loans, and free vocational training (available in some areas), but
only after a strict process of means assessment by the local community committee, which is
usually made up of three to five community members, including the President of the Communal
Board and the President of the local VWU.
Subsidies for selected poor single parent households
Subsidies for poor households include healthcare insurance and a monthly cash allowance
which the recipient collects in person from the head office of the local authority, discount on
electricity bills, and waiver of tuition fees for children attending Year 6 to Year 12!¢ . The
amount each recipient is allocated depends upon the number of children in the household, at
VND 270,000 (approx. AUD 16) per month per child. Duyen, a VWU officer in Hai Phong,
detailed additional welfare offerings:

The package of benefits for poor households in the area includes monthly subsidy

payments, electricity discounts, and waiver of tuition fees for children. If a single

16 Primary school pupils have received free education since 1999.
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mother is head of a household and meets the criteria of living in poverty, she could be
eligible for certain benefits for one year. (Duyen, staff interview, Hai Phong)
After the one-year validity period, each recipient has to reapply for the benefit package.
Applications usually open in December and are assessed quickly so that the grant is received
for the next year. The grant for households living under the poverty line is often the highest-
level welfare program available for a single-mother family. As stated, this program is open to
all poor households, is very competitive, and has strict criteria. Therefore, the success of each
applicant depends partly on the number of requests each community receives:
The single parent applicants must be living with a child/ren of school age, provide proof
that their monthly per capita income is less than VND 700,000 [approx. AUD 40], be
unable to pay for their children’s tuition fees, and be living in a dilapidated house
without basic things, such as clean water, a fridge, washing machine, and TV. (Khanh,
staff interview, Hai Phong)
The VWU staff members in Hanoi explained that the same criteria applied for all city
applicants, but that in the city their monthly per capita income must be below VND 1 million
(approx. AUD 58).
The above criteria were determined in 2015 under Decision No. 59/2015/QD-TTg
(Government of Vietnam, 2015). To be considered a poor household, applicants need to
experience deprivation in basic services such as healthcare, education, housing, water, and
sanitation — and in access to information, via household assets. Though most poor households
in rural areas are still without running water or indoor toilet facilities, and in the cities many
families need to cook, eat, and sleep in one single room, the law does not recognise that in
terms of asset ownership, motorbikes, telephones, and colour TVs have become commonly
owned by almost every family by 2012 (Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2015): second- and

third-hand television sets (considered a device for accessing information), refrigerators,
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cellphones, and washing machines now cost very little in Vietnam. Lien, a VWU staff member
in Hanoi, noted, ‘criteria are out of date and need to be adjusted, seriously taking into account
how much income the family makes’.
Applying for a grant for poor households involves two steps of assessment. The first is the
mother applying for a grant herself or being nominated by the villagers/community residents.
At the annual meeting, the community residents then decide who, on the list of applicants, are
most worthy of support:
They [the applicants] can nominate themselves or be nominated. Then, in the meeting,
they need to talk about their circumstance [this presentation is documented for the next
step of assessment process]. This is to give evidence, proving that they are the ones
who are most in need. Then people in the meeting vote on them. The applicants with
the highest number of votes will be processed to the next step of assessment. (Lien,
staff interview, Hanoi)
If applicants pass the first round of assessment, their names are given to the community
committee. The committee members reassess the successful first-round applications before
sending some of them to the next level, which is usually the district government office for
processing of payments. Staff members interviewed at both research sites emphasised that this
strict process, with two rounds of assessment, was ‘to ensure that every applicant is treated
equally and there is transparency’.
However, they expressed concerns about the eligibility criteria for applicants seeking
government assistance for poor households. VWU officers further emphasised that the
application process was becoming even more competitive because the local government
wanted to reduce the percentage of poor households in the area to qualify for the PRP by 2 per
cent over the next two years. This meant fewer poor households would be granted subsidies.

Khanh, a VWU staff member in Hai Phong, explained:
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The higher the number of poor households we can show we have, the higher the budget
we will be allocated to help them. However, we have to show we have used the money
wisely and reduced the number of recipients. If we don’t satisfy this requirement, we
risk not receiving further financial assistance from the Poverty Reduction Program.
(Khanh, staff interview, Hai Phong)
Doan, a senior staff member in Hanoi, told me that in the twenty-five years she had been
looking at candidate applications for the PRP, very few single mothers had ever been
successful, and no young unwed mothers had ever qualified:
I’ve come across many women suffering financial hardship, but it is policy [in 2017]
that only 4 per cent of all households get government support. Sometimes it has been
really difficult for us to make a decision on applications, but for the good of the
community we need to do everything we can to meet our commitments to the Poverty
Reduction Program. (Doan, staff interview, Hanoi)
This response is representative of the views expressed by all the VWU staff interviewed:
meeting the target to maintain their place in the PRP was the overriding concern. Other
incentives for local government officers and VWU staff as committee members further
influenced participation in the program: increased government funding, various ‘rewards’ such
as individual bonuses for key staff, positive media coverage, and framed posters certifying the
‘excellence’ of both institutions. When the researcher enquired about the exact nature and
amount of the individual bonuses, the response from all staff was ‘it varies from year to year,
but very little’, and some gave the caveat, ‘the most important thing is that we have helped
many poor households in the area when they are most in need’. As noted in Chapter 4, there
was uniformity in the responses from all VWU employees. This raises the possibility that they
may have received guidance on how much they could disclose information regarding the

organisation's operations. Sensitive enquiries like these were often avoided.
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Investment loans

Single mothers, like all Vietnamese women, may apply for an investment loan that the local
VWUs managing on the behalf of the government. Single mothers may borrow up to VND 50
million (approx. AUD 2,940) with approximately 4 per cent annual interest, and the loans are
typically granted for investment in farming in the countryside or starting a small business in
the city. To be approved for a loan, applicants must have a permanent resident record and
submit an expression of interest and investment plan to VWU staff. There is no collateral
required for this loan. VWU staff in regional and urban areas recounted that they received a
large number of applications each year, however very few single mothers applied for the loan.
The staff members in Hai Phong said that single mothers in the area were too scared of debt
and they often did not have a good proposal for investment, therefore they refused to apply for
the loan. VWU staff in the city reported that they received a few applications from single
mothers, but that most if not all their applications were rejected. Lien, a senior staff member at
VWU Hanoi, explained: ‘We can’t trust all the applicants as many have low credit ratings and
no reliability. If they get the money and run away, we can’t chase them, and therefore the
responsibility falls on us [the local VWU].’

Interviewed staff shared that there were some initiatives applied to minimise the risk of
applicants absconding with the money and lumbering the VWU with a debt to repay to the
government. For instance, each borrower was required to leave a deposit of 5-10 per cent of
the approved funds in a VWU bank account which was offset against their repayments of the
loan. Similar incentives were offered to the VWU to motivate their participation, for example
the more government loans the VWU secured, the more commission the organisation staff
members would receive, the key negotiator for each applicant being the principal beneficiary.
Lien explained: ‘This aims at encouraging us to engage more with potentially eligible

borrowers, and at the same time to self-manage any risks regarding fund distribution’.
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Initiatives regarding the distribution of investment loans were more in line with sales activities
rather than non-profit government business aiming at supporting women in need of capital.
This approach might have been altering the practices of VWU staff: it was understandable that
some staff members targeted easy commissions rather than supporting borderline eligible
borrowers.
Other support
Alongside the government assistance for poor households and the investment loans, the VWU
has other activities at the grassroots level that help local women. It provides free workshops on
parenting, reproductive healthcare, food safety, and dealing with domestic violence. However,
all the VWU staff members observed that, because the single mothers needing support tend to
be younger women, they are busy at work when these classes are offered. They noted that the
majority of women attending the workshops were 50 years of age or older. In Hanoi, the local
VWU also cooperated with some vocational schools and colleges to provide free courses for
women in need:
We have agreement with three vocational schools in the area to provide local women,
who are poor and in need, free training courses that include cooking, sewing, and
knitting. If they get a qualification or certificate, we then help introduce them to work.
However, young women [including young single mothers] refuse to come. They might
have a better choice... They are young and they hold degrees. They might not want to
do manual work. (Thuy, staff interview, Hanoti)
Khanh, a staff member in Hai Phong where free training in farming was available, said that
single mothers ‘would rather work for shoe-making or garment companies in the nearby
industrial zone than on farms, for more stable income. They aren’t interested in the training.
You know farming depends on weather. A storm might take everything away’. Duyen, another

staff member in the rural area, shared the same thought: “Women in general and single mothers
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specifically are simply too busy to join, and many think the activities offered are not of interest
to them.’
Combined, these forms of assistance are reported by the VWU and government to result in
improving the living conditions of many households, lifting many out of poverty (Socialist
Repubic of Vietnam, 2015; Vietnamese Women’s Union, 2017b). However, it is clear that
support for single mothers does not meet the needs of this population. In particular, the free
training provided by the VWU seem inappropriate to the situation of single mothers. This
suggests that the organisation is disconnected from the needs of the diversity of women they
are aiming to help, and oblivious to the difficulties single mothers face in trying to earn a living
and uphold societal expectations.
7.3.1.2 Poor working conditions of the VWU
Each of the staff participants expressed a wish that they could do more to support single
mothers and their children but said that they felt unable to do so due to their poor working
conditions, low wages, lack of human resources, and lack of government funding. The district
offices have a maximum of five employees each. The staff are civil servants, receiving an
average monthly salary of VND 2—4 million (approx. AUD 110-220). At district level, this
salary is unattractive if compared to other civil service positions. On ward (communal) level,
only the chairwoman is entitled to the pay and benefits of a civil servant:
We have no official salary for the hamlet [village] level; they can receive some extra
money from the state every month, but only about VND 150,000 [approx. AUD 9], it is
very low. There is no salary for heads of groups, only their enthusiasm. (Khanh, staff
interview, Hai Phong)
Realistically, VWU staff members at the village level work as volunteers or collaborators rather
than in properly employed positions. In fact, staff members at this grassroots level have other

jobs in order to earn a living. For example, Thuong in Hai Phong said, ‘farming is the main
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source of my income. I can’t live on my salary. My colleagues are the same’. Additionally,
village VWU staff are assigned a lot of community work by the local government: street
cleaning, tree planting in public gardens/parks, and so on. Thuy commented: ‘Such a
demanding job.’

Available funding for local VWUs is very limited. Staff participants reported that they were
allocated VND 15-20 million (approx. AUD 880—-1,170) per year to organise all activities and
events that they were directed to organise by the local government, including meetings to
celebrate the International Women’s Day (March 8) and National Women’s Day (October 20),
visiting and gifting veterans in the area on War Invalids and Martyrs Day (July 27), and visiting
and gifting poor families on Independence Day (September 2). Duyen reported, ‘we’re unable
to support single mothers more due to limited funding allocation’.

The study’s participants related that many VWU staff members left the organisation after a
short time. Lien in Hanoi stated, ‘only ones who have a passion to work in social work stay’,
and Doan affirmed, ‘I stay because I feel responsibility to help my community, as well as
women in my area’. Longer term local VWU staff were running on passion rather than efficient

or comprehensive government support.
7.3.2 The voices of single mothers

7.3.2.1 Government support

This section provides details on the single mother participants’ experiences of the VWU and
government support.

Subsidies for poor households

Two of the twelve participants in this research, both of whom were from rural areas, reported
that they had at some stage received the government financial assistance for poor households.
None of the participants in Hanoi had applied for the support and they expressed concern that

the application process would be too complicated, and said they did not know who to turn to
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for assistance with applying. Furthermore, they assumed that any subsidy would be minimal in
terms of their requirements living in the city, and they felt their time was better spent looking
for a second or third job. Trang, a never-married mother in Hanoi working three jobs,
explained, ‘the support would be minimal, and it would not be worth completing the
complicated process’.
Single mothers in Hai Phong, on the other hand, had knowledge about subsidies for poor
households, and how to apply for them. Hien, a widowed mother in Hai Phong and one of the
two welfare recipients, recounted:
I was nominated by one of my neighbours at the annual community meeting where
other people were nominating themselves for the Poverty Reduction Program. It’s very
competitive [becoming a subsidy recipient]. There were more than ten applicants that
year [2017], and only three would be selected. As always, the villagers voted to choose
who was the most deserving, so I had to defend my case, explaining at the meeting that
I have been in a very difficult situation following my husband’s death. That year, I was
one of the three successful applicants. (Hien, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
Eligibility was assessed in a public forum where candidates defended their case by speaking
out about their poor living conditions and financial hardship, they had experienced to convince
community members that they were the most in need of government support. This
individualising of the problems they were facing and the guilt and shame they felt when being
questioned in front of their fellow villagers or local city residents in a packed hall haunted all
the participants who had been subjected to the process. The respondents who had undergone
this onerous process spoke of the humiliation they felt being put under such scrutiny:
I felt ashamed having to talk about my personal problems in public, giving details on

our poor living condition. It made me feel ashamed for being unable to provide my
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children with basic things so that I have to beg for alms from others. (Hien, photo-
elicitation interview, Hai Phong)

Single mothers reported that it is virtually impossible to hide from prying eyes, and as Nhung
(Hai Phong) lamented, ‘you can’t stop people talking about you’. Trang (Hanoi) stated, ‘the
shame is too much for the small amount of money I might get’.

Theu, a widow in Hanoi, was not successful with her application. She recounted that prior to
being widowed she had lived a comfortable life and had easy access to healthcare, education,
and the internet. Losing her husband, who had been the primary breadwinner, meant she was
struggling to cope on her own and earn an income while also managing her shock and grief:
A few months after my husband passed away, I asked a staff member of VWU in my
area if I was eligible for government assistance for poor households. She said no,
because [ own a two-storey house with a gas cooker and two televisions. However, they
didn’t understand that I’ve had these things from the time when my husband was alive.
It was a very difficult time for us, as I was raising two kids without any income. (Theu,
focus group, Hanoi)
Theu’s story suggests that a change might be made in the criteria for subsidies for poor
households: besides asset ownership, how much income the family currently makes should be
seriously taken into account. This perspective was echoed by the staff research participants.

Single mothers in the regional areas stated that although the grant application was very
competitive, if successful the government benefits contributed significantly to their income.
Thu, a never-married mother in Hai Phong, gave more detail.

I received government financial support for poor households in the community for two
years, 2017 and 2018. The benefits were significant for me. They covered tuition fees
for my son, and healthcare insurance for us. Thanks to the monthly payments [VND

279,000] I could buy good food. (Thu, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
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The fact that single mothers in regional areas are poorer than their counterparts in urban areas
means that they can more easily meet the strict requirements of this form of government
support, and more easily show its benefits to their lifestyle and future.
Investment loans
As mentioned, the Vietnamese Government provides low fixed-rate personal loans as a part of
the PRP, for families that need capital to develop their household economy. When asked about
their wishes to apply for a loan, the mothers in this study said that they had never tried for it.
The regional participants explained that they had no investment plan, and they were scared of
taking risks or being in debt:
I know that the Women’s Union provides capital for women in the community to help
them with their household budget. However, I never think of applying for that because
I have no idea about investment, what I should do, and where I should begin. Also, I'm
scared that I won’t be able to meet the interest payment requirements every month if |
take out a loan. (Nhung, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
Three of the six mothers in Hanoi, Huong, Trang, and Ninh, expressed an interest in the loan,
although they assumed that the loan provided was not much money. However, they had never
tried to apply for it because they knew that they were not eligible. Huong, who is running her
own restaurant, said:
I think the loan that the VWU provides is not much. Even so, I was still interested in it,
you know, at the time of launching my business — I really needed capital. However, I
don’t have a permanent resident registration here [Hanoi], so I don’t think I am eligible
for that loan. (Huong, focus group, Hanot)
The requirement of holding permanent residency status when applying for any government
support is the biggest barrier for single mothers who have moved to Hanoi from a rural

province, as did Huong, Trang, and Ninh. If they applied in Hanoi, their application would be
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rejected because they did not meet the selection criterion of holding permanent residency where
they reside. If they applied in their rural hometown, they would also be unsuccessful because
of having a low local credit rating due to their not living in the area.
Other support provided by the VWU
Regarding the extra free support for local VWU members, such as vocational training,
consultation, and workshops on various topics, the study’s findings show that nine of the twelve
single mothers interviewed did not participate in these activities because they did not hold
VWU membership, they were too busy, or the training offered was not relevant to their needs.
Often, they felt that it was not worth their while to attend workshops on, for example, parenting
or breastfeeding as they could find this information on the internet. In regard to the training in
cleaning, hairdressing, and sewing available for urban single mothers, they stated that it was of
no benefit to them as they already had qualifications in their fields of work, including
bachelor’s degrees and diplomas in areas such as accounting, education, and finance.
I used to have a good job as an education officer with a private company, but when I
became pregnant, they terminated my contract and refused to pay me while on maternity
leave. I would like to get another job in education, but the VWU can’t help me. (Trang,
interview, Hanot)
In rural areas, VWUs offer training in areas such as pig and poultry farming, cultivating plants,
and fishing, but participants stated that they could earn more working in a factory. Nhung, who
had worked in a local garment factory since the age of 18, said, ‘working in a factory gives me
a more stable income than working on a farm, where everything is seasonal and dependent on
the weather’. The set-up costs of farming were also a matter of concern to participants. Thien
explained, ‘you need money to buy the pigs and feed them and there’s always the risk that they

get sick, and you lose everything’.
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Although three of the six single mothers from Hai Phong were members of the VWU, only two
had joined voluntarily. Membership of the VWU is compulsory for all women employed in
government sectors, and at the time of interview, Chi, the only government employee mother
participant, had been working as an accountant for a local council in Hai Phong for seven years.
She had attended many workshops run by the VWU:
The number of women at these workshops is often not as many as [the VWU staff]
expected so all female government employees have to attend to try and boost numbers.
For me, workshops on parenting, breastfeeding, and reproductive healthcare were very
interesting, but my manager also insisted that I went to others which I wasn’t interested
in. (Chi, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
The other two members of the Hai Phong VWU, Thu and Hien, a farmer and a childcare worker
respectively, explained that as a condition of their membership they were expected to attend at
least some of the workshops, and if they did not, they would have no chance of being granted
a subsidy for poor households. Hien admitted, ‘I have to say that although it’s time consuming
and not always interesting, attending workshops or training gives me a feeling of having
companionship and acceptance by others’. Both Thu and Hien recognised that despite their
initial reluctance to join the VWU, membership offered them both potential financial benefits
in the form of subsidies and the opportunity to socialise.
The research findings show that despite recognising the benefits offered by VWU membership,
the majority of single mothers at both research sites felt that there were still a number of
drawbacks, including the fact that the vast majority of VWU members were older, married
women. This contributed to the feeling that as young single mothers they would be treated as
outsiders, which seems a valid concern given the stigma they face. When I raised the issue of

age with VWU staff participants both in Hanoi and Hai Phong, they confirmed that more than
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60 per cent of their members were over retirement age and most were married. Senior staff
member Doan told me:
We have tried to attract younger members but have failed. I think this is because they
lead very busy lives and the types of activities we offer don’t appeal to them. (Doan,
staff interview, Hanoi)
The importance of attracting new members to its organisation is highlighted in the Action Plans
on the VWU official website, which stated in 2017 that by 2021, ‘“VWU will increase its
nationwide membership by 1 million members and will ensure that every WU unit will recruit
at least 50% of women aged 18 and older’ (VWU, 2017a).
In addition to the age factor, the majority of the mother participants said something to the effect
that the VWU was a bureaucratic organisation serving political purposes rather than addressing
social issues. In a focus group, Luong, a never-married mother from Hanoi, stated:
Although I’'m not a member, they keep coming to my house asking for money for
various government-supported charities, including support for people affected by
natural disasters and for disabled children, and prizes for high-achieving pupils as part
of their study promotion fund. Although they call it a donation, because these charities
are local government initiatives, it is in fact compulsory to give money. I'm very
unhappy about that, although I only give a small amount of money each time. The point
here is that they just come to collect money and don’t care about my child or our
situation. (Luong, focus group, Hanoi)
Other mother participants in the focus group agreed with Luong, emphasising that if they did
not make contributions to the charities, they would be considered irresponsible members of the
community, and therefore not good citizens, and their names would be raised in every
community meeting as a bad example. It can be seen that the VWU is actually increasing single

mothers’ stress, obligation, and financial hardship by collecting monetary ‘contributions’ for

167



community from them. Mothers who did not meet this mutual requirement were further
stigmatised as irresponsible members of the community. To avoid this, single mothers had no
alternative but to give out donations as required. Ninh concluded, ‘disappointed! No one [in
the local authorities] sees that I’m struggling to raise my kids alone without any [government]
support’. The mothers’ accounts once again illustrate the notion that for the VWU staff
members, supporting government initiatives and policies was their priority over supporting
vulnerable women.
Another reason the mother participants felt disinclined to join the VWU was that they knew
that membership came with responsibilities. During a group discussion in Hai Phong, Thien
stated, ‘I work for a busy garment company and if I have any spare time I would rather stay
home with my son and help them with him homework or just play with him’. Nhung, a divorced
mother also working for a garment company, said:
I would like to have some of the support of the VWU, but there are several reasons why
I haven’t joined. First of all, most of its members are a generation older than I am [40s
and above]. Second, their monthly meetings are held in the evening when I’'m still
working at the factory. Also, I’'m too busy to join in their community work — cleaning
footpaths or streets, planting trees and flowers in public gardens. Since I can’t take on
the responsibilities of membership, I'm not applying. (Nhung, photo-elicitation
interview, Hai Phong)
The above accounts reflect that being a member of the VWU will increase single mothers’
obligations and make them even more time-poor. This seems akin to the ‘mutual obligation’
policies in some western countries: in order for single mothers to receive welfare they must
display that they are ‘giving back’ to society (Blaxland, 2009, 2013; M. Brady & Cook, 2015;
de Gendre et al., 2021; Wilson, 2019). As in other countries, in Vietnam the safety net for

single mothers is conditional and involves moral judgement. If a Vietnamese single mother
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wants to access government support she must show that she is the deserving poor through her
hardworking, good mothering practice and her contribution to society through
charity/donations or the community work she is asked to participate in. Anyone who does not
meet this expectation would be considered the undeserving poor and therefore not eligible for
any state welfare.

According to the statements given by single mothers as presented in Chapter 6, due to their
heavy workloads, close involvement in their children’s education, and other family
commitments, they are too time-poor to take on any extra responsibilities. In addition, fear of
public exposure regarding their personal life meant the majority of single mothers in this
research had decided against joining. Only those working in the government sector, where
membership of the VWU is compulsory, reported receiving some minor benefits from being a
member — primarily a sense of ‘belonging’ to a group, and therefore feeling less stigmatised as
single mothers. However, as Chi said, she was more protected from stigmatisation and more
likely to feel belonging because of her social position (a government worker) rather than as a
member of the local VWU.

The study found that single mothers’ perspective on government support was not positive.
According to the participants, the subsidy for poor, single-mother families was low and had
strict criteria and complicated assessment procedures, which discouraged the women to apply.
Only those who found no way of earning more money tried for it, and even those who were
granted the support expressed feeling shameful and stigmatised which further devastated their
self-esteem. The other support provided by the VWU such as loans, free training, and
workshops were not very attractive to single mothers, which showed a disconnection between
the organisation and the population in need of assistance. Being unable to access enough
government support, single mothers had to turn back to their families to manage this difficult

time in their lives.
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7.3.2.2 Support from family members

All of the mother research participants reported receiving support from their parents or relatives
to some degree, and that their extended family played an important role in their survival while
they adjusted to their status as single mothers. This support came in various forms, including
the provision of food, financial assistance, land to build a house on and/or to farm, childcare,
and/or the mother and child/ren returning to live in the family home. Although the mothers
strove to be as self-sufficient as possible by seeking employment, minimising their expenditure,
and undertaking domestic duties to relieve their parents of additional labour, this was not
always achievable. As described in Chapter 6, single mothers needed to weigh up the
advantages and disadvantages of working in either the public or private sector. Theu, for
example, initially worked as a clerk in local government in Hanoi, but her low salary led her
to seek a job in a private company where the pay was better but the work hours longer. After
typically working a ten-hour day, usually six days a week, she was still expected to take work
home. Such expectations of employees are typical in Vietnam, and the single mothers had to
manage these expectations alongside their responsibilities to their children and wider family.
Thus, they often had to rely on family for domestic matters.

Housing

Of the six single mothers in Hanoi, only Theu had her own house, which was built when her
husband was still alive on land that her parents had undersold to them. A few months after they
moved into the new home, her husband died in a car accident on the way to work, leaving her
with two children and a large debt, mostly to their parents and siblings. After her husband’s
death, Theu experienced a long period of grieving and depression. During the focus group and
interviews, she repeated, ‘at that time, I felt I don’t know how I can live without him, how I
can raise my children alone, and how I can pay back that debt!” The two mothers who were

renting accommodation, Trang and Huong, described squalid housing conditions: one room for
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everything, very hot in summer and cold and wet in winter. They could not afford better homes
because ‘rent is very expensive and increases year by year’. The other two mothers, Ninh and
Luong, divorced and never-married respectively, were accommodated in their brothers’ houses
without paying rent. They felt lucky as they did not have to pay rent, however, they all
expressed the same feeling of bothering their loved ones:
They’re all good [my brother and sister-in-law]. They know that I have nowhere to go
so they tell me to stay and don’t charge me any rent. I just need to share food and utility
bills. It’s a four-storey house; my son and I are occupying the highest level with a
separated toilet. But you know, some conflicts have happened, for example sometimes
my kid and their kids fight or quarrel for toys. It is a headache to me. My brother doesn’t
care much as he thinks it’s just kids’ stuff, but I know my sister-in-law does really care
and she’s unhappy sometimes. (Luong, photo-elicitation interview, Hanoi)
These city mothers reported that owning a house would be almost impossible for them as
single-income families. Ninh and Luong recounted that they took advantage of their current
living arrangements to save for small apartments in the future, while Trang and Huong admitted
that it was out of their reach.
Of the six mothers in the rural areas, two widows, Hien and Chang, continued to live with their
parents-in-law and were expected to look after them into old age on behalf of their deceased
husbands. If Hien and Chang perform this duty of care, their sons will inherit the house and
land from their paternal grandparents. In the event that they remarry, their sons will stay with
the grandparents, as often a new husband does not want to take the wife’s son to his home. This
prevents the widow mothers in this study from remarrying; as Hien explained, ‘I am broken
down when I think about that. I would never leave my sons for someone just to find my own
happiness. They are my life’. Of the other four rural mothers, Chi and Nhung had come back

to live in the house of their parents, where their brothers’ families were also living, and Thu
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and Thien — never-married mothers — had their own homes built on a corner of their parents’
residential land compound, while their brothers’ families occupied other parts of the land.
Those mothers had the same experience as city mothers in going back to live with their
extended family, in terms of conflicts of interest between themselves and their siblings. Nhung,
a divorcee, said, ‘we’re siblings, he couldn’t ignore me when I was in trouble. But I know since
I returned no one has been really happy’.
Childcare
Of the twelve mothers, ten reported that living near their parents/-in-law or siblings was an
arrangement that facilitated childcare and household work. They relied on them to take and
collect their children from school, especially when they were primary school age. The relatives
also provided before- and after-school care, as well as holiday care during the ten-week summer
break and two-week New Year period. This support enabled the mothers to work full-time, and
even overtime, in the hope of earning enough to cover their living cost and that of their
children’s education. Nhung works for a garment company:
I work from 7am until 9pm sometimes, so when I get home my kids are in bed already.
My mother takes them to and from school, cooks for all of us, gives the kids a bath,
tells them to do their homework. She is 60 years old and exhausted after a long day.
(Nhung, photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)
Two city mothers, Huong and Trang, who had no family members around, had to pay for
before- and after-school care and vacation care, and said that this added a significant financial
burden and made them more vulnerable than the other single mothers. Those two mothers lived
with the fear that if something bad happened to them, there would be no one look after their
children.

Financial assistance
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The mothers also reported that their parents and siblings supported them financially. The

financial assistance was often in the form of gifts for their children (good food, clothes, books,

stationery), and/or a specific amount of money in urgent situations (for instance, to pay for

overdue tuition fees or healthcare services when the mother or her children were in hospital):
It has been three years since we split up. It was very hard for the first year for many
reasons. At that time, my daughter was small and she was often sick. I took her to the
doctor every month. It cost me a lot of money for her medical treatment. There were
some months in which my salary was just enough to pay for her healthcare. However,
I’ve received financial support and great encouragement from my parents which has
helped me to overcome every difficulty. I can’t imagine what my life would be without
them. (Chi, focus group, Hai Phong)

Theu, a widow from Hanoi, shared a similar experience:
For six months following his [her husband’s] death, I was in crisis and unable to do
anything. I had no idea how I would survive without him or what I could do to raise my
children. During that period, my parents looked after me and my daughters. Then they
gradually encouraged me back to normal life. (Theu, focus group, Hanoi)

Whether the parents provided short-term or long-term support, and whichever form it took, the

single mothers at both research sites reported feeling guilty about being a burden to others:
It’s not easy for me, or for them, because they are both in their seventies, and rarely
have a day off. I feel guilty all the time about being a burden on them. They work very
hard to support us financially. They raised me and now are helping me raise my child.
I feel bad because I know that my parents suffer because of my broken marriage. (Chi,
photo-elicitation interview, Hai Phong)

Chi is divorced and receives no support from her daughter’s father — on the occasions when he

comes to visit he only brings some candy. Nhung, divorced from a drug addict who never sees
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their two daughters, also feels guilty about the worry she knows she causes her parents, adding,
‘but I have no choice. My family is my only source of support’. Chang, a widow in Hai Phong
with children aged 7 and 2, spoke of her devastation when her husband was electrocuted on the
day she gave birth to their second child. She and her husband had been living with his widowed
mother from the time they got married, and after his death she continued to live there, with her
own parents living close by. She felt guilty about relying on her parents to help take care of not
only herself and her sons, but also her mother-in-law:
Since I was widowed, they have given me rice each harvest season and when they buy
good food, they share it with us. They try to support us as much as they can. I am
thankful for what they have done, but I feel bad about being a worry to them. (Chang,
focus group, Hai Phong)
All the above participants were conscious of the fact that their parents were of an age when
they deserved to relax more and be supported by their children, but instead that they had to
continue to work to support their daughters and grandchildren financially, emotionally, and
physically. All participants spoke of their determination to provide for their parents in the

future, returning the support they received from them.
7.3.3 Morality - the foremost factor for assessments of government support recipients

The morality of each applicant is considered an important aspect in assessments for all types
of government support, including monthly subsidies for poor selected households,
development loans, and free training courses. The official documents on the poverty reduction
program provides indicators of typical poor households, which were used as criteria in the
assessment process. The criteria, as detailed in the section 7.3.1, assessed the material aspects
of each household, including monthly per capita income, accessibility to basic services such as
healthcare, education, housing, water, and sanitation, and access to information, via household

assets. However, in practice, the morality of the applicants was always the first factor to be
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considered in the assessment process. Single mothers, especially young ones with a
child/children outside of marriage are often rejected due to their ‘bad reputation’. Duyen, a
senior VWU staff member in Hai Phong, stated, ‘we consider the moral worthiness of each
applicant, so single mothers with bad reputation, especially being promiscuous or neglecting
children, will absolutely be rejected’. Khanh explained, ‘so young women who have had a child
out of wedlock are not considered suitable candidates’.

Although it is not official government policy to exclude young unwed mothers from eligibility
to receive state welfare, all the VWU staff interviewed concurred with Duyen and Khanh,
informing that young single mothers ‘are often considered spoiled women who destroy moral
standards, good customs, and the traditions of the nation; no one in the community should vote
for them’. Therefore, all the interviewed VWU staff members reported that no young unwed
mothers in their area had passed the first round of assessment. It is clear that ‘good’ mothering
practices and social opinions about single-mother candidates are taken into consideration when
granting government support. Single mothers, provided they have given birth while married,
are not considered morally questionable if they remain single, exclude themselves from any
relationship with men, and practice good mothering and community betterment. Only these
single mothers are considered deserving of government support.

It is interesting to note that although Thu was 27 years old when she had her son, she did not
apply for assistance from the PRP until 2016, by which time her son was 11 years old. As
discussed, young single mothers are not considered suitable candidates for state welfare
because the ‘moral worthiness’ of each applicant is a primary determining factor in the
decision-making process. Aware of this fact, Thu had nevertheless approached the VWU, who
had reiterated the slim chance she would have should she decide to apply. However, by the
time she turned 38, it was known throughout the village that she had dedicated her life to raising

her son, to the exclusion of having any relationships with men, and was therefore now a
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‘morally worthy’ applicant. One again, this proves that the moral worth was shaped by the
notion of good mothering and demure femininity, demonstrating in the slogans promoted by
the VWU, as mentioned in Chapter 2, such as Phu nit nuéi con gioi (Women raise children
well), xdy dung gia dinh van hod (build a cultural family), and Phu nit Viét Nam ty tin, ty trong
(Women of Vietnam enhance their self-confidence and self-respect).

The element of moral judgement in deciding between deserving and undeserving applicants
was a common theme expressed by both sets of participants: even if the applicant could
demonstrate that she and her children were living in poverty and in dire need of assistance, if
the community or committee entertained any doubts about her moral suitability her application
would be rejected. By including this moral worthiness in the evaluation criteria for government
support approval and promoting it throughout the nation, the VWU has taken part in the
construction of a moral standard for Vietnamese women to uphold. Consequently, the
mothering practice and emotional life of single mothers are also judged through the lens of this
moral standard. Single mothers in this study tried to cover or sacrifice their adult relationships
(detailed in Chapter 5) to avoid being further stigmatised, and at the same time make a
significant investment in their children's education with the hope that their children would
become well-educated people, hence redeem themselves socially as good mothers (described
in Chapter 6). It can be said that moral worthiness is used to remove many single mothers from
the welfare system. It also exacerbates social stigma for single mothers, reinforcing the
dominance of the two-parent family model.

From single mothers’ perspectives, there was shame, stigma, and moral judgement, as well as
the lack of privacy and confidentiality involved in the process of applying for government
support. Concerns relating to the above issues discouraged single mothers who were facing
difficulties, especially those in the city, from applying for it. Trang and other participants in

Hanoi concluded that they would rather spend time finding a second job to boost their income
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than applying for the subsidies. Only those women who found no alternative avenues to obtain

further income pursued government support to get some benefits for their children.
7.4 Discussion and conclusion

This chapter has investigated potential support for single mothers in Vietnam, using data from
VWU staff members directly involved in supporting women in local areas, and from single
mothers in need of support. Findings indicate that although the Vietnamese Government and
the VWU do not have any particular program that is targeted towards single mothers, there are
two welfare schemes with respect to single parent families living in poverty that single mothers
might apply for; subsidies for poor households, and government loans with preferential interest.
Intensively cooperating with the government in delivering the subsidies, the interviewed VWU
staff pointed out that though these welfare schemes are effective at poverty reduction, their
limitations include over-strict criteria and misalignment with social and economic
development, especially in criteria on income and asset assessment being out of date and
prohibitive.

Besides taking part in the delivery of the PRP, the VWU organises activities to support women
in general from which single mothers might benefit, including free training and workshops.
However, reportedly this is not fruitful for this subset of the population, because most single
mothers are either not interested in these offers or unable to take them up. This disconnection
between the VWU and the single mother population can be explained by the fact that there are
not enough statistics on Vietnamese single-mother families and the issues they are facing.
Rather than an in-depth understanding of their situations, it was noted that throughout their
interviews, the VWU staff members displayed a level of discrimination towards young, never-
married mothers, considering them immoral and therefore excluded from state welfare

programs. This presents as a contradiction between the VWU’s stated goals and their
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perceptions and activities, as one of the main goals of the VWU is to strive for ‘gender equality
and women’s advancement’ (Vietnamese Women’s Union, 2017b).

The majority of the single mothers in the research, especially the city participants, displayed a
marked reluctance to apply for either support from the PRP or government loans, largely due
to concerns about having to divulge sensitive personal information, and the high level of social
stigma directed towards single-mother applicants when there would be not a significant benefit
in return. As a result, only those in the most dire of circumstances apply for financial support,
echoing research findings by Evans and Harkness (2008) and (Roelen, 2010), who conclude
that the small amount of money made available for welfare beneficiaries in Vietnam is too low
to have any substantial impact on poverty. Given the unlikelihood of receiving government
support, single mothers in Vietnam have little choice but to seek other forms of help in their
struggle to survive.

Regarding potential family support for single mothers, findings show that they fall into three
main categories: housing, childcare, and financial assistance. However, this can also lead to
family conflict, posing a potential emotional dilemma with accompanying feelings of guilt on
the part of the single mothers who do not wish to become a burden on their parents and their
relatives. All the research participants expressed concern about the health of their loved ones,
as well as their own health, conscious of their own limitations in working long hours and
simultaneously taking care of their children and household.

All the research participants would like to see more government support for single mother
families and made recommendations for ways in which the government and the VWU can
better provide such assistance: long-term support in school fees for school-aged children from
single-mother families and assistance with healthcare insurance are necessary. There is also a
need for development of a directory or website in which clear information is provided about

resources that are available to single-mother families in Vietnam and how to apply for them.
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There is need for a straightforward application and assessment process and hotline support,
which maintains the personal information and privacy of participants, with all eligibility

assessments being conducted privately instead of publicly.
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Chapter 8
Conclusion

8.1 Introduction

This final chapter synthesises the main ideas and findings presented in the study. It begins with
a presentation of the research questions, followed by a summary of the key arguments. It then
looks at the implications for the parties and stakeholders, namely, the Vietnamese Government,
local authorities (specifically staff members of the Vietnamese Women’s Union (VWU)),
educators, and single-mother families. The chapter concludes by discussing the limitations of

the study and identifying avenues for future research that may build upon this thesis.
8.2 Research questions

This thesis sheds light on the lived experiences of twelve single mothers in Vietnam and the
material, emotional, and social support available to them. It addresses the following research
questions: ‘What are the defining experiences of single mothers in contemporary Vietnam?’,
‘How do single mothers manage their situation?’, ‘What resources do single mothers draw
upon in their day-to-day lives?’, “What support do single mothers receive from the Vietnamese
Government, and from family?’, and ‘How effective are the existing supports, and what support
needs to be adjusted, added, or changed?’ To answer these questions, the study considers the
social, political, and cultural factors that influence the lives of Vietnamese single mothers and
their children in rural and urban areas, paying close attention to social stigma regarding single
motherhood, the cultural concept of good mothering, and levels of access to support for from
extended families and government. It also looks at how single mothers exercise their agency
to negotiate their situations. The perspectives of staff of local VWU branches, which are tasked
by the government to support women, are also incorporated. As such, this project is the first
study to use multiple research methods to deeply examine issues regarding Vietnamese single-

mother families, from the perspectives of both the single mothers and support staff members.
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I expect the findings will help inform both government and VWU policies, allowing them to
more effectively address the challenges faced by the growing number of single mothers in

Vietnam.

Following a qualitative research model, I recruited two groups of six single mothers each, one
group in Hanoi and one in Hai Phong. These twelve participants contributed to group
discussions, and four of the six participants at each research site then participated in
photography exercise activities and photo-elicitation interviews. Face-to-face interviews were
conducted with six staff members of local VWUs (three participants at each research site). The
data were then triangulated to promote rigour in the analysis.

Thematic analysis of the data identified the following key themes: single mothers’ experiences
of social stigma, their involvement in their children’s education, and the level of support
available for single-mother families. The mothers’ experiences of social stigma and stigma
directed towards their children were found to be directly related to their single-mother status,
with three distinct sub-themes evident: negative stereotyping, sexual harassment in the
workplace and/or in public, and discrimination towards children in daily social interactions. To
manage the stigma, the mothers adopted various strategies, such as trying to conceal their
marital status and being cautious when interacting socially in order to avoid being targeted and
harassed. These strategies aimed to align the single mothers with the culturally accepted,
dominant Confucian model of a ‘good mother’ who provides for her family and raises
successful children.

The second key theme, single mothers’ involvement in their children’s education, showed that
all the mother participants spent much of their income and most of any free time on their
children’s education, despite the heavy mental, physical, and emotional toll this extracted. They
undertook this commitment with the expectation that their investment would result in enhanced

educational outcomes for their children, which would lead to a better socioeconomic position
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for them in the future; in return, the children would provide well for the mothers in their old
age. The third key theme, the level of support available for single mothers in Vietnam, revealed
that government support for single mothers in many cases is very limited, often not meeting
their needs, leaving them to rely on their extended families. Family assistance was frequently
the mothers’ primary form of support, and was often financial, taking the form of housing
and/or childcare provision. On the basis of these three themes, the following key arguments

were established.
8.3 Summary of key arguments

Social stigma is a major challenge faced by single mothers in Vietnam, whether they are
widowed, divorced, or have never married. The concept of stigma was first introduced by
Goffman (1963) to define socially undesirable differences in a person that reduce a person to
a discounted status in a social context. The concept has been applied in sociology to explore
structural factors such as history, geography, politics, and economic conditions that perpetuate
and reproduce stigma in everyday contexts (Tyler, 2008; Tyler & Slater, 2018). Stigma towards
single mothers is perpetuated across societies in order to protect the traditional nuclear family
of a heterosexual married couple and their child/ren. Research on teenage single mothers in
western countries shows that young single mothers are judged negatively by the wider society,
their sexual and intimate lives often presented as out of control and promiscuous, their
parenting practices as producing problematic children, and their financial circumstances as
welfare-system dependent (M. Brady, 2010; Elliott et al., 2015; Tyler, 2008). Single mothers
in East Asia are made to feel that their family is not complete, or are considered “spoiled”
women, if they have had a child outside of marriage. Relative to social stigma, single mothers
in Vietnam face three key issues in their day-to-day lives: stereotyping, sexual harassment, and

discrimination of their children.
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As outlined in Chapter 5, the widow participants reported experiencing pity from their
community, while the divorced participants reported that they were made to feel they had failed
as women for having allowed their marriage to end, regardless of how irresponsible and/or
abusive their husband had been. The young, never-married mothers felt judged and labelled
spoiled women for having had a child out of wedlock, although single mothers over the age of
30 who had decided to ‘ask for a child’ reported receiving some sympathy. Such sympathy was
interpreted as people understanding their need to have someone to lean on in their old age in a

society where social welfare support for the elderly is limited.

Vietnamese women are often defined by their marital status within Vietnam’s patriarchal
discursive hierarchy in which marriage is central (see Chapter 5). This is evident in the way
women are stigmatized in Vietnamese society: married women are accorded the most respect,
followed by widows; divorced mothers are further up the hierarchy than older, never-married
mothers; and young single mothers who have never married are judged most harshly. However,
regardless of her hierarchical position, a single mother is seen as a threat to two-parent families
in the eyes of general public. This can be partly attributed to the media’s portrayal of single
mothers as promiscuous and cunning: often they are portrayed as a third person in a love-
triangle relationship, or a bad woman intent on destroying a happy family. This stereotype of
single motherhood is a symptom of a society in which the nuclear family is dominant and

valued above all other models.

Single mothers are more vulnerable to sexual harassment, both at work and in public, when
their single status is known. Their harassers are typically men with whom they are affiliated,
for instance bosses, business partners, friends, or neighbours. Participants recounted feeling
vulnerable, offended, stressed, and angry when subjected to any form of sexual harassment,
including inappropriate touching, sexually-charged words, and being stared at, winked at, or

singled out for teasing and flirting. They felt trapped in a “no-win” situation, exacerbated by
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the stigma they endure in Vietnamese society: if they speak up, they risk harming their
reputation and even their employment, so they keep silent and try to protect themselves by
wearing dowdy clothes and behaving extra modestly. Although they might wish to dress up
and be attractive, doing so as a single mother in Vietnam can render one vulnerable to sexual
harassment. In Vietnam, where women are subordinated to men (Binh, 2004), and where sexual
harassment is linked to sex rather than gender power relations (Hong, 2004), single mothers
can find very little support in dealing with sexual harassment — they can only rely on
themselves. Their powerlessness in being able to actively respond to sexual harassment and
protect themselves means this gender-based violence is reproduced over generations

(Drummond & Rydstrem, 2004).

Children from single-mother families are also stigmatized due to their mothers’ status. This
discrimination ranges from pitying looks, to joking, teasing, and taunting; it reflects a social
norm that emphasises the prominence of the nuclear family — seen as a morally superior form
— and the role of a father in the family as provider, protector, and educator who guarantees the
lives and comfort of his wife and children. The findings of this research show that, while single
mothers might remain silent when stigma is directed towards them, they defend their children
in any way they can when the children are subjected to discrimination. For the single mothers,
their children are their foci as well as their final point of endurance. By standing up and
speaking out to protect their children from discrimination, single mothers demonstrated some

agency in managing their circumstances.

The research participants adopted different strategies to protect themselves and their children
from social stigma. These included concealing their marital status if possible, ignoring
malicious comments, socially withdrawing to avoid being targeted for harassment and gossip,
and trying to adopt the culturally accepted image of a self-sufficient woman and good mother

by providing for their family and being intensely involved in their children’s education. As
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argued, this model, promoted by the Vietnamese Government and the VWU, is based on
traditional Confucian virtues, and modified to be relevant to the goals of building a prosperous

country in the era of globalisation and modernisation.

The participants in this study reported that they invested strongly in their children’s education.
In terms of finance, all the mothers invested 50—60 per cent of their income in their children’s
educational expenses, including tuition fees and additional costs (uniforms, stationery, and
extra tutoring classes for advanced math, literacy, and foreign languages, English being the
most favoured). The mothers also invested intensive physical and emotional labour into their
children’s learning journeys. They would take on extra shifts at work, supervise their children
doing homework, transport them to school and extra classes, and work multiple jobs to earn
enough to pay for their children’s education. The mothers considered this intense involvement
in their children’s schooling a part of their mothering responsibilities. Single mothers’ intensive
investment in their children’s education reflects these mothers’ expectations that this active
involvement will help their children gain a good qualification which will lead to a well-paid
job in the future. This will improve their family’s social status and secure the mothers’ welfare

in their old age.

The findings on Vietnamese single mothers’ investment in their children’s education can be
framed by the concepts of good or intensive mothering (Arendell, 1999b; Goodwin & Huppatz,
2010; Hays, 1998). Good/intensive mothering is commonly constructed as child-centred,
expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labour intensive, and financially expensive (Hays,
1998). Discourses of good mothering vary across social contexts, but regardless of their social
background, mothers often follow good mothering models because they want to be seen as
good mothers in the watchful eyes of their community. Findings from this study indicate that
the Vietnamese single mothers, through their intensive mothering practices, claim the persona

of good mothers for themselves, regardless of their marital status. However, by adopting the
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particular model of good motherhood or ‘new women’ promoted by the Vietnamese
Government and the VWU, the single mothers perpetuated gender divisions and the hegemony
of the nuclear family. The mothers, arguably due to cultural expectations and norms, perceived
that appropriately raising their children was their full responsibility rather than placing any
responsibility on the fathers, and they also saw it as their responsibility to compensate for both
their own family’s ‘incompleteness’, and structural shortfalls, rather than a responsibility of

wider society.

The perspectives of the VWU staff participants and the single mother participants differed on
the availability and applicability of government support for single mothers and their children,
as discussed in Chapter 7. The staff participants identified no specific support targeted to
helping single mothers, but pointed out that single mothers can apply for various generic forms
of government assistance, including subsidies for poor households, investment loans with low
interest rates, and free vocational trainings and workshops. The staff reported that the
assessment processes in applying for subsidies were transparent and objective and welcoming
of single mothers who are eligible to apply. Between the two cohorts of single mothers, urban
single mothers believed that the government support is too minimal to be worth completing the
complicated application process, while those in regional areas said that the subsidies are
significant when compared to their low incomes, though those who received them were
concerned about exposure of personal information during the assessment process. Successful
applicants expressed feeling doubly stigmatised for being a single mother and a person living

in poverty, but as they were in dire need, they had applied regardless.

Family is the main safety net for most single mothers in Vietnam (T. Le, 2002; Van, 2015).
The majority of the mother participants in this study reported that they relied on their families
to overcome difficulties, especially during the first few years after becoming single mothers.

Family assistance is often in the forms of housing, childcare, and clothing for children. Relying
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on family support can create interpersonal conflict, or feelings of guilt on the part of single
mothers for being a burden on parents and siblings. Therefore, the mother participants wished
for more government support to be available for single mother families, albeit with more
straightforward application processes and an assessment conducted in person instead of

publicly to avoid further stigmatisation.
8.4 Recommendations for policy makers

According to this study, single mothers spend the majority of their income on their children’s
education, expecting that this investment will assure their children’s future and their own
welfare in their old age. The cost of children’s education includes tuition fees, stationery,
uniforms, ‘volunteered’ contributions for school, and extra class fees. The study recommends
that policies which offer long-term support for the children of single mothers during their
schooling years should be developed to help single-mother families in need. These policies
should reduce or remove school or tuition fees, provide uniform and stationery subsidies, and
remove the expectation of volunteer contributions. These solutions require the government to

commit to funding such initiatives.

Further support might include providing sufficient social welfare such as specific medical care
for single mothers living in poverty and their children. Single mothers who work in the private
sector commonly have to cover personal insurance at their own cost and rarely receive any
support from the government. This adds more financial pressure to their families. Single
mothers in this research often had no budget to spend on medical insurance as they needed the
money for food, housing, and education. Access to healthcare services would reduce family
expenses and anxiety, and provide significant support to single mothers and their children in

any health crisis they may encounter.
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The limited knowledge that the study’s participants had of the government support available
for their families suggests the need for a directory or website of services to be developed. The
site. would include clear information about the resources and support available to single
mothers and their children across Vietnam and how to apply for them. This would include the
free training courses or workshops offered by VWUs across Vietnam for women who are in
need. The current assessment processes for mothers who need access to welfare payments
should be revised to reduce the social stigma mothers endure as their application is processed.
This research therefore recommends that the government and the VWU provide a streamlined,
private application process and hotline support, with all eligibility assessments conducted

personally by case officers instead of in public forums.

Sexual harassment experienced by the mother participants in this research suggests there is a
need to change current legislation to prevent this gender-based violence from happening, not
only to vulnerable single mothers, but to all Vietnamese women. Governments and
organisations urgently need to collect data on sexual harassment and provide public awareness,
prevention, and support programs. For example, the VWU, with its massive network
nationwide, might organise workshops on how to prevent sexual harassment at the grassroots
level, with a view to educating men, and to a lesser extent women, audiences in order to change

the social perspective on this issue.

The research identified that local VWUs have been in cooperation with vocational centres and
schools to provide some free training courses and workshops for women in need. However, the
single mothers who participated in the research, especially those living in the city, were not
interested in the courses because they do not fit their educational backgrounds and interests.
This disinterest suggests that further data on issues faced by single mothers are needed and that

a comparative approach to research on single mothers in diverse settings is necessary, in order
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to identify useful areas for further assistance and to appropriately tailor government vocational

support.

The number of single mother families in Vietnam has been growing due to the changing social
norms, increasing divorce rates, and economic factors. Making more investment in social
welfare for single mothers and their children is not only a matter of social responsibility but
also a wise economic and societal strategy. By providing the necessary support and
opportunities, governments can empower single mothers to lead fulfilling lives, improve their
children's future prospects, contribute positively to the economy and society, and increase the

social stability.
8.5 Significance and limitations of the study

This thesis has presented the key theoretical and methodological decisions underpinning the
research, discussed the findings, and examined their implications. This section acknowledges
the strengths and limitations of the research. The strengths include the comparison of single
mothers between urban and regional areas and incorporation of the perspectives of VWU staff
to provide a broader view of the issues single mothers in Vietnam face. This three-pronged

approach has not been attempted in any previous research on Vietnamese single mothers.

The limitations include the small sample size. In terms of its population and its sample, this
study selected twelve single mothers and six VWU staff members at two research sites
(urban/regional) as informants. The small sample in this study may fail to reflect the diversity
of difficulties that single mothers experience, especially differences in the experiences of single
mothers between urban and regional areas, as might be found in a larger population. As a result,
from an empirical or statistical point of view, the findings of this study can be applied only in
its particular context, instead of on a broader scale or in different contexts. However, this is a

qualitative research study which uses multiple methods and aims at providing an in-depth
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exploration, rather than attempting to be representative; therefore, a larger sample might not

be necessary to ensure the validity or usefulness of the study.

Using a triangulation of research methods is one of the main strengths of the thesis. The
combination of focus groups, personal interviews and photo-diary methods provided rich
qualitative data on single mothers’ perceptions and experiences and directly helped detect
hidden issues, sexual harassment being a key example. Incorporating the perspectives of VWU
staff added a further layer of data to the research. The evaluation of support for single mothers
(detailed in Chapter 7) includes data collected from the VWU staff members as representatives
of the government. The inclusion of these public employees tasked by the government to
protect women'’s rights and support the women’s movement was a strength of the research. As
noted in Chapters 3 and 4, VWU staff working at the grassroots level often have the best
understanding of the implementation of any policy or formal government support for single
mothers. The VWU staff participants also helped the researcher with recruiting mother
informants in the regional areas. However, it should be noted that the data collected from VWU
staff needs to be viewed in the context that these government employees were seriously
concerned about the risk of losing their jobs due to information disclosure or leakage.

Therefore, they only provided information authorised by the government.

The thesis details single mothers’ involvement in their children’s education, framing it with
the concepts of the ‘good mother’ and intensive mothering discourse (Chapter 6). In this study,
these concepts, well-known in the global north, were applied in the Vietnamese context and
findings revealed how they interact with Confucian norms and play a role in normative
approaches to family, schooling, and mobility aspirations in East Asia. Therefore, a strength of
this thesis is that it provides an extension to the conceptualisation of ‘good’ or intensive

mothering.
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8.6 Suggestions for future research

Considering the contributions and limitations of the thesis, it is recommended that there must
be further child-centered investigation into single motherhood in Vietnam, and especially into
children’s lived experiences of growing up in a single-mother family. The understanding of the
latter through the perspectives of children can help explore more issues relating to single
motherhood/single parenting. However, ethical restrictions when doing research with children

need to be considered.

In addition, research on the experiences of single mothers that includes the perspectives of
employers and community leaders might identify further issues and avenues of support. This
future research would expand the current study by deeply investigating projects that support

single mothers in collaboration with the Vietnamese Government.

The findings of this study also provide direction for further research relating to parent
involvement in children’s schooling, with potential focus areas including comparison between

single mothers and single fathers, and/or between married and single mothers.

This research was conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic has increased
unemployment and poverty in Vietnam, thereby creating more challenges for single mothers
and their children, again with limited support from the government. An investigation into
experiences of single mothers during and beyond this crisis is a further avenue for future

research.

8.7 Conclusion

This present study, as guided by feminist standpoint theory, granted the women epistemic
privilege by engaging them in the data collection process. Their narratives revealed how
challenging their lives are due to negative stereotyping of single motherhood, sexual

harassment targeted toward themselves, and discrimination toward their children. Their
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narratives also revealed intensive involvement in their children's education. The value that the
women placed on their children, on motherhood itself, was the impetus not only for their own
private satisfaction but more especially for significant change in their mothers’ lives and in the

development of their family and their own sense of agency.

The voices of participants reminded me of the lived experiences of my own mother, a widow
since her early 30s, and myself as a child brought up by a single mother. Although nearly thirty
years have passed, I can still see similarities between our experiences and those of this study’s
single mother participants, in terms of social stigma, varieties of harassment faced, and
expectations placed on children in circumstances of financial constraints, limited human
resources, and limited government support. There is still a great need to improve the state
welfare and education systems in Vietnam in order to support the efforts of single mothers to

gain wellbeing for themselves and their children.
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https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/ _data/assets/word doc/0012/1096995/FORM Amendment Request.docx

4. Any serious or unexpected adverse events on participants must be reported to the Human Research Ethics
Committee via the Human Ethics Officer as a matter of priority.

5. Any unforeseen events that might affect continued ethical acceptability of the project should also be reported to the
Committee as a matter of priority

6. Consent forms are to be retained within the archives of the School or Research Institute and made available to the
Committee upon request.

7. Project specific conditions:
There are no specific conditions applicable.

Please quote the registration number and title as indicated above in the subject line on all future correspondence
related to this project. All correspondence should be sent to the e-mail address humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au

as this e-mail address is closely monitored.

Yours sincerely

Professor Elizabeth Deane
Presiding Member,
Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics Committee
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Appendix B
Advertisement, Information sheet and consent form

Appendix B - 1. English version
1.1  Single mother participants
1.1.1 Advertisement
1.1.2 Information sheet
1.1.3 Consent form
1.2 Staff members of the Vietnamese Women Union
1.2.1 Information sheet
1.2.2 Consent form
Appendix B — 2. Vietnamese version
2.1 Single mother participants
2.1.1 Advertisement
2.1.2 Information sheet
2.1.3 Consent form
2.2 Staff members of the Vietnamese Women Union
2.2.1 Information sheet
2.2.2 Consent form
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AppendixB-1.1.1
Advertisement

Research Project

Single motherhood in contemporary Vietnam

If you meet the following criteria you will be invited to participate in this
project:

e Having been a single mother for at least two years
e Living in Hanot, or in rural Hai Phong
e Residing with her child/children under 16 years old

Please email or ring me for more information

Vu Thi Tho

PhD Candidate at Western Sydney university
Mobile phone: 0986865964 (Vietnam)

Email: 18847068@student.westernsydney.edu.au

By 9am-9pm, Mon-Sat
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Appendix B - 1.1.2
Participant Information Sheet — Vietnamese single mothers

Project Title: Single motherhood in contemporary Vietnam

Project Summary: This study will provide an exploration of lived experiences of single
mothers in Vietnam - in contemporary social settings in both rural and urban areas.

Six single mothers living in the centre of Hanoi, the capital city, and another six in the rural
area of Hai Phong will be invited to take part in the study. The participants in the project must
be between the ages of 18-40, living with their children under 16 years of age.

The methods will include focus groups, open-ended interviews, and photo diaries to collect
data from single mothers participated this project.

You are invited to participate in a research study being conducted by Mrs Thi Tho Vu —a PhD
candidate at Western Sydney University, under the Supervision of Dr Kate Huppatz and Dr
Helena Onnudottir at School of Social Sciences and Psychology, Western Sydney University,
Australia.

How is study being paid for?

The researcher has received a scholarship from the Vietnamese Government to conduct this
project as a PhD candidate at Western Sydney University, Australia.

What will I be asked to do?

As a single mother, if you decide to participate, you will be asked to take part in the following
research activities:

+ Focus groups

You will be invited to participate in a focus group (or group discussion) for approximately 90
minutes.

+ Photo diaries

You might be asked to use smart phones or cameras to take photographs your activities that
present your experiences of being a single mother. It is estimated that you need up to four
weeks to complete the photography activities and submit the photos to the researcher via email
or messenger (Imessage, Facebook messenger, Whatsapp, and so on). You will be given the
prompts to direct yourself toward the research questions.

+ Open-ended interviews

If you have participated in the photo diaries, then you will be asked to take part in an open-
ended interview in which you and researcher discuss on the photographs submitted and their
meaning and significance for you, and your experiences of participating in the research. Each
open-ended interview will about one hour.

+ Follow-up interviews

A follow-up interview may also take place after open-ended interviews if necessary. This will
be conducted by phone for about 15 minutes.

You will be asked to choose a pseudonym on your own prior to the commencement of the focus
groups. You will be referred by the chosen pseudonym in any publication of the research
finding.

All the phases of the data collection process focus on your experiences as a single mother such
as the difficulties you have encountered in your situation, any support you have received from
your family and from the government since you became a single mother, your expectation for
the future.
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What benefits will I, and/or the broader community, receive for participating?

As a research participant, you will be reimbursed with VND 200.000 (apprx. AUD 13) in cash
for your time and travel expenses for participation in either focus groups, photo diaries, or
open-ended interviews.

The study has potential benefits to the broader community as a report of the research findings
will be provided to the Viethamese Women’s Union after the project ends. The project will
make recommendations for future policies aimed at supporting Vietnamese single mothers.
Will the study involve any risk or discomfort for me? If so, what will be done to rectify
it?

There is a minimal level of emotional risk and distress associated with participation in this
research. As a single mother, you will be asked to talk about and reflect on your everyday lives
as single mothers, which may or may not be stressful. If you feel upset during the interviews
you are free to withdraw from the study, or to stop and return to it some other time.

If the participants feel upset during the focus groups, the researcher will delay group discussion
until they participants are able to continue taking part in the group discussion.

To protect sensitive personal information, the twelve single mothers participating in focus
groups will be asked to respect others and not to share personal information given by other
participants in the group.

How do you intend to publish or disseminate the results?

It is anticipated that the results of this research project will be published and/or presented in a
variety of forums. In any publication and/or presentation, information will be provided in such
a way that the participant cannot be identified.

In the publications of the project, the participants in the research will be called by their
pseudonym to maintain their confidentiality and anonymity.

Will the data and information that I have provided be disposed of?

Please be assured that only the researchers will have access to the raw data you provide.
However, your data may be used in other related projects such as a comparative study on the
experiences of single mothers in Vietnam and in other countries. The expected time for any
reuse of the data can be up to five years.

Can I withdraw from the study?

Participation is entirely voluntary and you are not obliged to be involved. If you do participate
you can withdraw at any time without giving reason, and the researcher will take your name
off the list. However, during and after the focus groups, it will be impossible for participants
to withdraw their data, and the participants will be reminded beforehand that due to the nature
of the group discussion, once the focus group has been completed, data cannot be withdrawn.
Any information that you have supplied will be retained to ensure that the results of the research
can be measured properly.

Can I tell other people about the study?

Yes, you can tell other people about the study by providing them with the researcher’s contact
details. The individuals who are relevant to the research issue can contact the researcher to
discuss their participation in the project and obtain a copy of the information sheet, consent
form, and an invitation.

What if I require further information?

Please contact the researcher Thi Tho Vu should you wish to discuss the research further before
deciding whether or not to participate.

Thi Tho Vu — PhD student

School of Social Sciences and Psychology, Western Sydney University

Phone: +81 986865964 (in Vietnam)

Email: 18847068@student.westernsydney.edu.au

What if I have a complaint?
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If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may
contact the Ethics Committee through Research Engagement, Development and Innovation
(REDI) on Tel +61 2 4736 0229 or email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au.

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be
informed of the outcome.

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to sign the Participant Consent Form.
The information sheet is for you to keep and the consent form is retained by the researcher/s.
This study has been approved by the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics
Committee. The Approval number is H/2738.
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Appendix B - 1.1.3
Consent Form — Single mothers

Project Title: Single motherhood in contemporary Vietnam

I hereby consent to participate in the above named research project.
I acknowledge that:

e [ have read the participant information sheet (or where appropriate, have had it read to
me) and have been given the opportunity to discuss the information and my
involvement in the project with the researcher.

e The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to
me, and any questions | have about the project have been answered to my satisfaction.

I consent to:

(Tick box option for each specific activity)
Ul Participating in a focus group

Ul Participating in photography activities
Ul Participating in an open-ended interview
Ul Participating in a follow-up interview

U Having my information audio recorded

I consent for my data and information provided to be used in this project and other
related projects for an extended period of time.

I understand information gained during the study may be published and stored for other
research use. The information may potentially reveal my identity.

I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time without affecting my
relationship with the researcher now or in the future.

I understand that I will be unable to withdraw my data and information that I have
supplied during the focus group.

Signed:

Name:
Date:
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Appendix B - 1.2.1
Participant Information Sheet — The staff of the Vietnamese Women’s Union

Project Title: Single motherhood in contemporary Vietnam

Project Summary: This study will provide comprehensive exploration of the lived
experiences of single mothers in Vietnam - in contemporary social settings in both rural and
urban areas.

To explore the experiences of single mothers, six single mothers living in the centre of Hanoi,
the capital city, and another six in the rural area of Hai Phong, a city on the Northern coast of
Vietnam, will be invited to take part in the study. The participants in the project must be
between the ages of 18-40, living with their children under 16 years of age. Additionally, to
investigate the support that single mothers receive from the community and government, the
researcher will invite four staff members of the Vietnamese Women’s Union (VWU), two
working in the centre of Hanoi and others two in the rural area of Hai Phong, to participate in
the study.

You are invited to participate in a research study being conducted by Ms Thi Tho Vu —a PhD
student at Western Sydney University, under the Supervision of Dr Kate Huppatz and Dr
Helena Onnudottir at School of Social Sciences and Psychology, Western Sydney University.
How is study being paid for?

The researcher has received a scholarship from the Vietnamese Government to conduct this
project as a PhD candidate at Western Sydney University, Australia.

What will I be asked to do?

As you are staff member of the Vietnamese Women’s Union, if you decide to participate, you
will be asked to take part in the following research activities:

+ An open-ended interview

You will be invited to participate in an open-ended interview in which the researcher will ask
you to provide information about the state policies in place to support single mother families,
your experiences of the support which is given, and any obstacles you can identify when it
comes to assisting single mothers. An open-ended interview will last up to one hour.

+ A follow-up interview

After the open-ended interview, you might be asked to take part in a follow-up interview if
necessary. This will be conducted by phone for about 15 minutes.

What benefits will I, and/or the broader community, receive for participating?

On individual basis, you will be reimbursed VND 200.000 VND (apprx. AUD 13) in cash for
your participation in the open-ended interview.

The study has potential benefits to the broader community as a report of the research findings
will be returned to the Vietnamese Women’s Union after the project ends. The project will
make recommendations for future policies aimed at supporting Vietnamese single mothers.
Will the study involve any risk or discomfort for me? If so, what will be done to rectify
it?

As staff members of the Vietnamese Women's Union working at the grassroots level, the
participants will be asked to talk about how single mothers are supported by the government
and community. The researchers recognises the fact that some of the information divulged to
the researcher might be critical of the organisation. The researcher will ensure that such
information will be kept confidential and treated with respect.

How do you intend to publish or disseminate the results?
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It is anticipated that the results of this research project will be published and/or presented in a
variety of forums. In any publication and/or presentation, information will be provided in such
a way that the participant cannot be identified.

In the publications of the project, the participants in the research will be called by a pseudonym
to maintain their confidentiality and anonymity. The participants will be asked to choose this
pseudonym.

Will the data and information that I have provided be disposed of?

Please be assured that only the researchers will have access to the raw data you provide.
However, your data may be used in other related projects such as a comparative study on the
welfare system supporting single mothers in Vietnam and in other countries. The expected time
for any reuse of the data can be up to five years.

Can I withdraw from the study?

Participation is entirely voluntary and you are not obliged to be involved. If you do participate
you can withdraw at any time without giving reason.

If you do choose to withdraw, any information that you have supplied will be retained to ensure
that the results of the research can be measured properly. However, if you do not want your
data to be included, you must inform the researcher when you withdraw from the project.
Can I tell other people about the study?

Yes, you can tell other people about the study by providing them with the researcher’s contact
details. They can contact the researcher to discuss their participation in the research project and
obtain a copy of the information sheet.

What if I require further information?

Please contact the researcher Thi Tho Vu should you wish to discuss the research further before
deciding whether or not to participate.

Thi Tho Vu — PhD student

School of Social Sciences and Psychology, Western Sydney University

Phone: +81 986865964 (in Vietnam)

Email: 18847068@student.westernsydney.edu.au

What if I have a complaint?

If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may
contact the Ethics Committee through Research Engagement, Development and Innovation
(REDI) on Tel +61 2 4736 0229 or email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au.

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be
informed of the outcome.

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to sign the Participant Consent Form.
The information sheet is for you to keep and the consent form is retained by the researcher.
This study has been approved by the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics
Committee. The Approval number is H12738.
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Appendix B - 1.2.2
Consent Form — The staff of the Vietnamese Women’s Union

Project Title: Single motherhood in contemporary Vietnam

I hereby consent to participate in the above named research project.
I acknowledge that:

e [ have read the participant information sheet (or where appropriate, have had it read to
me) and have been given the opportunity to discuss the information and my
involvement in the project with the researcher/s

e The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to
me, and any questions | have about the project have been answered to my satisfaction.

I consent to:

(tick box option for each specific activity)
Ul Participating in an open-ended interview
Ul Participating in a follow-up interview

U Having my information audio recorded

I consent for my data and information provided to be used in this project and other
related projects for an extended period of time.

I understand that my involvement is confidential and that the information gained during
the study may be published and stored for other research use but no information about
me will be used in any way that reveals my identity.

I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time without affecting my
relationship with the researcher/s, and any organisations involved, now or in the future.

Signed:

Name:
Date:
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Appendix B - 2.1.1
Miu quéng cio

Duw an nghién ciru

<

Lam me don than trong xa hgi Viét Nam hién nay

Du an can tuyén cac ba me don than tham gia nghién ctru. Dé tham gia,
ban can thoa man cac diéu kién sau day:

e Lam me don than it nhat 2 nim tr& 1én
° Séng va lam viéc tai Ha No1 hoac Hai Phong
¢ Dang nudi con dudi 16 tudi

Néu nhw ban can thém thong tin vé du an, xin hay lién hé vé1 nghién ciru
vién:

Vi Thi Tho

Nghién ctru sinh Pai hoc Tay Sydney,

S dién thoai: 0986865964 (Vietnam)

Email: 18847068 @student.westernsydney.edu.au
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Appendix B - 2.1.2
MAU THONG TIN CHO NGUOI THAM GIA NGHIEN CUU
Danh cho me don thian Viét Nam

Tén d& tai nghién ctru: LAm me don than trong xa hgi Viét Nam hi¢n nay

Tém tit dw dn: Nghién ciru nay s& cung cip mot cai nhin k¥ ludng vé cudc sdng ciia nhing
nguoi lam me don than trong x4 hoi Viét Nam hién nay ¢ hai khong gian séng nong thon va
do thi.

pé nghién curu trai nghiém cudc séng cua me don than Viét Nam, sau me don than sinh séng
& trung tim Ha Noi va 6 me don than sinh séng & khu vic nong thén Hai Phong s& dugc moi
tham gia vao nghién cru. Me don than tham gia vao nghién ctru nay phai trong do tudi tir 18-
40, dang nudi con nho dudi 16 tudi. Ngoai ra, dé nghién ciru nhimg hd tro cho cong dong
nhitng nguoi lam me don than Viét Nam, nghién ciru vién s& moi bon can bo Hoi lién higp
Phu nit Viét Nam tai cap co so tham gia vao nghién ctru, hai can bd Hoi cong tac tai trung
tam Ha Noi va 2 can b 1am vi¢e tai khu vuc nong thon cua Hai Phong. Can by Héi phai co6 it
nhét 3 nam 1am cong tac phu nit.

Phwrong phap nghién ciru:

Dé thu thap dir liéu, nghién ciru sir dung phuong phap phong van ca nhan d6i véi can bo Hoi
Lién hiép Phu nit Viét Nam tai cdp co s va phuong phép thao ludn nhém, nhat ky anh va
phong véan ca nhan d6i v6i me don than Viét Nam tham gia nghién ctru.

Kinh moi chi tham gia vao nghién ctru vé trai nghiém sdng cua nhiing nguoi lam me don than
& Viét Nam. Nghién ctru ndy nham tim hiéu sy khac nhau trong cudc song cta phu nir lam me
don than gitra hai khu vuc nong thon va do thi ¢ mién Bic Viét Nam, dong thoi tim hiéu sy hd
tro ma ngudi lam me don than nhan dugc tir cong déng va chinh quyén.

Nghién ctru nay dugc thuc hién boi nghién ctru vién Vi Thi Tho (sdt 0986865964, email:
18847068@student.westernsydney.edu.au) dé hoan thanh yéu ciu cta khoa hoc Tién si trong
4 nam du6i sy huong din  cua Tién si  Kate Huppatz (email:
K.Huppatz@westernsydney.edu.au) va  Tién si  Helena  Onnudottir  (email:
H.Onnudottir@westernsydney.edu.au) thugc Khoa Khoa hoc xa héi va Tam 1y hoc, Pai hoc
Téay Sydney, Australia.

Nguon ngin sach cho nghién ciru nay?

Nghién ctru vién Vi Thi Tho da nhan dugc hoc béng cua chinh phu Viét Nam tir chuong trinh
Hoc bong nang cao chét lugng doi ngii giang vién dé tién hanh nghién ciru nay trong khod hoc
tién i tai truong dai hoc Tay Sydney, Australia.

Téi sé phai 1am gi néu tham gia vao nghién ciru nay?

La me don than, néu ban quyét dinh tham gia vao nghién clru nay, ban c6 thé s& duoc yéu cau
tham gia vao ba giai doan cua du 4n bao gom: (1) mot cuge thao ludn nhoém keo dai khoang 90
phut, (2) hoat dong nhét ky anh trong vong 3 tuan, va (3) phong Van ca nhan trong 60 phut.
Ban ciing c6 thé duoc moi tham gia mot cude phong van bo sung tién hanh qua dién thoai trong
khoang thoi gian 15 phut.

M&i me don than sé& dugc nhan mét khoan tién 200.000 d@)ng khi tham gia vao mot giai doan
trong qua trinh thu thap dir liéu cho du an nay.

Mbi me don than tham gia vao du an s€ duoc yéu cau tu chon cho minh mét tén gia (bi danh)
trude khi thao luan nhém duoc tién hanh. Bi danh nay s& duoc sir dung nhim bao mat thong
tin ca nhan cho ngudi tham gia khi nha nghién ciru cong bd két qua cua nghién ctru trén cac
tap chi chuyén nganh.
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Qua trinh thu thap dir liéu chi tap trung vao nhiing trai nghiém lam me don than cta ban bao
gom nhitng kho khan ma ban trai qua khi lam me don than, nhiing ho trg (néu c6) ma ban nhan
dugc tir gia dinh, tir chinh quyén va cong dong, nhitng mong muén cho tuwong lai ctia ban va
con cai ban.

Téi/hodc cong dong me don thin sé nhin dwoc lgi ich gi khi tham gia vao nghién ciru
nay?

Nghién ctru nay c6 nhiing loi ich tiém nang dbi véi cong dong me don than va con cai ctia ho
boi vi mot bao céo két qua nghién ctru s& dugc gui dén Hoi lién hi€p Phu nt Viét Nam sau khi
nghién ctru két thuc. Dya trén két qua nghién ctru, nghién ctru vién s& dua ra nhimng tu van vé
chinh sach hd tro cong ddng me don thin sau nay.

Néu tham gia vao nghién ciru nay, t6i c6 phai chiu rii ro gi khong? Néu cé, nghién ciru
vién c6 giai phap gi dé giam thiéu cac rii ro?

La me don than, khi tham gia vao nghién ctru nay ban s& dugc yéu cau chia s¢ vé cac kho khin
ctia ban than, diéu nay c6 thé khién ban cam thay cing thiang hodc goi 1én nhitng cam xtic budn.
Néu nhu dleu nay xay ra, ban c6 thé rat khoi nghién ctru, hodc dimg tham gia va quay lai khi
cam xuc da o6n dinh.

Phuong phap thao luan nhom s& duoc str dung dé thu thap dit liéu cho nghién ctru nay. Dé bao
v€ cac thong tin ca nhan dugc chia s¢ trong qua trinh thao luan nhom, nhirng me don than tham
gia hoat dong nay s¢ duoc yéu cau str dung tén gia (bi danh) trong suot thoi gian thao luan.
Pong thoi, voi tu cach nguoi tham gia nghién ctru, ban s& dugc yéu ciu ton trong cac thanh
vién trong nhom va khong chia sé thong tin cic nhan cua cac thanh vién khac dé bao vé danh
tinh cua ho.

K& hoach cong b6 két qua nghién ciru?

Két qua cua nghién ciru nay s& dugc cong b6 trén cac tap chi nghién cru chuyén nganh va duoc
trinh bay tai cic hoi nghi nghién ctru qudc té. Trong tat ca cac cong bd, thong tin c nhan ciia
ngudi tham gia nghién ctru s& duoc bao mat (bang cach st dung mat danh trong cac trich dan)
dé danh tinh nhitng nguoi tham gia khong bi nhan dién.

Téi c6 thé rit khéi nghién ctru khong?

Viéc tham gia vao nghién ctru nay la hoan toan ty nguyén, ban khong bi ép budc khi tham gia.
Néu ban quyét dinh tham gia nghién ctru, ban c6 quyén rat khoi nghién ciru bat cir khi ndo ma
khong can phai dua ra Iy do cling nhu khéng phai chiu bat ky mot hau qua gi.

T6i c6 thé néi véi nhirng nguoi khac ve nghién ciru nay khéng?

Ban co the cung cap thong tin vé nghién ciru nay cho nhimg nguorl khac bang cach cung cip
md ta ngan gon vé du an va thong tin lién lac ctia nghién ctru vién. Néu ca nhan nao phu hop
voi van dé nghién ctru mudn tham gia vao nghién ctru nay c6 thé lién lac v6i nghién ciru vién
dé thao luan vé su tham gia cua ho vao dy an va dé nhan duge mot ban sao thong tin nghién
clru.

Néu t6i mudn c6 thém thong tin vé nghién ciru nay thi cin lién lac voi ai?

Néu ban can thém thong tin vé nghién ciru nay, xin vui long lién lac véi nghién ciru vién Vii
Thi Tho theo s6 dién thoai:

+81 986865964 (¢ Vit Nam). Email:18847068@student.westernsydney.edu.au

Hodc: vuthitho84@gmail.com

T6i cin 1am gi néu mudn khiéu nai hodc giri phan anh vé viéc tham gia vao nghién ciru?
Néu ban c6 bat ki phan nan hoac thic méc gi vé khia canh dao duc cua sy tham gia cua anh/chi
trong nghién ctru nay, ban c6 thé lién hé, hodc khiéu nai 1én Uy ban Pao diic Nghién ctru con
nguoi theo s6 dién thoai +61 2 4736 0229 hodc email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au.
Moi thic mic, khiéu nai cta ban s& dugc xur 1y bdo mat va diéu tra k¥ cang, két qua diéu tra s&
dugc thong bao toi ban.
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Néu ban dong ¥ tham gia vao nghién ctru nay, ban s€ dugc yéu cau ky vao Mau dong ¥y tham
gia nghién ctru. Ban s& dugc gitr mot ban sao ciia mau thong tin nghién ctru va Mau dong ¥
tham gia. Nghién ctru vién s€ gilt mt ban sao.

Khia canh dao dirc cua nghién ctru nay dugc thong qua bdi Uy ban Bao diae Nghién ciu con
nguoi cua truong Pai hoc Tay Sydney. SO ho so: H12738.
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Appendix B - 2.1.3

MAU CHAP THUAN THAM GIA NGHIEN CUU
DANH CHO ME PON THAN VIET NAM

Tén dé tai nghién ctru: LAm me don thén trong xa hgi Viét Nam hi¢n nay

Téi dong y tham gia vao nghién civu Lam me don thén trong xa héi Viét Nam hién nay
T6i xac nhan ring

e Toi da doc mau thong tin danh cho ngudi tham gia (hodc di duoc doc cho nghe toan
b6 mau thong tin niy) va da thao luan moi thong tin lién quan ciing nhu thao luan vé
su tham gia clia t6i vao dé tai nghién ctru v&i nghién ctru vién.

e Toi da dugc nghién ctru vién gidi thich moi thu tuc lién quan dén viéc tham gia vao
nghién ctru va thoi gian nghién ctru. Moi cau héi ctia t6i vé dé tai nghién ctru da duoc
nghién ctru vién tra 161 thoa dang.

Téi dong y:

(Pdnh ddu vao cdc 6 trong sau)

U Tham gia vao cudc thao lugn nhom kéo dai khoang 90 phut

U Tham gia vao hoat dong nhat ky anh

O Tham gia vao cudc phéng vin cd nhan kéo dai khodng mét tiéng

O Tham gia vao cudc phong vin bé sung trong 15 phiit c6 thé dwoc thiee hién sau phong vén
cd nhan. 86 dién thogi ciia téi... ... ...........

U Cdc cau tra loi cua toi sé dwoc ghi am lai

Téi dong y dé nhirng thong tin tdi cung cip cho nghién ciru vién sé dwoge sir dung cho muc
dich ctia nghién ciru nay va nhirng nghién ciru lién quan khac.

T6i hiéu ring sy tham gia ciia tdi vao du 4an sé dwgc bao mat. Moi thong tin tdi cung cip
¢6 thé dwge sit dung much dich xuét ban va dwoc lwu triv dé sit dung trong cac nghién
ciru khac lién quan. Toi hiéu ring, do ban chit ciia thao luin nhém, thong tin t6i cung
cap 6 thé co nguy co danh tinh cua t6i bi phat hién.

Téi hiéu rang, t6i c6 thé rit khoi nghlen ciru ¢ bét cir thoi diém nao ma khong cin phai
dwa ra ly do va chju hdu qua gi. Va diéu nay khéng anh huéng dén mdi quan h¢ giira t6i
voi nha nghlen ciru du 13 thoi diém hién tai hay trong twong lai.

Téi hiéu _rang nhirng thong tin toi di cung cAp trong cudc thio luin nhém vin sé duge
gitr lai ké ca khi toi da rut khéi nghién ctru.

Ky tén:

Tén:
Ngay:
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Appendix B - 2.2.1
MAU THONG TIN CHO NGUOI THAM GIA NGHIEN CUU
Danh cho can by Hgi Lién hiép Phu nit Viét Nam cip co sé

Tén dé tai nghién ctru: LAm me don thén trong xa hgi Viét Nam hi¢n nay

Tém tit dw dn: Nghién ciru nay s& cung cip mot cai nhin k¥ ludng vé cudc sdng ciia nhing
nguoi 1am me don than trong x4 hoi Viét Nam hién nay ¢ hai khong gian séng nong thon va
do thi.

pé nghién ctru trdi nghiém cude séng cua me don than Viét Nam, sau me don than sinh séng
& trung tim Ha Noi va 6 me don than sinh séng & khu vuc Hai Phong s& duoc moi tham gia
vao nghién ctru. Me don than tham gia vao nghién ctru nay phai trong d¢ tudi tir 18-40, dang
nudi con nho dudi 16 tudi. Ngoai ra, dé nghién ciru nhitng hé tro cho cong dong nhimg ngudi
lam me don than Viét Nam, nghién ctru vién s€ moi sdu can bo Hoi lién hi¢p Phu nit Viét Nam
tai cép co sO tham gia vao nghién curu, ba can bd Hoi cong tac tai trung tdm Ha Noi va ba can
bd 1am vi¢e tai khu vuc nong thon cua Hai Phong. Can bd Hoi phai ¢o it nhét 3 nam lam cong
tac phu nir.

Phwong phap nghién ciru:

Dé thu thap dir liéu, nghién ctru sir dung phuong phap phong van ca nhan d6i véi can bd Hoi
Lién hiép Phy nit Viét Nam tai cip co sé va phong van c4 nhan, thio ludn nhom dbi voi me
don than Viét Nam tham gia nghién ctru.

Kinh mo1 anh/chi tham gia vao nghién clru vé trai nghiém séng ctia nhimg nguoi lam me don
than ¢ Viét Nam. Nghién ciru ndy nham tim hiéu sy khac nhau trong cudc séng cua phy nir lam
me don than gilra hai khu vyc nong thon va do thi & mién Bic Viét Nam, dong thoi tim hiéu
su hd trg ma nguoi lam me don than nhan dugce tir cong ddng va chinh quyén.

Nghién cttu nay dugc thyc hién boi c6 Vi Thi Tho (Sdt: 0986864964, email:
18847068@student.westernsydney.edu.au) dé hoan thanh yéu cau cia khoa hoc Tién si duéi
s hudng dan cua Tién si Kate Huppatz (email: K.Huppatz@westernsydney.edu.au) va Tién si
Helena Onnudottir (email: H.Onnudottir@westernsydney.edu.au ) Pai hoc Tay Sydney,
Australia.

Nguon ngin sach cho nghién ciru nay?

Nghién ctru vién Vi Thi Tho da nhan dugc hoc béng cua chinh phu Viét Nam tir chuong trinh
Hoc bong nang cao chét luong doi ngii giang vién dé tién hanh nghién ctru nay trong khod hoc
tién si tai truong dai hoc Tay Sydney, Australia.

T6i sé phai 1am gi néu tham gia vao nghién ciru nay?

Néu anh/chi tham gia vao nghién ctru nay, anh/chi s& duoc yéu cau tra 10i cac cau hoi phong
van ca nhan danh cho can b cua Hoi Li€n hiép Phu nir Viét Nam tai cép co so kéo dai khoang
mot tleng va phong van bd sung trong khoang 15 phut co thé dugc tién hanh sau cudc phong
Van dau tién. Cudc phong van b sung c6 thé dugc tién hanh qua dién thoai. Noi dung phong
van chi tap trung vao van dé nghién ctru nhu: nhitng chinh sach h tro hién ¢ ciia nha nudc va
dia phuong danh cho nhiing hd gia dinh me don than, cong tac ho tro gia dinh phu nir lam me
don than tai dia phuong, va nhitng kho khin trong qua trinh thyc hién cong tac hd trg nhing
gia dinh nay. Vi vay, anh/chi s& khong phai tiép can véi bat ki riii ro nao va sé duge nhan mot
khoan tién hd tro 1a 200.000 dong khi tham gia vao dé tai nay.

Téi/hodc cong dong sé nhan dworc loi ich gi khi tham gia vao nghién ciru nay?

Nghién ctru nay c6 nhiing loi ich tiém nang dbi véi cong dong me don than va con cai ctia ho
béi vi mot bao céo két qua nghién ctru s& dugc gui dén Hoi lién hi€p Phu nit Viét Nam sau khi
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nghién ctru két thuc. Dya trén két qua nghién ctru, nghién ciru vién s& dua ra nhimng tu van vé
chinh sach hd tro cong ddng me don thin sau nay.

Béo cdo két qua nghién ciru ciing s& gitip ich anh/chi it nhiéu cho cong tic phu nit ma anh/chi
dang dam nhan véi tu cach la Can bo Hoi.

Néu tham gia vao nghién ciru nay, téi c6 phai chiu rii ro gi khong? Néu cé, nghién ciru
vién c6 giai phap gi dé giam thiéu cac rii ro?

Bt ké thong tin hay chi tiét ca nhan thu thdp dugc trong nghién ciru nay déu s& duoc bao mat,
ngoai trur truong hop phap luat yéu cau. Khong mot ca nhan nao bi nhén dang trong bat cir xuat
ban nao cia két qua nghién ctru. Chi ¢6 ba ngudi co quyén truy cap vao nhiing dit liéu thu thap
tir cac cudc phong van voi can b Hoi la ¢d Vi Thi Tho, cung hai nguoi huéng dan 1a Tién si
Kate Huppatz va Tién si Helena Onnudottir. Tom tit ctia két qua nghién ctru s& duoc guri cho
anh/chi néu anh/chi yéu cau.

K& hoach cong b6 két qua nghién ciru?

Két qua ctia nghién ciru nay s& dugc cong b6 trén cac tap chi nghién ciru chuyén nganh va duoc
trinh bay tai cic hoi nghi nghién ctru qudc té. Trong tat ca cac cong bd, thong tin c4 nhan cua
nguoi tham gia nghién ciru s& dugc bao mat dé danh tinh nhitng ngudi tham gia khong bi nhan
dién.

Téi c6 thé rit khéi nghién ctru khong?

Viéc tham gia vao nghién ciru nay la hoan toan ty nguyén: anh/chi khong bi bat bude phai tham
gia va néu anh/chi quyét dinh tham gia vao nghién ctru thi cling c6 thé tu do rut lui bat cir lic
nao anh/chi mudn ma khong can phai dua ra ly do hay chiu bat ki mot hau qua gi.

T6i c6 thé néi véi nhirng nguoi khac vé nghién ciru nay khong?

Ban co the cung cap thong tin vé nghién ciru nay cho nhimg ngum khac bang cach cung cép
mo ta ngan gon v¢ du an va thong tin lién lac cua nghién ciru vién. Néu c4 nhéan nao phu hop
v6i van dé nghién ctru mudn tham gia vao nghién ctru niy c6 thé lién lac v&i nghién ctru vién
dé thao luan vé su tham gia ctua ho vao dy an va dé nhan duge mot ban sao thong tin nghién
clru.

Néu t6i muodn c6 thém thong tin vé nghién ciru nay thi cin lién lac voi ai?

Néu ban can thém thong tin vé nghién ciru nay, xin vui long lién lac véi nghién ciru vién Vil
Thi Tho theo s dién thoai: +81 986865964 (& Viét Nam).
Email:18847068@student.westernsydney.edu.au

T6i cin 1am gi néu mudn khiéu nai hodc giri phan anh vé viéc tham gia vao nghién ciru?
Néu ban c6 bat ki phan nan hodc thic méc gi vé khia canh dao duc cua sy tham gia cua ban
trong nghién clru nay, anh/chi c6 thé lién hé, hoac khiéu nai 1én Uy ban Dao duc Nghién ctru
con ngudi qua email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au. Moi thic méc, khiéu nai ciia ban s&
dugc xu ly bao mat va diéu tra k¥ cang, két qua diéu tra s& duoc thong bao t6i ban.

Néu ban dong ¥ tham gia vao nghién ctru nay, ban s€ dugc yéu cau ky vao Mau dong ¥y tham
gia nghién ctru. Ban s& duoc giit mot ban sao ciia mau thong tin nghién ciru va Mau dong y
tham gia. Nghién ctru vién s€ gilt mot ban sao.

Khia canh dao dirc cua nghién ctru nay dugc thong qua boi Uy ban Bao dae Nghién ciu con
nguoi cua truong Pai hoc Tay Sydney. SO ho so: H12738
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Appendix B - 2.2.2
MAU CHAP THUAN THAM GIA NGHIEN CUU
DANH CHO CAN BOQ HOQI LIEN HIEP PHU NU VIET NAM CAP CO SO

Tén d& tai nghién ctru: LAm me don than trong xa hgi Viét Nam hi¢n nay

Téi dong y tham gia vao nghién civu Lam me don thén trong xa héi Viét Nam hién nay
T6i xac nhan ring

e Toi da doc mau thong tin danh cho ngudi tham gia (hodc di duoc doc cho nghe toan
b6 mau thong tin niy) va da thao luan moi thong tin lién quan ciing nhu thao luan vé
su tham gia clia t6i vao dé tai nghién ctru v&i nghién ctru vién.

e Toi da dugc nghién curu vién gidi thich moi thu tuc lién quan dén viéc tham gia vao
nghién ctru va thoi gian nghién ctru. Moi cdu héi ctia t6i vé dé tai nghién ctru da duoc
nghién curu vién tra 161 thoa dang.

Téi dong y:

(Pdnh ddu vao cdc 6 trong sau)

O Tham gia vao cudc phéng vin cd nhan kéo dai khodng mét tiéng

O Tham gia vao cudc phong vin bé sung trong 15 phiit ¢6 thé dwoc thiee hién sau phong vén
ca nhan. S6 dién thogi ciia t6i.. ... ...

U Cdc cau tra loi cua toi sé dwoc ghi am lai

Téi dong y dé nhirng thong tin tdi cung cip cho nghién ciru vién sé dwoge sit dung cho muc
dich ctia nghién ciru nay va nhirng nghién ciru lién quan khac.

T6i hiéu ring sw tham gia ciia tdi vao du 4n sé dwgc bao mat. Moi thong tin tdi cung cip
¢6 thé dwge sit dung much dich xuét ban va dwoc lwu triv dé sit dung trong cac nghién
ciru Khac lién quan. Nhung khong mdt thong tin niao vé danh tinh c4 nhin caa t6i duoc
tiét 19.

T6i hiéu ring, tdi c6 thé rit khoi nghién ctru & bat ctr thoi diém nao ma khong phii dwa
ra Iy do va chiu hdu qui gi. Va diéu nay khong anh hwéng dén méi quan h¢ giira toi véi
nha nghién ciru, ciing nhw quan hé giira toi v6i co quan tdi cong tic, du la thoi diém hi¢n
tai hay trong twong lai.

Ky tén:

Ho va tén:
Ngay:
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Appendix C
Interview question

Appendix C — 1. English version

1.1 Single mother participants

1.2 Staff members of the Vietnamese Women Union
Appendix C — 2. Vietnamese version

2.1 Single mother participants

2.2 Staff members of the Vietnamese Women Union
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Appendix C - 1.1
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - FOR SINGLE MOTHERS

Project title: Single motherhood in contemporary Vietnam

1. Focus groups

Question 1: What conditions lead you to become a single mother?

Question 2: What are your experiences as a single mother?

Question 3: What strategies and resources do you employ?

Alternative questions for question 3:

- What choices do you make to deal with a situation?

- Why do you believe those are good things to do?

Question 4: Do you receive support from your family, friends, and colleagues? If so, what kind
of support did you receive?

Question 5: Do you receive any support from the community in general and/or the government?
Question 6: What do you expect from the government?

Question 7: What are your hopes and aspirations for you and your child/ren for the future?’

2. Open-ended interviews (reflecting on the photo journal)

Question 1: Can you start by telling me how you experienced taking photos of your everyday
life?

Question 2: Can you tell me the meaning/significance of the picture?

Sub-questions:

- What is happening?

- How does this relate to your life?

Question 3: How would you describe your overall experiences of being involved in this
research project?
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Appendix C — 1.2
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
FOR STAFF OF THE VIETNAMESE WOMEN’S UNION

Project title: Single motherhood in contemporary Vietnam

Question 1: Can you tell me the main tasks of the Vietnamese Women’s Union?

Question 2: Can you outline the policies which the Vietnamese Government has in place in
support for single mothers?

Question 3: How do you experience the delivery of this support?

Question 4: What would you identify as the main practical obstacles when it comes to assisting
single mothers? Can you identify social or cultural obstacles?

Question 5: Can you provide some ideas and recommendations to improve support for women
in general and single mothers in particular?
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Appendix C — 2.1
MAU CAU HOI PHONG VAN
Danh cho me don thian Viét Nam

Tén dé tai nghién ciru: LAm me don thén trong xa hgi Viét Nam hi¢n nay

1. Danh cho me don than tham gia thio luin nhoém

Cau hoi 1: Xin hady chia sé cau chuyén cua ban. Vi sao ban tré thanh me don than?

Cau hoi 2: Ban trai qua nhitng khé khin gi ké tir khi trd thanh me don than?

Cau hoi 3: Ban lam thé nao dé giai quyét cac kho khin gap phai khi 1am me don than?

Cau hoi 4: Ban c6 nhan duoc sy giup do tr phia gia dinh, nguoi than, va ban beé khi lam me
don than khong? Néu c6, d6 1a nhiing tro gitp gi?

Cau hoi 5: Ban c6 nhan dugc su tro gitp gi tir chinh quyén dia phuong noi ban sinh song, hay
tir chinh phu khong (ké tir khi 1am me don than)?

Cau hoi 6: Ban mong doi nhan duoc nhimng hd trg nhu thé nao tir phia chinh quyén?

Cau hoi 7: Ban hi vong/mong mudn diéu gi s& dén v6i ban va con céi ban trong tuong lai?

2. Danh cho me don thin tham gia phéng van c4 nhén (dwa trén nhat ky anh)

Cau hoi 1: Ban c6 thé mo ta ban cam thay nhu thé nao khi ban chup nhing birc anh doi thudng
ctia minh?

Cau hoi 2: Ban ¢6 thé néi rd hon vé ¥ nghia cta birc anh nay khong?

Cdu hoi phu:

- Ban hiy mo ta lai tinh hudng trong anh?

- Birc anh néi 1én diéu gi vé cudc song cua ban?

Cau hoi 3: Ban ¢6 thé mo ta trai nghiém cua ban khi tham gia vao nghién ctru nay?
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Appendix C — 2.2
MAU CAU HOI PHONG VAN
Danh cho Can b Héi Lién hi¢p Phu nir Viét Nam cip co sé

Tén dé tai nghién ctru: LAm me don thén trong xa hgi Viét Nam hi¢n nay

Cau hdi 1: Xin ban hay giogi thiéu vé nhitng nhiém vu co ban cua Hai lién hiép phu nir tai dia
phuong?

Cau hoi 2: Hién nay, nha nuée ¢6 chinh sach hd tro cho nhing gia dinh bd/me don than khong?
Néu co, cu thé 1a gi?

Cau hoi 3: Nhitng hd gia dinh me don than nudi con nhé ¢ dia phuong anh/chi dugc chinh
quyén va cong dong hd trg nhu thé nao?

Cau hoi 4: Cong tac hd trg cac gia dinh me don than nudi con nho trén thuc thé gap phai nhiing
vuéng mic gi?

Cau hoi 5: Xuit phat tir kinh nghiém cong tac, anh chi c6 kién nghi gi gitp cai thién cong tac
hd trg phu nit dia phuong no6i chung va cac gia dinh me don than néi riéng?
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Appendix D
An example of coding categories

What is happening in the data?

Initial code

Selective code/ concept

Widow mothers: I got sympathy

Divorced mothers: I was told that part of it was my
fault for not being a good enough wife.

Villagers were gossiping about me

Never-married mothers: My parents scolded me
every day that I had dragged their name through
the mud. Some people in my neighbourhood refer
to me as dira khong chong ma chira (single mother
with an illegitimate child) in their conversation
instead of using my name.

It is very hard to find young never-married mothers
living in this area because they all move to a city.
They can’t live peacefully here with the scornful
eyes of the villagers.

There are movies about adultery on TV every day.
In them often single mums are the ones having
affairs with married men for money or just because
they are lonely.

The negative thought many people have about
single mothers.

Stereotyping on single
motherhood

Single mothers and
judgment

Third person who ruin a
happy family

Gold diggers

Bad women

Single mothers are defined
by her marital status

Discrimination

Scornful eyes of public
Gossip

Single mothers and media

Stereotyping on single
motherhood

Single mothers and social
stigma

Moral judgement

Protection for two-parent
family

My boss knows that I am a widow. Sometimes,
when he tells my circumstances to some of his
business partners, some of them began to harass
me. A couple of married men at work had even
suggested that I become their ‘secret romantic
partner’, offering to give me a lot of money in
return.

When I try and make a sale for my boss and the
male business representative from the other firm
makes personal comments to me, I can’t just ignore
them or tell him to stop, as this could lead to the
loss of a sale.

There is one man who lives close by who has
sexually accosted me on several occasions, asking
me if [ need someone for the night or saying (half-
seriously, half-joking) that he wants to have an
affair with me.

Some bad guys to wink at me, wolf whistle, or
make very rude comments, such as ngon (yummy),
or di hen ho day (are you up for it)?

I always ignore him, but this stresses me so much
that I feel sick.

I don’t know how to stop it.

I know what their game is, and it makes me very
angry. People will think that I must have done
something for it to happen.

Suggestion

Secret romantic partner
Sale

Work place

Married men have come
on to me

Male neighbour

Feeling (sick, stressed)

They think I have done
something for it to happen

No win situation

Sexual harassment

Harassers: men who

knows mothers

Work place

Neighbourhood

Unwanted questions at public regarding the
absence of the father.
Taunting of children

Emphasis on the role of
father.

Dominance of two parent
family

Judgment on single
mother’s marital status

Discrimination against
children of a single mother

Emphasis on the role of
father.
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Monitor mother’s
relationships

Single mothers
expected to stay single

arc

Dominance of two parent
family

I isolate myself, although deep inside I feel very
sad and lonely. Even if I’'m invited to social events,
such as wedding parties, baby showers, and
housewarming parties, I give the host an envelope
of ‘lucky money’ with my good wishes but decline
the invitation.

It is unavoidable! Girls are born for people to tease.
The best way for them [single mothers to react] is
just to ignore it

I am really mindful about what I will put on when
I go out.

I wear a wedding ring, pretending that I am
married.

I have withdrawn both socially and emotionally
too because I am worried that villagers might judge
me if I socialise.

I fear that once the story is told, I might lose my
reputation.

Social withdrawal

Gender violence

Smart casual appearance

Hide her marital status

The best way is to ignore it

Coping mechanism

No win situation

Spend a lot on my children’s education, especially
their foreign language courses, math, and literacy

Income investment in
education
Extra classes

Investment on children’s
education

Support children in their studies.
Expect that children will perform well at school

Support with schooling

Future aspirations

and be successful. Failure mother Bad mother/good mother
Although I had a failed marriage, I won’t be a

failure as a mother

Apart from daily demands such as food and | Children’s education Financial hardship

utilities, children’s study cost a lot

Essentials (electricity, food, and tuition fees for
children)

Other unexpected expenses.

Stop buying clothing every season, stop updating
fashion trends.

Kids need good food to grow up

Wear second-hand clothes that being given or buy
some things cheap

Save money to buy food, new clothes for children,
pay for their education

Childcare fees
Daily expenses

Reduced food intake for

mothers

Cutbacks on their beauty
budget

Limited social activities

Food for children
Tuition fee

Financial struggle

Poverty

Spending on children’s
food and education

Self-sacrifice

Good mother

50-60% of income is for children’s daily demands
and study.

Extra classes for children

Urban single mothers: extra classes including
Math, English, and Literacy

Rural single mothers: Extra classes including
Maths and Literacy

Tuition fees, Uniforms,
Books and Stationaries,
and extra classes.

Investments in children’s
schooling

Mothers’ anxiety over
ensuring children’s
mobility.

Work hard to meet family’s daily expenses

Working extra hours for

Being a self-reliant

Full-time job extra income Physical labour
Casual jobs
Set up a strict study schedule for children at home. | Physical labour Mothers’ investments in
Remind and supervise children doing their Extra loads children’s schooling
homework Physical labour
Assisting children doing homework if need Mothering
Travelling involved extra class
Mothers are pleased with their children’s academic | Worries Emotional labour
results. Ambitiousness
Pride Mothering
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Worried that this might be putting too much
pressure on children.

Happy

Hate to make children feel bad but that’s what I | Stress ?g;trh;rsl dr:;ilgzur:bout
have to do.

I’'m really stressed but I try to do what I think is | Best for their future

best for their future.

Good jobs for children in the future. Self-reliant Mothering

Children will become good people and self-reliant. | Good citizens Mothers’ investment in

I won’t be blamed for being a bad mother.
Children will take care of the mother in her old age.
I got a fail marriage, but I won’t be a fail mother.

Investment in children’s
schooling

Welfare for mother in her
old age

Hope for future

Redeem social perception:

single mothers can raise
good children

their children’s education
Good mother
Class mobility

The packet of benefits for poor households in the
ara.

Criteria: income, housing condition, and access to
basic services.

Assessment process: two rounds: (1) nominated
and voted at the community and (2) assessed by
case officer.

Investment loans

Free trainings and workshops

State welfare for poor
households

Single parent with school-
age children

Criteria

Assessment process
Target of the government
in reducing poverty rate

Staff’s perspective
Transparent of the
assessment process

Limited resources (human
and financial)

It’s very competitive [becoming a subsidy
recipient].

I had to defend my case in public if I apply for
government support.

Regional mothers: The benefits were significant
for me.

I felt ashamed having to talk about my personal
problems in public, giving details on our poor
living condition.

City mothers: too much shame for a small amount
of money I might get.

Free trainings and workshops are not my interest.
Procedure to apply for government support is

Assessment process

Competitive

Subsidies for poor
household is significant to
regional mothers
Assessment process and
shame

Little amount of welfare
benefit

Too much shame

Single mothers’
perspective
Concern of unconcealed

personal information
Complicated procedure
Lack of information

Government support is not
significant

complicated

Lack of information about government support

Support from family My family is my only Mothers’ perspective
Housing source of support

Childcare Family as a safety net
Finance Conflict in extended

family
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Appendix E
Publication

Women's Studies International Forum 89 (2021) 102534

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Women's Studies International Forum

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/wsif

ELSEVIER

‘Although I had a failed marriage, I won't be a failure as a mother’: An
analysis of Vietnamese single mothers' involvement in their
children's schooling

Tho Thi Vu™®’, Kate Huppatz *, Helena Onnudottir *
* School of Social Sciences, Wmnswzy Umv:mty mm
® National of

ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Parents’ invol in their children’s schooling is well d d in sociological and ed ional h
‘Good mothering’ However, the ways in which single mothers engage in their children's schooling is an und died subject in the
Single mothers Vietnamese context. This article aims to address this gap by d ing single mothers' i in their
Families hildren's education. The findings reveal that single mothers in both rural and urban arcas invest a large amount
Mp of their limited time and income on their children’s education despite the heavy mental, phyzical and emotional
Vietnam toll these activities place on them. The mothers anticipate that these sacrifices will result in better educational
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as the th that their children's ed will facilitate class mobility and provide the
mothusmthzupportmoldls! mﬁndmyxﬂumudntthcpumhngztyl:ofnnglemnd:mmweﬂumm
heavily influenced by the d ideology of ‘good mothering’ which iz d by cultural valucs,
especially Confucian norms, as well as local gow s ic and glok i

1. Introduction

The number of single parent households, both in Western and non-
Western countries, has increased in recent times with the majority
headed by single mothers (Elliott et al., 2015; Kavas & Giindiiz-Hoggor,
2013; Loenzien, 2016). Vietnam is no exception to this phenomenon.
Aldmugh the two-parent nuclear family is still normative, the number of

holds headed by single hers in Vietnam has grown signifi-
cantly in the last three decades; particularly following the State driven
economic renovations referred to as Doi Moi, which began in 1986. From
2002 to 2012, the percentage of widowed women rose from 10.4 to
11.2%, from 2013 to 2018 the number of divorce cases throughout
Vietnam rose from 18,308 to 28,076 (General Statistic Office of Viet-

in Vietham invest in their children's education. Similarly, more infor-
mation is needed on how single mothers may be influenced by ideo-
logical discourses and local norms of motherhood. In order to bridge this
knowledge gap, the first author conducted a study on the mothering
experiences of 12 single mothers, six from Hanoi city centre and six from
the rural areas of Hai Phong province. Making use of focus groups as
well as interviews that were facilitated by photo diaries, the study
explored single mothers' experiences of social stigma and social support
and their approaches to parenting. This article focuses on the interview
data that pertains to the participants’ investments in their children's
education and largely frames the findings with the concepts of good or
intensive mothering (Arendell, 1999; Goodwin & Huppatz, 2010; Hays,
1998) and concerted cultivation (Lareau, 2011). The study offers novel

nam, 2019), and it is reported that a significant ber of Vi
women have had a child outside of marriage (Loenzien, 2016; Nguyen,
2015; Phinney, 2005).

This rise in the ber of Vi single mothers has attracted
some scholarly attention (see for example Thi (2005), Nguyen (2015),
Murru (2016)). However, very little is known about how single mothers
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ights into the everyday lives of single mothers in Vletnam, particu-
larly in relation to their in their children's sch

s

E-mail addresses: 18847068@student westernsydney.eduau (T.T. Vu), Lhuppat'm westernsydney.edu.au (K Huppatz), h.onnudottir@westernsydney.edu.au

(H. Onnudottir).

httpe://doi.org/10.1016/j.weif 202].102534
ived 3 December 2019;
Available online 11 October 2021
0277-5395/© 2021 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

d in revised form 6 September 202]1; Accepted 29 September 2021

235



236





