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ABSTRACT  

 

Adopting a critical feminist approach, this study examines facilitators of and 

inhibitors to Vietnamese female academics’ advancement. Vietnamese women 

are considered to have greater freedom than their counterparts in other Asian 

countries, and Confucianism is often viewed as the main contributor to the 

persistence of conventional gender roles and norms (Èzbilgin & Syed, 2010; 

Turley, 1972; United Nations, 2002; A. N. Vo & Harvey, 2009; World Bank, 

2011). Publications by the current government also suggest that Vietnamese 

women enjoy a number of rights and privileges accorded by the communist 

state. The present study, however, brings to light a more nuanced set of factors 

impacting women’s place in Vietnamese professional life. To some extent, the 

findings echo the themes commonly found in the literature regarding the 

underrepresentation of female academics in senior positions worldwide, 

including family constraints in terms of unequal share of housework and care 

work, patriarchal organisational culture, sexist assumptions underlying 

performance appraisal expectations, and overt sexism. Yet the study found a 

number of historical, cultural, and political factors that are peculiar to the 

Vietnamese context. These include propaganda by the communist government 

portraying women’s roles as ideal domestic worker and carer, so-called 

benevolent sexism, promotion and retirement policies in higher education, the 

particular Vietnamese expectations of motherhood including the sociocultural 

context of Vietnamese mothers’ obsession with children’s education, 

Vietnamese ‘village culture’, and stressors associated with familial harmony 

given these expectations.  
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The interaction of these factors has created formidable barriers to Vietnamese 

women’s career aspirations and their progression to the upper ranks in 

academia. These findings demonstrate the need for formal interventions at the 

organisational level, improvements in education with regard to curriculum, 

textbooks, the teaching profession, and career counselling, dismantling the 

patriarchal laws and policies, more effective enforcement of regulations that 

promote gender equality, less distorted media representation of women, and the 

introduction of women’s support groups and developmental programs.  

 

The study makes several contributions to the literature of an under-researched 

area. This study is among the first attempts to challenge the claim that 

Vietnamese women have enjoyed greater freedom and equality compared to 

their counterparts in other Asian nations. In addition, it provides an important 

insight into the impact of Communism on gender issues in Vietnam, which has 

often been overlooked in previous studies. It also discusses the challenges of 

applying some major, Western feminist epistemologies to the Vietnamese 

context, as well as investigating both the hostile and benevolent forms of 

sexism embedded in Vietnam’s legislative framework, printed texts and 

organisational practices. Finally, while the study gives primacy to Vietnamese 

female academics’ accounts, it also appears to be the first that includes men in 

the research sample. Investigating the opinions of men who hold key decision-

making positions in higher education helps reveal new insights and provides a 

way to further examine gender relations and to contribute to creating better 

access for female academics to reach senior positions.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

In recent decades, greater attention has been given to the underrepresentation of 

female academics in the uppermost ranks of universities worldwide. A mass of 

evidence is available to support the view that these academics have been 

subject to overt and covert forms of discrimination and are obliged to conform 

to societal norms and prescribed gender roles, which has discouraged many 

self-motivated and capable women to sustain their efforts and aspirations for 

leadership (Baker, 2012; Lee & Won, 2014; Savigny, 2014; van den Brink & 

Benschop, 2012).  

 

The genesis for this thesis can be traced back to the time I spent working for 

one of the oldest, largest, and most prestigious higher education institutions in 

Vietnam. During my ten years working as an academic in two different schools 

of the same institution, I was often startled by the fact that while women 

accounted for fifty percent of the faculty, they were almost absent from the top 

decision-making positions. It could also be observed that in other faculties or 

universities where women constituted nearly ninety percent of academic staff, 

the majority of top positions were almost invariably occupied by men. In 

addition, like the other female academics in my workplace, I was always 

reminded to “behave properly” in my position, while my male colleagues were 

never subject to such treatment. I also realised that I was constantly under strict 

scrutiny regarding my speech, manner, attire, hairstyle, and makeup. When I 

received the Australian Leadership Awards scholarship to pursue my PhD, 

friends, colleagues, and students congratulated me, and all added that I was so 

lucky as my husband agreed to accompany me to Australia during my four-year 

academic journey. I was told that few men would be willing to quit their high-
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status and well-paid jobs to come to Australia temporarily and that was an 

enormous sacrifice a man would make. While I was grateful for my husband’s 

decision, as I understood that relocating to a country where he was most likely 

to end up in a low-level job that had nothing to do with his qualifications and 

skills would be a dramatic change in terms of economic and social status, I was 

intrigued by that attitude. Conversations with friends and colleagues aligned 

with a prevalent opinion that it is considered absolutely normal for a woman to 

accompany her spouse to pursue study in a foreign country, but the reverse is 

not true. My personal experience of the double standards when it comes to 

gender has prompted this particular research.  

 

My home country, Vietnam, offered an interesting setting to study gender 

relations and women in leadership. Compared to other Asian countries that 

share a number of similarities in terms of culture, Vietnamese women seem to 

enjoy greater equality and have a higher status in their family as well as in the 

society. At least, that was what was taught at school and reinforced by the 

mainstream media. The history of Vietnam highlights how active Vietnamese 

women have been in wars against foreign invaders as well as in household 

economics, and stories of female leaders of the army are not unusual. Given 

that historical background and the fact that Vietnam has been a socialist state 

since 1945, it could be assumed that the country would be truly progressive 

when it comes to gender equality. Publications by the communist government 

also suggest that the country has achieved remarkable progress in terms of 

gender equality. However, recent studies by a number of Western authors have 

pointed out that this is not necessarily the case and that the claim about 

Vietnamese women’s greater equality appears to be a myth (Bélanger & Oudin, 

2007; Beresford, 2008; Drummond, 2006; Fahey, 1998; Pettus, 2003). Data 

from various works since the introduction of Doi Moi, the economic reform 

carried out by the Vietnamese government in the late 1980s, have also revealed 
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that the situation has worsened. The discussion of gender in Vietnam has 

become particularly intense, with the media consistently emphasising 

“Vietnamese women’s unique qualities” and building an ideal image to which 

Vietnamese women should conform (Nguyen 2012). Online discussions 

regarding issues such as premarital sex, marriage, parental responsibilities, 

gender roles, fidelity, domestic violence, and share of household tasks show 

that the Vietnamese society is far from being progressive and that deeply-rooted 

prejudices and sexist attitudes are pervasive. While gender issues in Vietnam 

have grown in importance in light of recent social and economic changes, there 

is a surprising paucity of empirical research that seeks to investigate the real 

condition of Vietnamese women in the contemporary society and identify the 

factors underlying the situation.  

 

Relatively little has been published on female academics in Vietnam and gender 

issues in the country’s higher education system. N. T. A. Dang (2012) provided 

an overview and some explanations of the changing gender relations in 

Vietnam’s higher education. In a study of six mid-career female academics, T. 

L. H. Nguyen (2012) has shed some light on how these women perceive 

enablers and barriers to their career advancement. Using a socio-structural 

framework, T. L. H. Nguyen (2012) focuses on personal attributes, contextual 

factors, psychological barriers, and cultural barriers to analyse her findings. An 

important study was conducted by Dao (2011), which was probably the first 

one that employed a feminist epistemology as the theoretical framework. Using 

feminist standpoint theory, Dao (2011) argues that this epistemology, which 

starts research from the lives of the women studied, helps explore the 

experiences of four female rectors. Another study by N. L. T. Dang (2012) uses 

feminist theories of sex inequality, difference, dominance, and patriarchy as the 

lenses to examine the socio-political and cultural conditions that have shaped 

the lives of sixteen mid-level female leaders in selected institutions in the 
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Mekong Delta, making it the first one that touches upon the career paths of 

female academics in this under-researched region in Southern Vietnam.  

 

In order to gain a better understanding of women’s career advancement in 

Vietnam’s higher education, the present study examines facilitators of and 

inhibitors to female academics’ progression in Vietnamese public universities. 

By looking at these factors, which are drawn from review of the literature and 

interview-based data on the experiences and perceptions of women who have 

attained leadership roles in academe as well as perspectives held by male 

leaders in higher education, this study deepens understanding of what should be 

in place and which barriers need to be overcome to engage more women in 

university management. Specifically, the study aims to: 

 

(1) identify facilitators of and inhibitors to female academics’ advancement 

in Vietnamese public universities as perceived by participating 

academics and top male management 

(2) recommend policies and initiatives that facilitate female academics’ 

career progression.  

 

The central research question in this dissertation focuses on the factors that act 

as facilitators and inhibitors for female academics’ advancement in Vietnamese 

public universities. Specifically, the following issues will be addressed: 

 

(1) What factors have helped participating academics to achieve their career 

success? 

(1.1) What are the personal factors that may have played a role in 

their success? 

(1.2) What are the situational factors that have favoured female 

academics’ advancement?  
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(2) What factors have hindered participating academics’ career progression? 

(2.1) What are the micro-level (individual and relational) factors that 

prevent them from advancing further? 

(2.2) What are the meso-level (organisational) factors that hinder 

female academics’ advancement in Vietnamese public universities? 

(2.3) What are the macro-level factors (socio-political) that have 

hindered their career? 

(3) What factors should be in place to enable female academics to progress 

to the top of the career ladder? 

 

While there exists a wealth of literature on female academics’ 

underrepresentation in the Western world, this is still a little-known area in less 

developed countries, including Vietnam. Hence, this thesis adds to the limited 

literature regarding the dearth of Vietnamese female academics in senior 

positions (see studies listed on page 4). The present study is the only study so 

far that includes men in the research sample. Investigating the opinions of men 

who hold key decision-making positions in higher education helps reveal 

different insights and provides a way to examine gender relations further. 

Finally, the findings would suggest practical recommendations for policy-

makers and female academics themselves to deal with gender disparity at the 

top level of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). 

 

In addition, it would be plausible to argue that from an economic and HR 

standpoint, empowering women is highly advantageous and that the benefits 

extend to every stakeholder of the higher education sector. Undoubtedly, when 

female academics who constitute a significant proportion of the academic 

workforce feel that their contributions are acknowledged and fairly rewarded 

and that the organisational culture, processes, and structure are gender-neutral, 
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their job satisfaction and performance is likely to be greater, leading to lower 

turnover and a “healthier” work environment.  

 

The overall structure of the study takes the form of eight chapters. The present 

chapter, Introduction, informs readers about the primary motivation that has 

driven the research, gives a brief overview of gender research in Vietnam and 

existing literature on Vietnamese female academics, and highlights 

inadequacies of previous studies. This chapter also introduces the purpose of 

the research, research questions, and research design. Chapter 2 discusses the 

research paradigm, feminist theories and the specific methods of inquiry. In this 

chapter, a model of Vietnamese female academics’ career advancement is 

proposed. Chapter 3 provides background information about the status of 

Vietnamese women and discusses the macro-level factors of the framework put 

forward in Chapter 3. Chapter 3 also contests the common myth regarding 

Vietnam’s greater gender equality by offering a detailed analysis of gender 

issues throughout historical periods and discusses Confucianism, nationalism, 

colonialism, and communism in relation to the status and conditions of 

Vietnamese women. In this chapter, explanations of the lack of a feminist 

school of thought in Vietnam are given. Chapter 4 provides an overview of 

women’s underrepresentation in the upper echelons of academe in the global 

and the Vietnamese contexts, and discusses the meso-level factors that have led 

to the dearth of female leaders in higher education. Chapter 5 focuses on micro-

level factors that may act as career enablers or impediments to Vietnamese 

female academics. Chapter 6 addresses responses to interview questions, 

categorises the responses for each question under key themes, and links them to 

relevant literature. In Chapter 7, the broader findings are presented and linked 

to the research questions. Chapter 8 provides concluding thoughts, reflects on 

the extent to which this study has achieved its aims, and proposes some 

measures that can work in the Vietnamese context.  
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It is worth noting that a number of Vietnamese authors cited in this study have 

the same surname, due to the fact that the fourteen most popular family names 

in Vietnam account for over ninety per cent of the population. Therefore, to 

avoid confusion, initials for these authors have been included.  
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY 

 

 

The previous chapter indicated the primary motivation for and the significance 

of undertaking this study, noted prior research, introduced the main aim of this 

study as well as the research questions, and briefly described the methods of 

collecting data. This chapter discusses the analytical framework, 

methodological tool, sampling method, research instrument, and data collection.   

 

As noted earlier, this study aims to explore the multiple factors that affect 

Vietnamese female academics’ career trajectories, offer a thorough 

understanding of the dearth of senior female leaders in Vietnamese public 

universities, and give the female academics a chance to have their voices heard. 

Added to that, it seeks to create meanings from the perspectives and 

experiences of the female academics studied. Qualitative research, which seeks 

to “understand and interpret the meanings of human interactions and social 

phenomena” (Lichtman, 2014) and is associated with the examination of the 

perspectives held by a particular group (Henn, Weinstein, & Foard, 2009), is 

thus the ideal approach for this study.  

 

 

2.1 Research paradigm 
 

All qualitative research starts with philosophical assumptions made by 

researchers (Creswell, 2013), which are also known as paradigms (Lincoln, 

Lynham, & Guba, 2011), worldviews (Creswell, 2009), theoretical perspectives 

(Crotty, 1998), and epistemological perspectives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Despite the differences in terminology, these assumptions refer to beliefs 

related to the nature and characteristics of reality, what counts as knowledge 
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and how knowledge claims are justified, values made known by the researchers, 

and the process by which research is conducted (Creswell, 2013). Different 

categorisations of interpretative frameworks underlying these beliefs exist; 

therefore, this study utilises one of the most recent classifications developed by 

Lincoln et al. (2011), who argue that a qualitative researcher’s position is based 

on one of the five alternative paradigms: positivism, postpositivism, critical, 

constructivism, and participatory. The chosen paradigm is the critical one, 

which differentiates itself from the other paradigms in terms of emphasis on 

change and the interests of marginalised groups. A critical study can be 

informed by critical theory, which places emphasis on race, or feminist theory, 

which focuses on gender, or queer theory, which highlights sexual orientation, 

or postcolonial theory, which stresses colonial relation (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). This study therefore adopts a critical feminist approach that focuses 

specifically on gender issues in Vietnamese academia, while retaining the key 

features of critical research.  

 

Critical research is based on the assumption that the human world is a struggle 

for power, which results in interactions of privilege and oppression on the basis 

of ethnicity, gender, race, class, ability, or sexual orientation (Lincoln et al., 

2011). The distribution of power, the nature of power, and questions related to 

power are key concerns in critical research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The key 

assumption underlying critical research is that power, when combined with 

hegemonic social structures, leads to marginalisation and oppression of groups 

lacking power (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Critical research therefore is 

associated with an attempt to expose the injustice and oppression experienced 

by underprivileged groups (Kincheloe, McLaren, & Steinberg, 2011). Within 

the scope of this study, structures of inequalities that have hindered women’s 

career progression will be examined. As the thesis centres on female academics 
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in Vietnam, it is also important to bring gendered power relations within the 

Vietnamese academia to attention.  

 

In addition, critical research is driven by a desire to critique, challenge, and 

transform the existing power relation and oppressive structures (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). The aim of critical inquiry is not merely to understand these 

structures, but to change the status quo (Crotty, 1998). This study therefore will 

not only attempt to disclose key factors which have resulted in the dearth of 

female leaders in Vietnamese public universities, but also propose solutions to 

enact feasible change.  

 

From a critical perspective, knowledge is socially constructed (Lincoln et al., 

2011). Realities are multiple and situated in historical, social, and cultural 

contexts (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Therefore, this study views gender as a 

socially constructed notion, and frames the situation of Vietnamese female 

academics within the country’s social-political/historical/cultural context. More 

specifically, the study sets out to provide a holistic account of the 

underrepresentation of women at the top echelons of Vietnamese academe 

when examining the complex interaction of multiple factors such as Triple 

Religions - the syncretism of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism - 

colonialism, communism, and nationalism through different historical periods 

that have shaped their current status and condition.  

 

Most importantly, what characterises critical research from other forms of 

research is that it seeks to empower the oppressed, raise emancipatory 

consciousness, and produce social transformation (Henn et al., 2009; Lincoln et 

al., 2011). Therefore, the findings of the study will be used as grounds for 

recommended measures that can be taken to improve the situation of 
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Vietnamese female academics and increase the number of female leaders in 

Vietnam’s higher education system.  

 

Within a critical framework, the study adopts a feminist perspective to highlight 

women’s lived experience. The next section will provide an overview of some 

prominent theories of feminism and justification for the choice of critical 

feminism as the theoretical lens.  

 

 

2.2 Feminism: feminist theories and gender 
 

A challenge posed by feminist thought is that “feminism is not a monolithic 

ideology” but “resists categorization into tidy schools of thought” for “all 

feminists do not think alike” (Tong, 2009, p. 1). No single unified feminist 

theory exists, and there is little consensus on how these theoretical strands 

should be categorised (Brisolara, 2014). The term covers a wide range of 

beliefs, practices, and politics, which can be interacting and overlapping at the 

same time (Ramazanoglu & Holland, 2002). Defining feminism, therefore, is “a 

contested zone not only within feminism but also between feminism and its 

critics” (S. Harding, 1991, p. 6). There exist “many feminisms, with different 

emphases and aims” (DeVault, 1996, p. 31).  

 

While feminism is based on a number of theoretical and pragmatic 

considerations, all feminist approaches “center and make problematic women’s 

diverse situations and the institutions that frame these situations” (Creswell, 

2013, p. 25). Feminism is a belief grounded in the assumption that sexism and 

patriarchy, not men, underlie problems in gender relations and that sexist ways 

of thinking need to be challenged (Tisdell, 2008). In other words, gender 

inequality, which is pervasive and embedded in every institution such as 
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language, family, and work, should be viewed as a social rather than an 

individual problem, raising the need for collective action to bring about societal 

change (Farrell, 2003). Most feminist theories offer a way to understand gender 

inequalities, the nature of such inequity, women’s interests, concerns, and 

perspectives, as well as provide critiques of assumptions and biases underlying 

androcentric philosophies and practices (Brisolara, 2014). Given the richness 

and diversity of feminist scholarship, it is impossible to provide a thorough 

discussion of all feminist theories within the scope of this study. The next 

section therefore focuses on some prominent feminist theoretical strands in 

social research.  

 

Feminist standpoint theory  

 

Standpoint theory is a body of literature that is highly influential in the 

development of feminist theory (Brisolara, 2014). Feminist standpoint theory is 

based on two central theses: situated knowledge and epistemic privilege 

(Intemann, 2010). The main claims are that the standpoint of women should be 

privileged as “it provides a vantage point that reveals the truth of social reality” 

(Hekman, 1997, p. 349). In other words, the standpoint theory claims that 

“those who are ‘on the margin’ have a privileged access to reality” (Tuana, 

1993, p. 283). The theory therefore “claims an epistemic privilege over the 

character of gender relations, and of social and psychological phenomena in 

which gender is implicated, on behalf of the standpoint of women” (Anderson, 

2015). Jaggar (1983) explains that “the special social or class provision of 

women gives them a special epistemological standpoint which makes possible a 

view of the world that is more reliable and less distorted than available whether 

to capitalist or to working-class men” (Jaggar, 1983, pp. 369-370). Feminist 

standpoint theorists believe that it is important to reveal unique experiences and 



 13 

outlooks which have been found to be missing in the mainstream, or 

“malestream epistemology”, in which “what is presented as a universal human 

ideal is in reality male” (Tanesini, 1999, p. 53). The most prominent authors of 

feminist standpoint theory include Dorothy Smith (1926-), Nancy Hartsock 

(1943-2015), and Sandra Harding (1935-). While there exist multiple versions 

of feminist standpoint theories (Brisolara, 2014; Ramazanoglu & Holland, 

2002), they tend to reflect the belief that the feminist standpoint is grounded in 

a reality that is “opposite of the abstract conceptual world inhabited by men, 

particularly men of the ruling class, and that in this reality lies the truth of the 

human condition” (Hekman, 1997, p. 348) and that women, as a marginalised 

group, “hold a particular claim to knowing” (Doucet & Mauthner, 2006, p. 37). 

 

Dorothy Smith, as a strong advocate of feminist standpoint theory, believes that 

it is critical to study women from the “women’s standpoint” which emphasises 

the importance of experience. She argues that experience shapes our positions 

and social relations since “if we begin from the world as we actually experience 

it, it is at least possible to see that we are located and that what we know of the 

other is conditional upon that location as a part of a relation comprehending the 

other’s location also” (Smith, 1974, p. 12). She also asserts that “there are and 

must be different experiences of the world and different bases of experience” 

(Smith, 1974, p. 12), implying the need for a new method of theorising the 

world based on women’s experiences as well as the relationship and bonds they 

develop with others (McLaughlin, 2003). She uses metaphors such as “a point 

of rupture” and a “line of fault” (Smith, 1987, pp. 49-50) to describe women’s 

experience, stating that “this rupture in experience, and between experience and 

the social forms of its expression, was located in a relation of power between 

women and men, in which men dominated women” (Smith, 1987, p. 51). 

Because of this power relation, men, who have conventionally held the 

dominant social position, fail to recognise aspects of social reality. On the other 
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hand, due to women’s firsthand experience of what may not be visible to men, 

they form their own perceptions of “a rupture between what the world is like 

for them and what dominant views say about it” (Tanesini, 1999, p. 142). In 

brief, Smith’s central arguments are that studies of women should start from 

women’s experience and that these experiences reveal the social reality that can 

be invisible from the mainstream view adopted by socially privileged groups.     

 

Similarly, Nancy Hartsock (1943-2015) argues that men and women have 

different experiences which lead to different understandings of the social world 

(Hartsock, 1983). She draws an analogy between Karl Marx’s description of the 

proletariat’s labour and the sexual division of labour to support the view that 

like the proletariat, an oppressed and marginalised group, women also have 

their distinct standpoint. While men view the world through abstract 

masculinity, women are more likely to see the world from the feminist 

standpoint. As a consequence, looking at the problems affecting women 

through a feminist lens hence helps expose “the partiality of the masculinist 

vision and of the societies which support this understanding”, which is “both 

partial and fundamentally perverse” (Hartsock, 1983, p. 299). She urges that 

“feminist theorizing be grounded in women’s material activity and must as well 

be a part of the political struggle necessary to develop areas of social life 

modeled on this activity” (Hartsock, 1983, p. 304).  

 

While the feminist standpoint theory claims to reveal “the opposing 

understanding of the world that offers a challenge to the dominance of 

patriarchy as a process and structure” (McLaughlin, 2003, p. 55), it can be 

critiqued from several perspectives. First of all, the claim that the lives and 

cultures of women are superior bases for knowledge is questionable. Feminist 

standpoint theorists usually argue that “marginalized lives are better places 

from which to start asking causal and critical questions about the social order” 
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(S. Harding, 1993, p. 59). Admittedly, women’s situation and contexts bring 

about the kind of experience that may not be available for men. However, there 

is no evidence to support the view that women’s experience provides a more 

reliable view of the world. Like any other marginalised groups such as those of 

ethnic minorities, LGBTI people, people of colour, and the socially and 

economically disadvantaged, women are cast as being subject to suffering and 

oppression, which contributes to their unique standpoint. Yet there is no way to 

ascertain whether this worldview is more reliable or less distorted than that of 

any other group, either privileged or oppressed, in a particular society. An 

oppressed group may have a less accurate worldview due to heavy emphasis on 

their own interests or their sheer lack of education to form some types of 

knowledge (Intemann, 2010). Most standpoint theorists rely on the belief that 

the more oppressed a group is, the more accurate their social reality would be 

(Hekman, 1997; Intemann, 2010). Again, feminist standpoint theorists are 

unable to provide a convincing explanation of why this should be the case. 

Moreover, the claim that women’s oppression can provide an epistemic 

advantage is also open to criticism, given the fact that the same argument can 

be used when discussing the experience of any other disadvantaged group, 

including some male groups. Overall, the theory fails to provide an adequate 

explanation for the superiority of women’s standpoint, and “entails a 

subjectivist approach to knowledge that privileges the experience of knowers as 

the source of knowledge without grappling with complex questions concerning 

the validity of particular knowledge claims” (Hawkesworth, 1999, p. 135).  

 

Another area of critique for standpoint theory is that it perpetuates universalism, 

thereby overlooking the diversity of women (Kimura, 2015). It is plausible that 

while women are conventionally described as disadvantaged in terms of power 

relations with men, the level and type of oppression varies depending on their 

social class, race, ethnic group, religion, and sexual orientation. By rejecting 
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relativism, attempting to generalise knowledge based on “a single, unitary 

women’s perspective” (Tuana, 1992), and presenting the experience of “urban, 

white, middle-class, heterosexual women in the West” (Kimura, 2015, p. 145) 

as the universal norm, standpoint theorists tend to assume that “women 

transnationally and transculturally share the same experience of oppression 

under patriarchy and by men” (Kimura, 2015, p. 152). They thereby fail to 

acknowledge the differences among women, overlooking unique social and 

historical contexts, running the risk of becoming ethnocentric, and further 

marginalising minority groups that have traditionally received scant attention 

such as women of colour, women in less developed countries, lesbians, or 

transgender people, or in the case of the present study, Vietnamese women.  

 

The theory, however, has gone a long way from its original universalist claims. 

Current standpoint theory scholars acknowledge that “women hail from a 

diverse range of class, cultural, and racial backgrounds, inhabit many different 

social realities, and endure oppression and exploitation in many different shapes 

and forms” (Brooks, 2007, p. 62), advocating the multiplicity of standpoints 

and taking into account the diversity of women’s lives and experiences.  

 

Feminist empiricism  

 

Feminist empiricism refers to a framework rooted in the philosophy of 

empiricism, “epistemology that gives primary importance to knowledge based 

on experience” (Hundleby, 2012, p. 28). Feminist empiricism is defined as “any 

epistemology that combines empiricist methodology with feminist political 

goals”(Campbell, 1994, p. 90). This theoretical strand makes characterisation a 

difficult task since “the differences among feminist empiricists may be as great 

as differences between feminist empiricists and standpoint feminists” 
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(Intemann, 2010, p. 779).  Despite such a diversity, feminist empiricism is 

based on three main assumptions: (1) all ‘facts’ or ‘findings’ are value-laden; (2) 

all knowledge derives from sensory experience; and (3) knowers are not 

individuals but rather science communities and epistemological communities 

(Doucet & Mauthner, 2006; Hundleby, 2012; Intemann, 2010). One of the most 

renowned feminist empiricists, Lynn Hankinson Nelson, asserts that “it is 

communities that construct and acquire knowledge” and suggests that 

“feminists recognise ‘epistemological communities’ as the agents of 

epistemology” (Nelson, 1993, p. 123). Feminist empiricists argue that there 

always exist androcentric and sexist biases in the male-dominated realm of 

scientific research; as a result, it is crucial to reduce such biases and increase 

objectivity by involving more individuals with “diverse values and interests” in 

the scientific community since “research communities comprised of inquirers 

with diverse values will thus be more likely to produce new research questions 

and models, consider a fuller range of hypotheses and explanations, and adopt 

justified background assumptions” (Intemann, 2010, p. 782). Feminist 

empiricists believe that when more women enter science, the scientific 

community will be made up of those with diverse values and interests, thereby 

minimising biases and promoting objectivity.  

 

While feminist empiricism contributes to feminist research by drawing attention 

to the existing biases in science and aiming to increase egalitarianism in 

scientific research, it has been criticised for overestimating women’s power in 

reducing biases (Anderson, 2015). Since feminist empiricists do not pay 

attention to the endorsement of particular values or interests, they fail to 

acknowledge the diversity of social position, which helps to shed light on the 

power relations and the representation of social groups that have been 

historically excluded and underrepresented (Intemann, 2010). Feminist 

empiricists thus do not “perceive the inextricable connection between science 
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and politics, or to accept the importance of political activism in advancing our 

understanding of the world” (Tuana, 1992, p. 102).  

 

Feminist postmodernism  

 

Feminist post-modernism is grounded in the belief that any attempt to find an 

absolute foundation for knowledge, to seek a unitary method to acquire 

knowledge, or to make universal claims about women, gender, and patriarchy 

should be rejected (Anderson, 2015; Tuana, 1992). As Tong (2009, p. 270) 

indicates, “postmodernist feminists reject any mode of feminist thought that 

aims to provide a single explanation for why women were oppressed or the ten 

or so steps all women must take to achieve liberation”. She also notes the 

challenge in classifying feminist postmodernism due to the diversity in 

postmodern feminist thought”, but acknowledges that “a large number of 

postmodern feminists take their intellectual cues from psychoanalysts like 

Jacques Lacan, existentialists like Simone de Beauvoir, deconstructionists like 

Jacques Derrida, and poststructuralists like Michel Foucault” (Tong, 2009, p. 

272). Postmodernists are sceptical of European and North American thinkers 

who “mistakenly believed in their own invincibility” and may not be in a 

position to “understand the world or to prescribe solutions for it” (Parpart & 

Marchand, 1995, p. 2). Feminists who adopt postmodernist ideas therefore 

challenge a broad generalisation of women that is primarily based on the 

experience of middle-class white women from Europe and North America and 

reject universalism: “post-modern-feminist theory would be non-universalist. 

When its focus became cross-cultural or transepochal, its mode of attention 

would be comparativist rather than universalizing, attuned to changes and 

contrasts instead of to covering laws” (Fraser & Nicholson, 1988, pp. 390-391). 

These feminists “emphasise the need for local, specific and historically 
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informed analysis, carefully grounded in both spatial and cultural contexts” 

(Parpart & Marchand, 1995, p. 4). Feminist post-modernism therefore is 

“explicitly historical, attuned to the cultural specificity of different societies and 

periods, and to that of different groups within societies and periods” (Fraser & 

Nicholson, 1988, p. 390). As Tong (2009, p. 270) comments, “although 

postmodern feminists’ refusal to develop one overarching explanation and 

solution for women’s oppression poses major problems for feminist theory, this 

refusal also adds needed fuel to the feminist fires of plurality, multiplicity, and 

difference”. It is argued that by accepting that there exists a plurality of truths, 

the voices of groups that have been traditionally silenced can be heard.  

 

The postmodernist approach offers a useful insight into women’s diverse 

experience. As the level of oppression and types of oppression to which women 

are subject vary greatly among ethnic groups, religions, and cultures (Intemann, 

2010), assuming that the experience of women is homogenous is questionable. 

The emphasis on specific cultural and historical contexts and the acceptance of 

differences among women therefore keeps feminist postmodernism free of the 

flaws for which feminist standpoint and feminist empiricism are criticised. Yet 

some critics fear that “overemphasis on differences can lead to political 

fragmentation and the dissipation of feminist consciousness and activism” 

(Parpart & Marchand, 1995, p. 6). Moreover, as postmodernists are sometimes 

considered “armchair radicals” who “focus their critiques on changing ways of 

thinking rather than on calling for action based on these changes” (Creswell, 

2013, p. 25), they may undermine feminists’ attempts to bring about tangible 

improvements to women’s lives. In other words, postmodernism might be 

“inadequate to the political needs of feminism” (Tuana, 1992, p. 104). In 

addition, emphasis on uniqueness and specificity may deprive these feminists of 

opportunities to examine “universals that hold true regardless of the social 

conditions” (Creswell, 2013, p. 25). Inevitably, no matter how diverse women’s 
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experiences and levels of exploitation can be, there are still some 

commonalities in terms of gender-specific prejudices, gender roles, and the 

patriarchal nature of the society.  

 

Postcolonial feminism 

 

Feminist postcolonial theories are considered an offshoot of postmodern 

thought (Brisolara, 2014). Postcolonial feminism is an engagement of a 

feminist critique with the legacy of colonialism (R. B. Jones, 2011). 

Postcolonial feminists claim that models used by Western feminists may not be 

appropriate for women living in former colonies (Olesen, 2011) and argue that 

generalisations about women based on Europeans’ and North Americans’ 

experience are a new form of colonialisation (Parpart & Marchand, 1995). As 

observed by the influential postcolonial feminist theorist Mohanty (1988, p. 63), 

“assumptions of privilege and ethnocentric universality, on the one hand, and 

inadequate self-consciousness about the effect of Western scholarship on the 

‘third world’ in the context of a world system dominated by the West, on the 

other, characterize a sizable extent of Western feminist work on women in the 

third world”. As a consequence, postcolonial theories have emerged to further 

explore structures of oppression and domination in less developing countries, 

critique Western biases and assumptions, and bring about a deeper 

understanding of how colonisation and imperialism have influenced women’s 

experiences (Brisolara, 2014).  

 

Critical feminism 

 

Critical feminism refers to a body of literature that has emerged from the 

critical tradition discussed in the previous section of this chapter. Despite the 
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differences within this body of work, the term refers to theories that share the 

following commitments: a political commitment to promotion of gender 

equality, a commitment to using gender as a key category of analysis, and a 

methodological commitment to a description of the world based on women’s 

experience and the identification of social transformations required to achieve 

full gender equality (Rhode, 1990). A critical feminist study is critical in the 

sense that it examines social problems and phenomena with groups whose 

voices often go unheard, and feminist in the sense that the research question 

originates from women’s perspective and that gender is used as the focus of 

analysis. Within this framework, there is acknowledgement of “how patriarchy 

is manifest in the control of women’s identities, including the identification of 

women with the private sphere, for example, portrayals of women academics as 

terrific teachers and unproductive researchers, and men with the public sphere” 

(Bensimon & Marshall, 1997, p. 6). A key feature of critical feminism that 

differentiates itself from other forms of feminism is its strong commitment to 

emancipation of the subordinated group from oppressive structures (Gannon & 

Davies, 2012; Marshall & Young, 2006). Therefore, it “presents a most 

powerful challenge to hegemony and is thus likely to elicit powerful backlash 

from those who want to maintain control over issue-definition and policy 

directions and over who benefits most from the status quo” (Marshall & Young, 

2013, p. 208). Critical feminists provide a research frame “focusing on power 

and patriarchy to ‘out’ hegemony, showing power sources that maintain control 

over the generation, legitimation, and interpretation of research, in ways that 

advance the interests of dominant groups” (Marshall & Young, 2006, p. 67).  

 

Bensimon and Marshall (1997) note that a study adopting feminist critical 

analysis must entail five elements. First of all, gender is treated as the 

fundamental category of inquiry, bringing attention to “the various ways in 

which gender structures experiences, relationships, processes, practices, and 
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outcomes” (p. 9). Secondly, analyses in a critical feminist study reflect 

differences, local context, and specificity. Further, critical feminists rely on 

women’s lived experience and perspective as their data, seeking explanations 

about phenomena based on women’s needs. Additionally, critical feminists aim 

towards transformation of institutions. Those engaging in this inquiry challenge 

the existing structures, practices, and values which put women at a 

disadvantage and seek to remove or reform these elements. Finally, a critical 

feminist framework is “openly political and change-oriented” (p. 10), focusing 

on the dismantlement of power systems. Critical feminism therefore is the 

relevant framework for research emphasising political activity, recognising 

specificity, and aiming towards change and emancipation.  

 

As noted earlier, this study is situated within a critical paradigm, which focuses 

on the empowerment of the oppressed group and the power dynamic. Critical 

feminism, which derives from this framework, therefore provides the 

theoretical lens for the study. Overall, this study adopts a critical feminist 

framework that (1) acknowledges universal aspects of patriarchy and the power 

relations between men and women which have marginalised women elsewhere, 

but at the same time provides a holistic examination of the cultural, historical, 

and political contexts which have influenced Vietnamese female academics; (2) 

takes into account specific circumstances which sustains Vietnamese female 

academics’ inequality such as their social and economic status, the 

cultural/social norms and expectations associated with being an academic, and 

features of Vietnam’s higher education system, and (3) advocates social and 

political change and recommends ways to increase effective enforcement of the 

proposed measures.  
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The concepts of gender and gender relations 

 

As mentioned in the previous section, gender is the key category of analysis in 

a feminist theory. Yet gender is a contested concept which may be associated 

with different meanings (Nielsen, 2015; Oliver, 2014), raising the need to 

clarify the concept of gender used in this study. It is a challenging task, given 

that diverse notions of gender have emerged over time, reflecting significant 

shifts in how gender is conceptualised.  

 

The first attempts to define gender were seen in the distinction made between 

sex and gender, with the former referring to biological differences between 

males and females, and the latter being defined as socially and culturally 

constructed norms and beliefs that are often associated with masculinity and 

femininity (Blackstone, 2009; Oliver, 2014). The classification between sex and 

gender has led scholars into two distinct ways of thinking: the essentialist 

perspective (see Baron-Cohen (2004); Firestone (1970); Goldberg (1993) and 

the social constructionist perspective, (see Lorber (1994); C. West and 

Zimmerman (1987). From an essentialist perspective, primary sex 

characteristics such as hormone levels, sex organs, and chromosomes determine 

how men and women behave differently, while social constructionists contend 

that such differences are products of social relations, experiences, and norms 

dictating what it means to be a man or a woman (Blackstone, 2009). The 

essentialist view has been subject to much criticism (Epstein, 2007; Haslam, 

Rothschild, & Ernst, 2002; Mikkola, 2017; Pilcher & Whelehan, 2017), yet the 

categorical approach which views gender as “the socially produced differences 

between male and female, and between masculine and feminine, with each 

category operating in a dichotomy with the other” is considered to be 

oversimplified when treating masculinity and femininity as separate and 

opposite categories and ignoring the similarities and differences within and 
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between gender categories (Oliver, 2014, p. 374). Moreover, such a dichotomy-

based categorisation does not recognise that reality is often much more 

complex, with humans consisting of not only males and females, but a whole 

spectrum of gender variations, and that the definition overlooks social processes 

that go beyond individual characteristics (Connell, 2002).  

 

In recent years, there has been a shift from the categorical approach to a 

relational approach to gender and gender issues, which “moves from a focus on 

difference to a focus on relations” (Connell, 2002, p. 9). Raewyn Connell, one 

of the most influential gender scholars advocating this approach, has defined 

gender as “a pattern of social relations in which the positions of women and 

men are defined, the cultural meanings of being a man and a woman are 

negotiated, and their trajectories through life are mapped out” (Connell, 2006, p. 

839). She also adds that gender is a social structure involving a specific 

relationship with bodies (Connell, 2002). Such a view takes into account the 

relations between people – among men, among women, and between them - , 

bodies, and institutions, and points out that categories such as men and women 

are not fixed, but “variable, fluid and subject to change” (Oliver, 2014, p. 374). 

From this point of view, gender is a dynamic system rather than a fixed 

dichotomy consisting of two categories of persons – men and women –  and 

gender issues relate to patterns of interaction and relationship, not differences in 

individual characteristics (Connell, 2006). These overall patterns of gender 

relations, which connect and divide people, groups, and organisations in a given 

society at a given time are known as gender order, while structures of gender 

relations in a given organisation are called its gender regime (Connell, 2002, 

2006). The gender regime of an institution usually reproduce the wider gender 

order, but may also depart from it (Connell, 2002, 2006).  
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The model of gender order/regime has some significant implications for this 

study. First of all, it suggests that the Vietnamese society and public 

universities in Vietnam have a specific gender order or regime, which may 

differ from that of academic institutions elsewhere. Moreover, experiences and 

perspectives of female academics as members of that society and individuals in 

these workplaces are shaped by both the wider gender order and the local 

gender regime of their organisations. An examination of facilitators and barriers 

to female academics in Vietnamese public universities therefore should take 

into account aspects of the gender order and gender regime. In addition, as the 

gender regime in many cases reproduces the overall gender order, barriers 

experienced by women in workplaces may be a reflection of the higher-level 

structures of inequality. This framework of gender relations, which is “neither 

essentialist nor universalist”, makes it possible to identify gender meanings 

linked to specific locations and local cultural values and is “analytically helpful 

to unpack the practices which are specific to the institution and how they link to 

wider practices in the society” (V. H. T. Do & Brennan, 2015, p. 276).  

 

 

2.3 Strategies of Inquiry 

 

Strategies of inquiry, also referred to as traditions of inquiry or methodologies, 

“provide specific direction for procedures in a research design” (Creswell, 2003, 

p. 13). While different categorisations exist, qualitative research is usually 

associated with one of the five main strategies: ethnography, grounded theory, 

case study, phenomenological research, and narrative research (Creswell, 2013). 

In light of the research question and the aims of the study, the case study has 

been adopted as the strategy of inquiry.  
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Case study 

 

The case study has been used widely as a research method in a wide range of 

disciplines such as anthropology, business, education, psychology, sociology, 

social work, and nursing (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014). Case study research 

involves an in-depth investigation of a contemporary phenomenon within a 

real-life context, particularly when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2014). More specifically, the method is 

utilised when the researcher seeks to undertake an intensive and in-depth 

exploration of a single person or a group of individuals, an event, an activity, a 

process, or a program (Creswell, 2009). Case studies are intended to examine 

the complexities and intricacies of the setting/group/situation studied so that the 

most significant features can be disclosed (Henn et al., 2009). In other words, 

case studies are particularly suited to research related to complex social units 

comprising multiple variables which are potentially important to the 

understanding of the investigated phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). The approach 

is usually used in situations when knowledge is incomplete and little 

information is available (Punch, 2005). As research of this kind is conducted 

among a single case or a small sample of carefully selected cases, the findings 

are hardly generalisable, yet the richness and depth of the information that 

comes from such studies can make up for such a shortfall (Henn et al., 2009).  

 

As mentioned previously, little has been written about female academics’ career 

progression in Vietnamese public universities. The phenomenon is considered 

to be complex and multifaceted, with women’s advancement in Vietnamese 

academia being influenced by the interaction of a number of historical, social, 

cultural, and political factors. By adopting the case study approach, it is hoped 

that a better understanding of the phenomenon can be achieved, contributing 

useful knowledge to a little-known area.  
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A central question in the design of case study research relates to defining the 

case or unit of analysis studied and setting some limits to the case (Yin, 2014). 

In case study research, cases are the units of investigation, which can either be 

individuals, organisations, or incidences (Henn et al., 2009). More specifically, 

a case may refer to an object or entity with a clear identity, an activity, or a 

process, and is usually associated with a holistic description (B. Johnson & 

Christensen, 2012). Holistic means that the inquiry involves rich, in-depth and 

detailed data that comes from more than a single source (Harling, 2012). 

Similar definitions view a case as “a thing, an entity, a unit around which there 

are boundaries” (Merriam, 2001, p. 27) or a “real-life, contemporary bounded 

system” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97), suggesting that a case can be a bounded 

phenomenon of interest. The case for this study, or “the bounded phenomenon”, 

is hence the career advancement of female academics within Vietnamese public 

universities. It is a multiple case study, which is also known as a multi-site case 

study (Bishop, 2010), with five public universities selected as research sites. By 

shedding light on multiple experiences and perspectives in more than one 

setting, wider, richer, and deeper understanding of the studied phenomenon can 

emerge (Bishop, 2010). Moreover, the use of a multiple-case design makes the 

study become more robust and allows for more compelling evidence compared 

to a single-case study (Yin, 2014). Since a multi-site case study utilises the 

same units of analysis, data collection, and reporting approaches across all sites, 

it may lead to valid cross-site synthesis and replications claims, while 

producing site-specific findings at the same time (Bishop, 2010).  
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Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Data collection in a case study usually draws on more than one source of 

information, derived from observations, interviews, documents, audio-visual 

materials, and archival records (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014). The study 

employed documents and interviews as two main sources of information. 

Documents used include legislative documents and policies at national and 

organisational levels. Interviews, which are regarded as one of the most 

significant sources of evidence for case study research (Yin, 2014) and have the 

advantage of providing thick, rich information allowing researchers to 

understand people’s interpretation of the world (Merriam, 2009), were also 

conducted with thirty-five respondents (thirty female academics and five top 

male leaders) in five public HEIs. The next sections provide a detailed 

description of how primary data have been collected and analysed.  

 

Site and sample selection  

 

Purposeful criterion-based sampling was used when selecting sites for the study. 

The specific purposeful sampling method chosen is criterion sampling, which is 

based on the logic of studying cases “that meet predetermined criterion of 

importance” (Patton, 1990, p. 176).  

 

There are three main types of higher education institutions in Vietnam, as 

stipulated in the Government’s Decree 43/2000/ND-CP (Sheridan, 2010):  

 

1. The “Dai Hoc” (university): an HEI that is multidisciplinary and 

has research capacities. 
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2. The “Truong dai hoc” (senior college): an HEI that is narrowly 

focused /mono-disciplinary. 

3. The “Hoc vien” (institute): an HEI that has a narrowly focused 

curriculum but may have a specialised research capacity.  

 

Sites for this case study were five Vietnamese public HEIs which are 

categorised as Dai Hoc (university). All of them are located in one single 

location, and coded as A, B, C, D, and E. These universities met a number of 

predetermined criteria. First of all, they are all well-established universities 

with a history of at least fifty years, thereby usually having a distinct 

organisational culture. As a result, it was deemed to be easier to identify factors 

at the meso level which have led to different career trajectories due to 

organisational differences. Moreover, the selected universities are among the 

most prestigious higher education institutions in terms of teaching and research 

quality, where the number of female academics who are actively engaged in 

teaching and research are relatively high. In less well-known HEIs, the main 

job of the academic faculty is teaching, with little emphasis placed on research. 

The notion of “academic” therefore might differ, and it could be harder to draw 

comparisons with female academics elsewhere. Finally, they are all public HEIs 

which are directly influenced by the Ministry of Education and Training 

(MOET) and the governmental policies compared to those in the private sector, 

making it easier to examine the effects of macro-level factors.  

 

Two groups of participants were sought from these five HEIs. The first group 

consisted of thirty female academics who were holding middle and senior 

managerial positions like Deans, Deputy Deans, Rectors, Vice Rectors, Head or 

Deputy, Head of Department of Academic Affairs/Research and Development. 

Primary inclusion criteria for these participants were that they had to be at the 

middle or senior level of management in their organisations and that they were 
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actively teaching and/or researching. The purpose of the study was explained in 

a letter of invitation and clarified again before the interview commenced.  

 

The procedure of recruiting female respondents was as follows. First, the 

researcher relied on her existing network of contacts in the institutions chosen 

to seek potential participants. After eligible female academics agreed to 

participate in the study, they were contacted via e-mail and telephone to arrange 

time, date, and venue for the interview. After interviews were conducted, the 

participants were asked whether they could suggest anyone who was eligible in 

their institutions, preferably in other departments/faculties to ensure a wider 

range of population. The method worked well, as the female academics were 

helpful and had a wide range of contacts both within and outside their 

organisations.  

 

University A, one of the largest multi-disciplinary HEIs in Vietnam, is 

composed of a number of universities, schools, research centres, and institutes. 

It is also one of two Vietnamese universities which report directly to the Prime 

Minister. The university is headed by a Board of Presidents, which consists of a 

President and three Vice-Presidents. Each member institution is headed by a 

Board of Rectors, which is composed of a Rector and two or three Vice Rectors 

depending on the size of the institution. University A is granted a high level of 

autonomy and entitled to work directly with ministries, ministerial level 

organisations, governmental bodies, people’s committees of central cities and 

provinces on affairs related to the university. Its member universities, schools, 

and institutes have the same juridical entity status as other HEIs. Generally, the 

name “school” suggests that though it can operate with a high level of 

autonomy and has its own seal, the scope of the school is not as wide as a 

university. University A is one of the oldest and best-known Vietnamese 

institutions in terms of research performance. The university’s vision is to 
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become “one of the leading interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary research 

universities in the world, which can contribute significantly to the national 

industrialization and modernization”. Official records from University A show 

that at the time this study was undertaken, there had never been any female 

representative on the Board of Presidents of University A, and few women were 

promoted to the Board of Rectors in member institutions. Fourteen female 

academics from two universities, one faculty, and two research institutes within 

University A were contacted and invited to participate in the study. They held 

positions such as Dean, Deputy Dean, Head and Deputy Head of Office of 

Training, Head of Office of Higher Education Management and Quality 

Assurance, Director of Centre for Testing and Examination, Director of Human 

Resource Development Centre. The only senior representative was the Vice 

Rector of a School. As explained previously, a school in University A is a legal 

entity and should be treated as a single HEI. After the interviews were 

conducted, one of the middle-level managers interviewed was promoted to the 

position of Vice Rector of a key member university, making her the first 

woman ever appointed to the Board of Rectors in its 60-year history.  

 

University B was originally an institution offering language programs, and it 

recently expanded its range of programs to include disciplines such as business 

and information technology. It is known as one of the most dynamic and fast-

growing establishments; yet the university is largely teaching-oriented. The 

university is female-dominated in terms of participation; however, men 

traditionally fill the majority of positions on the Board of Rectors. At the time 

fieldwork was undertaken, one out of five board members was female and was 

invited to participate in the study. Apart from this senior leader, three middle-

level managers, including two Deputy Deans and one director of a centre, also 

agreed to join the study.  
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University C is one of the biggest and prestigious HEIs in Vietnam that offers a 

wide range of programs in economics, finance, accounting, and business. Like 

University A, this institution places great emphasis on research. Apart from its 

reputed teaching and research performance, the university is also known for its 

wide range of joint programs delivered in English and French in collaboration 

with international partner institutions. Historically, there have never been any 

female representatives in the senior ranks of the university. Five female 

academics from this institution, including three Deans, one Deputy Dean, and a 

Vice Director of a research institute, participated in the research.  

 

University D is another well-known institution offering programs in business 

administration, economics, and trade. The university earned a reputation for 

setting high academic entry requirements and having very high graduate 

employability. Its academic staff is known for being highly qualified, business-

minded, and creative; however, as revealed in the Message from Its Rector on 

its official website, research is not the university’s major focus, “Our highly 

qualified professional faculty is dedicated to teaching and our curriculum 

utilises the latest teaching methods and studying tools, including simulations 

learning labs to educate leaders who have shaped the practice of business and 

entrepreneurship around the country”. Women account for an overwhelming 

percentage of the academic faculty, and the university is one of the few 

Vietnamese institutions that had a female rector who served two terms. The 

university had a female vice rector at the time interviews were conducted. She 

had agreed to participate in the study; however, she was unable to arrange time 

for the interview. The informants from University D included three female 

Deans and one Deputy Dean. One of these Deans was later promoted to the 

position of Vice Rector, increasing women’s representation in University D’s 

Board of Rectors to two out of five.  
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The final insitution, University E, is a leading university offering programs in 

law and the largest Vietnamese HEI specialising in law. Its vision is to become 

a research university and the hub for exchanging ideas about law in Vietnam. 

The female respondents from this institution consisted of a Head of the 

Research Office and two Deputy Heads.  

 

The second group of subjects consisted of male policy makers such as Vice 

President/Rector and top leaders from these five universities. These managers 

were also interviewed to provide another insight into men’s perspectives with 

regard to the situation and identify any institutional barriers that could make a 

difference in the advancement of women. For University A, several attempts 

were made to contact and invite one of the five members of the Board of 

Presidents to participate in the study. The point of contact was a female 

informant who had easy access to the Board of Presidents. Two Vice-Presidents 

had agreed to participate but in the end were unable to do so. Finally, the 

researcher was able to make an appointment with the third Vice-President 

contacted and conducted an interview. The Deputy Head of the Office of 

Training, the Director of Quality Assurance Centre, the Deputy Head of Human 

Resource, and the Vice Rector were respondents from University B, C, D, and 

E respectively. Accessing the male leader in University B was not too difficult 

as the researcher had known him before. In University C, the researcher relied 

on a female respondent’s help to access the Deputy Head of Human Resource 

Department. In the other two universities, the researcher was given assistance 

by two female academics who were not included in the study to access the male 

informants.  

  



 34 

 

Research instrument and analysis 

 

Interviews were conducted as the primary instrument to gather data for this 

study. For the group consisting of female leaders at middle and senior levels, 

semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted. Semi-structured in-depth 

interviews have long been considered to be instrumental in gaining information 

about participants’ thoughts, beliefs, knowledge, motivations, and feelings 

about a particular topic (B. Johnson & Christensen, 2012). The semi-structured 

nature of the interview guarantees a systematic approach, as the main topics and 

themes are covered, but allows for a certain degree of flexibility so that the 

researcher can “respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of 

the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 90). The 

instrument utilised open-ended questions to collect data about “how individuals 

conceive of their world and how they explain or make sense of the important 

events in their lives” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 355). The questions 

were either experience or opinion questions, which revolved around the 

following themes: (a) factors that have contributed to their career success and 

current positions; (b) factors that have hindered and slowed their career 

progression; (c) advantages and disadvantages of being a woman in academe; 

and (d) what they think was missing from the current system to facilitate female 

academics’ advancement.  

 

Interviews were also carried out to find out how male leaders of universities 

thought about the facilitating and inhibiting factors to female academics’ 

advancement in their own organisations. Semi-structured interviews were 

selected due to their advantage in terms of flexibility and the possibility to 

adapt questions to the interviewees’ personality as it enables participants to 
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express themselves at some length and at the same time lessens aimless 

rambling (Wragg, 1978). The interviews were transcribed and analysed without 

assistance of any qualitative research software. Analysis of data collected was 

primarily descriptions and explanations. 

 

The method of categorising and coding data was simplified and adapted from 

Burnard (1991)’s 14- stage method to fit the present study: 

 

Table 1: Categorising and coding data  

Stage  Activities  
1.  Notes were made after every interview. “Memos”, which are used to 

record ideas or anything that attracts the researchers’ attention, and 
serve as memory joggers, are written.  

2.  Transcripts were read through and notes made within the transcripts, 
allowing for the researcher’s immersion in the data 

3.  Open coding: transcripts were read through again and as many 
headings as necessary were written down to describe all aspects of the 
context 

4.  Similar headings were grouped into higher-order ones 
5.  The list of headings was finalised as a result of discussion with 

supervisors 
6.  Each transcript was worked through with the list of headings and sub-

headings and coded to the list of categories.  
7.  Each coded section of the interviews was cut out of the transcript and 

all items of each code were collected together. However, to guarantee 
the contextual nature of each interview, a second complete transcript 
was kept for reference purposes. 

8.  All the sections were filed together for direct reference when writing 
up the findings. 

 

(Adapted from Burnard, 1991) 
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Limitations 

 

The study has several limitations mostly in terms of sampling. First, the 

findings may be somewhat limited by the choice of the target institutions. All of 

the participants were sought from large multi-disciplinary universities where 

women accounted for at least half of the academic faculty, and the five HEIs 

chosen were all located in one city. As a result, the findings may not be 

generalised to female academics working in male-dominated institutions or 

HEIs of smaller sizes in other locations. Secondly, the lack of regional, ethnic, 

and religious diversity is another limitation. All of the female academics 

interviewed belong to Kinh, the majority ethnic group in Vietnam, and worship 

ancestors rather than follow any particular religion. They were born and grew 

up in more conservative and traditional northern Vietnam, which is far more 

heavily influenced by Triple Religions – the syncretism of Confucianism, 

Buddhism, and Taoism – and communist ideologies. What is perceived as 

barriers to these academics therefore may not be the case to their southern 

counterparts who may share different values and work in organisations with 

fewer hierarchies. In contrast, female academics who belong to minority ethnic 

groups and follow religions such as Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, 

Caodaism and Hoa Hao Buddhism may experience more challenges in their 

career advancement due to religious persecution and the communist 

government’s policy with regard to particular ethnic and religious groups.  

 

Ethical considerations 

 

The study was conducted following the ethical guidelines by the University of 

Melbourne Human Research Ethics Committee and received ethics clearance. 

As participants were composed entirely of professionals who were over 18 
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years of age and holding managerial positions, the level of risk entailed was 

minimal. However, as responses regarding barriers were likely to touch upon 

inadequacies of the current system, ineffective leadership behaviours exhibited 

by their superiors or the political factors unique to the Vietnamese context, 

some participants might not feel at ease unless they could be assured of 

anonymity. As such, several measures were taken to guarantee the highest level 

of confidentiality was exercised, including the following: 

 

a. Access to the data was solely restricted to the researcher. 

b. After being processed, the data was stored and would be destroyed later 

in accordance with the University of Melbourne’s Code of Conduct for 

Research. 

c. Pseudonyms for participating academics, university leaders, and 

institutions were used consistently in interview notes, transcriptions, the 

submitted thesis, as well as any publications including the data.  

d. Informed consent was sought beforehand. Consent forms using plain 

language statements were sent to participants to make sure they were 

fully aware of potential risks.  

e. Participants were informed that participation was entirely voluntary and 

they had the right to withdraw from the study at any stage.  

 

 

2.4 Understanding Women’s Power and Place in the Academy 
 

There are several frameworks that describe hindrances to female academics’ 

career progression. Women’s career advancement is often more complicated 

than men’s due to numerous barriers they are forced to face (Coogan & Chen, 

2007). To understand female academics’ career trajectory better, it is essential 
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to review theories and models that examine career development, organisational 

structures, as well as female leadership and management.  

 

A model concerning the culture and traditions that influence how women can 

operate in the society has been developed by Cubillo and Brown (2003). The 

two authors divided the barriers facing female academics into three levels: the 

“macro” socio-political level, “meso” organisational level, and “micro” 

individual level. As indicated by the model, the “macro” level refers to the 

hegemonic traditions and culture of a particular country or region, which are 

generally under strong influence of religious beliefs. The “meso” level 

comprises the factors related to the organisations, especially the hierarchy and 

the workplace culture. The third dimension, “micro” level, involves the women 

themselves.  

 

The model put forward by Cubillo and Brown (2003) is a comprehensive one 

which takes into account multiple factors that may act as barriers to women’s 

progression in academe. The third dimension, however, focuses primarily on 

personal factors such as the lack of self-esteem among women and explains it 

as a result of early socialisation. It does not take into account factors such as 

home environment, parental influence, and the level of support from family 

members that may turn out to be significant predictors of career aspirations. 

Since literature in the Asian academy has pointed out that these factors act as 

enablers (Cheung & Halpern, 2010), the lack thereof could be a significant 

barrier, especially in a collectivist society like Vietnam. In addition, a woman’s 

career decisions are not usually made in isolation but tend to be based on 

careful examination of their possible impacts on those around her (Mainiero & 

Sullivan, 2005), pointing to the relevance of relational factors such as 

influences from family members and their home situation other than the 

woman’s personal characteristics.  
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Another theory concerning female academics’ career paths is proposed by 

Toren and Moore (1998), who categorise the barriers and obstacles during this 

journey in terms of stages. Three metaphors are used, including thresholds, 

hurdles, and ceilings. Toren and Moore (1998) maintain that the initial 

challenges women encounter start at the entry of their career and can be 

labelled as “thresholds”. Examples of thresholds include the recruitment and 

selection process, which may create the disproportionate ratio between men and 

women selected for the position. After women have managed to cross the 

threshold, they find themselves confronted by “hurdles”, factors in the 

organisational climate, structure, or culture that prevent them from advancing 

further steps. The final level of impediments is termed “ceiling”, which 

coincides with the popular notion of “glass ceiling”. The ceiling effect is that 

although women can achieve a relatively high status in academe, they find it 

almost impossible to reach the top of the hierarchy.  

 

While the model proposed by Toren and Moore (1998) provides a useful 

framework to understand the obstacles women experience at different stagers in 

their careers, it is largely limited to organisational barriers. As a result, it 

ignores the significance of the overarching gender order which permeates 

society and informs how institutions are envisioned. In a number of cases, the 

deep-rooted value systems may prevent policies at national and organisational 

levels from being enforced effectively. This model therefore is inadequate for 

the Vietnamese context, “where the rule of law yields to custom” (Duong, 2001, 

p. 292). 

 

The review of literature on women in higher education leadership also reveals a 

framework that is highly relevant to this study, given its focus on women in 

higher education and the Asian context. The framework resembles the model 

proposed by Cubillo and Brown (2003) in the sense that it also consists of three 
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levels: macro (society/policy), meso (institutional), and micro 

(individual/relational) (Morley & Crossouard, 2015). The macro level is 

concerned with structural inequality that persists in society, the system of 

beliefs that associate women with the domestic sphere and the caregiving role, 

the gap between policy commitments and actual implementation, inadequate 

attention to women and leadership, and gender-based violence. The meso level 

embraces elements such as the patriarchal nature of HEIs as well as gender-

biased and discriminatory recruitment and selection practices. The micro level 

relates to family support (or lack thereof), and gender discrimination that 

adversely influences women’s self-confidence in their leadership ability.  

 

The model developed by Morley and Crossouard (2015) is the most useful 

framework for this study. First of all, the framework is a holistic one which 

covers a wide range of factors at societal, organisational, and individual levels 

which may act as enablers and constraints. Secondly, the framework 

acknowledges the influence of relational factors such as support from family 

members, which is highly relevant in collectivist communities such as Vietnam, 

where people rely much on assistance from members of their extended families.  

 

Based on this framework, an adapted model that explains barriers to 

Vietnamese female academics’ career advancement is proposed. Some 

structures of inequalities such as the caste system, religion, ethnicity, and 

language, which have been found to play a role in South Asian nations, are less 

noticeable in the Vietnamese context. The themes emerging from Connell’s 

model of gender regime/order (Connell, 2002, 2006) and the review of 

literature and the local contexts, which will be discussed in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, 

have been incorporated into the table below: 
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Table 2: Vietnamese Female Academics’ Career Advancement Model 

Macro level Socio-cultural factors 
• Confucianism 
• Gender stereotypes 
• Sexism 
• Societal norms, values, and roles 

Political-legal factors  
• Communism 
• Legislative framework  
• Implementation gap 
• Retirement policy 

Meso level • Expectations of the academic profession 
• Organisational culture 
• Performance appraisal  
• Promotion practices 

Micro level • Individual factors 
• Relational factors 

 

 

It should be noted, however, that these factors interweave and can be 

overlapping. For example, sexism and gender stereotypes may be present at 

both macro- and meso- levels. In addition, a factor grouped under a category 

can be interpreted as being subject to the influence factors present at the other 

levels. A micro-level factor such as the lack of career aspirations, for instance, 

is inextricably linked to deeply-rooted norms and values about gender roles 

rather than ‘women’s nature’.  

 

This section has discussed alternative models of women’s career advancement 

and proposed a model to examine Vietnamese female academics’ career 

progression in public universities adapted from Morley and Crossouard 

(2015)’s framework. The next section will provide details on methods of 

collecting and analysing data. 
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In conclusion, this chapter provided justifications for the researcher’s 

methodological decisions employed in this study, which is based on a critical 

feminist approach. In this chapter, some prominent feminist theories and the 

concept of gender and gender relations were discussed and viewed in light of 

their relevance to the study. Further, the chapter also discussed the integrative 

model of macro-, meso-, and micro- level factors that will be used as the 

framework to analyse Vietnamese female academics’ career advancement.  

 

  



 43 

CHAPTER 3: MACRO LEVEL – HISTORY AND CONTEXT 

 

The previous chapter discussed important methodological considerations and 

introduced the career advancement model that acts as the framework for the 

study. This chapter follows on from that framework by investigating the macro-

level context in which Vietnamese women are placed. The first part 

contextualises the research by providing background information about the 

status of women and gender issues in Vietnam and discusses the following 

issues: (1) the pernicious myth about Vietnam’s greater gender equality and 

arguments used to debunk the claim, (2) arguments in favour of the claim that 

gender issues in fact have not been given adequate attention in Vietnam, (3) 

Vietnamese women’s status under varying influences in different historical 

periods, and (4) the absence of a feminist movement in a country that is 

considered to have a strong matrilineal legacy and is marked by women’s active 

engagement in almost every aspect of life throughout its history. The 

background section is followed by the analysis of socio-cultural factors, 

including Confucianism, sexism, gender stereotypes, and societal norms and 

values. The last section of this chapter discusses political-legal factors, 

including the Communist ideology in relation to the role of women, the 

legislative framework, the gap between gender equality laws and actual 

implementation, and the retirement policy.  

 

 

3.1 Historical Background 

 

When writing about the status of Vietnamese women, some scholars tend to 

agree that paradoxes exist (Duong, 2001; V. K. Nguyen, 2002; Yu, 1999), 

probably due to the fact that it has been influenced by a complex mixture of 
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ethics and ideologies. Such a paradox has been summarised by Marr (1976) as 

follows: 

 

Historically speaking, Vietnamese women had never been reduced to 

cremating themselves along with their husbands, as in India or in 

Champa. They had never worn a veil as in Islamic countries, nor bound 

their feet as in China. There is some evidence that in prehistoric times 

they enjoyed equality, even power. Nevertheless, Chinese colonial 

administrators (III B.C – 939 A.D) and especially subsequent 

Vietnamese monarchs went to considerable effort to convince women 

that they were by nature inferior, that their roles were rigidly 

circumscribed, that they should always follow and never lead. While 

never successful, particularly among peasant women, such sustained 

indoctrination did have major impact. Women internalize submissive 

norms almost to the point of believing them to be natural law; only 

some disputatious folk songs and risqué poetry gave evidence of 

alternative values. (p. 371) 

 

A common belief is that compared to their Chinese counterparts, Vietnamese 

women were historically granted greater freedom and  were treated with more 

respect (United Nations, 2002; World Bank, 2011). When looking at the history 

of Vietnam, one may be astounded at women’s active engagement in almost 

every aspect of the society ranging from household economic duties to 

leadership roles in fights for independence. In a Vietnamese family, a wife is 

considered the centre of the household and takes the main responsibility for 

household activities (Hoskins, 1976). During feudal times, Vietnamese women, 

especially those from the lower classes, could enjoy considerable freedom, very 

likely due to the fact that they “played an active economic role and possessed 

property just like their husbands” and could maintain a relationship with their 
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natal family after getting married (Insun, 2010, p. 49). As early as 1483, 

Vietnamese women’s rights to inherit property and ask for divorce had been 

stipulated in Hong Duc Code (United Nations, 2002). Da Shan (1960) (cited in 

Insun, 2010) was much impressed when seeing “there are more women 

pedestrians on the sidewalks than there are men” during a visit to Hue in the 

late 17th century. European visitors such as Samuel Baron also expressed their 

surprise at the fact that Vietnam “does not keep their women so strict from the 

sight of others, as the Moors and the Chinese do” (Baron, 1732, p. 30). The 

Chinese custom of feet-binding or other forms of body mutilation never 

extended to Vietnam, despite the heavy Chinese influence on Vietnamese 

society (Duong, 2001). Interestingly, one of the Vietnamese traditions is that 

wives of poor intellectuals were the breadwinner of the family, who often 

earned money by selling agricultural produce, handicrafts or other products at 

the market to afford their husbands’ studies and preparation for the mandarinal 

exams. Given the proactive role of Vietnamese women in such fights for 

independence, A. N. Vo and Harvey (2009, p. 223) provided a controversial 

statement when she argued that “Vietnam has a strong history of gender 

equality” and used examples of temples built in honour of women such as 

temples of Lady Soya, Lady Mulberry, Lady Bean and so on as illustrations for 

the claim. 

 

To support the view that there is a high degree of gender equality in Vietnam, 

some scholars tend to highlight the fact that ancient Vietnam was a matrilineal 

and matriarchal society, thereby resulting in better recognition of women than 

was the case in China. This claim has been disputed as the Vietnamese society 

became a patriarchal one in the 15th century, when Confucianism became 

dominant and replaced Buddhism as the core ideology. Other scholars who hold 

the view that Vietnamese women enjoyed greater equality have cited the Le 

Dynasty Law, or Le Code, which granted women some rights in ownership of 
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properties. This claim, however, was also rejected by the influential author 

Nhung Tuyet Tran, who considers it a myth used to emphasise Vietnamese’ 

autonomy from Chinese cultural influences by arguing that Vietnam is different 

from China and to some extent better than China in the treatment of women 

(Schafer, 2010; N. T. Tran, 2012).  

 

It is also often argued that Vietnamese women played a key role in the fights 

for independence, anti-colonialism and nationalist movements. As a result of 

constant wars against aggressors, women in Vietnam have historically played a 

significant role in the fight for independence from invaders. It should be 

mentioned that after the Hung King Period (c. 2879 – 258 B.C), Vietnam, 

which was called Nam Viet at that time, was no longer an independent and self-

contained state. China, the giant neighbouring empire, began to attack smaller 

countries in the region, including Vietnam. Usually referred to as “enemies 

from the North”, or “the aggressors from the North” by the Vietnamese people, 

China, with its much bigger and more skilled military, invaded Vietnam and 

governed the country for over 1000 years throughout successive dynasties. This 

period, which is called “the 1000 years of Chinese domination” by Vietnamese 

historians, also witnessed continuous attempts of the Vietnamese people to 

regain their independence. Most interestingly, a number of the revolt leaders 

were women who exhibited qualities and feats generally associated with men in 

feudal times. There is an abundance of narratives, legends, and stories about 

these heroines, as well as temples honouring them in almost every part of the 

country. However, it should be noted that due to constant and prolonged wars, 

mass mobilisation of women was essential to the success of any revolt or 

nationalist movements. While women were included, they were primarily in 

home militia or guerrilla units rather than being admitted to the regular army, 

which was reflected in the Resistance slogan “Let women replace men in all 

tasks in the rear” (Turley, 1972). As Duong (2001, p. 261) has observed, 
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“ironically, while Vietnamese women have not achieved social equality, they 

certainly have received an equal share of suffering from warfare”. 

 

Many also claim that Vietnamese women play a greater role in household 

economics and financial management compared to their Asian counterparts. 

They argue that a Vietnamese wife is usually referred to as “the minister of 

interior” or “interior marshal” (ba noi tuong), who is responsible for household 

finances and related matters. The minister/marshal therefore must be active in 

earning higher income for the family and allocating the funds in the best way 

possible and at the same time fulfil all housework, take primary and in many 

cases sole care of parents-in-law and children, provide financial assistance to 

their husbands’ younger siblings if necessary, adopt the major role in 

ceremonies such as marriages and funerals, take full responsibility in the 

children’s academic progress, keep a good relationship with in-laws, husbands’ 

friends, and neighbours. Moreover, as discussed previously, women are also 

expected to play an active role in the national fights for independence. Since 

Vietnam has been subject to constant wars from the early days of its foundation 

until recently, the participation of women has been vital, thereby putting more 

pressure on women who need to take great strides in completing all of these 

duties. Because of the “minister/marshal” metaphor, Vietnamese men usually 

argue that Vietnamese women are powerful and equal to their husbands. 

However, this implies that all the household duties related to home 

management are “women’s domain” (viec cua dan ba), while men are freed 

from these mundane tasks and can pursue their interests. Vietnamese men are 

deeply involved in playing chess, writing poems, training their roosters for 

fights (choi ga), raising birds, and keeping ornamental fish, activities that are 

considered to be “noble pursuits” and exclusive to men, as pointed out by 

Schafer (2010, p. 139): 
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While no doubt many Vietnamese husbands let their wives handle the 

finances and make some decisions regarding home management, it is 

important to point out the advantages accruing to men from this 

arrangement. By conceding a little bit of power, men reap a great many 

benefits. When one considers the work involved in managing a family, 

it might be more apt to say men “happily surrender” this responsibility, 

rather than to say they “concede” it. Having women do all the boring, 

repetitive housework while men pursue their careers may be 

complementarity of a sort, but it is hardly equality.  

 

Delegation of boring and time-consuming tasks that require minute attention is 

definitely not an example of equality; instead it can be a way to reinforce the 

notion that these activities are women’s work. O’Harrow terms it “Vietnamese 

machismo” and adds that in Vietnam, “the height of machismo is not some 

Mediterranean predilection to physical abuse of women, but rather a 

gentlemanly idleness at their expense” (O’Harrow, 1995, p. 165). In addition, 

women’s active engagement in trade activities is not necessarily evidence of 

their equality to men. In traditional Vietnamese society, unlike China, traders 

and merchants were treated with contempt and suspicion and they were at the 

lowest level of the occupation hierarchy – the top levels were scholars, who 

could become mandarins in the royal court if they passed mandarinal exams, 

farmers, who played a pivotal role in an agrarian country, and craftsmen 

(Schafer, 2010). As a result, trading activities were not considered “noble 

pursuits” for men, which explained why women had been the principal market 

traders for centuries. While Vietnamese women seemed to enjoy greater 

freedom in terms of mobility and engagement in trade activities compared to 

counterparts in neighbouring countries, they were allowed “exceedingly few 

social roles, no freedom of choice in determining their futures and little chance 

of exercising authority in social groups” (Turley, 1972, p. 793). It shows that 
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“despite women’s major roles in the economy and their wealth accumulation 

through mercantile and other activities, both Vietnamese public life and the 

Vietnamese kinship and household system were strongly male-centered” 

(Luong, 2003, p. 202). 

 

In conclusion, the claim that Vietnamese women were historically better treated 

compared to their Asian counterparts and had a high status in families and 

societies creates a misleading notion that gender equality has long been 

achieved in Vietnam. When meeting university leaders and department 

managers in Vietnam to collect data for this study, the researcher was often 

asked why it was necessary to conduct such a study when Vietnamese women 

had enjoyed a high degree of equality and had even been favoured in many 

respects compared to men. A closer look at different periods, however, reveals 

that gender has always been overshadowed by so-called “more urgent” issues 

and even suppressed as part of political manoeuvres by nationalists and the 

Communist Party of Vietnam.  

 

Vietnamese Women Throughout History  

 

In order to understand the status of Vietnamese women in the contemporary 

society, it is necessary to look at prevailing norms and practices regarding 

women in Vietnam’s history and their effects on the current beliefs and 

practices. In the following section, an overview of Vietnamese women’s status, 

conditions, and women’s movements will be presented. It is followed by a 

section which supports the argument that historical and political factors have 

led to the lack of a feminist movement in Vietnam. 
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Feudal era (10th – early 19th century) 

 

Vietnamese society has been heavily influenced by Confucian norms and 

values (Cong-Huyen-Ton-Nu, 1992; Duong, 2001; Goodkind, 1995; Truong, 

2008; A. N. Vo & Harvey, 2009). The dominance of Confucian ideology in the 

feudal era meant that women were considered to be inferior to men, and a 

woman was obliged to abide by the “Three Obediences” or “Three Submissions” 

(Tam Tong). Three Submissions required a woman to “show obedience to father 

before marriage, to husband when married, and to the eldest son when widowed” 

(Schuler et al., 2006, p. 386). Confucian scholars also dictated Vietnamese 

women’s behaviours via the imposition of “The Four Virtues” (Tu Duc), 

compelling them to “comply with rigid propriety in behavior, gestures, 

language, and facial expression” (A. N. Vo & Harvey, 2009, p. 224). Gia Huan 

Ca, written by Nguyen Trai (1380-1442), a well-known scholar, poet, army 

commander and high-ranking mandarin in Le’s royal court, dictated the 

behaviours of women as follows: 

 

…the first responsibility of a woman is to produce a male heir. Then she 

is to conserve and increase the family’s wealth. She must be frugal and 

thrifty. She must be dedicated to the family. No self-indulgence is 

permitted. Clothes must be modest. A woman’s posture must be demure, 

her voice soft, and above all, she must be chaste (Young, 1998, p. 155).  

 

Gia Huan Ca, the guidelines for Vietnamese women for centuries, also 

described the obligations of married women, “Even though the wife sleeps 

intimately on the same bed and shares the same cover with her husband, she 

must treat him as if he was her king or father”, and “a wife must completely 

submit to her husband’s command if there is to be harmony in the household” 
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(Insun, 2010, p. 46). Women were subordinate to their husbands and not 

allowed to engage in any activity without their approval.  

 

V. K. Nguyen (2002, p. 87) makes an interesting observation, writing, “When 

one takes a close look at Vietnamese society, one may be startled by the 

paradoxical status of women: their low social representation, or absence thereof, 

and their actual place in society, testified to by history and confirmed by 

legends, or even their pre-eminence in some oral traditions and symbolic 

representations”. This paradoxical nature of Vietnamese women’s status is 

revealed via the vast number of proverbs, sayings, folk poetry (ca dao) and folk 

songs, which provide “an unequaled and immeasurable stock of information” 

(V. K. Nguyen, 2002, p. 88). The next section will analyse a number of 

examples drawn from Collection of Vietnamese Proverbs, Folk Poetry, and 

Folk Songs (N. P. Vu, 1971).  

 

The folk literature shows that womanhood is considered vulnerable and that 

women’s happiness depends heavily on the men whom they married and their 

predestined fate. One of the most famous folksongs likens the woman’s fate to 

“a drop of rain, either falling into the palace or out in the paddy field” (than em 

nhu hat mua sa, hat vao dai cac hat ra ruong dong), implying that women have 

no control over their own lives. Similarly, another folksong compares the 

woman to “a piece of red silk fluttering in the market not knowing to whom it 

will be sold” (than em nhu tam lua dao, phat pho ngoai ruong biet vao tay ai). 

A woman is regarded as being helpless and dependent, and hardly able to bear 

her burden without the husband’s assistance: “the spinster runs up and down 

stream (looking for a husband). I must tell my peers of the plight of being 

husbandless” (gai khong trong chay nguoc chay xuoi, khong co chong kho lam 

chi em oi). In terms of physique, women are also portrayed as those with “weak 

legs and soft hands”, who could not perform any work properly due to their 
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lack of physical strength and were only good at gossiping (Cong-Huyen-Ton-

Nu, 1992). Women are also associated with negative mental qualities. A 

famous proverb states that women are “as mentally shallow as a plate” (dan ba 

sau sac nhu coi dung trau), and even the most shallow-minded men are much 

better than the most thoughtful women. This view is also reflected in another 

folksong, which runs as, “She is smart, she is still a woman; he is dumb, he is 

still a man” (khon ngoan cung the dan ba, dau la vung dai cung la dan ong).  

 

Another saying expresses the view that women are supposed to be docile, 

obedient and always take a submissive role to men in the husband-wife 

relationship, “If the husband takes one step forward, the wife should take one 

step back. If the husband is conciliatory, then the wife should be affectionate”. 

Likewise, the following folksong also indicates that women should be gentle 

and try to maintain harmony in their family, “When her husband is mad, she 

must yield; smiling cheerfully, she must ask to soothe his fury” (Chong gian thi 

vo lam lanh; mieng cuoi hon ho rang anh gian gi). In addition, the inferior 

status of women is reinforced through the folksong in which a woman adopts a 

very humble position when saying “Don’t abandon me, my man, I am your 

leftover rice when you are hungry” (Chang oi phu thiep lam chi, thiep la com 

nguoi danh khi doi long). This folksong has kept its meaning in the present 

time, when a number of women believe that their men will eventually come 

back to their “leftover rice” after they have indulged in various affairs with 

other women.  

 

On the other hand, a large proportion of the rich folklore conveys a 

contradictory message. Some folksongs depict women as superior to men, who 

are of little worth and could be purchased at a very low price, “A dozen of men 

are worth 3 coins, they should be put into a cage so that they can be taken away 

by the ants; One woman is worth 300 coins, she should be taken home and 
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given a seating on the red mattress” (the red mattress was used in traditional 

families only on special occasions or when welcoming important guests). 

Women are portrayed as equal beings in this saying ‘’Husband eats bacon, wife 

eats sausage” (ong an cha, ba an nem), implying that women could do the same 

if their husbands committed adultery. Various folksongs voice their protection 

of women who are pregnant out of wedlock, criticise the hypocrisy of restrained 

widowhood, and ridicule polygamy. However, these concerns and criticisms 

demonstrate that the thing they were aimed at were real concerns.  

 

The contradiction between different folksongs and proverbs may reflect the fact 

that they were composed in different periods which were under varying Chinese 

influences and that Vietnam had been a matrilineal and matriarchal society 

before Chinese Confucian values become dominant (V. K. Nguyen, 2002; 

Schafer, 2010). This echoes the view expressed by the Korean researcher Insun, 

who observes that “the position of women in Vietnamese society differed 

considerably with the historical period and was closely related to the degree to 

which Chinese culture had permeated Vietnam. Namely, the greater the 

influence of Chinese culture, the lower the position of Vietnamese women” 

(Insun, 2010, p. 45).  

 

Vietnamese society during the feudal period was based on Tam giao (Triple 

Religions) - the integration of three religious and philosophical beliefs, namely 

Buddhist ontology, Confucian ethics, and Taoist epistemology (Duong, 2001; 

Jamieson, 2001). While it may not sound comprehensible to outsiders, 

Vietnamese people believe that different religions and philosophies do not 

necessarily conflict with each other, since “with their characteristic ability to 

assimilate variant philosophies, they practiced Buddhist meditation, observed 

Confucian ethics, and acknowledged the way of Taoism”, and these three 

systems “merged in a compendium of faith and practice in which divergent 
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elements came to share a bond of unity, producing a harmony coterminous with 

the beliefs of the Vietnamese people” (Thich, 2013, p. 178). These religions, 

which “linked together personal, family, social, and biological levels of 

existence” (Duong, 2001, p. 251), reinforce the idea of interdependence over 

personal independence, and emphasise collectivism rather than individualism. 

As a consequence, Vietnamese women tend to put family duties above their 

own needs, and may consider any gender-equality doctrine as selfish (Duong, 

2001, p. 252). Because of the Buddhist influence, the majority of Vietnamese 

people strongly believe in the importance of fate. Interestingly, the prevalent 

belief is that Vietnamese women are “more decisively fated than Vietnamese 

men” and that a woman’s life tends to “depend on forces that are deemed to be 

beyond her powers to alter” (Leshkowich, 2006, p. 290).  

 

Overall, the feudal period was heavily influenced by a mixture of Confucian 

ideology, Buddhism and Taoism. In spite of the mobility given to women from 

lower classes who were engaged in petty trading and agricultural practices, 

Vietnamese women’s status was generally low.  

 

Colonial period (1858 - 1945) 

 

The French colonial period (1853-1945) witnessed the emergence of the 

Vietnamese woman as “a complex symbol of the country’s cultural and 

political predicament” (Pettus, 2003, p. 7). During this period, the first feminist 

ideals emerged too; however, they soon became submerged by the communists 

who criticised these as being “petty” and “bourgeois”, as discussed in the 

section that follows.  
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During the French colonial period, Vietnamese women had better access to 

education as a result of the French influence and the media, particularly 

newspapers intended for women. It was also the time for many Vietnamese 

women to pursue higher education, get bachelor degrees and even go to France 

to study after being granted fellowships (V. K. Nguyen, 2002). The year 1935 

witnessed the first Vietnamese woman, Hoang Thi Nga of Hanoi, to be 

conferred a PhD in Science by a French university (V. K. Nguyen, 2002). The 

boom of newspapers intended for women in the 1930s helped raise women’s 

awareness about their rights; however, this women’s movement was mostly 

confined to the two urban centres Hanoi and Saigon (V. K. Nguyen, 2002). By 

1926, Vietnamese women in the urban areas had already founded their own 

publishing groups and women’s organisations (Duong, 2001). During the 

period 1929–36, there were three feminist newspapers or at least newspapers 

that supported women’s rights: Phu nu tan van (Women’s News), published in 

Saigon from 1929 to 1934; Phu nu thoi dam (Women’s Discourse), published in 

Hanoi from 1930 to 1934; and Dan Ba Moi (New Women) published in Saigon 

from 1934 to 1936. Surprisingly, the number of copies for each edition was 

2,000 for Dan Ba Moi, 6,000 for Phu nu thoi dam, and 8,500 for Phu nu tan 

van, which was a relatively large number given the population of 110,000 and 

149,000 in Saigon and Hanoi respectively. These new papers attracted 

extensive readership, touched upon a variety of topics of interests to women, 

and became forums for readers to express their views with special regard to 

women’s rights (V. K. Nguyen, 2002).  

 

Several factors can be cited to explain such a high level of freedom and the 

growth of women’s movements. First of all, women in big cities such as Hanoi 

and Saigon, who were educated in French schools and colleges, were exposed 

to new feminist ideas and felt encouraged by women’s movements in other 

countries (V. K. Nguyen, 2002). Secondly, they gained a lot of support from 
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influential male writers. During this period, a new literary movement emerged, 

which highlighted the plight of women and advocated the elimination of 

polygamy and arranged marriages, questioned the value system that measured 

women’s worth based on virginity and child-bearing capacity, especially the 

“ability” to give birth to sons, and criticised the outdated customs that led to the 

misery of women living in extended families. Known as the Self Reliance Pen 

Club (Tu Luc Van Doan), this literary movement “produced a profound impact 

and set the stage for gender advocacy” (Duong, 2001, p. 271). 

 

Despite such progress and women’s better access to education, colonialism did 

not facilitate equal rights of Vietnamese women. While the French colonialists 

did provide education and training opportunities for elite women in the urban 

areas, they did not make any attempt to improve the status of Vietnamese 

women. As a matter of fact, the colonialists wanted to maintain the status quo 

to show the local Vietnamese people that the French government put effort in 

the preservation of their cultural heritage and maintenance of the traditional 

family structure. Due to the fear that the emergence of feminism in colonies 

could be a “threat to a colonial order rooted in both white and male supremacy” 

(Siegel, 2015, p. 675), keeping women submissive and preventing any feminist 

ideas from arising was the ideal way to uphold the social order, satisfy the 

oppressed locals, make them obedient to the “French motherland “(nuoc me 

Dai Phap). That view was openly expressed in Vietnamese newspapers by 

French journalists who argued that “too rapid or uncontrolled emancipation of 

Vietnamese girls might upend the social and political order entirely” and that 

the education offered to Vietnamese women must be carefully monitored given 

their “fragile nature” and “conservative instincts” (Siegel, 2015, p. 681).  

 

The attitude of top Vietnamese scholars during this period was not supportive 

either. Phan Boi Chau (1867-1940), the famous activist and scholar who was 
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exiled from his country because of his fight against the French, held that it was 

necessary to provide Vietnamese women with education so that they could 

contribute to the fight for national independence. He however was opposed to 

the Westernisation of Vietnamese women, criticising the use of cosmetics like 

lipsticks or perfume and the adoption of Western customs such as dancing 

which required hugging and physical contact between men and women (Marr, 

1976; Siegel, 2015). He compared the situation of Vietnamese women under 

the colonial rule to a lotus flower in a vase, arguing that while it was fine for 

the Eastern flower (Vietnamese women) to get some Western fresh water 

(French education), the lack of the latter would not be a serious problem. Rather 

the fact that the fresh flower was removed from its natural habitat to be put in a 

vase (French rule) was detrimental (Marr, 1976). Overall, Phan Boi Chau was 

highly conservative and concerned about modern womanhood. His main 

interest was to mobilise women in his cause; as a result, he was willing to 

support women by giving them more educational opportunities so that they 

could be useful in the fight against French colonialists (Siegel, 2015). Similarly, 

Nguyen Manh Tuong (1909-1997), a leading lawyer and scholar, talked about 

the Vietnamese feminists in a disdainful manner, calling them “dishevelled 

little females” and “little fools” who were not aware of “the admirable and 

reasonable traditions of their race” (Duong, 2001, p. 268). Pham Quynh (1892-

1945), the owner and editor of Nam Phong, one of the most influential 

newspapers in Vietnam during the 1920-1930s, while advocating better 

education for women, claimed that Vietnamese women had to “preserve the 

traditions of our country and acclimate to the modern philosophies” (N. T. Tran, 

2012, p. 415). Therefore, in response to the increase of female enrolments in 

schools and out of the fear for women’s negligence of “feminine norms”, 

contemporary educators published a number of morality textbooks exclusively 

for girls, in which the  traditional “Three Submissions” and “Four Virtues” were 

praised (Marr, 1976, p. 378).  
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The year 1930 was a landmark in the history of gender equality in Vietnam 

when Ho Chi Minh, the founder of the Vietnamese Communist Party, 

established Women’s Emancipation Association (later renamed the Vietnam 

Women’s Union) (United Nations, 2002). The Communist Party emphasised 

that women were chained by three “cangues” of Confucianism, colonialism, 

and patriarchy at the same time, making them the most oppressed group, and 

that gender equality was one the “ten essential tasks of the revolution" laid 

down by the first conference of the Party Central Committee in October 1930 

(Turley, 1972; United Nations, 2002). However, Turley (1972, p. 796) 

commented that although women were identified as the "most persecuted 

element in society" in a Party meeting in 1931, the winning of equal rights for 

women appeared ninth in this list, implying that gender equality was not an 

“immediate or critical issue by the Central Committee at that time”. The key 

message the Communist Party attempted to send to Vietnamese women was 

that colonialism was the major cause of women’s oppression and that only by 

fighting against colonialism could Vietnamese women liberate themselves 

(Chiricosta, 2010; Turley, 1972). 

 

While acknowledging that the Communist Party’s initial attempts to improve 

the status of women could be genuine, Turley (1972, p. 796) asserts that 

women’s rights were rather “exploited to strengthen the national united front”.  

Women were considered “powerful emancipatory subjects” who ideally suited 

liberation caused by the nationalist movement: “as the weakest and most 

‘backward’ members of the feudal-capitalist order, they furnished the party 

with a set of negative cultural attributes – such as ‘greed’, ‘superstition’, 

‘ignorance’, ‘pettiness’ and a pecuniary (or ‘petty bourgeois’) nature – that 

could only be overcome through progressive education and re-socialization” 

(Pettus, 2003, p. 9). By labelling feminists who advocated women’s rights 
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movements during this period as bourgeois Westernised intellectuals, leaders of 

the Communist Party could blame them for confining women’s liberation to 

“capitalist lifestyle” and failing to recognise colonialism as root causes of 

gender inequality, “the exploitation of women was said to be a feature of 

colonial rule, and ‘bourgeois democratic feminism’ only constrained the full 

flowering of the women’s movement because it was itself a product of colonial 

rule; therefore, women’s liberation could be achieved only within the context of 

a national and class revolution” (Turley, 1972, p. 795). The inclusion of women 

therefore was simply a way to recruit the Vietnamese masses for the 

revolutionary cause and emphasis was placed on the fight against feudalism and 

colonialism, rather than gender issues.  

 

To sum up, while the early 20th century saw more progress made in terms of 

access to education granted to Vietnamese middle-class and upper-class women 

living in big cities, the attitude towards women during this time was still much 

Confucian, and there existed the view that education for women had to be 

treated with caution as foreign influence (i.e. Western influence) may make 

them “quickly fall into the pits of decay and despoilation” (Marr, 1976, p. 376). 

The advocacy for women’s education therefore was purely political and not out 

of the genuine desire to emancipate women.  

 

Indochina War (1945-54) and Vietnam War (1954-1975)  

 

After Vietnam gained independence from the French in 1945, the country 

underwent two wars against the French and the Americans. Under the influence 

of the socialist ideology, Vietnamese women in the North were able to have 

better access to education and engaged more actively in public life. It was 

probably during this period that women were given the highest level of freedom 
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and authority. Efforts to empower women, however, “did not stem solely from 

idealized concerns for gender equality, per se” (Goodkind, 1995, p. 346). 

Because most men were conscripted, there was a severe lack of labour required 

to carry out the state government’s strategy with regard to collectivisation of 

agriculture and industrialisation. Women were mobilised to work in areas such 

as national defence and logistics and given formal military training so that they 

could serve in village militia units and in many cases act as commanders of 

militia platoons (Turley, 1972). As a result, women suddenly found themselves 

in positions of power at local levels (Goodkind, 1995). Despite these 

improvements, the society was still largely patriarchal when it came to spousal 

relationships and kinship models: “postmarital residence remained 

overwhelmingly patrilocal, and household division of labor, heavily male-

centered” (Luong, 2003, p. 204).  

 

During the two wars, the situation was unfavourable for Vietnamese women 

due to the tendency to equate gender equality with nationalism and socialism 

during the wars against French colonialism, which overlooked the tensions and 

conflicts caused by gender inequality (Duong, 2001; Turley, 1972). Women 

became synonymous with the proletariat, gender was submerged by class, and 

the fight for gender equality was deemed to be less important than nationalism 

and socialism, as stated by the female revolutionist Nguyen Thi Minh Khai 

(1910-1941), who was executed by the French colonial government, “We 

cannot stand on one side and consider only the question of inequality between 

men and women. On the contrary, the fundamental issue is the common 

dimension, the class dimension which we must solve together”. Duong (2001, p. 

283) terms it the “fallacy of trio” and explains: 
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In colonial or post-colonial societies, nationalist-strategists (who were 

mostly men) commonly advocated women's liberation to instill unity 

and conscript the female labor in the fight for national independence and 

reconstruction. Third World gender equality, therefore, easily becomes 

intertwined with the rhetoric of anti-colonialism and patriotism. 

 

Similarly, while the Vietnamese communists eliminated the strictest Confucian 

traditions, they deliberately maintained and brought back some milder ones and 

relied on patriotism and socialism to suppress gender problems, “the more the 

party (i.e. the Communist Party) praised the brave and selfless contributions of 

mothers, wives, and daughters to the national cause, the more the Vietnamese 

woman’s prescribed qualities took the form of a national obligation that would 

secure her subjugation in the new nation” (Pettus, 2003, p. 9). So far there has 

been a lack of a feminist school of thought in Vietnam, as the Vietnamese 

culture “prioritizes the good of the community before all other concerns, 

including gender issues” (Duong, 2001, p. 251). Both Confucian values and the 

Marxist ideology stress the “martyr image of self-sacrificing individuals, 

subordinating their needs to the good of the community” (Duong, 2001, p. 251), 

and it does not come as a surprise when self-sacrificing has been praised by 

educators, politicians, and the media as a primary quality for Vietnamese 

women, which discourages them from fighting for their rights. Schafer (2010, p. 

152) highlights the emphasis on sacrifice (hy sinh) and asserts that “no word in 

Vietnamese is more closely associated with womanhood.” He also comments 

that Vietnamese women therefore are expected to sacrifice (hy sinh) their own 

happiness for the sake of the greater good for the whole family/community, 

display endurance (chiu dung) and faithfulness (chung thuy). To be specific, 

they are advised to be submissive to a cruel mother-in-law, tolerant of husbands’ 

vices, and faithful to an adulterous or violent husband to preserve family 

happiness. During wartime, ideal women took care of aging parents-in-law and 
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remained faithful to their dead or missing husbands. These sacrifices have been 

praised as ideals and glorified in various literary and art works. Faithfulness, 

however, is a double standard in Vietnam, as betrayal and adultery can be 

acceptable for men, but bring shame and guilt on women (Jamieson, 2001; 

Schafer, 2010). After the wars, women were required to be the major 

contributors to a “civilised and cultured family” (gia dinh van hoa), a 

movement launched in the 1990s to encourage women to master skills like 

cooking, sewing, parenting, good nutrition, hygiene, birth control so that the 

whole family can benefit. The emphasis on self-sacrifice can also be found 

when revolutionists call for women’s participation in the fight for independence. 

As Duong (2001, p. 284) notes, “in turning the advocacy of women's rights into 

a nationalist movement and portraying feminists as female warriors or freedom 

fighters, one nobly legitimizes the sacrifice of women-the utilization of their 

labor and lives-and justifies ignoring their individual cries for freedom of 

choice…Free choices and individualism dissolve in the fever and ferment of 

nationalism”. As a result, the patriarchy is still in place, and it seems to 

transform from Confucian values to socialist ideology: 

 

While the party promoted the “new Vietnamese woman’s” educational 

and professional advancement, it simultaneously sought to recast the 

Confucian terms of domestic femininity—the obligations of dutiful 

daughters, devoted wives and sacrificing mothers—as the cornerstone of 

a national socialist morality. The state needed new Vietnamese women 

to harmonize and domesticate the imported ideals of socialist 

egalitarianism and scientific progress. Thus, nurses were “heroic” for 

mothering the nation’s wounded, female engineers stood for “progress” 

as long as they served the masses, and female factory workers had 

“equality” as long as they maintained the proper “Vietnamese style” 

(Pettus, 2003, p. 10).  
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Despite this mass mobilisation, women were still underrepresented in 

leadership positions. During the period 1946-1960, they occupied only 10 out 

of 403 seats in the National Assembly (Turley, 1972). Goodkind (1995, p. 347) 

notes that “such reversals in women’s leadership and occupational position are 

not unusual after military conflicts”, citing the experience of America’s “Rosie 

the Riveter” following the end of World War II to draw an analogy. Yet it 

should be acknowledged that placing women in the new roles that had been 

once inconceivable “irreparably damaged traditional images of women’s 

capacities and loosened the authority of family and clan” (Turley, 1972, p. 798).  

 

Socialist Republic of Vietnam (1975 - present) 

 

After the country was unified in 1975, the communist government changed the 

state’s name to the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. As war was over, the country 

no longer received assistance and aid from China, the Soviet Union, and others 

(Ronnås & Sjöberg, 1991). Vietnam continued its centrally planned economy 

that closely resembled the Soviet Union model. Like a number of countries that 

had recently gained independence from colonialists, Vietnam “exhibited a 

profound distrust of market and market norms, and generally equated the 

market with foreign domination, colonialism, and imperialism, so that national 

liberation and anti-colonialism meant the imposition of anti-market, anti-capital 

economic policies in the name of nationalism” (Cao, 2001, p. 1036). It hastily 

imposed the model in the southern economy with little success. The centrally 

planned economy began to reveal its fundamental weaknesses and the war-

devastated Vietnam was one of the poorest, least urbanized, and least developed 

countries in the world (Rew, 2009; Turley, 1993), suffering from “the 

disastrous effects of attempting to collectivize agriculture and nationalize 
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industry and commerce” (Riedel & Comer, 1997, p. 191). At the end of the 

1970s, Vietnam was plunged into a grave economic and political crisis when it 

was not allowed to access credit from international financial institutions such as 

International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and Asian Development Bank. It 

suffered economic losses caused by the United States’ embargo, and was 

isolated diplomatically from the rest of the world due to the border dispute with 

China and its invasion of Cambodia in December 1978 (Irvin, 1995; Turley, 

1993). GNP per capital of $200 was recorded, making Vietnam a country with a 

standard of living among the lowest worldwide (Cao, 2001). Hyperinflation 

was also reported, with estimates showing that inflation was probably one 

thousand percent per annum, though official data indicated much lower figures 

(Wurfel, 1993). As most Western trade was cut off due to the embargo and the 

sentiments caused by Vietnam’s intervention in Cambodia, state-owned 

enterprises relying on foreign imports suffered heavily (Wurfel, 1993). The 

situation was quite similar to that in the then Soviet Union, China, and Eastern 

Europe when change was required to tackle economic problems, boost overall 

morale, restore faith, and prevent the communist ideology from being 

questioned (Turley, 1993). Under internal pressure caused by the problems 

associated with poor economic performance and loss of faith in the communist 

ideology as well as external pressure from the Soviet Union, which contributed 

to 60 per cent of foreign investment in Vietnam from 1976 to 1980 and 

signalled that reform was needed to avoid the investment from being wasted, 

Vietnam had no choice but to carry out reforms (Andreff, 1993; Wurfel, 1993).  

 

As a consequence, in order to tackle the urgent economic problems and respond 

to the changes in international politics, most notably the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the overthrow of communist governments in Eastern Europe, in its 

Sixth National Congress in December 1986, the Vietnamese Communist Party 

(VCP) decided to adopt a policy of Doi Moi (renovation) – “market-oriented 
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socialist economy under state guidance” (Beresford, 2008). The main objectives 

of Doi Moi were to transform the centrally planned economy to a market 

economy, establish relationships with other nations, and reduce bureaucracy 

and corruption (Hayden & Lam, 2010; Jayakody & Huy, 2008). The 

introduction of Doi Moi has had a significant impact on various aspects of life, 

and “the economics of doi moi have opened the way to new forms of ownership 

and management, including a resurgent private sector and market, 

decentralization of management, and expansion of economic ties with the non-

socialist world” (Turley, 1993, p. 1). At the same time, such transformations in 

terms of economic growth and social change have led to “noticeable changes in 

gender relations, both positive and negative” (A. N. Vo & Harvey, 2009, p. 

224).  

 

On the one hand, Doi Moi was favourable to women in terms of more 

employment opportunities, especially in newly developed non-state sectors, and 

increasing mobility and circulation (A. N. Vo & Harvey, 2009). On the other 

hand, Doi Moi has led to increased inequality between the rich and the poor, 

between men and women, and between urban and rural dwellers (Fahey, 1998). 

A number of authors contend that Doi Moi has brought about greater gender 

inequalities and revived Confucian values and norms (Bélanger & Oudin, 2007; 

Fahey, 1998; Jacobs, 2008; Jayakody & Huy, 2008; Pettus, 2003; Rew, 2009; 

Werner & Bélanger, 2002). Overall, Doi Moi is considered to be “detrimental to 

women’s position in society and in their family for both ideological and 

economic reasons” (Bélanger, 2004, p. 98).  

 

A drastic change brought about by Doi Moi is the emphasis on the household as 

the new economic unit to replace co-operatives that were the backbones of the 

socialist economy (Fahey, 1998; Jayakody & Huy, 2008; N. Jones & Thi Van 

Anh, 2012). Beresford (2008, p. 240) asserts that women were “most severely 
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affected” by the disbandment of these co-operatives, making them “the most 

vulnerable to persistent poverty”. She concluded that “while women have long 

been the victims of unequal treatment in Vietnamese society, the possibilities 

that were opened up for them by the socialist system have disappeared as 

market reforms compelled their retreat into the household” (Beresford, 2008, p. 

240). Inevitably, such emphasis on the household meant that norms and values 

related to women’s traditional roles re-emerged, putting more pressure on 

women, “the state’s desire to foster prosperous, self-sufficient and politically 

compliant households in the Doi Moi area has increased the cultural premium 

placed on women’s ‘traditional’ roles as nurturing mothers, devoted wives and 

skilled housekeepers, largely at the expense of the progressive ideals of the 

socialist years” (Pettus, 2003, p. 12).  Werner (2009) provides an accurate 

description of how Doi Moi worsened gender equality in Vietnam: 

 

With the return of the household as the basic unit of production after the 

decollectivization of land and the resurgence of kinship in local and 

national politics, gendered discourses under Doi Moi quickly displaced 

the iconic revolutionary images of Vietnamese womanhood. Pro-family 

discourses accompanied the revival of other neotraditionalist and 

patriarchal themes. As portrayed in the Doi Moi media, the new 

femininities tended to be much more family-oriented, virtuous, and 

consumer-oriented than during the past. (p. 4) 

 

Despite their much greater representation in the public realm, she argued, the 

prevalent view among Vietnamese men and women was that “a woman’s place 

was in the home and that care of the family took precedence over public 

activities and employment” (Werner, 2009, p. 3). A similar observation was 

made by Fahey (1998), who notes that the Vietnamese communist government, 

when facing the problems associated with their own attempts to “proletarianise 
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all labour”, tried to relocate women into the domestic sphere, put women in the 

informal sector, and use the media as a powerful tool to revive and reinforce 

Confucian norms and values: 

 

In support of the retreat to the domestic and the more flexible informal 

sector is the media image of a “good” wife and mother, one who 

produces “bright and white” clothes from a new washing machine and 

who engages in voluntary community activities. This placid image is 

bolstered by the residual patriarchal tendencies of Confucianism which 

are undergoing a renewal within the elite segments of the community. (p. 

244) 

 

A number of authors contend that the withdrawal of the state’s support and 

subsidies was a major cause of increased gender inequalities after Doi Moi was 

introduced (Bélanger & Oudin, 2007; Jayakody & Huy, 2008; A. N. Vo & 

Harvey, 2009). Jayakody and Huy (2008) draw attention to the fact that before 

economic reforms were carried out, young couples usually lived separately 

from their parents as they were entitled to land and housing subsidies. Yet these 

subsidies were no longer available when the state withdrew their support. In 

addition, since childcare had become “prohibitively expensive” and companies 

were not willing to recruit women to avoid paying for maternity leave, couples 

with small children had to seek help from their extended families. As a result, 

post-marital co-residence had become increasingly common, and many women 

found that living with their parents-in-law further complicated their marriage, 

“this situation creates a challenge to the daughter-in-law’s performance of roles, 

which demand tactful skills, endurance, energy, and time. If a working woman 

in a nuclear family has to perform double duty, balancing between career and 

family responsibilities, then her counterpart in the extended family has to face 

triple duty, balancing among work, home, and lam dau (being a daughter-in-
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law) obligations” (Ngo 2001, p. 149). In Vietnamese culture, it is acceptable for 

a mother-in-law to be “cross, unpleasant, cutting, and condescending toward the 

daughter-in-law” and the daughter-in-law is expected to “meekly and even 

happily obey” (Young, 1998, p. 157).  Patrilocal residence therefore exerted 

tremendous psychological pressures on married women: 

 

They had to take care not only of their nuclear families, but also their 

husbands’ parents and even the latter’s nonadult siblings. They had to 

adapt to daily patterns and food preferences in their husbands’ families 

(further elaborated below). Parents-in-law, and mothers-in-law in 

particular, seldom allowed their sons to alleviate the daughters-in-law’s 

domestic burdens, since domestic chores were considered the primary 

responsibilities of women. I would suggest that the continuing strength 

of patrilocal residence contributed to the persistence of domestic labor 

division and to the emphasis on women’s economic contributions 

simply as a part of their domestic duties, which in turn exerted a major 

adverse impact on women’s abilities to participate on an equal footing 

with men in the political arena (Luong, 2003, p. 209). 

 

Furthermore, women lost their jobs more often and “have few new 

opportunities for high income earnings comparable to those of men, with the 

exception of prostitution, and work in restaurants, retail outlets and teaching 

English” (Fahey, 1998, p. 238). Pettus (2003) shares the view and comments 

that in state companies, women were usually the first ones to be made 

redundant. Q. T. Tran and Allen (1992) also suggest that Doi Moi led to the 

declining position of Vietnamese women, the withdrawal of women from 

society and state management, as well as the re-emergence of Confucian views 

of gender inequality. Truong (2008, p. 5) comments on the challenges women 

in the new context had to encounter, “Women in Vietnam have difficult choices 
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to make. If they choose to become mothers, then they have multiple roles to 

balance, including roles in society and business, roles in the family, and the 

heavenly mandate”. Therefore, it was not surprising when a lot of Vietnamese 

women, especially married ones, quit work in state-owned and private 

businesses to opt for petty trading, which offered greater flexibility and allowed 

them to fulfil all household and economic duties shouldered by them (Fahey, 

1998). 

 

It has also been observed that outdated rituals, customs, and gender roles which 

seemed to diminish in the previous period re-emerged as a result of Doi Moi 

(Bélanger & Oudin, 2007; Jayakody & Huy, 2008). Evidence suggests that the 

period after Doi Moi was characterised by the increasing popularity of 

complicated death and marriage rituals as well as ancestor worship practices, 

stronger preference for sons, increased sex-selective abortions, and greater 

reliance on horoscopes and fortune tellers when deciding matters, all of which 

furthered inequities and increased the already great workload for women.  

 

It can be said that Vietnam is currently “a country in which gender roles are in 

transition” (United Nations, 2002, p. 16). Sadly, the productive workloads of 

modern women are conflicting with traditional roles and values causing anguish 

and confusion for many women trying to fulfil all expectations (Franklin, 1999).  

Because of Doi Moi, Vietnamese women became winners and losers of the 

market economy (Dao, 2011). World Bank (2011, p. 22) shares the view, 

stating that whilst Vietnam has “outperformed many other countries in terms of 

gender equality with equivalent or even higher levels of economic development, 

it reports both old and new, emerging forms of gender inequality”, explaining 

that “the contradictory nature of Vietnam’s performance in relation to gender 

equality testifies to a society characterized by cross-cutting historical traditions 

and contemporary forces”. Economic development also meant Vietnamese 
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women “struggled to reconcile the mundane pressures of their lives with the 

contradictory demands of national middle class morality” (Pettus, 2003, p. 14). 

As argued by Pettus (2003) and Schafer (2010), in an effort to recast the 

patriarchy and “redomesticate”  women and protect traditional feminine virtues, 

which form the “essence of Vietnamese culture”, from evaporating, the 

communist government has doubled the burden on women and tried to 

reinforce their idealised norms of gender roles via political bodies and media:  

 

Though they were no longer subject to the heavy-handed tactics of party 

propaganda in their everyday lives, women confronted the expectations 

and social rules of national femininity through state billboards and 

loudspeakers, newspapers and television, rumor and gossip. These 

media directly and indirectly shaped the terrain of social meanings 

about what was normal and what was deviant, what was desirable and 

what was dangerous, in the new market society (Pettus, 2003, p. 14).  

 

It should be noted that the media in Vietnam are controlled by the State and 

have little autonomy. Article 1, Chapter I of the Law on Media clearly indicates 

that the media are “the mouthpiece of State organizations”, and Article 6, 

Chapter III specifies that they have the responsibility to “disseminate, publicize 

and contribute to the establishment and protection of the strategies and policies 

of the Party, the laws of the State” and “to strengthen and protect the Socialist 

Vietnam Fatherland” (National Assembly of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 

1999). The role of the government in disseminating these gendered messages 

was obvious, as it has used a number of ways to frequently communicate the 

“ideals” of womanhood and emphasise women’s duties in their household: “On 

neighborhood loudspeakers, in community meetings and at state cultural 

celebrations, government officials called on women to fulfil their national 

responsibility as mothers and wives by improving their knowledge of hygiene, 
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birth control, child nutrition, proper parenting and home economics” (Pettus, 

2003, p. 4). In an attempt to protect Vietnamese women from Western 

influences, Confucian norms such as  the “Three Submissions” and the “Four 

Virtues” were recast and combined with communism (Chiricosta, 2010; Fahey, 

1998; Rydstrøm, 2003a). The mixture of these two ideologies formed the 

guideline for Vietnamese women who are required to “work for an egalitarian 

society”, continuously update their knowledge, and raise living standards, but 

also need to know how to “build a happy family” and “lead cultured, humane 

and upright lives” (Santillán, Schuler, Anh, Minh, & Mai, 2002, p. 253). While 

it is impossible to prevent women from playing a more active role in the new 

market economy, messages that contain moral lessons and warnings are 

conveyed regularly by the media owned and directed by the communist 

government. As Pettus (2003) observes: 

 

The stories—both real and fictional—detailed the fates of those who put 

money and self-interest before family duty, who “aped the West” and 

forgot the meaning of filial piety. Most targeted women as the primary 

offenders: mothers who neglected their children, wives who looked 

down on their husbands, daughters who disrespected their in-laws. By 

juxtaposing moralistic critique and economic enticement, the press 

conveyed a host of competing injunctions to middle-class female 

readers: enrich your family, but avoid excessive ambition; modernize 

your appearance, but remain modest; put your domestic duties first, but 

continue to advance your “scientific knowledge”. The media’s scrutiny 

of female choices, attitudes and conduct communicated the tenuous 

divide between national development and cultural degradation and 

defined the moral angst of a nation caught on the edge of capitalist 

transformation. (p. 5) 
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How the Vietnam Women’s Union (VWU) operates is a notable example of the 

communist government’s propaganda and policies in relation to gender issues. 

Being the largest mass organisation in Vietnam which attracts 13 million 

members out of a total population of nearly 90 million, VWU represents the 

government in voicing gender issues and policies (Waibel & Glück, 2013). 

VWU membership is compulsory for women working in state-owned 

organisations, armed forces, and the Labour Union (Waibel & Glück, 2013). It 

is most striking, perhaps, to see that this mass organisation, which is supposed 

to protect women’s rights and strive for gender equality, appears to be a tool 

used by the communist government to suppress the emergence of feminist ideas. 

In its introduction on its official website, the VWU announces that since its 

foundation, the union “has made important contributions to the national 

liberalization and construction”, but has not mentioned anything about how it 

has contributed to the improved status of women (Vietnam Women’s Union, 

2005). Its main task is to “take part in the anti-feudalism and anti-imperialism 

movements led by the Communist Party to struggle for the power of the 

people” and “for the sake of national interest”, not to promote women’s rights. 

During the period 1955-1975, when women were required to be bold and took 

more duties when their men were at the frontier, the VWU emphasised the 

qualities “heroic, indomitable, loyal, resourceful” (anh hung, bat khuat, trung 

hau, dam dang), termed “eight golden words” by President Ho Chi Minh 

(1890-1969), and launched many campaigns of emulation for women. These 

included the Three Responsibilities: 1. take charge of agricultural and industrial 

production; 2. manage the family, support soldiers at the front; and 3. take up 

arms if necessary. The Vietnamese Woman, the VWU’s official newspaper, 

published articles to portray the ideal woman as one who knows how to balance 

“revolutionary ideals and traditional feminine qualities” (Schafer, 2010, p. 148). 

It was also the VWU that initiated a nation-wide movement referred to as Three 
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Criteria Campaign that encouraged women to “Study Actively, Work 

Creatively, Raise Children Well And Build Happy Families" (Tich cuc hoc tap 

lao dong va sang tao, Nuoi con gioi va Xay Dung gia dinh am no hanh phuc) 

(Schuler et al., 2006; Vietnam Women’s Union, 2005). “Study Actively” means 

women have to participate regularly in community meetings, read government 

publications, and understand the state and VWU policies. “Work Creatively” 

means women need to engage in income-generating activities and be proactive 

in economic pursuits for the family”. The last criterion implies that women  

have to make sure that their children get good grades in school and receive 

some titles of honours such as “excellent student” (hoc sinh xuat sac), “good 

student” (hoc sinh gioi), that no family member is involved in social evils or 

street fights, that husband and wife must maintain a harmonious relationship 

without any loud arguments or fights, and that the family keeps a good 

relationship with neighbours and have no quarrel with anyone in the local 

community (Schuler et al., 2006). In Vietnamese society, women are expected 

to be gentle and quiet to their husbands, who are regarded as being superior and 

“pillars of the house” (tru cot), comply with the men’s desires and wishes to 

avoid offending or angering them, and endure verbal abuse or even violence as 

a way to maintain the so-called family harmony (Rydstrøm, 2003b). This set of 

criteria means that women must “conform to Confucian gender norms 

regarding filial piety and obedience to male family members”, be primarily 

responsible for keeping family harmony, which can be translated as “giving in, 

keeping quiet, and making sacrifices for the family” (Schuler et al., 2006, p. 

387). The campaign therefore is a revival of deep-rooted Confucian norms and 

gender-biased views which depict submissiveness and obedience as desirable 

female qualities and instil the idea that women must be to blame for whatever 

happens in her family, even things that are beyond their control, exerting 

intense pressure on the women involved (Schuler et al., 2006). Apart from the 

Three Criteria Campaign, the VWU has consistently used the following 
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slogans when mentioning the role of women, “excellent contributor to the 

country, great home maker” and “three traits of a good female worker and three 

homemaking responsibilities to be fulfilled” (H. T. Vu, Duong, Barnett, & Lee, 

2017). Apparently, these slogans emphasise that women must embrace the role 

of the home maker as traditionally dictated, but have to bear more 

responsibilities by being a part of the workforce and contributing to the 

country’s development. The most recent key goals that the VWU set out for the 

period 2007-2012 include: to raise capacity and knowledge and improve the 

material and spiritual life of women, to cultivate Vietnamese women who are 

patriotic, knowledgeable, healthy, skilful, dynamic, innovative, cultured and 

kind hearted, and to build and develop an organizally strong VWU, which can 

play a key role in motivating women and protecting the legitimate rights and 

interests of women. These goals indicate a level of ambiguity when “the 

legitimate rights and interests of women” are not clearly specified, and it 

remains unclear what kind of tasks the VWU aims to motivate women to 

achieve. It also reflects the view that Vietnamese women are expected to 

acquire more knowledge, set of skills, and desirable qualities to attain an ideal 

model of modern womanhood, while men do not have to conform to any 

standard except a vague image of “the house pillar”, which suggests that men 

should be strong, bold, and be the decision maker in the household. Overall, 

instead of promoting the emancipation of women, the VWU reinforces the Four 

Virtues and the Three Submissions which were once the core of Confucian 

standards against which women were judged. The view was even expressed 

openly by Nguyen Thi Thap, Head of the VWU, when she asserted that “The 

Four Virtues are important in all contexts, and women still must keep them 

constantly in mind” (Schafer, 2010, p. 149). In a speech addressing the National 

Assembly in 2002, the General Secretary of the Communist Party, the most 

powerful position in the politburo, stressed the significance of women in 

maintaining familial happiness and the preservation of Vietnam’s traditions, 
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“not specifically excluding patriarchal traditions”, and stated that the VWU was 

responsible for “helping every woman understand clearly her role in each 

family” (Santillán et al., 2002, p. 253). Goodkind (1995) makes a valid point 

when providing the following explanation: 

 

Because the Women's Union has always played the role of loyal 

opposition in mobilizing women's support for Communist party and 

nationalist agendas, it must support the current free market reforms 

which constitute those agendas, even if they have partially eroded 

equalities of opportunity for women. Women's interests may be further 

compromised because Vietnamese perestroika has not been 

accompanied by an associated glasnost. (p. 357) 

 

It is clear that while the expectations of men remain the same, the pressure put 

on women has intensified, creating a hurdle for any woman who wishes to 

become a leader. These stereotypes, which have been reinforced by the VWU, 

adversely affected women’s perceptions of their own ability and undermined 

their confidence in seeking leadership for the fear that they might not perform 

the dual roles of being a leader and a homemaker effectively (H. T. Vu et al., 

2017). Given the VWU’s size and outreach, its emphasis on women’s 

conventional gender roles and expectations regarding proper behaviours 

presents a barrier to female empowerment (Chiricosta, 2010). 

 

Overall, as Schafer (2010) has suggested, Vietnam differs from China and a 

number of countries in that the market economy has not led to improvements in 

the position of women either within the family or in the whole society. Instead, 

as discussed above, the communist government has attempted to use the media 

and Vietnam Women’s Union to encourage women to actively engage in the 

workforce and contribute to the economic development of the country but at the 
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same time emphasise the importance of women in the household. As a result, 

women are not only required to update knowledge and skills to perform well at 

work and but also need to conform to Confucian notions of womanhood, fulfil 

the role of the domestic worker, caregiver, and educator for their own children, 

and remain subordinate in status to their husbands and in-laws to maintain 

familial happiness.  

 

To sum up, while Vietnamese women traditionally seem to have a higher level 

of freedom in terms of mobility and engagement in trade activities compared to 

counterparts in neighbouring countries, they were allowed “exceedingly few 

social roles, no freedom of choice in determining their futures and little chance 

of exercising authority in social groups” (Turley, 1972, p. 793). Their greater 

role is indeed a burden rather than a privilege, which is more a way for 

husbands to free themselves from mundane tasks and focus on “noble things” 

such as poetry or other cultural activities (Duong, 2001, p. 228). Their status 

has not improved under the Communist regime as predicted, instead 

Vietnamese women find themselves cope with increasing and often conflicting 

demands of complying with the socialist work ethic in the public domain and 

conforming to Confucian ethic in the private domain (Institute for Social 

Development Studies, 2015).  

 

On a more positive note, the fight against feudalism and colonialism during the 

first half of the 20th century also gave Vietnamese women more freedom from 

the rigid patriarchal system as mass mobilisation was essential for the 

Communist Party’s success. During wartime, given the need for labour in 

agriculture and factories while most men were fighting at the frontier, women’s 

participation in activities that had been once exclusively men’s increased, 

allowing Vietnamese women to gain much better access to knowledge, work 

skills, and leadership.  
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3.2 Socio-cultural Factors 
 

The previous section provided an overview of gender issues and the role of 

Vietnamese women in various historical periods. The section that follows will 

provide a discussion of the most notable socio-cultural factors that constitute 

the macro level of the framework proposed to examine Vietnamese female 

academics’ career advancement.  

 

Confucianism 

 

Among the socio-cultural factors that have shaped Vietnamese norms and 

values regarding gender relationships, Confucianism is the most influential, 

given its long roots in Vietnamese history since the 5th century and its status as 

the official philosophy adopted by Vietnamese dynasties from the 15th to the 

19th century. In addition, like women elsewhere, Vietnamese women’s 

marginalisation is also due to the traditionally patriarchal nature of the society, 

which explains why gender stereotypes, sexist attitudes, and prescribed gender 

roles are pervasive.  

 

Confucianism was brought to Vietnam by the Chinese, who reigned the country 

for one thousand years. Having been the dominant system of values and moral 

philosophy in the Vietnamese society for nearly five centuries, it had profound 

effects on the social norms, attitudes, and beliefs, including gender relationships 

(Munro, 2012; Santillán et al., 2002; United Nations, 2002; Walsh, 2011). 

According to Confucian philosophy, a social order in which women are 

inherently inferior to men and assume a subordinate status is essential to 

maintain balance and harmony (Grosse, 2015; Jamieson, 2001; D. N. Pham, 

2005). There is substantial evidence to demonstrate that since the Doi Moi 
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period, Confucian norms such as the Three Submissions and Four Virtues, 

which dictate women’s behaviours, impose an idealised notion of womanhood, 

and associate them with family responsibilities, have re-emerged and been 

reinforced by the Vietnam Women’s Union and the media controlled by the 

communist state (Bélanger & Oudin, 2007; Fahey, 1998; Jayakody & Huy, 

2008; Pettus, 2003; Schuler et al., 2006; Waibel & Glück, 2013; Werner & 

Bélanger, 2002).  

 

It is generally acknowledged that Confucianism is often associated with 

disapproval of women’s leadership (Truong, 2008; Tuminez, 2012). Because of 

the Confucian influence, most Vietnamese people, men or women alike, hold 

the view that men make better leaders and that women should find housework 

as fulfilling as paid employment (United Nations, 2002).  

 

Despite the heavy influence of Confucian ideology on Vietnamese culture, very 

few studies examine how Confucian values and norms affect the behaviours, 

leadership practices, and perceptions of career advancement among Vietnamese 

female academics. In a recent study, it has been found that due to the influence 

of Confucianism, managing relationships is a source of stress among 

Vietnamese female academics, who are obliged to “make themselves inferior to 

their superiors to maintain the power-distance required by the cultural hierarchy, 

regardless of their qualifications and capacities” (Le, 2016, p. 14). Findings by 

N. L. T. Dang (2012) indicate that the Confucian ideology remains influential 

among the Vietnamese female academics studied, which prevents women from 

displaying certain behaviours that are against the prescribed gender norms and 

roles, negatively affects their view of leadership, and limits their socialisation 

with male colleagues and superiors.  
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Gender stereotypes 

 

Gender stereotypes refer to generalisations about the attributes of men and 

women (Heilman, 2012) and are based on the distinction between communal 

and agentic qualities (Caleo & Heilman, 2013; Eagly & Carli, 2007). According 

to these generalisations, women are more likely to display communal qualities 

such as being affectionate, helpful, interpersonally sensitive, and soft-spoken. 

Men, in contrast, tend to possess agentic qualities like being aggressive, 

ambitious, self-confident, even forceful. Gender-stereotypic attributes usually 

have a deleterious effect on women’s leadership since they portray women as 

having little agentic competence and result in discrimination against female 

leaders (Carli, 2015). Prospective female leaders are forced to deal with the role 

incongruity, the mismatch between qualities considered to be feminine and 

leadership traits and behaviours, which are traditionally cast as being masculine 

(Doldor, 2013). This perceived role incongruity puts women in a no-win 

situation (Powell & Butterfield, 2003). If they display communal qualities, they 

are unfit for the managerial role, which is often associated with masculine 

characteristics such as assertiveness, independence, and willingness to take risk 

(Eagly & Carli, 2007; Powell & Butterfield, 1979, 1989; Powell, Butterfield, & 

Parent, 2002). Nevertheless, if they are highly agentic, they fail to conform to 

the female gender role and receive unfavourable judgements (Eagly & Carli, 

2007; Powell & Butterfield, 2003). In addition, women are also disliked  and 

derogated when succeeding in areas that violate gender stereotypic 

prescriptions (Heilman, 2001, 2012; Heilman & Wallen, 2010). 

 

Kelly (2011)’s study of the Vietnamese context provided evidence regarding 

the dilemma facing women described above. Most respondents in this study 

thought that being determined and decisive was acceptable for men, while the 

same thing was considered to be negative for women, who were expected to be 
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gentle and caring in their leadership styles. The Vietnamese media and 

universities also portray the ideal image of modern women, including female 

academics, as those who know how to balance traditional roles and positions in 

their organisations. They are supposed to exemplify traits thought to be suitable 

for their sex such as being gentle, avoiding being too outspoken, keeping 

harmony, and not engaging much in male-dominated circles (N. T. A. Dang, 

2012).  

 

In addition, Vietnamese people still hold stereotyped attitudes towards 

women’s competency and leadership capabilities. As indicated in the most 

recent large-scale study that surveyed factors contributing to gender inequality, 

both Vietnamese men and women agree that men are more effective workers, 

outperform women in tasks involving technical skills, and better suited to 

leadership positions than women who are “complicated” (Institute for Social 

Development Studies, 2015). The most interesting finding from this study is 

probably the fact that women, regardless of geographical regions, are more 

likely to hold stereotypes about their own ability, which may reflect the deeply-

seated norms instilled from their early childhood (Institute for Social 

Development Studies, 2015). Evidence also suggests that because of such 

stereotypes, Vietnamese women are more likely to be promoted to senior 

positions in “soft” areas usually associated with caregiving and support such as 

health and education while men dominate top positions in law, economics, 

foreign affairs, and science and technology (Munro, 2012; United Nations, 

2002; World Bank, 2011).  

 

It is also worth noting that gender stereotypes are still pervasive in official 

documents such as textbooks. The first research into the content of primary 

school textbooks for grades 1-5 in Vietnam has offered an insightful analysis of 

gender stereotypes and sexism embedded in the texts. Using the model 
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developed by Blumberg (2007), the researchers analysed the materials based on 

six categories: invisibility, stereotyping, imbalance and selectivity, unreality, 

fragmentation and isolation, and cosmetics biases (UNESCO/MOET, 2010). 

Analyses of the textbook authors’ gender, narrative texts, illustrations and 

graphic designs, suggestions for student activities, assessment procedures, and 

the learning philosophy conveyed indicate that biases across five out of the six 

categories exist. In the first category, invisibility, the most prominent example 

is the sole portrayal of men/boys in activities and positions that are considered 

to be more challenging, heroic, tied to leadership, and linked to science and 

technology. Women and girls, on the other hand, are portrayed as those having 

secondary roles in positions such as secretaries and librarians, who provide 

support rather than carry out the chief activities. Stereotyping is also blatant, 

with girls depicted as being clean, organised, and emotional, and only 

girls/women are associated with the act of crying. In addition, there are clear 

examples of imbalance and selectivity, when textbooks purely depict men as 

engineers, mathematicians, top academic performers, and winners in 

international maths competitions, while female students are portrayed as 

passive observers in class. The recommended student activities also suggest that 

the group leader should be male. When it comes to the category of “unreality”, 

the textbooks are found to reinforce the long-rooted prejudice that women are 

intellectually and socially inferior individuals who love gossiping, create 

illusions when only illustrating families that are happy and harmonious yet 

evading unpleasant aspects of family life, and sustain patriarchy by implying 

that a man is always trustworthy and must be the head of a family. The World 

Bank (2006) finds examples of the fifth category - cosmetic biases, which refers 

to the fact that despite corrections/improvements, gender parity and biases still 

exist. It holds true for these textbooks, which, in spite of being updated 

regularly, still reflect strong biases and embrace numerous examples of 

stereotyping and conventional gender roles. It is a well-documented fact that 



 82 

both the formal and informal curriculum contribute to “students’ learning of 

gender relations and their sense of self as gendered people” (Gender Equity 

Taskforce, 1997, p. 32). Given the powerful impact of textbooks, “the most 

visible component of the curriculum” (UNESCO/MOET, 2010, p. 5), on 

learners, especially in the first years of formal schooling when ideas and 

perspectives are usually formed, these materials perpetuate stereotypes, 

misconceptions, and gender roles, all of which are detrimental to the promotion 

of equality between men and women.  

 

The Vietnamese mainstream media also promote the double standard against 

which women are judged and portray a number of gender stereotypes. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, a number of scholars have contended that since Doi Moi, 

the communist government has deliberately used the media to advocate the 

notion of ideal Vietnamese womanhood and recast the Confucian norms and 

gender roles. The most recent large-scale study conducted in late 2015 and 

early 2016, funded by Oxfam Vietnam, has revealed that the media have used a 

number of slogans which reinforce the traditionally gendered division of labour, 

promote the notion of ideal Vietnamese womanhood, and hold women 

accountable for family happiness, such as “Men build a house, women build a 

home”, “Women are the champion in housework”, or “Women keep the fire on 

in the family” (H. T. Vu et al., 2017, p. 21). This study also sheds light into how 

the media in Vietnam emphasise the double standard that ideal women must 

fulfil their dual roles as traditional homemaker and modern female workers, 

while men are not expected to do the same.  

 

Findings from this study also suggest that most Vietnamese journalists hold 

gender-based stereotypes (H. T. Vu et al., 2017). As a result, they tend to report 

less frequently about female leaders, and if they do, usually depict these women 

in the context of traditional gender prescribed roles and associate their success 
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with “understanding and support” from spouses and family members. In 

addition, stories about successful women are fraught with information about 

their personal lives, physical appearance, how they balance their dual roles, 

how they raise their children, while stories about male leaders only focus on 

their achievements at work.    

 

Overall, there is extensive evidence to suggest that gender stereotypes are 

pervasive in the Vietnamese media, official publications by the government, 

and textbooks. The next section will focus on sexism, another structure of 

inequality. 

 

Hostile sexism, benevolent sexism, and ambivalent sexism  

 

Sexism is multidimensional and not necessarily “a uniform antipathy toward 

women” (Glick & Fiske, 1996, p. 491). Extensive research has pointed out that 

hostile sexism, “an adversarial view of gender relations in which women are 

perceived as seeking to control men” (Glick & Fiske, 2001, p. 109) is pervasive 

across cultures. Hostile sexism suggests that men are superior and well-suited 

to high positions, while women are not “fully competent adults” who are ideal 

for domestic work or low-level jobs (Glick & Fiske, 1996, 1997). A 

complementary yet subtle form of sexism that usually coexists with hostile 

sexism is benevolent sexism, which can be defined as “a set of interrelated 

attitudes toward women that are sexist in terms of viewing women 

stereotypically and in restricted roles but that are subjectively positive in feeling 

tone (for the perceiver) and also tend to elicit behaviors typically categorized as 

prosocial (e.g, helping) or intimacy-seeking (e.g, self-disclosure)” (Glick & 

Fiske, 1996, p. 491).  
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Masked in the form of affection, positive description of women as home makers, 

and idealisation of women in traditional gender roles, benevolent sexism 

portrays women as vulnerable creatures who “ought to be adored and placed on 

a pedestal but also weak and in need of protection” from men and hence defer 

to the authority exercised by their partners (Glick et al., 2000, p. 764). Another 

example of benevolent sexism is the appointment of women to problematic but 

seemingly attractive positions as if such appointments were a favour, and “by 

appearing to support women but actually giving them inferior positions with 

limited opportunities for development, those in power can deny charges of 

overt discrimination while ensuring that any change does not dramatically 

challenge the gender-based status hierarchy or rock the organization boat too 

hard” (Ryan & Haslam, 2007, p. 558).  

 

Though it is less recognisable than blatant and hostile sexism, and seems to 

derive out of benevolence for women, benevolent sexism reinforces stereotypes, 

patriarchy, and female subordination (Glick & Fiske, 1997, 2001). What is 

more disturbing, moreover, is that while outright hostility can be easily spotted 

and rejected, the attitude embedded in the seemingly favourable and chivalrous 

ideology is less likely to be viewed as sexism, is hardly questioned, and often 

endorsed by women themselves  (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005; Glick & Fiske, 

2001). Whereas hostile sexism relies on punishment for women who do not 

comply with their traditional roles and social expectations, benevolent sexism 

implies rewards for women who are subject to these male-defined roles, and as 

widely known, rewards are usually “far more effective than punishment in 

eliciting conformity” (Glick et al., 2000, p. 765).  

 

Although benevolent sexism appears to be trivial, there is sufficient evidence to 

demonstrate that it contributes to gender inequality in the same way as hostile 

sexism does (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005; Glick & Fiske, 1996, 2001; Glick et al., 
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2000). The only difference is that while hostile sexism indicates antipathy by 

suggesting that women are incompetent and therefore not suitable to “agentic 

tasks” which require determination, the use of power, and decision making 

ability, benevolent sexism conveys seemingly positive conventional beliefs 

regarding the social expectations for women, the glorification of  qualities that 

make women best suited to the role of caregiver, homemaker, and domestic 

labourer, and the idealisation of women’s role in fulfilling men’s both romantic 

and sexual needs (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005; Glick & Fiske, 1996).  

 

A recent cross-cultural study of the two forms of sexism conducted in nineteen 

countries has supported the view that in a country where men display a high 

level of aggression, women tend to seek protection from men – the very group 

that intimidates and threatens their status – and accept benevolent sexism as a 

way to avoid being confronted with hostile sexism (Glick et al., 2000). The 

damaging consequences of benevolent sexism can be best summarised in the 

following remark: 

 

BS (benevolent sexism) is not simply patronizing but may be just as 

important as HS (hostile sexism) in justifying and maintaining gender 

inequality. Untempered by paternalistic benevolence, hostility toward 

women would likely arouse only resistance and recalcitrance from a 

group on whom men are dependent in their most intimate relationships; 

BS disarms their resistance. The idealization of women who fulfil male-

defined roles and needs is a crucial complement to the demonization of 

those who defy male power and authority, creating a particularly 

effective system of social control whose grip women in many societies 

are still struggling to break (Glick et al., 2000, p. 773). 
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Due to the simultaneous existence of hostile and benevolent sexism, ambivalent 

sexism, which combines both of the two complementary forms, emerges (Glick 

& Fiske, 1997, 2001). Despite the differences between the two forms, hostile 

and benevolent sexism are grounded in common assumptions, seek to maintain 

the conventional prescribed gender roles, and are intended to justify patriarchy 

and the existing inequalities (Glick & Fiske, 1997). These assumptions are 

either based on “derogatory characterizations of women” in the case of hostile 

sexism or entail “kinder and gentler justifications of male dominance and 

prescribed gender roles” displayed by benevolent sexism (Glick & Fiske, 1997, 

p. 121). It can be argued that sexism therefore is not necessarily only hostile or 

benevolent, but ambivalent in the sense that it contains both forms of sexism at 

the same time.  

 

None of the literature so far has discussed benevolent sexism in the Vietnamese 

context, probably because prior research is primarily concerned with hostility 

sexism, which is more easily recognised. Yet benevolent sexism has coexisted 

with hostile sexism throughout the country’s history. In pre-colonial society, 

hostile sexism was blatant when a number of proverbs and folk sayings indicate 

that women are inferior to men and intellectually shallow, as discussed in 

chapter 3 (see pages 57-58). During these periods, women were constantly 

reminded and expected to obey the Four Virtues and Three Submissions which 

clearly stipulated appropriate physiognomy, domestic skills, behaviours, and 

speech as well as women’s subordination to male members of their family. To 

offset the sternness of such dogma, probably due to fear of resistance from the 

oppressed women, Vietnamese scholars and mandarins had attempted to 

“reinforce the system from more subtle angles” when honouring and putting 

feminine qualities such as chastity on the same level as qualities most often 

praised in men (Marr, 1976, p. 373). Marr (1976) also drew a meaningful 

comparison between this technique and the practice of glorifying women’s 
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subordination in medieval Europe, indicating a similarity in terms of the 

benevolent sexism displayed by men during that time. When looking at printed 

texts and how certain events are observed in Vietnam, one can easily see how 

pervasive this form of sexism is in Vietnamese contemporary society. Vietnam 

is likely to be the only country in the world where Vietnamese Women’s Day 

and International Women’s Day, observed on 20 October and 8 March 

respectively, are celebrated in a grand manner across the country. Most 

organisations, either state-owned or private, hold parties during which women 

receive gifts, flowers, and greetings from their superiors and co-workers. Men 

are also expected to send flowers and greetings to girlfriends and female 

members of their families on these two days. It is also common for female 

teachers to receive flowers, greetings, and possibly gifts from their students, 

and male students are always selected to present the gift and deliver the 

greetings. Yet what makes these events troubling is that on these occasions, 

women’s beauty and feminine qualities, especially self-sacrifice, are usually 

highlighted and praised. Analyses of numerous printed texts used by the 

mainstream media, national leaders’ speeches, and top management of 

organisations in a series of events and meetings on the occasion of International 

Women’s Day reveal that women are glorified for performing well at work, 

balancing household and job tasks well, fulfilling the role of domestic workers 

and caregivers, being the most important educator to their children, contributing 

to the development of the new generation, sacrificing for their families, and 

being submissive daughters-in-law to maintain familial harmony (Nguyen 

2012). A popular saying is widely cited by the media, suggesting that men 

should be the breadwinner and protector of the household, and women should 

be the homemaker, “Men build houses, women build homes” (Dan ong xay nha, 

dan ba xay to am). Women are compared to beautiful flowers that preserve, 

maintain, and develop the unique qualities that only Vietnamese women seem 

to possess. Again, putting Vietnamese women on a pedestal, praising their 
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beauty, patronising beliefs about appropriate feminie qualities, and highlighting 

their sacrifice for the sake of family happiness clearly demonstrate benevolent 

sexism. Glick and Fiske (2001, p. 109) make a valid point when suggesting that 

“being put on a pedestal is confining, yet the man who places a woman there is 

likely to interpret this as cherishing, rather than restricting, her (and many 

women may agree)”. In other words, benevolent sexism is a way to disarm 

women and put men in the role of benefactors/protectors.  

 

Societal norms, values, and roles  

 

The perception of gender-specific roles can be a subtle form of barrier that 

hinders women’s advancement in universities. Men and women are generally 

associated with leadership and supportive roles respectively, which reinforces 

the norm that a leader should be male (Coleman, 1997). Kloot (2004, p. 472) 

explains that “masculinity is an implicit construct in the perception of 

leadership, and what women do is rarely defined as leadership”. Munro (2012, 

p. 17) also highlights the fact that in Vietnam, “the view that a man’s domain is 

outside the home and that men are natural leaders is prevalent among both men 

and women” and these gender roles are reinforced through formal education as 

well as the media.  

 

In addition, the usually mundane tasks and duties linked to socially prescribed 

gender roles can be a formidable barrier. Household roles and duties pose a 

challenge to female academics’ advancement. Research conducted in different 

societies consistently show that women, even working ones, are primarily 

responsible for domestic tasks and taking care of dependants (BBC News, 2016; 

Claffey & Mickelson, 2009; Coleman, 2001; Greenstein, 2009; Ishii-Kuntz, 

2008). A multitude of studies have concluded that after completing tasks at 
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work (the first shift), women have to do housework when they come home (the 

second shift) and perform other duties to repair damage done by the first two 

(the third shift) (Hochschild, 1997), leading to increased stress and burnout. 

Moreover, while motherhood can hamper success, fatherhood is not considered 

to be problematic at all (Deem, 2003), suggesting that the primary 

responsibility for children falls on female rather than male academics. Having a 

spouse and children interferes with accumulation of work experience, and is 

theorised to have disruptive effects on career progression, which leads to the 

theory that successful female managers tend to be single and childless, while 

the reverse is true for men (Tharenou, Latimer, & Conroy, 1994). However, 

most studies so far have failed to support this theory when no reliable 

relationship between women’s marital status and their advancement was found 

(Tharenou, 1999b), indicating the need for further research.  

 

As discussed in section 3.1, a Vietnamese woman is traditionally referred to as 

“the interior marshal”, or “the hand to lock the key and open the drawer of 

treasury”, which means they are responsible for “managing all aspects of family 

affairs so that her husband can be free to pursue other ‘noble’ things, such as 

poetry or other cultural activities” (Duong, 2001, p. 228). The notion of the 

“interior marshal” has changed little in the modern society and Vietnamese 

women’s workload tends to increase when they “are expected to give birth, 

breast feed, teach children, care for husbands and elderly relatives, and perform 

a host of other unpaid heavenly mandate roles in addition to their full-time 

employment” (Truong, 2008, p. 19). Though there is indeed increased 

participation from men in household budget management and childrearing, an 

overwhelming majority of household tasks in Vietnam are performed by 

women (Knodel, Loi, Jayakody, & Huy, 2004; Teerawichitchainan, Knodel, 

Loi, & Huy, 2010).  
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What is often overlooked is that these “unpaid, and largely taken-for-granted, 

familial responsibilities” (World Bank, 2011, p. 80) generally act as a barrier to 

women’s leadership. While a number of laws and regulations in Vietnam 

emphasise the need for equal housework share from both partners in a family, 

enforcement is ineffective. It is largely due to the “village” and “non-legalistic 

culture of the Vietnamese society, “where the rule of law yields to custom” 

(Duong, 2001, p. 292). The burden of the dual role for women also adversely 

affects voters’ choices when it comes to choosing leaders for the public sector 

from a pool of male and female candidates. An Oxfam-funded nationwide study 

found that while the majority of the informants trust women’s leadership 

capabilities, nearly 60 per cent still vote in favour of a man for a leadership 

position as women’s role as the caregiver can prevent them from being an 

effective leader (Oxfam in Vietnam, 2014). 

 

 

3.3 Political-legal Factors 

 

To examine the condition of women in a particular country, it is necessary to 

look at the political and legal aspects that may play a role. In terms of politics, 

Vietnam provides an interesting case given its Confucian and colonial legacy 

and the authoritarian rule of the Communist Party, Vietnam’s only recognised 

political party as specified in the Constitution. Like a number of the so-called 

socialist states, the Vietnamese government has made attempts to increase 

women’s representation in senior positions, most notably via the use of quotas 

and affirmative discrimination. On the surface, it seems that while women 

around the world have to fight for their rights, these rights are already granted 

to Vietnamese women and are protected by the law. Yet the reality is far more 

complicated, giving rise to multiple implications. This section therefore will 
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offer an analysis of the equality laws, policies, and their enforcement in the 

Vietnamese context.  

 

Communism 

 

As discussed extensively in section 3.1, the communist government in Vietnam 

has introduced different idealised notions of womanhood to meet its varying 

political agendas in the nationalist revolution against the French to gain 

independence, in the war against the Americans, and in the economic reform 

after Doi Moi. During each stage, Vietnamese women were subject to a mixture 

of norms and values that increased their burdens. It is worth noting that the 

Vietnamese communist ideology and the Confucian values have converged and 

that Asian Communism is usually characterised by an authoritarian leadership 

style which, in essence, is largely Confucian (Gillespie, 2005). Substantial 

evidence has suggested that Doi Moi has worsened gender equality in Vietnam 

(Bélanger & Oudin, 2007; Fahey, 1998; Jacobs, 2008; Jayakody & Huy, 2008; 

Pettus, 2003; Werner & Bélanger, 2002). Doi Moi also led to the re-emergence 

of Confucian ideals regarding gender roles and values, since “the Doi Moi state 

has used gender as an intimate, personal mode of regulatory power by 

providing a direct, emotional connection to people’s lives, employing gendered 

discourses as political tools to elicit political allegiance through identificatory 

but depoliticized processes” (Werner, 2009, p. 4). In addition, the conflict 

between the notion of women as socialist workers and the concept of women as 

ideal homemakers and caregivers has forced Vietnamese women to “reconcile 

traditional expectations with contemporary standards” (Drummond, 2006, p. 

249). Due to the dual effect of Confucianism and the economic renovation, “the 

expectations of ‘Confucian-and-consumption’ womanhood have discouraged 
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and driven Vietnamese female academics away from research and scholarship 

endeavours” (N. T. A. Dang, 2012, p. 90).  

 

The legislative framework 

 

Vietnam is usually praised for its legal framework concerning gender equality 

(Vijeyarasa, 2010; H. T. Vu et al., 2017). A number of policies that are said to 

bring about greater gender equality and facilitate women’s development are 

already in place. The Vietnamese government even has set up an inter-sectoral 

National Committee for the Advancement of Women, which consists of 

eighteen leaders from ministries and other bodies, including the Minister of 

Labour Invalids and Social Affairs (MOLISA), and the President of Vietnam 

Women’s Union, to give advice to the Prime Minister in matters related to 

women empowerment (Wells, 2005; World Bank, 2011). Vietnam is also a 

signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women (CEDAW). Moreover, Vietnam is a member of several 

regional and international groups such as the ASEAN Committee on Women 

and the UN Commission on the Status of Women (Wells, 2005). When 

examining the system further, nevertheless, one might be astounded by the 

blatantly discriminatory nature of a number of legal provisions. The situation 

has been summarised as follows: 

 

Vietnam has a large set of “protective” labour policies towards woman 

employees…such as retirement benefits, maternity benefits and 

exclusion of women from certain sectors deemed to be unhealthy or 

dangerous. While labour policies to protect pregnant women, for 

instance, are certainly warranted and in the interests of women as well 

as society, the cost of comprehensive protective policies should not be 
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so high as to form a disincentive for employers to hire, train or promote 

women. Women are also restricted by labour laws from working in 

fields that are considered dangerous to their health. Laws should not 

restrict the choices of occupations that are available for women 

(National Committee for the Advancement of Women, 2000, pp. 9, 18).  

 

The section that follows will look more specifically into the provisions of the 

Constitution, Labour Code, and legislative framework with regard to gender in 

Vietnam.  

 

Article 26 of the revised Constitution of Vietnam, which was released on 28 

March 2013, stipulates that “Male and female citizens are equal in all respects. 

The government adopts policies to guarantee equal rights and opportunities. 

The state, family, and society create conditions for women to develop 

comprehensively and promote their role in society. Gender-based 

discrimination is forbidden” (National Assembly of the Socialist Republic of 

Vietnam, 2013, p. 7). However, there is no clear definition of what involves 

gender-based discrimination.  

 

In the new Labour Code released in 2012 that took effect in 2013, a whole 

chapter was dedicated to articles related to the use of female labour. Although 

this Code does recognise women’s needs, a number of articles in this chapter 

are either ambiguous or paternalistic, which may restrict opportunities of 

advancement. It is stated that employers cannot use female labour for night 

shifts, overtime, or long-distance travel if they are over seven months pregnant 

or nursing infants. In addition, hiring women in jobs that may jeopardise 

reproduction and nursing, require frequent immersion in water, or in mining is 

also forbidden (National Assembly of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2012). 

While this “acknowledges the society’s high regard for the family unit and 
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motherhood”, it also “reflects the pervasive cultural view that defines women 

by their reproductive capacity and considers pregnancy a disability” (Duong, 

2001, p. 244). Again, it supports the argument made in previous sections that 

while the state government encourages women’s economic participation, it 

stresses the role of the family and limits women’s participation in the public 

arena.  

 

In 2006, the Law on Gender Equality was passed by the National Assembly 

(National Assembly of The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2006). It stipulates a 

number of goals in the fight against gender discrimination, and mentions shared 

housework between the husband and the wife several times. Overall, however, 

the language used is often ambiguous and does not clearly indicate actions 

constituting discrimination. In Article 7, it is stipulated that the state 

government intends to “apply appropriate measures to eliminate backward 

customs and habits hindering the implementation of the gender equality goal”. 

It is not clear which customs and habits should be defined as being backward, 

and the ambiguity remains over which measures can be considered appropriate. 

Article 11 also spells out measures to increase women empowerment in politics, 

such as “to ensure the appropriate proportion of the National Assembly female 

members and people’s committees female members in accordance with the 

national gender equality goals” and “to ensure the appropriate proportion of 

women in appointing officials to hold titles in the professions in state agencies 

in accordance with the national gender equality goals”. Again, the word 

“appropriate” is used vaguely without any specific indication of what 

proportion should be deemed as appropriate.  

 

The Law on Marriage and Family is an indication of the importance placed on 

families in Vietnam and reflects the influence of the Confucian ideology. The 

Law on Marriage and Family 2000 starts with a preamble, which states that 
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“families constitute cells of the society, cradles where men are brought up, and 

an important environment for personality formation and education, contributing 

to the construction and defense of the Fatherland. Good families make good 

society, good society makes better families” and that this law is intended to 

“enhance the role of families in the social life, preserve and promote the fine 

traditions, customs and practices of the Vietnamese people” (National 

Assembly of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2000). These statements are 

much similar to the Confucian notions regarding the importance of familial 

harmony in maintaining the social order that is essential for society to run 

smoothly (Walsh, 2011). Again, ambiguity remains when there is no clear 

indication of what constitute “fine traditions, customs, and practices of the 

Vietnamese people”. The most recently revised Law on Marriage and Family, 

which took effect in January 2015, no longer contains this preamble. Yet 

Article 2 still states that one of the fundamental principles of the law is “to 

perpetuate and promote Vietnam’s fine cultural traditions and ethics on 

marriage and family”, and in Article 103, it is stipulated that “the State shall 

adopt policies to create conditions for familial generations to, care for look 

after, and assist one another for the purpose of preserving and upholding the 

fine traditions of Vietnamese families; shall encourage individuals and 

organizations in the society to jointly participate in preserving and upholding 

the fine traditions of Vietnamese families” (National Assembly of the Socialist 

Republic of Vietnam, 2014). This law conveys the message that Vietnamese 

traditions in terms of family and marriage notions are important, yet which 

traditions should be upheld remains unclear, making these provisions highly 

ambiguous and open to multiple interpretations. The most plausible explanation 

is that these traditions are Confucian ideals and norms, which have influenced 

the Vietnamese family structure and relations for centuries.  
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In addition to the Law on Marriage and Family, the Social Insurance law also 

provides an insight into the situation. In 2015, the Social Insurance Law 

regarding leave was amended. Paid paternity leave was introduced and came 

into effect in January 2016 (MOLISA/VLLF, 2015). According to this new 

provision, a man is entitled to five days’ paid leave if his wife delivers his baby 

by vaginal birth. If the baby is born prematurely or by Caesarean section, he is 

entitled to seven days’ leave. Delivery of twins by vaginal birth and Caesarean 

section entitles the father to ten and fourteen days’ leave respectively. This new 

form of parental leave clearly takes into account the fact that the father should 

be involved in childcare too, signalling a positive change in the attitude toward 

fatherhood. The duration of leave is still shorter compared to most countries 

which provide paternity leave. For example, Australia, Slovenia, Denmark, 

Estonia all offer two weeks’ paid leave for fathers, and this can be up to 54 days 

in the case of Finland (Addati, Cassirer, & Gilchrist, 2014). Yet it is still better 

compared to other countries where only unpaid paternity leave is available, or 

where fathers have to take personal leave that can also be used for emergencies 

and family events. However, the duration of leave in Vietnam varies with the 

mother’s delivery method, which differs from that in most countries. A 

plausible explanation for the basis of such a policy is that women tend to need 

more time to recover after a Caesarean section and cannot take good care of the 

newborn baby/babies. As a result, men need to take time off work to help their 

partners until they fully recover and can take charge of childcare duties 

effectively. Yet such a differential treatment remains a topic of discussion.  

 

Implementation gap 

 

The gap between policies targeting gender inequality and implementation in 

Vietnam has also been recorded in a number of studies (Kabeer, Loi, & Anh, 
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2005; Munro, 2012; World Bank, 2011). The existence of laws and policies 

aimed at promoting greater gender equality does not guarantee whether 

“women actually have a voice and representation at senior ministerial levels or 

whether government stakeholders have a complete and accurate understanding 

of the meaning of gender equality or a genuine desire to achieve it” (Vijeyarasa, 

2010, p. 93). Actual implementation of legal regulations in Vietnam is “far 

from satisfactory”, partly due to ignorance of these laws and partly due to 

limited capacity (World Bank, 2011, p. 77). When commenting on the nature of 

family laws in Vietnam, Walsh (2011, p. 27) sounds more positive, yet he still 

acknowledges the implementation gap, writing, “Vietnam had the words right, 

but deeds have often missed the mark”. As a result, policies promoting gender 

equality in Vietnam often fail to be translated into action or effective 

enforcement (Kabeer et al., 2005). The situation is best reflected in the 

following statement, “theoretically, the law in Vietnam continues to protect the 

rights of women, but such structures are in practice often ignored. Women’s 

daily lives continue in accordance with unwritten law” (Fahey, 1998, p. 238). 

The World Bank (2011, p. 82) has made an insightful comment when stating 

that women’s slow advancement in leadership stems from a number of barriers 

such as “lip service to gender equality policy commitments rather than the 

institution of concrete measures, the ad hoc implementation of the 

government’s female leadership quota policy and the failure to carry out regular 

monitoring and assessment so that female leadership potential goes 

undiscovered”. Furthermore, the seemingly progressive legislative framework, 

which sends out patronising beliefs about women’s physical inferiority and 

their reproductive function, also portrays benevolent sexism discussed 

previously in this chapter.  
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Retirement policy 

 

One topic of discussion that has received remarkable attention from 

international bodies such as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, and the 

United Nations is the differential retirement age in Vietnam, which is 55 and 60 

for women and men respectively. The policy, which represents direct gender-

based discrimination and goes against Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against Women’s norms, has been viewed as a barrier 

for female leadership (United Nations Vietnam, 2012; H. T. Vu et al., 2017; 

World Bank, 2006). However, the public and decision-makers in Vietnam seem 

to look at the policy differently, considering it a form of preferential treatment 

for women. According to a national poll conducted in 2006, most of the 

respondents, men and women alike, expressed the opinion that women are 

physically weaker and therefore should retire earlier, and that this policy is 

beneficial for women in the sense that they can have time to take care of 

themselves and their family (Sabharwal & Huong, 2007). A recent study of 

male and female Australia Awards alumni in Vietnam also reveals the prevalent 

attitude among the participants that the policy is a kind of “reward” for women, 

and the justifications for a lower retirement age include women’s poorer health 

caused by childbirth and childrearing and the expectation that early-retiring 

women can help take care of their grandchildren (Urbano, 2015). Hence it is not 

surprising when debating amendments on the Gender Equality Law in 

November 2006, the male-dominated National Assembly had rejected the 

proposal for equal retirement age for male and female civil servants (Sabharwal 

& Huong, 2007).  

 

It is troubling that women’s earlier retirement age discourages organisations 

from sending women to training courses required for career development and 

selecting women for key positions (H. T. M. Pham, 2008; Sabharwal & Huong, 
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2007; United Nations Vietnam, 2012). Because of the lack of training necessary 

for promotion and the five-year difference in women’s working lives, which are 

already shorter due to maternity leave and time off for childcare duties, women 

have lower salaries, are less likely to reach the peak of their salary scale before 

retirement, which affects economic conditions and pensions, and discriminated 

against by employers in terms of promotion to senior positions (H. T. M. Pham, 

2008; United Nations Vietnam, 2012, p. 1). Sabharwal and Huong (2007) have 

voiced their concern over a policy that emphasises women’s reproductive role 

and represents the paternalistic attitude that women are not as agile as men. 

They also argue that such a policy is intended to reduce women’s public 

responsibility so that women could focus on household duties. Masked by the 

pretence of goodwill and benefaction, the discriminatory act considered to be 

“inadmissible under CEDAW norms” (United Nations Vietnam, 2012, p. 1) 

sounds as if it was a privilege accorded to women and something that should be 

heartily welcome. It also confines women within the range of domestic duties, 

and largely limits their opportunities to be represented in decision making 

spheres of public arena. 

 

 

3.4 The Lack of a Feminist Movement in Vietnam 

 

Discussions of the status of Vietnamese women and women’s movements in 

different historical periods in previous sections led to the conclusion that so far 

there has been an absence of a genuine feminist movement in Vietnam, as 

observed in prior research (Barry, 1996; Duong, 2001; Nguyen 2012). The key 

arguments from these discussions are presented below to provide an 

explanation.  
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First of all, the lack of a feminist movement is due to historical factors such as 

constant wars, colonialism, and nationalism. As discussed previously, perpetual 

and prolonged wars meant that gender issues in Vietnam had always been 

overshadowed since priority was put on more urgent issues such as poverty 

reductions and fight for independence. As a result, women’s movements in the 

1920s and the 1930s were condemned by the Communist Party as being 

bourgeois and selfish (Turley, 1972), when the whole country was supposed to 

focus effort on the most important tasks – freeing Vietnamese people from 

French colonialism and gaining independence. While feminists launched 

women’s movements which were independent from male parties across the 

United States, Europe, and the Western world, Vietnamese women were 

actively engaged in the fights for independence and reunification (Barry, 1996). 

Gender issues in Vietnam therefore became synonymous with nationalism and 

socialism, as discussed in the previous part.  

 

In addition, after the two wars against the French and the Americans ended, 

Vietnam’s isolation from the rest of the world due to the American embargo 

and international sanctions “has not made it possible for women in Vietnam to 

develop autonomous women’s movements which have characterized an 

important element of feminist change in many other countries” (Barry, 1996, p. 

14). Political isolation and the totalitarian ruling of the Communist Party of 

Vietnam also prevented the penetration of Western feminist ideologies, which 

could be seen as a threat to the Party’s absolute authority. After Doi Moi, 

despite increased exposure to Western influences, feminist ideals did not attract 

much attention when the central concern in the Vietnamese society has been 

economic reform. As mentioned in the previous section, the Vietnam Women’s 

Union has little autonomy and exists to maintain the status quo rather than to 

challenge the structures of inequality. As a consequence, Vietnam “lacks an 



 101 

entity with political influence to champion the rights of women” (Vijeyarasa, 

2010, p. 95), preventing feminist ideals from emerging in the post-war period.  

 

Further, Vietnamese women’s seemingly high status and the existence of a 

number of laws on gender equality may create the misleading notion that there 

is no need to address inequalities (Truong, 2008). As Duong (2001, p. 252) 

points out, “contemporary feminist ideals can easily be rejected or belittled in 

Vietnam, based on the disingenuous proposition that Vietnam has no need for a 

feminist movement due to its strong matriarchal heritage through its early 

history”. With regard to the legal framework, Vietnam appears to have a 

number of laws and policies that guarantee women an equal footing in 

important respects. The fact that gender was incorporated in the Communist 

Party of Vietnam’s agenda as early as in the 1930s and that women’s rights 

were acknowledged in the first Constitution after Vietnam gained independence 

in 1945 has led to the assumption that Vietnamese women did not have to fight 

for their equality as did their Western counterparts. As examined in detail in the 

previous sections, a number of laws are of a patriarchal nature and the gap 

between policies and implementation persists. It should also be noted that the 

seemingly progressive nature of the legislative framework has masked the 

necessity of a feminist movement in Vietnam.  

 

In summary, Chapter 3 set out the background for the study by describing and 

critically analysing the historical, cultural, and political contexts that shape the 

situation of Vietnamese women. In this chapter, it has been shown that contrary 

to the perpetuating myth, Vietnam has not achieved significant progress in 

terms of gender equality. It is also evident that gender in Vietnam has always 

been intertwined in the so-called “fallacy of trio”, which means that gender 

issues have been overshadowed by nationalism and socialism. Extensive 

evidence supports the conclusion that despite the relatively high status of 



 102 

Vietnamese women compared to those in similar Asian settings and the rise of 

women’s movements during the colonial period, Vietnam does not have a 

feminist movement, which accounts for the paucity of feminist research in the 

country. Most notably, it has been found that the communist government in 

Vietnam has assigned women with varying roles so that they can contribute to 

the fulfilment of the party’s political and economic goals as necessitated in 

different periods, and deliberately used the media and mass organisations to 

confine women to idealised notions of womanhood and glorify their oppression. 

In this chapter, a number of impediments at macro level have been explored, 

which may vary from more hostile forms of sexism and discriminatory 

practices based on deep-rooted values, norms, and stereotypes to the more 

ambivalent, less recognisable, and seemingly positive sexist attitude embedded 

in the legislative framework and political ideologies. Inevitably, female 

academics in the public sector are directly influenced by these legislations, 

policies, and practices. The chapter has also argued that in Vietnamese culture, 

which glorifies women’s self-sacrifice and selfless devotion, sexism is 

disguised in the benevolent manner in which gender differences and prescribed 

gender roles are discussed and portrayed, making it more challenging to draw 

public attention to the status quo and advocate women’s greater empowerment.  
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CHAPTER 4: MESO LEVEL: WOMEN IN ACADEMIA IN THE 

GLOBAL AND VIETNAMESE CONTEXT 

 

 

The previous chapter provided an extensive analysis of the macro-level context 

of women’s experience in Vietnam. Here we turn to the meso-level context of 

the academic experience of women. This section provides an overview of 

women’s career advancement (or lack thereof) across several nations and 

discusses the particular Vietnamese experience. The chapter starts with 

women’s representation in academe in the global and the Vietnamese context, 

then goes on to discuss factors that relate to the nature of the academic 

profession.   

 

 

4.1 Women’s Under-representation in the Global Academy 
 

It is universally acknowledged that universities are highly gendered institutions 

(Bird, 2011; Eboiyehi, Fayomi, & Eboiyehi, 2016; International Federation of 

University Women, 2011; Maranto & Griffin, 2011; Marchant & Wallace, 2013; 

Misra, Lundquist, & Templer, 2012). Gender processes in the academy are 

further “complicated by the autonomy that accrues as a result of expert power” 

(Morley, 2000, p. 233). The dismal picture of gender disparity and the absence 

of women in top decision-making positions has been described as follows, 

“While it is true that more women now than ever before are slowly chiseling 

through the glass barrier to take on leadership positions, one can hardly claim to 

hear glass ceilings shattering around us” (Cubillo & Brown, 2003, p. 280). A 

number of authors conclude that higher education has a pyramidal structure 

with most of the top positions filled by men and women are clustered at the 

bottom of the pyramid (Carrington & Pratt, 2003; Kaplan & Tinsley, 1989; 
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Luke, 2001b; Strachan, Broadbent, Whitehouse, Peetz, & Bailey, 2011; Wirth, 

2001). 

 

A number of scholars argue that like other sectors, academe also exhibits the 

“glass ceiling” effect (Benjamin, 1999; Corrigan, 2002; European Technology 

and Assessment Network Group on Women and Science, 2000). The term 

“glass ceiling” was coined by Hymowitz and Schellhardt (1986) in an article 

written for The Wall Street Journal, where they described how women in the 

corporate world crashed into an invisible barrier, preventing them from rising to 

the upper echelons of business. Although these positions seemed to be within 

reach, women could not break through this invisible barrier. The term was then 

popularised and the phenomenon recognised by the United States Government, 

which later defined a glass ceiling as “those artificial barriers based on 

attitudinal or organizational biases that prevent qualified individuals from 

advancing upward in their organizations into managerial-level positions” (U.S 

Department of Labor, 1991, p. 1). The meaning of the term has also been 

expanded and currently refers to the obstacles faced by other minorities in 

organisations as well. This unseen yet impenetrable barrier is also evident in 

higher education, where a number of qualified and high-achieving women are 

excluded from the upper rungs of the academic ladder (Bain & Cummings, 

2000, p. 493).  

 

More recently, however, the glass ceiling metaphor has been used less 

frequently. Eagly and Carli (2007) suggest that this metaphor does not 

acknowledge the complexity and diversity of obstacles women may encounter 

when being discriminated against when it comes to promotion to top leadership, 

while experiencing equality of access to entry and middle-level positions. The 

two authors argue that a better metaphor is the labyrinth, which represents a 

complex journey toward a goal – top leadership. The implication underlying 



 105 

this metaphor is that while achieving top positions is nominally attainable for 

women, the process of reaching that goal is characterised by “twists and turns, 

both expected and unexpected” (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 64). This metaphor 

turns out to be a more accurate description of the barriers women may face in 

their career and it is not as discouraging as the glass ceiling metaphor.  

 

Regarding the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions, especially 

at the senior level, Morley, as cited in Grove (2013, p. 2), observes, “Academia 

is characterised as being cutting-edge, innovative and hypermodern, yet 

wherever you look it is underpinned by the archaism of male domination”. She 

argues that despite women’s greater participation in higher education and 

enhanced equity in policy terms at least, women are still largely 

underrepresented in elite professions, and policy interventions often “fail to 

confront the gendering of authority in which leadership, superiority, and 

academic excellence are characterized as masculine” (Morley, 2000, p. 233).  

 

Across the European Union (EU), it has been observed that “striking gender 

inequalities persist when it comes to career advancement and participation in 

academic decision-making” (European Commission, 2016, p. 6). Despite 

women’s increased participation in higher education and science, their 

representation in leadership positions is low across member countries of the EU 

(European Commission, 2012). Women in EU countries tend to be clustered at 

the lower ranks of the academic hierarchy and full professorship, which is the 

prerequisite to be appointed to key management and leadership positions, is far 

less common among female academics. Overall, women account for 41 per cent 

of the academic staff in EU and make up only 21 per cent of Grade A positions, 

the highest level in academe (European Commission, 2016). In 2010, women 

constituted 15.5 per cent of the heads of institutions in the EU-27 (the European 

Union with 27 members), and this figure rose to 20.1 per cent in the EU-28 (the 
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European Union with 28 members) four years later, showing some progress 

(European Commission, 2016). Slovenia, which has an equal share of doctoral 

degree participation between the two genders, has only a modest proportion of 

females in top positions at 14 per cent (International Federation of University 

Women, 2011, p. 47). The highest percentage of women heads of HEIs in 2014 

were found in Serbia and Sweden, which was 53.8 per cent and 50 per cent 

respectively, followed by Iceland, Norway, and Denmark, which recorded a 

respective proportion of 40 per cent, 39.1 per cent, and 32.7 per cent. With 

regard to presence in national-level boards such as scientific or R&D 

commissions, boards, and councils, which have “a large degree of decision-

making power”, women comprised 28 per cent of board members and 22 per 

cent of board leaders, with the highest proportions recorded in Sweden (55 per 

cent), Luxembourg (53 per cent), Iceland (52 per cent), Finland (50 per cent) 

and the Netherlands (50 per cent) (European Commission, 2016, p. 89). Not 

surprisingly, the highest proportion of female leaders in the higher education 

sector are found in Nordic countries, which are well known for their long-term 

commitment to gender equality and high living standards. 

 

The same situation exists in other advanced countries. For example, in 2016, 

while women constituted nearly half of academic faculty in the United States, 

they only accounted for 30 per cent of presidencies across all HEIs (H. L. 

Johnson, 2017). It was an improvement from 26.4 per cent in 2011 and 23 per 

cent in 2006, yet the growth in the number of female presidents has slowed 

substantially in recent years (Seltzer, 2017).  

 

There is a similar picture of the disproportionate ratio of female academics in 

Australian Higher Education. A study of 38 Australian universities in 2003 

found that among 38 vice-chancellors and 153 deputy/pro-vice-chancellors, of 

these posts women only hold 21 per cent and 24 per cent respectively of these 
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posts (Chesterman, Ross-Smith, & Peters, 2003). The latest figures show that 

there have been minor improvements since then, with women’s representation 

in positions above senior lecturer accounting for 31 per cent (Winchester & 

Browning, 2015). Among 38 universities, 9 have female chancellors, 7 have 

women vice-chancellors, and 15 have about one-third of women on their 

governing bodies (Hare, 2013). In addition, women leaders are more likely to 

be represented in the less prestigious universities, such as Royal Melbourne 

Institute of Technology, Deakin University, Bond University, and Edith Cowan 

University (Hare, 2013).  

 

This trend is prevalent in less developed countries too. In Rwanda, for example, 

where a number of government initiatives, policies and programs have been put 

into practice to enhance women’s status and profile, improve women’s access 

to higher education, and engage more women in leadership, their presence in 

managerial or decision-making positions is still limited. The figures compiled 

by the Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion in 2011 show that among 17 

rectors in public higher learning institutions, only 5 are female. No woman has 

ever been selected to be the rector in private HEIs, and just one-fifth of the vice 

rectors in charge of academic affairs are women (International Federation of 

University Women, 2011, p. 16).  

 

This persistent gender gap is also present in Asian countries (Tuminez, 2012). 

Many Asian women have been granted easier access to education than in the 

past, and it is a well-documented fact that girls in Asia tend to outperform boys 

at secondary and tertiary levels (Tuminez, 2012). Nonetheless, despite being 

“poised to take on leading roles”, Asian women “fail to make the transition 

from education to professional life or from lower-level to top professional 

positions” (Tuminez, 2012, p. 12). In Hong Kong, where three out of eight 

universities are ranked in the world’s top 50, women represent about one-third 
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of the academic workforce and less than 15 per cent of senior posts (Morley, 

2014). No woman has ever been selected to the post of university president or 

vice-chancellor (Gooch, 2012). The imbalance is even more pronounced in 

Japan, where women constitute only 20.6 per cent of the academic faculty, and 

among 86 universities, only two were headed by female vice-chancellors 

(Grove, 2013; Morley, 2014).  

 

The gap also persists in China, where women constitute one-third of researchers, 

25.8 per cent of professorial positions, and 5 per cent of the high-rank scientists 

(Huang, Yu, & Ma, 2014; Morley, 2014). Kuo (2014) notes that the 

conservative attitude towards highly educated women in China still pervades. 

The most striking example of such prejudice is perhaps reflected by the Chinese 

joke which puts people in three gender categories: male, female, and female 

PhDs, suggesting that these women are “asexual” and “self-important careerists” 

who disrupt and jeopardise the traditional Chinese family structure (Kuo, 2014).  

 

With regard to India, figures in 2011 reveal that women representation in the 

academic faculty is 35 percent. However, Indian women only account for 1.4 

per cent of the professoriate and 3 per cent of Vice-Chancellors (Morley & 

Crossouard, 2015). A report in 2009 also shows that among the nation’s 431 

universities, only 13 had women in the position of Vice Chancellor, with nearly 

half of these being at women-only colleges (Mishra, 2013). The latest figures 

demonstrate that notable progress has been made since then, although vertical 

segregation still exists. Indian women have increased their representation 

among university lecturers to 60 per cent, and make up 40 per cent and 20 per 

cent of the academic faculty at the associate professor and professor level 

respectively (Mishra, 2013). Out of 42 Central Universities, 62 Institutes of 

National Importance, and 16 National Law Universities, only 6 have female 

Directors or Vice Chancellor (Sahu & Bhubaneswar, 2015). Similarly, in Nepal, 
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where the number of higher education institutions and female students are on 

the increase, no women have ever been promoted to the posts of Vice-

Chancellor or Rector, though a few have been selected to be Deans 

(International Federation of University Women, 2011, p. 37).  

 

Overall, statistics across countries regardless of their levels of development 

show that women disproportionately occupy the lower end of academe. Even in 

countries where women account for half of the academic workforce, they are 

still largely underrepresented in the senior ranks.  

 

 

4.2 The Experience of Women in Vietnamese Higher Education  

 

Vietnam’s higher education has undergone remarkable changes under the 

influences of the Chinese, the French, the Americans, and the Russians in 

different historical periods (T. Vu & Marginson, 2014). Its roots can be traced 

back to the eleventh century when Quốc Tử Giám (Imperial Academy), 

Vietnam’s first university, was founded. Yet the history of the Vietnamese 

modern academy only started when the French established the University of 

Indochina in 1906 and several research institutes and colleges later to serve 

their colonial aspirations (L. T. Tran, Marginson, & Nguyen, 2014; Vũ, 2006). 

This 80-year colonial period witnessed the rise of a new generation of 

Vietnamese scholars and the adoption of the French academic model based on 

elitist essay-based screening (L. T. Tran, Marginson, Do, et al., 2014). During 

the American war (1954-1975), when Vietnam was divided into North Vietnam 

and South Vietnam, academic institutions were developed in both regions. By 

1975, when the American war ended, there were 30 state-sponsored HEIs in the 

North and 14 HEIs in the South, half of which were public-funded and the 

others private (Goyette, 2012). The HEIs in North Vietnam adopted the Soviet 
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model and those in South Vietnam adopted the Western model (N.-C. Tran & 

Nguyen, 2008, p. 2). In a similar vein to other developing countries, the 

formation of the academic profession in Vietnam depended heavily on the 

academics trained abroad (T. N. Pham, 2013). During this time, North Vietnam 

sent a number of academics to the former Soviet Union and communist 

countries in Eastern Europe, while Vietnamese students in the South were 

offered subsidies and scholarships by the American and the Southern Vietnam 

government to attend courses in the United States (L. T. Tran, Marginson, & 

Nguyen, 2014). 

 

From 1945 to the 1980s, Vietnamese academia was influenced by 

socioeconomic and political factors. As N. T. A. Dang (2012, p. 86) indicated, 

“the economic crisis in the 1980s saw academics experience their worst status 

ever, with their subsistence wages making them very poorly regarded by public 

opinion”. This period recorded the high staff turnover of academics when they 

had no choice but to quit their jobs to engage in higher-income activities.  

 

Under the policy of Doi Moi, however, the national economic reform led to a 

number of changes in the higher education system (Hayden & Lam, 2010). 

Nonetheless, Doi Moi did not have a significant impact on Vietnam’s higher 

education until 1993, when the Government issued Decree 90, which stipulates 

a number of changes that help restructure the higher education system 

(International Bank for Reconstruction Development, 2008). Despite the 

changes, Article 5 of the Education Law still emphasises the importance of 

Marxism-Leninism as a guiding philosophy for Vietnam’s education system, 

which is “socialist education with popular (nhan dan), nationalist (dan toc), 

scientific and modern characteristics, based on the foundation of Marxism-

Leninism and Ho Chi Minh thought” (National Assembly of the Socialist 

Republic of Vietnam, 2005). Further, Vietnamese higher education also has the 
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role of supporting and reinterpreting the theoretical foundations underlying the 

Communist Party of Vietnam via compulsory courses in Marxism-Leninism 

and Ho Chi Minh thought at undergraduate and postgraduate levels (George, 

2010).  

 

Thanks to greater autonomy granted to public universities in terms of HR and 

financial management, the emergence of private institutions, and the wider 

availability of government loans for students (Hayden & Lam, 2010), 

Vietnamese higher education saw a growth in the number of institutions, 

disciplines offered, programs at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, 

including doctoral degrees, academics, and students (N. T. A. Dang, 2012). 

Prior to 1988, the higher education sector was solely comprised of public-

funded institutions as private education was outlawed in 1975, when the 

country was reunified. The non-public sector began to emerge as a result of the 

new legislation that allowed three types of institutions to be founded: (1) 

people-founded (Dan lap), institutions founded and funded by a collective 

organisation such as a nongovernmental organisation or trade union, (2) semi-

public (Ban cong), which are founded by and are mostly controlled by 

government ministries but require tuition fees to cover operating costs, and (3) 

private (Tu lap), which can be for-profit or non-profit institutions owned by 

private individuals and funded largely through tuition (Goyette, 2012; Sheridan, 

2010).  

 

The number of HEIs in Vietnam has risen dramatically since Doi Moi. The 

latest figures show that Vietnam currently has 419 universities and colleges, 

with 234 university-level institutions and 185 junior colleges (Clark, 2004). 

University-level institutions include multi-disciplinary universities (Dai hoc), 

senior colleges (Truong dai hoc), and institutes (Hoc vien), which provide 

undergraduate and graduate programs (Sheridan, 2010). Junior colleges include 
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community colleges, teacher training colleges, and specialised colleges which 

offer post-secondary programs of two or three years.  

 

According to the Charter for Universities and the Law on Higher Education, the 

university council, which is composed of the Rector, Vice-Rectors, Head of 

bodies such as the Communist Party Unit, Youth Union, Labour Union, and key 

line management, is the highest governing body in a public HEI; yet the real 

authority rests with the Board of Rectors (H. Do & Do, 2014).  

 

Although the country’s higher education system has experienced a number of 

changes, HEIs in Vietnam “are often inefficiently governed, trapped in red tape 

and overly dominated by a small number of senior male leaders” (L. T. Tran & 

Marginson, 2014, p. 19). The lack of financial incentives to motivate academic 

staff and the unrealistically low salary given to them either forces them to have 

additional jobs to increase their income or move to more lucrative sectors 

(Hayden & Lam, 2010; McCornac, 2012). The quality of the academic staff 

varies greatly among institutions, with better-qualified academics in large 

universities in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. A number of staffing problems 

exist, such as the lack of an effective framework for academic appointments 

and the inadequacy of facilities for academics, most of whom do not have their 

own offices or have access to computers at work (Hayden & Lam, 2010). 

 

The Vietnamese government has attempted to increase the quality of the 

academic staff at their HEIs by investing in several projects. The Ministry of 

Education and Training’s Project 322, which was implemented from 2000 to 

2010, had enabled nearly 4,600 academics and cadres to attend undergraduate 

and graduate programs at 832 HEIs in 34 countries (Vinh-Ha & Ngoc-Ha). 

Project 911, the latest MOET-funded scholarship program, was designed to 

fund doctoral study for 10,000 academics working at Vietnamese HEIs during 
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the period 2010-2020. Thanks to these programs, a number of academics have 

been provided with an opportunity to be trained overseas. In addition, 

Vietnamese academics can have their postgraduate programs funded by the 

Australian government via Australia Awards Scholarships (AAS) and 

Endeavour Postgraduate Scholarships programs. The AAS program, for 

example, has funded 144 and 159 PhD scholarships for male and female 

academics respectively during the period 2009-2015 (Aus4Skills Database, 

2017). These programs and projects are among the most notable ones in terms 

of the number of scholarships offered, but Vietnamese academics can also 

apply for other scholarships such as the Erasmus Mundus (Europe), Belgian 

Bilateral Scholarships, Netherlands Fellowship Programs, and the New Zealand 

ASEAN Scholarships. Though the total number of Vietnamese academics 

going abroad to pursue postgraduate and doctoral study is not known, there is 

substantial evidence to show that the trend has become increasingly common in 

Vietnam due to much greater demand for foreign qualifications, particularly 

from English-speaking countries, which are believed to help Vietnamese 

graduates with “cultural, financial, and language capitals, enabling them to 

secure high-paying employment and possibly high status” (L. T. Tran, 

Marginson, & Nguyen, 2014, p. 139).  

 

As Vietnam experiences economic and social changes, and the national higher 

education system undergoes transformations, women’s participation in higher 

education has become greater. The number of female enrolments has grown 

steadily. From 1999-2006, the percentage of female university students 

increased from 42 per cent to nearly 50 per cent, and rose to 55 per cent in 

2006-2007, showing an increase in participation and achievement. Similarly, 

girls accounted for approximately 49 per cent of college students from 1999-

2003, and the proportion went up to over 50 per cent in recent years (MOET, 

2013).  
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Likewise, the proportion of female academics has increased steadily (N. T. A. 

Dang, 2012). By 1980, the total number of female academics was 4,044, 

accounting for 23 per cent of the academic staff (C. Tran, Lam, & Sloper, 1995). 

This percentage rose to approximately 40 per cent in the early 2000s, and from 

2007 onwards, it was around 50 per cent (MOET, 2013).  It shows that in terms 

of participation, there have been noticeable improvements and women are well-

represented in higher education.  

 

While data regarding enrolments in higher education is widely available from 

the MOET website, very few gender-disaggregated reports of academic 

employment and leadership can be found. This study therefore had to rely on 

data from previous research and some newspaper articles rather than official 

reports. Research carried out by M. T. B. Tran (2007) shows that women only 

constituted around 15 per cent of managerial positions such as rectors, vice 

rectors, and faculty deans, and in some universities, there were no women in 

such leadership roles. Similarly, Kelly (2011) found that leading research 

institutions such as the Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences (VASS) and the 

Vietnam Academy of Science and Technology (VAST) had very low 

proportion of female leaders. Among 31 and 24 national-level institutes of 

VASS and VAST respectively, none of the directors was female. With regard to 

the Vice Director position, female representation was 22 per cent and 13.6 per 

cent for VASS and VAST respectively. Furthermore, only one of 25 Editors-in-

Chief of VASS and VAST’s professional journals was a woman. More recently, 

Funnell and Dao (2013) pointed out that the heads of educational institutions 

are usually men. The most recent statistics reveal that women only hold 26 out 

of 350 senior positions like Rector, Vice Rector, and Chief Accounting Officer 

at universities and junior colleges (Hai Binh, 2014). Given the fact that women 

outnumber men in enrolments, and account for an almost equal ratio of the 
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academic staff, the dearth of female leaders at senior positions is particularly 

concerning. 

 

In a female-dominated institution such as the University of Foreign Language 

Studies, Vietnam National University (VNU), where women account for four-

fifths of the total number of academic staff, and the majority of students are 

female, there is no woman on the Board of Rectors (T. M. D. Tran, 2012). A 

number of reasons can be cited; however, the following view expressed by a 

middle-level female academic appears to be representative, “Seriously, I think 

that our system is still largely patriarchal, women cannot engage in decision-

making when the top leaders are men. That is the challenge facing female 

intellectuals” (T. M. D. Tran, 2012).  

 

The situation is similar in the other institutions of VNU. N. T. A. Dang (2012) 

found that in six universities of VNU, there is only one female representation 

on the Board of Rectors, making up 4.76 per cent of such posts. There are more 

women at the lower levels of management like deans and deputy deans, 

suggesting that most female academics stay at the low and middle level of the 

hierarchy, not in the uppermost ranks. Given the fact that there are different 

mandatory retirement ages for women (age 55) and men (age 60), chances for 

promotion become even more limited. While a man in his mid-40s is deemed to 

be suitable for development and promotion, a woman of the same age is 

considered to be “old” and not worth investing in as her retirement is earlier. 

This policy increases discrimination from employers who prefer to hire and 

promote men as they are able to stay longer in full-time employment (Truong, 

2008).  

 

There is still a gender disparity when it comes to Vietnamese academics’ 

qualifications and research records. As can be seen, the highest qualifications 
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and titles are mostly held by male academics (N. T. A. Dang, 2012). It was best 

reflected in professorial levels where the majority of professors and associate 

professors are men (N. T. A. Dang, 2012; Hayden & Lam, 2010). The most 

recent statistics show that in 2015, women accounted for 5.08 per cent and 

23.59 per cent of newly appointed associate professors and full professors 

respectively (D. Nguyen, 2015). It was slightly better in 2016, when the number 

of women awarded the title associate professors and full professors were 6 out 

of 65 and 191 out of 638 respectively, increasing women’s representation to 9 

per cent and almost 30 per cent respectively (Vietnam News, 2016).  

 

The status of Vietnamese female academics also varies in different historical 

periods. During the resistance wars against the French and the Americans, the 

role domain of Vietnamese women was widened and feminism coincided with 

nationalism and socialism (N. T. A. Dang, 2012; Duong, 2001; Truong, 2008). 

The war-time burden of female academics doubled as they had to survive in a 

difficult time characterised by hunger, poverty, threat of war and at the same 

time fulfil their teaching duties. As the involvement of women was essential for 

winning the war, they were encouraged to take part in social work and play a 

proactive role in any task required; this freedom also extended to female 

academics. 

 

Like other Vietnamese women, female academics in Vietnam have also been 

subject to changes brought about by Doi Moi. In an article that summarises the 

changing nature of the gender regime in Vietnamese higher education since Doi 

Moi was carried out, N. T. A. Dang (2012) has noted the emergence of a 

conservative model for Vietnamese female academics which dictates their 

behaviours, roles, and activities at home, at work, and in society. At home, 

given their relatively high social status as teachers/scholars, Vietnamese female 

academics are expected to marry someone who is equally educated and has a 
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good income. At work, the Vietnamese academe shows a clear gendered 

division in which male academics assume leadership positions and female 

academics are put in supporting roles. Women working in universities usually 

find that they are often reminded how to behave properly and that leadership, 

which requires entire concentration on work and social relations, is not suitable 

for women who should prioritise their family responsibilities. At the same time, 

due to the increased importance attached to wealth and economic status that is 

closely related to Doi Moi, Vietnamese female academics are under pressure to 

earn higher salary and augment their income. After discussing her findings, N. 

T. A. Dang (2012) arrives at the following conclusion, which presents a clear 

summary of the gender relationships in Vietnamese academia: 

 

The new gender expectations for female academics and their response to 

them reinforce each other and also reinforce the gender regime inside 

the university, because they not only position women as failures but also 

assure them that their failure is actually representative of success. 

Female academics need first and foremost to marry and take care of 

their families so they do not have to work hard in the university. 

Consequently, female academics can only take low positions and 

benefits – but not join the ranks of university leadership and 

management – because they do not try for, and thus do not have 

sufficient capacity for, these positions. (p. 93) 

  

Vietnamese female academics have not gained as much support from their 

spouses and in-laws as they did during pre-Doi Moi period (Schuler et al., 

2006). It is due to the fact that during the wars, when the majority of young 

men were mobilised, women were encouraged to take an active role at work. 

These efforts were deemed to be patriotic and having a wife or daughter-in-law 

who achieved success in such tasks was a pride and honour to the family. This 
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attitude has changed since economic reforms were carried out, when Confucian 

values and norms re-emerged, making husbands and mothers-in-law view the 

women’s social activities with suspicion and disapproval.  

 

Furthermore, female academics did not have the support of the Women’s Union 

or Labour Unions either. All of the state-owned institutions in Vietnam, 

including public universities, have their own Labour Union and Women’s 

Union, which were branches of the Vietnam General Confederation of Labour 

and Vietnam Women’s Union respectively. Under the one-party Marxist-

Leninist model, both of these entities operate according to the Communist 

Party’s rules and receive instructions from the Communist Party. It is also the 

norm in Vietnamese public universities that one member of the Board of 

Rectors serves as the head of the organisational Labour Union, so the nature of 

the labour union is strikingly different from that in other countries in the sense 

that it does not operate independently, having “little or no subsystem autonomy” 

(Zhu & Fahey, 2000, p. 15). A union’s main tasks are usually paying visit to the 

employees who are sick, newly married, or have bereaved family members, as 

well as arranging holidays and sporting events (Wells, 2005). It is not 

surprising when stating that the labour union in Vietnam’s public sector is 

hardly comparable to unions in democracies, as it was a body led by the 

Communist Party and guided by the party’s interest and goals, rather than an 

organisation representing workers’ rights (Zhu & Fahey, 2000). With regard to 

the Vietnam Women’s Union, as discussed in Chapter 3, this mass organisation 

was founded to mobilise women to participate in the nationalist causes. Its 

current tasks are to make sure Vietnamese women conform to the newly 

revived Confucian norms and gender role and continue to contribute more to 

the country’s economy. The VWU’s main activities are more related to poverty 

reduction, economic assistance for poor women, especially in rural areas, in the 

form of savings and credit schemes, and healthcare training with regard to 
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family planning and reproductive health (Wells, 2005). These two unions, used 

by the Communist Party as tools to monitor the political situation, cannot 

provide any assistance to female academics and go against the party’s 

principles. These unions are “sympathetic to the university leadership’s agenda, 

and thus have contributed to increased gender disparity” (N. T. A. Dang, 2012, 

p. 90). 

 

It can be concluded that like their peers in other sectors, Vietnamese female 

academics have experienced the dilemma of keeping their traditional roles and 

sustaining qualities required in a modern society characterised by economic and 

social change. N. T. A. Dang (2012, p. 90) points out clearly that “the 

expectations of ‘Confucian-and-consumption’ womanhood have discouraged 

and driven Vietnamese female academics away from research and scholarship 

endeavours”.  

 

 

4.3 Female Academics’ Career Advancement 
 

Despite the centrality of career advancement and leadership to studies of 

organisational culture, it has been observed that “women’s leadership is not 

always perceived as sufficiently important to measure, monitor or map” 

(Morley & Lugg, 2009, p. 39). This section discusses the factors that help and 

hinder female academics progress in their career, with a particular focus on 

Vietnamese women. As relatively little has been written about Vietnamese 

female academics, the discussion is necessarily set against findings from global 

studies conducted in different societies with diverse development levels and 

cultural norms, including Asian countries which share a number of cultural 

similarities with Vietnam. Similarly, due to the paucity of empirical research on 

Vietnamese female academics, the discussion goes beyond facilitators and 
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barriers in Vietnamese academia, and includes literature related to Vietnamese 

women in general or those in other sectors as well – the modest literature on 

women in academic works in Vietnam is a matter this thesis also seeks to 

address.  

 

 

4.4 Meso-level Barriers to Vietnamese Female Academics’ Advancement 
 

Meso-level barriers to women’s advancement are concerned with distinctive 

features of the sector and aspects of their organisations. Any discussion of the 

meso-level barriers to Vietnamese female academics therefore should be 

framed in the context of the country’s higher education system. Clearly, 

women’s career advancement in higher education relates to the norms in 

academe, policies and procedures involved in appointing academic staff to 

leadership and managerial positions, specific criteria in these appointments, and 

gender biases (or lack thereof) in these practices. In the context of this study, 

institutional-level impediments will be categorised in several groups, including 

higher education policies regarding empowering women, organisational culture 

in Vietnamese academe, performance appraisal procedures, and 

appointment/promotion practices. 

 

Expectations of the academic profession 

 

In Vietnam, academics who work for higher education institutions are 

commonly referred to as teachers by parents, students, and the media. Due to 

the Confucian influence and the importance attached to education, Vietnamese 

teachers are highly respected and enjoy a special status (B. T. N. Nguyen & 

Harman, 2009; K. D. Nguyen & McInnis, 2002; L. T. Tran, Marginson, Do, et 
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al., 2014). Vietnamese people usually refer to teaching as the noblest of all 

noble professions (Le, 2016; T. Q. T. Nguyen, 2015; M. T. Vu, 2017). 

Vietnamese Teachers’ Day, which falls on 20 November, is an occasion for 

students, parents, and the whole society to show their gratitude to teachers and 

honour them for their contributions (M. T. Vu, 2017). Hence Vietnamese 

teachers are considered moral models who need to exercise strict self-control 

over their conduct, behaviours, and speech and disseminate moral values to 

their students (T. K. A. Dang, 2013; K. D. Nguyen & McInnis, 2002; Phan & 

Phan, 2006; Rydstrøm, 2001). One of the main objectives of Vietnam’s HERA 

Agenda (Higher Education Reform Agenda), which were initiated in an effort 

to create positive changes to the country’s higher education system, is to 

develop lecturing staff with high moral standards and acceptable political 

ideology (B. T. N. Nguyen & Harman, 2009). In the Ministry of Education and 

Training’s Decision 16/2008, entitled “Regulations on professional codes of 

ethics for teachers”, a whole section has been used to specify the requirements 

in terms of teachers’ manners and lifestyle. As set out in this section, teachers 

have to “live in harmony with the community and conform to both the 

country’s traditions and societal modern advancement”, “build their families 

into ‘cultured families’ where members love and respect each other”, “care for 

the people in the community”, and “exercise public etiquette” (M. T. Vu, 2017).  

 

Public expectations of the teaching profession and the requirements in terms of 

morality and lifestyle indicate that apart from their teaching and research tasks, 

academics are required to build happy families and perform duties associated 

with the community and the state. Like their male colleagues, Vietnamese 

female academics are expected to conform to the highest standards of morality 

set by the Vietnamese society. At the same time, the influence of Confucianism 

and the communist ideology in the contemporary society means that these 

academics are also subject to the norms that govern Vietnamese women’s 
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behaviours. The blend of these three sets of norms requires Vietnamese female 

academics to live up to high expectations and rigidly prescribed roles, exerting 

pressure on their behaviours and choices. Because of the caring nature of the 

profession and the pedagogical skills they acquire, Vietnamese female 

academics, as well as school teachers, are often visualised as ideal caregivers 

and teachers for their own children, which further links them to the home 

domain and responsibilities associated with childrearing.  

 

Organisational culture 

 

Women are affected by the culture of an organisation in terms of its 

“assumptions, values, and norms that have been developed over time in order to 

solve problems of both internal integration and external adaptation” (Bligh & 

Ito, 2017, p. 289)  as its culture is “gendered and encoded in a range of formal 

and informal signs, practices and networks” (Morley, 2006, p. 544). Based on 

formal and informal aspects of the organisational culture such as artefacts, 

language, structures within the organisation, name-calling, jokes, sarcasm, and 

exclusion, the real power balance and discrimination on the grounds of gender 

can be exposed (Morley, 2006). Morley (2006) also draws attention to the fact 

that some of these practices may go unnoticed as discrimination, making it 

difficult for policy makers to address.  

 

A theme that emerges from studies conducted in the global academy suggests 

that female academics generally feel marginalised due to the “masculine” 

organisational culture, which acts as a barrier to their career progression (Fotaki, 

2013; Maranto & Griffin, 2011). Women generally feel excluded from the main 

culture, leading to the feeling that they are outsiders in their own organisations 

(Schmuck, 1996). It implies that universities are more like an “old boys’ club” 
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which women find it difficult to access (Rhoads & Gu, 2012), while access to 

this network largely determines career progression and leadership positions 

(Bligh & Ito, 2017). Women in academia are “cumulatively disadvantaged” 

when attempting to meet time demands which are “distinctively male” and 

“built upon men’s normative paths and assumes freedom from competing 

responsibilities, such as family, that generally affect women more than men” 

(Grant, Kennelly, & Ward, 2000, p. 66). As an academic is ideally someone 

who can work without time limits and primary care responsibilities, women, 

who are the default carer in the family and organisations, may not fit the 

“carefree” academia (Lynch, 2010). In other words, due to the gendered nature 

of both universities and families, male and female academics, who often have 

disproportionate share of housework and caregiving responsibilities, have 

different experience at work (Misra et al., 2012). Naturally, women who are 

primary carers of the aged, sick, or young are negatively affected by processes 

and practices exhibiting both subtle and overt forms of discrimination and find 

it difficult to reconcile conflicting family and career demands (Blackmore & 

Sachs, 2007). The rise of managerialism, which places great emphasis on 

research and heightens demands for academic labour, has presented further 

challenges to women leaders in academia (Blackmore, 2014; Teelken & Deem, 

2013; K. White, Carvalho, & Riordan, 2011).  

 

As reported in a number of global studies, female academics are more likely to 

be assigned low-level pastoral duties that associate them with the traditional 

role of the caregiver, while men can enjoy responsibilities related to curriculum 

and finance or achieve presence on national bodies (Acker & Feuerverger, 1996; 

Cubillo & Brown, 2003; Grove, 2013; Poole, Bornholt, & Summers, 1997). 

Female academics generally find that compared to their male colleagues, they 

are assigned more teaching, mentoring, and service obligations, which are often 

undervalued and not linked to promotion (Hart, 2016; Misra, Lundquist, 
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Holmes, & Agiomavritis, 2011). While institutional housekeeping is time-

consuming, no reward structures compensating these support activities are in 

place, with more prestige being associated with publications and grants than 

teaching and services (Bird, Litt, & Wang, 2004). This “disproportionate share 

of responsibilities for the mundane service side of university work and for the 

emotional well-being of the students” then leads them to experience the “doing 

good and feeling bad” (Acker & Feuerverger, 1996, p. 404) as they have to bear 

the double burden of these housekeeping functions (Ropers-Huilman, 2000).  

 

A similar story can be heard in Vietnam’s academe. Previous studies have 

shown that while female academics’ teaching workload is the same, or even 

higher than their male colleagues’, they are usually assigned administrative and 

logistics tasks without being given any extra pay (N. T. A. Dang, 2012). Kelly 

(2011) points out the fact that Vietnamese women are assigned office roles like 

preparing logistics for meetings, serving tea to guests, arranging holidays, 

organising parties, buying gifts for New Year celebrations, retirements, for the 

ill or for new parents. She also argues that “equality of work” is merely “lip 

service” in the Vietnamese context, and such assignment of tasks can “lead men 

and women down different promotion tracks” (Kelly, 2011, p. 7).  

 

Inevitably, women tend to progress more quickly in organisations which are 

less masculine and where women-friendly policies and practices are in place. A 

number of studies, including those conducted in academic institutions, have 

suggested that mentoring contributes to women’s career advancement 

(Ballenger, 2010; Brown, 2005; Cullen & Luna, 1993; Lam, 2006; Lituchy & 

Duffy, 2006; Searby, Ballenger, & Tripses, 2015; Woolnough & Davidson, 

2007). Nonetheless, neither of the previous studies conducted on Vietnamese 

female academics by Dao (2011) and T. L. H. Nguyen (2012) suggest that 
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mentoring plays a role in these women’s career progression. It is likely due to 

the absence of women as role models, when academe is dominated by men. 

Another possible reason is that induction and mentoring are usually not a part 

of the organisational culture in Vietnamese HEIs, where the majority of 

academics enter the profession with a bachelor degree and are required to learn 

the rules on their own. Moreover, opposite-sex role models are generally not 

available as Vietnamese male leaders tend to avoid socialising with female 

subordinates to prevent bad rumours from circulating (N. T. A. Dang, 2012). 

The most common way of forming bonds with superiors in Vietnamese 

workplaces, especially in the public sector, is gathering at beer stalls (bia hoi) 

after work, which is not considered an appropriate way of socialisation for 

women (Urbano, 2015). Inevitably, such attitude can deprive female academics 

of valuable networking opportunities, and they can never penetrate into the “old 

boys’ club” where important information related to promotion and advancement 

is shared and discussed.  

 

Performance appraisal 

 

A large body of research conducted in different types of workplace suggests 

that women are at a disadvantage compared to their male counterparts when it 

comes to performance appraisal. Women tend to receive more criticism, are less 

likely to be praised than men, and receive less favourable evaluations (Franke-

Ruta, 2013; Poole et al., 1997; Shakeshaft, 1987). As found by Heilman (2001), 

the more competent the woman is, the less likeable she becomes. Heilman 

(2001) draws attention to the fact that when a woman is rated as equally 

competent as a male counterpart, she is much more disliked than the man and 

concludes that it expresses disapproval for the violation of the gender norm. 

Women considered to be successful managers are described to possess negative 
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qualities that “conform to the ‘bitch’ role-type” such as bitter, quarrelsome, and 

selfish, and receive unfavourable labels such as “dragon lady”, “ice queen”, and 

“battle-axe” (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Heilman, 2012; Heilman, Block, Martell, & 

Simon, 1989). Studies conducted over the years consistently show that while 

gender biases in performance evaluation are on the decrease, the devaluation of 

female leaders remains almost unchanged, especially when management roles 

are stereotypically masculine and the raters are male (Eagly & Karau, 2002; 

Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992; Eagly & Mladinic, 1994). Even in 

workplaces where employees show a preference for participatory leaders, male 

authoritarian leaders are still rated as being more effective than female leaders 

who adopt a participatory style, suggesting that an unconscious gender-based 

bias exists (Rhee & Sigler, 2015).  

 

The feedback mechanism is also gender-specific. It was found that male 

administrators avoid giving direct feedback to women in the way they do to 

male subordinates. Since a woman generally does not receive any negative 

feedback, she forms a misleading conception of her performance and is 

deprived of the chance to reassesses her abilities and making improvements 

(Shakeshaft, 1987, 1989). Compared to their male colleagues, women are given 

feedback which is vaguer (Correll & Simard, 2016), less constructive and more 

related to personality rather than skills (Cecchi-Dimeglio, 2017; Snyder, 2014), 

or more likely to be geared towards negative communication styles (Mackenzie, 

2016; Snyder, 2014). 

 

Existing literature indicates that performance appraisal in Vietnamese HEIs 

discriminates against women. Female academics have to make greater efforts to 

compete for the annual awards of every university for ‘doing good work and 

providing good family care” (gioi viec nuoc dam viec nha), and “raising 

children to be healthy and intelligent” (nuoi con khoe day con ngoan) (N. T. A. 
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Dang, 2012, p. 90). While their male counterparts are only evaluated by their 

performance in teaching areas and the number of publications, female 

academics have to meet the other criteria intended exclusively for women. It is 

hard to find a similar case in any other part of the world, where performance at 

work is also linked to household duties. In other words, as suggested by Kelly 

(2011, p. 5), “the government recognizes the role of women in the home 

through awards and certificates, but does not recognize or encourage men’s 

contributions”, which doubles the burden on women and raises the standards 

against which they are judged. Kelly (2011, p. 8) also cites a well-known 

example of gender bias in the form of the annual emulation merit system in the 

Vietnamese workplace to indicate barriers to women’s advancement when 

writing, “Women who take institutional maternal leave (4-6 months) do not 

gain recognized merits, such as “lao dong tien tien” (good laborer), “lao dong 

xuat sac” (excellent laborer) for the entire year period. If their maternity leave 

spans a two-year period, (from October of one year to February of the next), 

they are not entitled to recognized merits for the full two years. Not surprisingly, 

many women will not have earned recognition of excellence and are likely to be 

passed over for promotion”. Schuler et al. (2006, p. 392) draw the following 

conclusion after carrying out a study about a campaign raised by the Vietnam 

Women’s Union, which called upon women to ‘Study Actively, Work 

Creatively, Raise Children Well and Build Happy Families and is usually 

referred to as the Three Criteria Campaign:  

 

Women are responsible not only for their own behavior but also for 

things that may be outside of their control, such as their children’s 

grades in school and their husbands’ sometimes violent behaviour. They 

are supposed both to lead exemplary lives themselves and to influence 

their husbands and children to think rationally and behave well. (p. 392) 
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If female academics fail to do so, no matter how well they perform at work, 

they are not deemed as “exemplary women” and therefore are not considered 

suitable for promotion.  

 

Promotion practices 

 

Not much has been known about gender bias in promotion practices in 

Vietnamese higher education. Due to the limited availability of empirical 

research on promotion practices in Vietnamese academe, the next section 

discusses the gendered nature of promotion practices that have been found from 

the bulk of research in academic institutions across the globe.  

 

Evidence from a number of settings lends support to the view that gender plays 

a role in promotion decisions in academe and that different criteria are used for 

men and women (Benschop & Brouns, 2003; Coleman, 1997; Doherty, 

Manfredi, van den Brink, Brouns, & Waslander, 2006; Madera, Hebl, & Martin, 

2009; Sabatier, Carrere, & Mangematin, 2006; Sarsons, 2017; Tharenou, 1999a; 

van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Letters of recommendation, the most 

commonly used selection tools, generally describe women as being more 

communal and less agentic than men, which reduces women’s hireability in the 

male-dominated academia (Madera et al., 2009). Female academics either have 

to outperform men if they want to be selected for senior posts (Coleman, 1997; 

Tharenou, 1999a), or display greater engagement in different networks 

(Sabatier et al., 2006). Even though they perform as well as their male 

counterparts and have similar qualifications, female academics receive lower 

ratings (Benschop & Brouns, 2003) and receive less credit for co-authoring 

than men (Sarsons, 2017). While overt discrimination is rare, the process of 

promotion in a number of countries still favours men. Inbreeding, the 
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promotion practice based on internal networks in Spanish public universities, 

puts women at a disadvantage (Vázquez‐Cupeiro & Elston, 2006). A recent 

study into selection practices used by Dutch universities to appoint full 

professors, the highest position in academia, indicates that when selection 

committees are predominantly male, women are less likely to be selected 

(Doherty et al., 2006). It is also found that each criterion used in the 

appointment of professors in the Netherlands contains one or more gender 

practices (van den Brink & Benschop, 2011). Subjective standards used in 

recruiting academic positions exist, and it is intriguing that “the very 

subjectivity of the academic standards for appointment or promotion makes it 

difficult to prove a case of intentional discrimination” (M. S. West, 1994, p. 

137). The most recent report into barriers to women in academic science and 

engineering in the U.S confirms this view, and acknowledges that the arbitrary 

and subjective judgments by senior scientists and engineers, most of whom are 

male, negatively affect female academics, who account for a tiny minority in 

the field (Committee on Maximizing the Potential of Women in Academic 

Science and Engineering, 2006). The most widely cited explanation is that since 

academe was once an exclusively male realm, it has been operating according 

to the criteria, rules, and norms specifically developed to fit men’s life patterns 

(Acker, 2012; Committee on Maximizing the Potential of Women in Academic 

Science and Engineering, 2006; Gaio Santos & Cabral-Cardoso, 2008).  

 

Even when a woman has already been selected for a senior post in academe, she 

is more likely to be put in “caring, nurturing roles” (Cubillo & Brown, 2003, p. 

279) rather than placed in positions that have real power and authority. As a 

result, her colleagues tend to associate her with the clerical staff rather than 

with the elite, which limits her power and creates a misleading image of her 

actual competence and leadership abilities (Kanter, 1975). Further, women tend 
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to be selected for precarious leadership positions in times of crisis (Bagilhole & 

White, 2008; Peterson, 2015), which reinforce the image of the female leader as 

being less capable and effective.  

 

Some themes emerge from the limited literature on promotion in Vietnam and 

they accord with universal findings. A report conducted as part of the 

Cambridge-Vietnam Women’s Leadership Programme suggests that in the 

public sector, men are likely to be given an unequal advantage for promotion 

(Munro, 2012). A significant criterion necessary for promotion in Vietnam’s 

public sector is that one must be a member of the Communist Party of Vietnam 

(CPV), the single political party ruling the country. However, to become a 

member of the party, one is required to take time to attend the training courses 

for communist ideologies, which can pose a challenge to women who have 

heavy workloads and multiple roles to perform. Moreover, both men and 

women are only eligible to be sent to such courses after at least 3-5 years of 

uninterrupted work in an organisation (Kelly, 2011), and a number of women 

who take their maternity leave are unable to meet this criterion. Statistics show 

that only one million Vietnamese women are CPV members, representing one-

third of the total number (H. T. Vu et al., 2017). Recent findings also suggest 

that Vietnamese women in the public sector have to outperform men to be 

promoted to a position. Respondents from a large-scale study involving nearly 

one thousand participants acknowledge that when making a choice between two 

candidates having the same qualifications and abilities, Vietnamese voters are 

more likely to vote for the male candidate (Oxfam in Vietnam, 2014).  

 

To sum up, Chapter 4 has presented a picture of how women fare in academe 

across the globe, with particular focus on the Vietnamese context. Meso-level 

factors, which are related to the nature of Vietnamese higher education, such as 

the public’s expectations of academics, the organisational culture of HEIs, 
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performance appraisal, and promotion practices, have been identified as key 

inhibitors to female academics in Vietnamese public universities. 
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CHAPTER 5: MICRO LEVEL - INDIVIDUAL AND RELATIONAL 

FACTORS 

 

 

The previous chapter presented a discussion of the meso level of the proposed 

framework by examining factors that characterise the academic profession in 

Vietnam. This chapter seeks to explore the micro level of the model, which 

relates to the academics themselves and their own life contexts.  

 

Female academics’ career advancement is not just about their work, but also 

concerns their larger life contexts. In addition, like women elsewhere, 

Vietnamese female academics’ career decisions are usually taken in the context 

of relationalism and informed by the needs of those around them (Mainiero & 

Sullivan, 2005). The next section will present a discussion of individual factors 

and relational aspects that affect Vietnamese female academics’ career 

decisions. 

 

 

5.1 Individual factors: Enablers and Barriers 
 

It is often argued that situational factors are more important than personal 

factors in career advancement (Riger & Galligan, 1980; Tharenou & Conroy, 

1994). However, studies indicate that some individual factors tend to play a role, 

with high self-efficacy generally reported to be associated with career success 

among women (Broadbridge, 2015; Burke, 2005; B. White, Cox, & Cooper, 

1997). Those with higher self-efficacy are more determined and resilient when 

they deal with obstacles and overcome challenges, set more challenging goals, 

and strive harder to attain these objectives (Fox, 2006). Successful women also 

tend to have high internal locus of control and attribute their success to hard 
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work, tenacity, and the willingness to seize available opportunities (Fox, 2006; 

B. White et al., 1997). Individuals having high internal locus of control hold the 

view that their own actions determine their success, while those with an 

external locus of control associate their achievements with factors such as luck, 

fate, deity, or help from others. In one of the very few studies that examine the 

personal attributes that have facilitated Vietnamese female academics, T. L. H. 

Nguyen (2012) found that all of the female deans participating in her study 

emphasised hard work and effort to complete their PhD program as the main 

reasons for their success.  

 

While high self-efficacy and a high internal locus of control are associated with 

career success, these attributes appear to be affected by societal and 

institutional factors. Women’s self-efficacy is likely to be influenced by 

supervisors or work environments (Lam, 2006), and women’s access to efficacy 

information tends to be limited by gender-role socialisation (Clarke, 2011). As 

discussed in Chapter 2, as a result of dominant religious beliefs, most 

Vietnamese women believe in the importance of fate (Leshkowich, 2006), 

which is often associated with a high external locus of control.  

 

Among women’s psychological barriers, low career aspiration seems to be a 

notable one. Research conducted in Asian settings suggests that female 

academics have lower career aspirations than do men (Cheung & Halpern, 2010; 

Luke, 1998; Madsen, 2006, 2010), and that this lower aspiration derives either 

from gender stereotypes that are pervasive in the society or the heavy workload 

of family responsibilities (Murniati, 2012). Not much has been written about 

Vietnamese female academics’ aspirations for leadership and advancement, yet 

it has been reported that they are not truly confident about their leadership 

capabilities (N. L. T. Dang, 2012) or believe that men are more suited to 

leadership (Institute for Social Development Studies, 2015), suggesting that 
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they do not aspire much to higher-level positions due to a lack of confidence in 

their ability to succeed and the stereotypic image of a leader. It would be 

oversimplified and essentialist to assume that women are naturally less inclined 

to seek career advancement and leadership, since a thorough examination of 

recent research indicates that women aspire to higher level management in the 

same way as men when they begin their careers, but rather, it seems that these 

aspirations lessen in their mid-career stage when women become disillusioned 

and lower their aspirations as a result of organisational barriers (Dunn-Jensen & 

Stroh, 2007). Women’s aspiration for leadership is also associated with parental 

encouragement (Kreuzer, 1992), and how women aspire to educational 

achievement and leadership and decide on their career choices depends much 

on parents’ expectations and values (Wojtalik, Breckenridge, Gibson, & 

Sobehart, 2007). Moreover, women’s motivation to make further progression is 

also largely shaped by their family commitments and domestic responsibilities 

(Clarke, 2011). As a result, women are more likely to make compromises and 

changes to meet the demands of childrearing, care for elderly family members, 

and relationship issues (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007).  

 

The attitude to mobility is also another hindrance. In academe, men’s 

opportunities to network internationally enable them to achieve higher citations 

(Grove, 2013). Career progression in academe not only relates to merit, but also 

depends on networking (Morley & Crossouard, 2015). As a result of their 

reluctance to travel abroad to create vital overseas networks, female academics 

hardly produce papers that are the results of international collaboration, which 

has become increasingly important and receive higher ratings from journals 

(Grove, 2013). While this is usually attributed to women’s personality and their 

commitment to familial duties, it can be argued that the lack of equitable 

household shares and the values imposed on women are the primary barriers.  
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5.2 Relational Factors: Facilitators and Inhibitors 
 

Studies conducted in both Western and Vietnamese settings have shown that 

support (or lack thereof) from spouses, family members, and employers acts as 

a significant facilitator/inhibitor of women’s advancement, as discussed below.  

 

There is ample evidence to suggest that parental support is a key factor in the 

success of female academics. In a study conducted by Cubillo and Brown 

(2003), women from nine countries which differ greatly in terms of 

development levels all reported having supportive fathers who encouraged them 

to aim for higher achievement. Similarly, the role of the father has been found 

to be influential in providing women with support and mentoring (Lituchy & 

Duffy, 2006). Interestingly enough, mothers, who are generally thought to 

develop a closer relationship with and have greater influence on their children, 

do not play an important role when it comes to encouragement for attaining 

higher levels of education or achieving better positions (Cubillo & Brown, 

2003). The primary explanation is that mothers tend to be more concerned 

about their daughters’ “marriageability” rather than their career success, which 

may lower the chance to get married in certain cultures (Cubillo & Brown, 

2003). 

 

Spousal support is also widely cited as a facilitator for female academics’ 

career success in both Western and non-Western settings. A North Carolina 

study of 450 female leaders in higher education suggests that most of the 

participants believe that a critical factor for their success is their husbands’ 

support, without which “they would have quit work rather than dissolve the 

marriage” (Woo, 1985, p. 287). In addition, a cross-cultural study involving 

sixty-two successful women who had significant family responsibilities found 

that all of these female leaders benefit from the support provided by husbands 
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and their extended families (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). Similarly, the female 

deans studied in Kleihauer, Stephens, and Hart (2012, p. 75) associate their 

success in fulfilling their leadership roles with their partners’ “immense support” 

and “accommodating personalities”.  

 

In a similar vein, parental influence and spousal support are seen to play an 

important part in Vietnamese female academics’ career advancement. Dao 

(2011) suggests that Vietnamese female university rectors in her study grew up 

in families that valued education and supported daughters’ educational 

attainments. Prior studies examining the advancement of Vietnamese female 

academics also indicate that spousal support is always one of the biggest 

facilitators (Dao, 2011; T. L. H. Nguyen, 2012).  

 

Given the patriarchal nature of the Vietnamese society and the dominant role of 

parents-in-law in Vietnamese women’s lives, it can be well argued that 

Vietnamese female academics would hardly be able to focus on their career 

without the spouses’ and in-laws’ support. In addition, in such a highly 

collectivist society, individuals tend to seek collective approval for important 

decisions such as career advancement. It has been observed that “in sharp 

contrast to men, the career histories of women are relational. Their career 

decisions were normally part of a larger and intricate web of interconnected 

issues, people, and aspects that had to come together in a delicately balanced 

package” (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, p. 111). Vietnamese female academics 

therefore need to decide whether they should seek further advancement when it 

may interfere with their traditionally prescribed gender roles.  

 

In summary, Chapter 5 has highlighted the micro-level factors which may act as 

facilitators of or inhibitors to Vietnamese female academics’ career 

advancement. This chapter reveals that important facilitators of female 
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academics’ career progression in higher education worldwide include certain 

personal attributes and external support from the home environments. The lack 

of such support and certain psychological barriers women experience therefore 

can turn out to be micro-level inhibitors. Yet there is little doubt that 

Vietnamese female academics’ personal characteristics, career orientations and 

identities are shaped by entrenched norms and expectations that make up the 

socio-cultural contexts. As a result, although some of the factors discussed are 

categorised as micro-level barriers, they may reflect the patriarchal nature of the 

society. 
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS  

 

The preceding chapter was largely concerned with the micro-level factors that 

facilitate or inhibit women’s career progression in Vietnamese academe. In this 

chapter, the data gathered for the present study is analysed. Each interview 

question is addressed in turn. The chapter begins by describing the female 

academic participants in terms of demographic characteristics, and proceeds to 

present key findings from interviews with this group. The last part of the 

chapter presents an analysis of five interviews with the male leaders of selected 

institutions.  

 

The interviews with women leaders were semi-structured, however participants 

were encouraged to stray from the questions if they felt other information was 

relevant. The prompting questions are included in Appendix 4. The questions 

followed a format of: 

 

• Background, demographics and work role descriptors; 

• Overview of career path; 

• Factors for success and facilitators; 

• Challenges to career progression and barriers; 

• Opinions about reasons for gender imbalance in leadership and 

recommendations for change.  

 

Once the data was collected in the form of voice recordings, the researcher 

transcribed the interviews and coded them according to key themes that 

emerged for each question type. The main themes that emerged were around 

personal factors, such as family and how the presence or absence of various 

forms of support could help or hinder career progression, as well as workplace 
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expectations and organisational culture, aspects of the national culture, societal 

norms, and the pressure associated with motherhood.  

 

The findings are presented below according to these key themes. For each 

thematic section, facilitating and/or hindering factors associated with the theme 

are discussed. Following the findings for women leaders, the findings from the 

interviews with male leaders are presented, and these are set out by institution. 

 

 

6.1 Profiles of the Female Participants 
 

The first group of respondents included thirty female academics from five 

universities. Twenty-eight were married, one recently got divorced, and one 

was a single mother. Except for one who had no children, all of them had at 

least one child.  

  

The participants varied in terms of age. The biggest group were aged between 

thirty-six and forty, and accounted for forty per cent of all academics, followed 

by women aged forty-one to forty-five. Nearly one-fifths of the interviewees 

were over fifty, and the rest were comprised of academics who were either 

younger than thirty-five years old or in their late forties. Among academics 

aged 36-40, seven were holding positions such as director of a research centre, 

dean of faculties with over one-hundred staff members. Overall, from the 

Vietnamese point of view, these academics were relatively young to hold such 

managerial positions.  The dominance of academics in their late thirties and 

early forties suggests that there had been a shift from the traditional pathway of 

academic promotion based on seniority to the “scholarship and research 

pathway” which placed greater emphasis on research performance (T. N. Pham, 

2015). 
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Figure 1: Female academics’ age range 

As far as educational backgrounds were concerned, the academics could be 

grouped into three main disciplines: language-education, business, and law. 

Those in language-education groups generally had a bachelor of foreign 

language teaching and later pursued postgraduate courses and doctoral 

programs in applied linguistics or education. The business group was mainly 

comprised of academics majoring in economics, accounting, and finance. 

Participants from the law group mostly studied international law and 

comparative law. The only exception was one academic who studied biology in 

her undergraduate studies, obtained a Master’s degree in education, and was 

enrolled in a PhD in education at the time of the interview.  
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Figure 2: Female academics’ educational backgrounds 

 

The majority of female academics were at middle-management level, most of 

whom holding positions such as Dean, Deputy Dean, Head of Office (truong 

phong), Deputy Head of Office (pho phong), Director and Vice Director of 

research institutes. Three women were at the senior level, including a Vice 

Rector of a School in University A, a Director of an Institute in University A, 

and a Vice Rector of University B.  

 

As elicited from the interviews, a postgraduate qualifcation is the prerequisite 

for appointment to a middle-mangement position. For positions such as Dean, a 

doctoral degree is required, though a Master’s degree is acceptable for the 

Deputy Dean position. Similarly, a doctoral degree is the requirement for a 

Head of Office or Department rather than a deputy head. Interviews revealed 

that in order to be considered for a position on the Board of Rectors in 

Universities B and D, which are largely teaching-oriented, a doctoral degree 

sufficed. However, the minimum requirement for a similar position in the other 

three HEIs is the title of Associate Professor.  
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All female academics interviewed had at least one postgraduate qualification. 

Some even were holders of two Master’s degrees, such as informant 2, 

informant 3, informant 7, and informant 16. Twenty-two academics had 

finished their doctoral programs, and at the time of interviews, five were doing 

their PhD in Vietnamese institutions. Eight academics were Associate 

Professors, and only three of them were over fifty years old. The remaining five 

Associate Professors were all in their late thirties and early or mid-forties, with 

the youngest aged thirty-nine. Given the fact that the average age for Full 

Professor and Associate Professors was 49 and 48 in 2014 and 2015 

respectively (Tin tuc Viet Nam, 2015), the sample included academics who had 

achieved notable success in their academic career at a relatively young age. It 

can be concluded that the Vietnamese female academics in this study had made 

remarkable progress in attaining higher qualifications and academic titles, and 

that they made achievements at a much earlier age compared to the previous 

generation.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Female academics’ qualifications 
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Table 3 shows that nearly two-thirds of the interviewees had obtained their 

Master’s degrees from abroad, including in advanced education systems such as 

the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, and Europe. The same 

pattern could be found among holders of doctoral degrees. Approximately half 

of these academics – fourteen out out thirty – had gained both of their Master’s 

and doctoral degrees outside of Vietnam. Australia was the most common 

country of study with seven Master’s degrees and five doctoral degrees 

obtained.  

 

Table 3: Qualifications – Countries of origin 

Country of study Master’s degree Doctoral degree 

Anglo-American 10 7 

Europe 5 5 

Former USSR 2 2 

China 1 1 

Vietnam 12 7 

Total 30 22 

 

 

6.2 Facilitators of Career Advancement  

 

The first set of questions related to factors that contributed to the respondents’ 

success and the sources of support they had received to advance in their careers. 

Most of the participants said that they would not consider their current position 

as a “success” (thanh cong), and an overwhelming majority stated that they did 

not deem the leadership position as the final target. Instead they emphasised the 

fact that leadership could be a burden as it interfered with their work-life 
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balance, that leadership could prevent them from doing what they were 

passionate about – teaching and doing research.  

 

6.2.1 Personal Factors  

 

Three main sets of personal characteristics emerged from these interviews, 

including self effort, intrinsic motivation, and other attributes. 

 

Perseverance and sustained effort 

 

The number one factor mentioned by over half of the participants (seventeen 

out of thirty) as being critical for their advancement was their efforts to do well 

in their jobs and complete all the tasks assigned in an exemplary manner. The 

most common expressions used were “efforts”, “commitment”, and “great 

sense of responsibility”. 

 

The word “effort” (no luc) was echoed among most of these academics. 

Informant 18 used the phrase “relentless efforts” to describe how she strived to 

fulfil all the tasks and emphasised that she “consistently strived to improve her 

performance and working effectiveness”. The others explained that due to their 

excellent teaching record and consistent efforts to make improvements, they 

were considered for a managerial position. They stressed the fact that while 

other academics could be equally competent, what made them stand out was 

their perseverance; as a result, their performance was consistenly high during a 

long period, which was finally recognised and rewarded. The only Vice Rector 

in the study mentioned that apart from doing her best to teach and do research 

of high quality, she always tried to come up with new ideas and innovative 
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practices and never felt complacent. Informant 24 also indicated that in order to 

be successful, one needed to put much effort into improving knowledge and 

furnishing oneself with essential skills. Similarly, informant 27 in University D 

believed that her efforts in pursing education abroad, which gave her an edge 

later in career advancement, were essential, “At that time, not a lot of 

academics thought about studying abroad, and as I planned to do so, I had to 

put much greater effort... I had to take a number of courses to improve my 

English and made applications for scholarship, which was really challenging”. 

Some also believed that they made much greater effort than male counterparts 

to be acknowledged and that their success was largely attributed to their 

“persistent efforts” to outperform. Some similar experiences about “making a 

sacrifice” (hy sinh) to go abroad to study, being away from husband and 

children, overcoming difficulties when studying in a foreign language in an 

entirely different system were reported. These highlighted the effort they had to 

put into their pursuit of knowledge and skills required for career advancement.  

 

Intrinsic motivation 

 

Furthermore, intrinsic motivation was also a key factor. Responses varied in 

terms of terminology, and seven female academics used words interchangeably 

such as “devoted” (cong hien het minh), “a high sense of responsibility,” 

“enthusiastic”, “engaged” (tam huyet), “serious attitude to work” to describe the 

level of commitment they demonstrated to their workplace and the duties 

assigned. Informant 3 even used both terms “commitment” and “self-

actualisation” in English to highlight the importance of this factor. What was 

consistent across interviews was that financial incentives and salaries for 

academics in Vietnam were generally low; as such, only those who were truly 
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committed could perform well and contribute to their organisations. As 

Informant 3 stated: 

 

I suppose a number of factors contribute to success, but the most 

significant is the commitment you show to overcome financial 

difficulties. If you think you strive hard just to earn money or you work 

out of self-interest, you can hardly succeed. However, things will be 

different if you are genuinely enthusiastic and committed to what you 

are doing, despite the financial difficulties. From my observation, many 

young teachers do not have a sense of responsibility; their level of 

commitment corresponds to how much they are paid. Without self-

motivation and commitment, they cannot succeed in their career. 

 

Informant 7 also believed that commitment is required: 

 

I don’t know how others think, but for me, power is just temporary. I am 

committed as I think it is my career and I must do well in teaching and 

research. 

 

Moreover, it should be noted that three academics mentioned “love for work” 

as the driving factor to help them perform well and be recognized. Although 

they did not use the term “commitment,” it could be placed under this category 

as this love for work enabled them to stay motivated and sustain efforts to 

perform at their best. As indicated by Informant 24:  

 

The more I teach and do research, the more passionate I am about my 

job. I feel so enthusiastic and passionate when standing behind the 

podium and teaching the young students. When researching a topic of 

interest, I become totally absorbed and think about it as my own child… 
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I am truly fascinated by it. The passion for the job is therefore extremely 

important…I think I also have aptitudes for teaching and research, and 

the aptitude enables me to complete all the tasks effectively. 

 

Other personal attributes  

 

Other qualities and personality traits were cited to explain their success. Being 

determined (quyet tam) and strong-willed (co chi) was the most common 

response, as “determination helps us overcome challenges and hardships.” One 

emphasised that “in order to become a leader, you need to showcase your 

determination.” Others related their time abroad as instrumental in shaping the 

essential qualities for academics and personality traits required for leadership. 

For example, Informant 15 said: 

 

I think the knowledge and skills I acquired from Canada is so important 

to my success. It is the solid foundation for my working approaches, 

ways of thinking and organising things, which build my research skills 

and critical thinking. It helps me to work more effectively and know how 

to seek information to deal with a new problem. 

 

A similar view is expressed by Informant 9: 

 

More than 10 years living on my own in China, away from my family, 

has helped me to develop the ability to handle unexpected things, work 

under intense pressure, manage time effectively, and become open-

minded. 
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Knowing how to network and communicate effectively with peers, superiors, 

and those from the other departments was viewed as being helpful too. As 

pointed out by one academic, “if you don’t know how to communicate well and 

maintain a good relationship with colleagues not just before being promoted but 

after being promoted as well, you can’t gain their support and trust. You can’t 

manage your department without this support”. Likewise, another also stated 

that she was highly rated by those she worked with as she was considerate of 

others’ needs and managed to build effective relationship not only with 

colleagues, students, but also with those working in functional departments.  

 

The desire to improve knowledge and the willingness to learn new things were 

referred to as being indispensable qualities. All of the respondents agreed that 

life-long learning was critical for an academic, and that their sustained effort to 

overcome challenges such as living away from family members for a long time 

abroad differentiated them from other academics in the workplace,  

 

Many of my colleagues say they are tired of studying. They regard study 

as something boring and unpleasantly challenging. However, for me, as 

an academic I must continue to do research and update my knowledge 

to teach effectively (Informant 24).  

 

Informants 15 and 11 shared the same view when saying: 

 

By nature, I am an extrovert and always curious. I want to learn new 

things and love study (Informant 15). 

 

I am lucky to be supervised and work with a number of wonderful 

teachers who are so knowledgeable and competent. They are my role 
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models who inspired me with the desire to continuously learn new 

things (Informant 11). 

 

Having a high profile was crucical. During the interviews, all academics 

acknowledged the significance of having a prestigious degree from an advanced 

education system in a relevant discipline. Half of them said that among a 

number of promising candidates for the position they were undertaking, they 

were usually the only ones who held a recognized PhD degree in a particular 

specialisation. Others associated their promotion with their strong publication 

and academic records. Most of them graduated with top GPAs (Grade Point 

Average) and were awarded prestigious scholarships to study in Europe, the 

United States, or Australia. Having an excellent teaching record, which “was 

linked to having leadership potential”, as Informant 18 joked, was also taken 

into account. In Vietnamese HEIs, those who are the best at teaching are 

usually thought to be suitable for managerial positions. The number of 

publications in high-impact journals is a key criterion too.  

 

6.2.2 External Support 

 

Another factor shared by sixteen of the academics was the support they had 

received from spouses, parents, and in some cases parents-in-law, especially 

those who had done their PhD abroad. All of these academics admitted that 

without such support, they could not have completed their PhD theses and 

attained workplace goals. Spousal support was crucial, and the support varied 

from encouragement to obtain higher education, freedom to pursue career goals, 

to help with housework and childrearing. One said that she was “extremely 

lucky” as her husband gave her complete freedom to pursue her interests. They 

described their spouses as having “progressive views” (tan tien) and being 
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“open-minded” (thoang), “Western minded” (Tay hoa) as these men 

encouraged their wives to study, get higher qualifications, and perform well at 

work. Half of the academics had spouses who studied abroad, so these men 

were described as being more sympathetic, understanding, and open-minded 

than the average Vietnamese man. For those doing their PhD overseas, most of 

them were highly appreciative of their husbands’ quitting their jobs in Vietnam 

and going  abroad to work or study to support the wives. Informant 15, who 

spent nearly 10 years doing her Master’s degree and PhD in Canada, called her 

husband a “very progressive man”:  

 

I think he is more like a Westerner. He spent 11 years studying in 

Germany and he has a strong sense of gender equality…He unfailingly 

encourages me to do whatever I like and study as much as I want to, 

shares everything with me, and never forbids me from doing any thing. 

 

Similarly, Informant 27, who pursued both her Master’s and doctoral programs 

in the UK, highlighted the fact that she would not have been abroad for such a 

long time if she had not gained her husband’s support. When asked whether 

their spouses were willing to share housework, Informant 27 said,  

 

My mother is primarily responsible for arranging things in my house. I 

do not have any concerns as she is great at that – she arranges 

housemaids and collects my children from school if I come home late… 

My husband does not help much with housework; however, he never 

interferes with my decisions, he just lets me do anything I want and 

never complains or questions why I don’t take care of the kids. 

Sometimes he complains that I don’t take enough care of him, but I do 

discuss, not argue, with him about that so that he understands why I 

need to do certain things and contribute to my organisation. 
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Another important source of support is from these female academics’ families. 

Informant 24 recalled the time when she was in the final stages of her PhD 

thesis in France, and she had to send her 11-month-old back home so that her 

parents-in-law could take care of the infant; otherwise she could not complete 

the thesis. Similarly, informant 27, who received her Master’s and PhD degrees 

in the Netherlands and became an Associate Professor when she was forty years 

old, was also grateful to the level of support from her parents and in-laws. As 

both her husband and she were away studying in Europe at the same time, 

though they were in different countries, her 11-month-old daughter had to stay 

at home under the care of her parents. At the time the interviews were 

conducted, her parents-in-law took primary responsibility in taking care of her 

second child to relieve her household duties. 

 

The level of support these women received when working in Vietnam was high 

too. Given the fact that both parents in the majority of Vietnamese households 

work full-time to afford expenses in a country where social welfare provisions 

such as childcare benefits, tax rebates, and subsidised payments for families are 

largely absent, and where childcare/schooling facilities are limited, couples 

with small children either have to hire live-in nannies/housemaids or seek help 

from parents/parents-in-law to help doing housework and collecting children 

from school. The intense competition to get entry to “good schools” or 

specialist classes also means that families have to send their kids to various out-

of-school-hour classes and help them with the large volume of homework. 

Many of them also pointed out that they were lucky to receive help from 

parents-in-law with housework, collecting children from school, and taking care 

of their children. Informant 29, the Deputy Head of the Department of 

Publishing in University E, explained,  
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Because of the nature of my job, I usually have to work long hours, and 

it is not unusual to work until 8 or 9p.m to meet some deadlines, 

especially at the beginning of each semester. Without my parents-in-

law’s help, I can’t do anything. 

 

Likewise, Informant 28 said: 

 

My edge (over the others) is my wonderful family. I am extremely 

grateful to my husband who works in the army and provides me with 

unswerving support in every single aspect. I usually feel stressed 

because of problems at work, and whenever I need to relieve stress, he 

is there for me. He listens to me and says something that makes me 

forget all problems. My parents-in-law are also wonderful. Whenever I 

come home, exhausted, stressed, she looks into her astrology book and 

says, “My dear, this month is an unlucky one for you. You see, that’s 

why bad things happen.” I laugh and feel that the stress is greatly eased. 

 

Those who often had to make business trips to other parts of the country or 

overseas also relied largely on the help provided by parents and parents-in-law: 

 

Parents of both sides help us to take the kids to school and collect them, 

cook for us, and take care of the kids while I am away. They are in 

charge of hiring the housemaids as well so I don’t need to care about 

that (Informant 1). 

 

I live with Mum so I can rely on her for help with taking care of my 

children. In my position, I usually have to leave home at 6 am and come 

back around 6 p.m., go to other provinces at the weekend (Informant 

15). 
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My parents and parents-in-law usually come to my house and stay there 

to help with housework and collect the kids from school when I am away 

for conferences or seminars. I attend an overseas conference every year, 

and I am usually away for one week or 10 days (Informant 9). 

 

Apart from family support, support from colleagues was also deemed to be a 

decisive factor: 

 

Support from colleagues has been so important. You can imagine that I 

spent nearly 8 years studying for my Master’s and PhD abroad. As a 

result, when I came back to the workplace, I found that I did not know 

many people in the university. However, there were still friends and 

colleagues who dared to put trust in my capabilities, recommended me 

to the senior leaders, which subsequently led to my promotion 

(Informant 27). 

 

The academics almost unanimously agreed that support from superiors played a 

central role. Informant 27 acknowledged that she was fortunate to “have 

visionary leaders who trust me and know how to put me in a suitable position” 

while Informant 18 said her superior’s support despite opposition was the main 

motivator for her to perform well. Being the youngest academic ever to be 

promoted to a key position in her institution, she was under a lot of scrutiny and 

subject to doubts about her abilities; however, the Vice Rector still decided to 

promote her and gave her one probationary year to learn the rules and acquire 

leadership skills. Similarly, Informant 30, who was promoted to the position of 

the Vice Head of the Department of Research, which oversaw all research 

activities within the university, confessed she was initially under intense 

pressure as she had not had any prior managerial experience; nevertheless, the 
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support and encouragement from her direct superior (Informant 28) was 

extremely valuable in boosting her confidence.  

 

Asking the interviewees further about the support they received revealed a 

commonality. The majority of these academics came from families in which at 

least one parent was a teacher/lecturer/intellectual. Nearly all had parents-in-

law working in the education sector too, which explained why their parents-in-

law understood the need to pursue higher education and continuously update 

knowledge. In some cases, parents or parents-in-law once studied abroad, so 

“they were sympathetic and totally understood the challenges I encountered 

when doing my PhD” (Informant 8).  

 

When asked whether parents approved of their decision to go overseas to study 

and spend a lot of time at work as a leader, many academics responded that 

they were offered unwavering support, “unlike the other parents, mine were 

progressive and encouraged me to study” (Informant 1). They recited what their 

parents had done to help them overcome problems, such as preparing complex 

paperwork for visa applications, sending them money when needed, writing 

them letters on a regular basis to motivate them to study better.  There was no 

difference in the father’s support and the mother’s, though mothers were cited 

as being more active in providing domestic help.  

 

Participants were also asked whether parents-in-law were comfortable with the 

fact that they usually finished work late due to deadlines and lengthy meetings 

which usually finished around 6 pm, went on frequent business trips, attended 

conferences and seminars abroad, and worked at the weekends. Many of them 

replied that their parents-in-law were proud of having a successful daughter-in-

law, so that they could accept and understand that.  However, they also added 
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that when they were not too busy, they had to show that they were committed to 

familial duties too; otherwise the support could be withdrawn.  

 

The findings presented here accord with extensive research indicating that 

support from spouses, parents, and superiors plays a central role in women’s 

career advancement worldwide (Cheung & Halpern, 2010; Cubillo & Brown, 

2003; Kleihauer et al., 2012; Riger & Galligan, 1980; Tharenou et al., 1994; B. 

White et al., 1997; Woo, 1985).  

 

While the findings highlight the fact that Vietnamese husbands are becoming 

more progressive and open-minded, which is a facilitator of their wives’ 

educational and career pursuits, they also disclose the patriarchal attitude that 

still prevails in the society. The participants used phrases such as “agree to my 

decision (to go abroad)” or “give me permission” (cho phep), “create 

favourable condition” (tao dieu kien), implying that men still play the superior 

role in the husband-wife relationship.  

 

6.2.3 Timing 

 

Timing of career opportunities was also mentioned by seven academics. They 

reported that leadership positions became vacant around the time they just 

finished their PhDs and they were simply the only candidates who met the 

requirements for the job. They stressed however that: 

 

I was the best one in terms of capabilities and qualifications at that time 

(Informant 22). 
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No one in my department could compete with me with regard to 

qualifications (Informant 15). 

 

To be considered for the job, one needs a PhD, preferably from abroad, 

and I was the only candidate (Informant 25). 

 

I was the only one who ticked all the boxes (Informant 27). 

 

Moreover, participants from University D also explained that there was a 

shortage of qualified lecturers in their institution when the University did not 

intend to recruit more staff for a long period. As a result, when a large number 

of leaders retired, the university found that they did not have enough existing 

senior staff to fill these vacancies. These female academics, who were recruited 

around that period and trained in advanced education systems like the United 

Kingdom, the United States, and Europe, were soon promoted to these positions. 

They implied that without such a gap, it would have been more difficult for 

them to be considered for promotion, as senior staff would generally be 

preferred.  

 

A similar situation was found in University E, where the gap in leadership had 

led to the promotion of the youngest key leader in the history of the institution. 

Timing was also important to the case of Informant 28, the Head of Department 

of Research at University E. This position is generally a highly influential one 

in most Vietnamese universities. Yet she was convinced that at the time of 

promotion, which occurred when the previous leader was transferred to the 

Ministry of Law, that position was not regarded as being “very important” or 

“very powerful”, as the institution itself was more teaching-oriented and just 

recently appreciated the significance of research. She also implied that if the 

position had been thought to be influential, a female would not have been 
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considered. Timing here was a significant factor, as nearly all the academics 

interviewed admitted that they never planned to become a leader, and were not 

involved in the “political game” needed to be considered for promotion.  

 

6.2.4 Organisational Environment 

 

Six academics mentioned the working environment as a contributor to their 

success at work. They described the environment of the department where they 

were working as a supportive, friendly, open, and close-knit community where 

they could thrive and work productively. One added that her faculty was known 

as an effective team in which everyone was aligned with common goals, which 

was different from other departments where conflict-prone people were present 

and dysfunctional competition was in place.  

 

Further, academics from more research-oriented  Universities A and C all 

worked in small and newly founded departments/faculties whose number of 

staff was less than forty. The others were from institutions B and D, which were 

largely teaching-oriented and placed much less pressure on having publications, 

an area where women usually were at a disadvantage. It can therefore be 

suggested that women progress more easily in organisations/departments which 

are smaller and place less emphasis on research. 

 

 
6.3 Barriers to Career Advancement   

 

Participants mentioned a wide range of factors that have inhibited their career 

progressions. Five broad themes emerged from responses about factors 

inhibiting career advancement, including family constraints, organisational 
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culture, performance appraisal, ageism, and sexism. While it is generally 

believed that women, because of their supposedly more caring nature, have 

different priorities which make them more family-oriented and devote more 

time to household duties and childrearing, it can be argued that social norms 

and expectations, together with the way they have been brought up, shaped 

their mindsets and discouraged them from being more career-oriented.  

 

6.3.1 Family constraints 

 

A common view among over one-third of the participants was that family 

constraints hampered their career advancement. Informant 25 reported that she 

found it hard to manage time effectively, largely because of family duties. As in 

most Vietnamese families, she had to take the primary responsibility in 

teaching the children, helping them with homework etc. After a one-month 

business trip, she came home and found that the household was “chaotic and 

messy”, and promised herself never to take such a trip again. Informant 11, who 

was in her middle age and had extensive experience in management, also said 

that the completion of household duties had put a big burden on her:  

 

According to Vietnamese standards, a woman should be responsible for 

things happening in the house. I therefore have to make sure the kids do 

well at school, have good grades, the family have good food, and my 

husband is well taken care of. Everyday I must iron clothes for him, as 

his position requires him to be well-dressed. 

 

Informant 13 admitted that she spent too much time taking care of the family, 

preventing her from being whole-heartedly devoted to her workplace duties: 

“My career progression is slower, and I work less effectively because of the 
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constraints.” Informant 12, her immediate supervisor at work, added that the 

constraints also involved the disruptions caused by pregnancy, childbirth, and 

childrearing. Informant 17 explained the constraints more clearly by saying:  

 

Being a woman who has a family to take care of, I find it harder to 

socialise, join social functions or organisational activities held in the 

evening, and allocate time between work and family duties. Since I got 

married and especially after I gave birth, a big challenge for me is to 

manage time effectively. 

 

The word “balance” was echoed several times, when these women stated that 

they strived hard to achieve a work-life balance, which was indeed a challenge 

due to the big number of duties at home they have to perform such as cooking, 

doing housework, picking up children from schools, helping them with 

homework. Participants invariably mentioned their children and duties related 

to them, implying the importance accorded to children’s care and education.  

 

These responses confirm the view that like Chinese mothers, Vietnamese 

women put a lot of effort into the role of “overseeing their children’s education, 

with heavy emphasis on supervision of homework and preparation for 

examinations” (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). Such responses also resonate with 

the findings by Nguyen (2012) who shows that Vietnamese women are 

represented by the media as the most important actor in the “noble job” of 

creating a good generation for the country, and that whether children will 

become good citizens in the future depends primarily on how their mothers 

raise and educate them. The word “balance” that is so frequently mentioned 

also reflects the government’s message about the women’s primary role in 

maintaining a balance between career and family. 
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6.3.2 Organisational Culture 

 

Another difficulty experienced by five out of thirty academics is the “culture” 

of their institutions. They commented that the organisational culture was 

heavily influenced by the national culture, and all of these academics, who 

pursued their studies and had work experience abroad, revealed that they found 

it difficult to adapt to the norms and practices in Vietnamese institutions. They 

pointed to their “strong personality” as a hindrance in their career advancement, 

as they were thought to be “too straightforward”, “too outspoken”, whereas “in 

Vietnam, you are expected to use ‘soft techniques’ or ‘soft skills’ to advance in 

your career. If you don’t know how to flatter your superiors and take advantage 

of personal relationships, you may not progress easily even though you are very 

competent (Informant 9). 

 

Informant 4 felt that her personality was an inhibitor, “I was too straightforward 

and was not reluctant to express my views; as a result, others feel that they lose 

face.” Informant 7 also believed that she did not find it easy to adapt to the 

working culture in Vietnam after spending more than 10 years abroad, “I am 

too frank and straightforward, so I cannot get on well with others easily.”  

 

What should be noted here is that these responses all came from academics at 

Universities A, D, and E, in which greater emphasis is placed on research and 

the size is much larger than the two remaining institutions. These findings are 

consistent with responses to previous questions indicating that women perceive 

teaching universities to be more supportive.  
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6.3.3 Performance Appraisal 

 

The performance appraisal system was nominated as a difficulty by five 

academics. They described the system as being “unfair” and not differentiating 

between outperformers and average ones. For example, while having 

publications was essential in being given good appraisals, there was no 

difference between papers published in national or international journals, or 

those accepted by high-impact and low-impact journals. Informant 16 argued 

that giving the same weightings for appraisal criteria was unfair and not 

comprehensive. In her institution, an academic staff member was generally 

rated in several dimensions including teaching, research, and engagement in 

organisational activities such as Labour’s Union, Women’s Union events and 

activities. As all of these aspects were given the same weighting, doing well in 

research may be rated equally as someone who did not have any research record, 

but actively took part in various activities, which made that specific person 

known and popular. Informant 28 argued that while doing research and 

publishing was challenging and required expertise, it was not given a higher 

weighting. She could not help feeling resentful as “performance appraisal in 

Vietnam depends heavily on the popularity of the person rather than his or her 

competence, and it is usually the case that a more popular person gets higher 

votes, leading to his/her promotion.” Informant 24 also addressed the 

importance of having personal relationships with influential people in 

promotion,  

 

You know, in Asian societies like ours, everything is based on personal 

relationships. Promotion is not about who can contribute most to the 

organisation but more a matter of self-interest. Some people vote for 

one person who has done them a favour, or someone who can satisfy 

their own interests rather than organisational interests. 
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6.3.4 Relationship Management 

 

Management of personal relationship was reported as a difficulty experienced 

by six academics after being promoted. As one Vice Rector indicated,  

 

When you are a lecturer, you only interact with students, have a high 

degree of autonomy, and you are like a king in the classroom. Being a 

manager is not simple like that as conflicts are frequent, and the most 

challenging is how to manage personal relationships. Sometimes the 

relationship problems are not mine, but I have to get involved to help 

solve the conflicts between team members to keep team harmony. 

Relationships with superiors can be problematic too…Of course, one 

can feel stressed, want to give up, especially when you are physically 

exhausted or experience personal problems in your family (Informant 

15). 

 

She provided details on how she had to manage her relationship with her 

Deputy Dean when she was promoted to the position of dean after coming back 

from Canada with her PhD degree,  

 

Everyone thought that my former teacher would be appointed to the 

position of faculty dean. However, he returned to Vietnam upon 

completion of his PhD 4 months later, so I was chosen to be the dean. It 

was really difficult as he was older and more experienced than me both 

in teaching and management, and he taught me in my Bachelor course. 

I had to be extremely careful, always showed him my great respect – I 

was genuinely respectful, but I had to make sure I never did anything to 
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hurt his feelings -, asked him for advice, and in the end he said that he 

would never accept his Deputy Dean position if the dean had been 

somebody else instead of me (Informant 15). 

 

Likewise, a Dean shared her story about how she suffered after being promoted,  

 

I had good relationships with lots of colleagues before my promotion, 

but they did change after I became Dean. They began to have rumours 

about me and complained that I became arrogant, distant, and aloof, 

and that power had changed my personality. In fact, I was simply too 

busy learning how to be a manager and handling the new huge 

workload, and I couldn’t maintain the relationships with colleagues and 

friends as I had done before (Informant 24). 

 

Two out of the six academics found that colleagues were no longer friendly and 

helpful to them after they were promoted, and they believed envy to be the 

primary cause for this change.  

 

6.3.5 Ageism  

 

Five of the academics recalled the negative view reflected by the staff and other 

managers when they were promoted at a young age. All of them were 

considered to be too young to be an effective leader, and Informant 18 

emphasised that being both young and female, her leadership skills were 

viewed with strong suspicion:  

 

In 2002, when I just came back to Vietnam from Australia, I was 

promoted to the position of Dean of Faculty of English. I was one of the 
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few female managers so far in the university, had no prior experience at 

a junior management position, and among the youngest too – I was only 

32 at that time, and was in charge of a big faculty with over 60 staff 

members and more than 500 students. The difficulty was paramount, 

and the most important thing was that people did not trust my ability, 

and even I myself sometimes questioned whether I could perform well in 

that position.  

 

Informant 29 had to rely on assistance from her direct boss when working with 

senior leaders from other departments, as they refused to cooperate with such a 

young manager. In these cases, age was a big hindrance.  

 

Ageism is not unusual in Vietnam, where hierarchy and seniority are seen as 

very important. Unlike the English addressing system that uses “I” and “you” 

for first and second pronouns respectively, the Vietnamese system is far more 

complicated. Younger people or those from lower ranks in an organisation refer 

to them as “em” when communicating with older and higher-ranked people. It 

is common for women to show modesty by addressing themselves as “em” even 

when they are not younger, which may reinforce ageism and inferiority.  

 

6.3.6 Sexism  

 

Five interviewees addressed sexism explicitly. Informant 3 remarked: 

 

In the same position, a female leader is still rated as being less 

persuasive and less powerful and is not recognized by the society in the 

way a male counterpart is. It is something to do with the mindset and 

culture rather than the woman’s ability itself.  
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Another revealed that since she was a woman, she could not get support from 

some male subordinates, making it difficult for her to assign tasks and manage 

the department. Informant 2 recalled some of her unpleasant experiences when 

facing sex-based discrimination,  

 

They (male colleagues) don’t like a woman who is capable and they do 

not support the woman. Although all men know that the woman is better, 

they still refuse to vote for the woman…Many times I cry because of this.  

 

Being a physically attractive woman was also seen as detrimental since every 

success could be associated with that charm rather than her capabilities, as 

suggested by Informant 2, who was the holder of two Bachelor’s degrees, two 

Master’s degrees, one PhD degree, and could use four foreign languages well, 

“Whenever I achieved something, people began to say that I could get it 

because I was charming and favoured by male superiors”.  

 

6.3.7 Health  

 

The most interesting response came from three participants who deemed poor 

health as a major inhibitor. They said that their health deteriorated after giving 

birth, and further worsened by the burden of housework and organisational 

tasks. Although this response could be striking, it does not come as a surprise 

given the general public health condition and the inadequacy of the medical 

care system in Vietnam (Tuminez, 2012).  
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6.4 Advantages of Female Leaders 
 

The next question asked the participants to list the possible advantages female 

leaders in academe had over men. Nearly one-third of the academics denied that 

women might have any advantage over men in terms of promotion 

opportunities. The other respondents were of the opinion that female leaders 

had a certain edge over their male counterparts with regard to leadership styles.  

 

In response to this question, there was a sense that the “nature” of women gave 

them an edge over male leaders. The majority of these twenty participants 

believed that as women by nature were nicer, kinder, more caring and gentle, 

less aggressive, and more organised, they were better at managing relationship, 

communicating with peers, superiors, and subordinates, solving problems, and 

dealing with conflicts. One also commented that women, who were used to 

handling multiple tasks and working longer hours at home, managed stress 

more effectively.  

 

Five participants did mention recent governmental policies intended to include 

more women in leadership as an advantage. However, a senior academic 

explained that the quota was not imposed on organisations, and due to the 

higher autonomy recently awarded to HEIs, institutions just considered these 

quotas as a reference, “HEIs are expected to include more women in leadership 

and management, but they are encouraged rather than forced to do so” 

(Informant 9). Some academics also referred to the use of quotas in the 

interview, but they did not think that such a policy could help. Informant 23 

thought that it could be humiliating in the sense that a woman would always 

feel that they were promoted on the grounds of gender instead of her 

qualifications and competence.  
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Overall, the results suggest that women do not gain any distinct advantage in 

their advancement to a higher position because of their gender.  

 

 

6.5 Disadvantages of Female Leaders  
 

The next question asked informants whether female leaders in general were 

disadvantaged in their career advancement. While the question was intended to 

elicit participants’ opinions regarding challenges Vietnamese female academics 

usually experience, a number of respondents recalled their own experiences and 

used them as examples to support their views. The responses therefore were 

often overlapping with those to question 3.  

 

6.5.1 Family Constraints 

 

Over half of those interviewed expressed the belief that family constraints 

largely inhibited women’s progression. The participants on the whole 

concluded that family responsibilities constituted a large amount of time, 

making Vietnamese female academics exhausted and in some cases preventing 

them from outperforming. As Informant 15 put it: 

 

Our society is still influenced by the Asian values. For a woman, family 

must be the number one priority. Everyone in the society thinks women 

must fulfil household duties first (i.e. before pursuing career goals), and 

even women have the same view.  

 

Informant 27 described women as people who “have to double the efforts made 

by men in order to achieve the same thing as they have to be in charge of so 
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many family duties.” Informants 19 and 28 stated that they would have 

progressed further if they had been men as “men do not have to be responsible 

for everything happening in the house like women” (Informant 19). The results 

are strikingly similar to the bulk of literature which suggests that family duties 

could be a hindrance to women’s career advancement, as discussed in previous 

sections. 

 

6.5.2 Preference for Men in Recruitment and Promotion 

 

Among the thirty participants, one-third stated that they were disadvantaged 

because of the preference for men in recruitment and promotion. They claimed 

that men were favoured in particular roles and high-level positions. Informant 2 

used her own organisation, a member institution of University A, as evidence to 

support her view: 

 

In this university, which provides courses in languages, ninety per cent 

of the students and lecturers are female. One can easily see the best 

students and lecturers are far more likely to be female too, and it is 

indeed the case. However, senior leaders still look for males when a 

leadership position needs to be filled. 

 

The dominant view was that when two candidates were similar in terms of 

qualifications, experience, and management skills, the males are much more 

likely to be selected. Reasons cited included men’s physical and personality 

traits, social conditions and the fact that men could devote more time as they 

were not the primary carer or in charge of most family duties as women: 
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Anyway, men are considered to be more determined and decisive than 

women (Informant 20). 

 

Men can be more committed and usually excel in physical health 

(Informant 29). 

 

When voting, the staff want to make sure that their top leader must be 

someone who is wholeheartedly devoted to their tasks, and women 

usually do not meet this requirement as they have to allocate lots of time 

to household duties (Informant 19). 

 

Many strongly believed that a woman had to be “outstanding,” “superior to 

male colleagues”, or “have a very impressive profile”, otherwise she could not 

compete with a male candidate. Informant 28 provided a summary of the 

situation as follows:  

 

Although we always say about promoting gender equality, the reality is 

different. When recruiting new staff, our university Does prefer men. 

However, the male candidates were inferior to the female counterparts. 

While the male candidates only got 4 out of 10 in the ratings, the female 

ones usually get 8 or 9, that’s why the women are chosen. 

 

A notable example of such preference was reported by a number of respondents 

from University A when one of its member institutions recruited foreign 

language teachers. As the college was female-dominated with over 80 per cent 

of the students and the staff being female, it wanted to recruit more men as men 

would be more mobile and could help with certain tasks such as teaching more 

evening classes and providing classes in other provinces (it is normal for HEIs 

in Vietnam to provide in-service programs in different locations other than the 
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city where their campus is based as a way to generate more income. These 

classes are usually at the weekend or intensive ones lasting several weeks or 

more). In order to attract more men, the college even accepted male candidates 

whose GPA was less than 8.0 out of 10, whereas female candidates were 

required to have GPA of 8.0 or higher.  

 

Apart from asserting that men were usually preferred, a Dean in University D 

further commented that even female leaders were likely to promote men or 

select a man as their successor. It is uncertain, however, whether it is an 

example of dislike and rivalry among women, as suggested in some studies 

about women not supporting each other (Luke, 1998; T. L. H. Nguyen, 2012; 

Parks-Stamm, Heilman, & Hearns, 2008), or simply a preference for men who 

have fewer career breaks and family responsibilities. GPA 

 

6.5.3 Prejudice, Stereotypes, and Discrimination against Women 

 

The negative attitude towards women who were successful in their careers was 

also reported, varying from men’s dislike of having women as leaders, the lack 

of support of other women themselves, to harsher judgments for female leaders. 

While the responses may sound different initially, they can be grouped under 

the same category: the prejudice, stereotype, and discrimination to which 

women are subjected.  

 

Six academics believed the idea that women were inferior and their capabilities 

could not be compared to men’s was still prevalent among men. Informant 12, 

who had experience working in other sectors and another University before 

joining her current organisation, felt that men’s prejudice against women could 

be a challenge,  
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First of all, many men do not want to be led by a woman. Secondly, they 

don’t like the fact that women can be smarter and more capable than 

men. It is unacceptable for a number of men, and it can even be more 

serious in higher education. In the industry sector, a leader usually had 

the power of deciding on the subordinates’ salary, so resistance to a 

female manager could be minimal. However, in higher education, when 

leaders have little influence on the subordinates’ income, and the 

income itself was meagre, such resistance was more prominent. Another 

reason is that academics tend to be very confident in their abilities, 

consider themselves to be excellent, have strong ego, so they find it 

harder to acknowledge others’ capabilities.  

 

Others also perceived that “it is harder for a man to recognize a woman’s 

abilities”, and even though men might reluctantly accept that a woman could be 

equally or more competent, they still did not like to have a female leader. This 

attitude has been reported in a number of global studies where women’s success 

is less likely to be attributed to their competence compared to their male 

colleagues, as summarised in Greenhaus and Parasuraman (1993).  

 

Five interviewees indicated that women were sometimes not supportive of their 

peers. As pointed out by Informant 25, “in our society, many people still hold 

that men are better leaders. This view is not confined to men, but extended to 

women too.” Informant 2 added that women were far more likely to be the 

targets of envy and rumours from colleagues of the same sex. This finding 

resonates with studies on Singaporean and Vietnamese academics who report 

tension, competition, and the lack of support among women themselves (Luke, 

1998; T. L. H. Nguyen, 2012).  
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Additionally, five informants held the belief that people seemed to be more 

critical of female leaders, which accords with findings made by Shakeshaft 

(1989). According to these academics, women were judged more harshly 

compared to their male counterparts. Two of them alluded to a belief that when 

a woman could attain a high position, people started to think that she was “too 

ambitious”, “power-hungry”, “not feminine” or “bitchy”, and that colleagues 

had the habit of “finding faults” when it came to judging female leaders. One of 

these two academics recalled how she was viewed when trying to exercise her 

power, “People usually say that women are not as effective leaders as men 

because they are less decisive and determined. I have been trying to be more 

decisive, and end up being described as being tough, stubborn, and too manly.” 

This accords with the view that successful women are subject to negative 

stereotypes and penalised for displaying male-specific behaviours (Eagly & 

Carli, 2007; Heilman et al., 1989).  

 

As reported by the others, women who worked closely with male superiors 

usually found that they became subjects of rumours that they were involved in 

an intimate relationship in exchange for favours. This has been noted in prior 

studies on gender in Vietnamese workplaces which suggest that because of the 

Confucian influence, frequent interactions between a woman and her male 

superiors and colleagues are considered to be against the norm, triggering 

rumours and arousing suspicions of her actual capabilities (Kelly, 2011; Urbano, 

2015).  

 

6.5.4 Women’s ‘Nature’  
 

A common response from nine academics interviewed was that women’s nature, 

or psychology, had a lot to do with their slow progression. Six of them felt that 
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the majority of women were not ambitious enough, and did not have a clear 

career plan like men. They believed that women who entered the higher 

education sector initially did not seek power or income, and that they chose the 

profession mainly because of the passion for teaching and research. As a result, 

they did not plan their career in the similar way as men might do, which 

prevented them from seizing opportunities. Furthermore, it was believed 

women’s view of success differed from men’s, so a number of women did not 

strive hard to attain higher levels of performance and senior positions. They 

feared that they could not balance family and work, and the image of a 

successful woman in her career was against the gender norm in Vietnamese 

society,  

 

In Vietnam, women are supposed to be family-oriented, and should not 

aim to become high-fliers or ‘climb high’ (treo cao). Family must be the 

most important and women don’t need to strive for career if they have a 

good husband (Informant 25).  

 

Whether their husbands were successful in their career or not also played a role 

in women’s motivation to advance, “in many families, if the husband is 

successful in his career, the wife may progress. However, if the husband is not 

really successful, the woman will avoid attaining a position that may be higher 

than his as it can hurt his pride” (Informant 12). Informant 25 even associated 

this with “women’s perfectionism” and suggested “women usually feel 

insecure.” She further noted that women’s underrepresentation in senior ranks 

was also due to women’s evaluation of what success was and their priorities,  

 

Women have to think whether they want to succeed in career or have a 

happy family and raise good children. Women want all aspects of their 

lives to be equally good rather to excel in a particular area only. 
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Therefore, if we use the analogy of grades, women would want 

everything in their lives like husband, children, career to be of a 

satisfactory grade like 7 out of 10 rather than 9 in career but 5 in the 

others (Informant 25).  

 

Informant 3 felt that a disadvantage for women was that “they are generally less 

generous, less open-minded, pay too much attention to details rather than the 

overall picture, and lack a vision to become top leaders.” This comment came 

from a Deputy Dean who worked in a female-dominated institution and was 

judged to be too tough as a woman.  

 

6.5.5 Limited Socialisation and Networking  

 

Seven respondents expressed the view that women were limited in terms of 

chances for socialisation and networking due to the heavy workload they had to 

cope with as well as the cultural norms of the Vietnamese society. Each of the 

seven participants used almost identical expressions when describing the 

situation of women who came home late, attended many social functions, and 

travelled extensively for business purposes, and who were viewed with 

suspicion and criticised for not conforming to the norms,  

 

Being a woman, I can’t socialise in the way men do. After finishing 

work, most men go to cafes or beer pubs to drink beer, smoke, play 

sports, make friends, while women rush to pick up the kids, cook, give 

kids a shower, clean up, and help kids with homework until late at night 

(Informant 10).  
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These gatherings, they believed, were important for promotion as men formed 

their own clubs or teams and supported each other. Apart from socialising, 

these academics found that after getting married and having children, they 

became less mobile and could not travel frequently for training courses, 

seminars, conferences, or business trips which were a valuable opportunity to 

network, improve knowledge, and enhance their profiles. Informant 3 also 

mentioned that she could not do her PhD abroad as she wanted to, since her 

husband, who was a military officer and therefore not allowed to go overseas 

except for business trips, would not be able to accompany her. She said that 

was her choice so she decided to complete her doctoral studies in Vietnam, 

though she was well aware that a doctoral program in an advanced education 

system would be more beneficial in terms of knowledge and skills acquired.  

 

6.5.6 The Lack of Family Support  

 

As mentioned in the section about facilitators, family support played a central 

role in the academics’ success. It came as no surprise when the lack thereof 

would be a clear inhibitor, as indicated by five participants. Four informants 

mentioned the lack of spousal support. One academic arrived at the following 

conclusion: 

 

Whether a woman could advance more easily and quickly depends 

heavily on the husband. If the husband is not supportive, it would be 

very difficult. My husband, for instance, has never said anything about 

my career progression; however, he makes me feel that he just wants me 

to remain in my current position, not a higher-level one (Informant 25). 

 

A faculty dean, who was the mother of three, shared the same view: 
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Let’s take my case as an example. My husband is not against my 

advancement, but he is not supportive either. Generally, all women will 

support their husbands’ advancement; on the contrary, men are much 

less supportive when their wives want to progress to high levels in their 

career... My husband already warned me not to accept a more senior 

position (Informant 12). 

 

In addition, the absence of in-laws’ support puts women at a disadvantage too,  

 

Some families do not think that it is necessary for women to make 

frequent business trips and spend more time at work than at home. In 

such families, women’s in-laws strongly object to that, causing difficulty 

for these women (Informant 28). 

 

As revealed in the previous section regarding women’s priorities, when having 

to cope with such opposition, women were forced to make a choice. Frequently, 

as women’ highest priority must be family, they had to give up their career 

goals and plans. 

 

 

6.6 The Ratio of Female Leaders  
 

This section concerns the ratio of female leaders in universities and participants’ 

accounts of the reasons for there being lower proportions of women than men. 

Participants were not entirely sure about the ratio of female leaders in their 

organisations, so they gave estimates based on their observations. The 

respondents believed that women accounted for between fifty-one and eighty 

per cent of the entire academic staff; however, the ratio of female academics 
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who held leadership position was around thirty per cent except in the case of 

University D, where it was over sixty per cent. The higher the ranks were, the 

lower women’s representation became.  

 

When being asked why their institutions reported such a high ratio of female 

leaders, these managers believed that it was due to the quality of the female 

academics. They explained that it had become increasingly common for female 

academics to pursue their Master’s and PhD qualifications abroad and have 

better research profiles. Informant 21, one of the senior managers, also 

commented that she felt female academics in the present generation were much 

more confident and competent compared to she had been.  

 

When commenting on the ratio of leaders in relation to participation rates, the 

most common response from seven out of thirty participants was men’s attitude 

toward women. More specifically, these academics elaborated this as men’s 

underestimation of women’s competence and leadership qualities. These 

academics believed that men generally regarded women as being less capable 

and less effective leaders. They also thought that male superiors, for example, 

held the view that women could not handle the workload and the amount of 

stress related to a senior position and that familial duties, which were widely 

accepted to be “women’s responsibilities”, prevented women from performing 

well.  

 

Five participants believed the dominance of men in senior positions was due to 

preference for men in recruitment and promotion. They stated that top leaders 

tended to seek male candidates for vacant positions or as their successors and 

believed that it was a part of the Vietnamese culture to favour males. In 

addition, these academics also said that they understood why such a preference 

existed. Men, they believed, had a distinct advantage in mobility and time, 
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which could be significant for a senior position. One interesting observation 

was that even when a female was chosen for a senior position, it was usually for 

a “less influential” one. Further, women were usually chosen for “deputy” or 

“vice” positions. Two academics explained that representation of women on the 

Board of Rectors was usually due to a national policy which stipulated that 

there should be at least one female in senior ranks of state-owned organisations 

and public higher education institutions. 

 

The other reasons why women, despite their high participation rates, were 

underrepresented in the senior ranks could be the family constraints. Five of the 

informants admitted their family constraints could be an inhibitor. Four other 

participants used the phrase “unwilling” to describe the female academics’ lack 

of career aspirations, suggesting that family burdens and cultural expectations 

made these women think that career was not the most important thing in their 

lives. Clearly, this kind of reluctance could be put under the category of “family 

constraints” too, as it originated from the social norms that shaped women’s 

choices and priorities. A slightly similar response came from four academics 

who were of the opinion that women’s preference for academic duties over 

non-academic ones prevented them from advancing in their careers. They felt 

that they initially chose to become an academic because of their passion for 

teaching and research, and they were satisfied with a middle-level position that 

was mostly associated with these two important roles. Being promoted to a 

higher position such as rector, they argued, involved a lot of non-academic 

duties that were not appealing to them.  

 

The so-called ‘women’s nature’ was also cited by three academics who 

believed that women were generally regarded as being less ambitious and 

career-oriented, lacking determination and the vision required of a leader, being 

too sensitive and paying too much attention to trivialities. They suggested that 
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men were rated as being more generous, open-minded, decisive, visionary, and 

creative. When being asked further whether an intrinsic lack of competence 

could be a hindrance to women, most academics said that women were equally 

competent and even overshadowed male counterparts when completing tasks 

requiring detailed attention. However, they seemed to have fewer chances to 

demonstrate their competence, and as their careers were characterised by 

disruptions caused by pregnancies, many of their achievements and 

contributions could go unnoticed.  

 

 
6.7 Recommendations Made by Female Participants  

 

Following the discussion of the possible causes of women’s 

underrepresentation in the top ranks of universities, the participants were asked 

to suggest solutions to engage more women in the senior positions. Most of the 

interviewees doubted whether the situation could be changed as it required a 

lengthy and painful process of changing minds. When asked to elaborate, these 

academics went on to explain that women first needed to change their 

awareness and attitude about career advancement and family duties. For 

example, three academics said that perfectionism was a reason why Vietnamese 

women, including academics, always found themselves exhausted and did not 

have adequate time for career advancement. Informant 10 recalled her 

experience when advising her female colleagues to buy groceries and food only 

once a week and purchase a bigger fridge to store fresh food: 

 

They laughed at me and said that going to market every day ensured 

that their food was always fresh, which made their meals healthier and 

better in terms of nutrition.  
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Others considered this a personal rather than a policy problem, as it is by far 

dependent on women’s priorities, choices, and ambitions.  

 

Although some were sceptical of the possibility for change, others believed that 

women’s representation could be higher if they became more active, willing to 

showcase their abilities, improve their qualifications and skills, particularly 

those needed for management, and have better career plans. Specifically, one 

suggested that female academics would need to know how to “sell” their skills 

and achievements in order to gain better recognition. Changing the attitude of 

their superiors was also essential. Six of the interviewees held that top leaders 

should provide female academics with more opportunities to demonstrate their 

ability, thereby breaking down prejudices regarding women’s productivity, 

commitment, and performance. In addition, four participants mentioned better 

human resource development as a solution. They felt that it was advisable for 

HR managers to identify potential high-flyers, put them in training courses, 

gradually let them try their skills in different projects and positions, and offer 

them support such as reducing their workload when their children were still 

very young, or when they were pursing postgraduate courses. Another 

suggestion was that women avoided the promotion to a top position as this 

usually involved a heavy workload as well as a number of administrative tasks. 

They argued that more effective delegation should be in place, giving 

subordinates more autonomy and relieving top leaders of certain tasks. 

Informant 8, who had acquired both her Master’s and doctoral degree from a 

prestigious Australian University and had extensive experience working abroad, 

said, “In a Vietnamese university, instead of devising plans and monitoring 

progress, even a top leader is required to engage directly in the duties that were 

supposed to be performed by their subordinates”.  
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6.8 Male Leaders’ Perspectives 
 

In addition to interviewing thirty female academics, the researcher also carried 

out interviews with top male leaders and/or key managers who were in charge 

of Human Resource Management and had extensive knowledge of HR issues, 

laws, and policies. The reasons for interviewing these managers were to seek 

better understanding of the underrepresentation of female academics at the 

senior level from policy makers in these HEIs; and to elicit opinions from men 

to draw comparisons between male leaders and female academics’ perspectives 

whenever possible.  

 

6.8.1 University A 

 

In University A, one of the five Vice Presidents was invited to participate in the 

study. When asked about the ratio of women who occupied management 

positions within the institution, he responded that it varied among faculties and 

member colleges. The participation rate of women in academic positions was 

roughly over fifty per cent; however, the ratio of female leaders was about 

thirty per cent and was higher in two female-dominated colleges. He admitted 

that women’s representation on the Board of Rectors in these colleges as well 

on the Board of Directors was low. In all of its five member 

universities/colleges and two schools that had the same legal status as a college, 

representation on the Board of Rectors was limited to one vice rector. Moreover, 

he also acknowledged the fact that there had never been any female 

representative on the Board of Presidents in its 12-year history.  

 



 182 

The next question involved possible reasons for the paucity of female 

academics at the senior ranks at University A. The Vice President indicated that 

the primary reason was that in the past, very few women met the requirements 

set by the university. In order to be considered for a position on the Board of 

Rectors or Board of Presidents, the minimum requirement was an associate 

professorship. In recent years, he added, there had been an increasing number 

of female associate and full professors in the institution. However, with regard 

to promotion, other factors such as research profile, experience in middle level 

positions, and leadership skills were taken into consideration. In these 

important regards, women were usually at a disadvantage compared to men,  

 

Female academics focus on research and family rather than trying to 

improve leadership skills. Career advancement is more challenging for 

women – it usually takes them longer to do their PhD, for example, due 

to pregnancies and childrearing. In order to obtain academic titles such 

as professorship, one needs a certain number of consecutive working 

years and a strong record of publications, and meeting this requirement 

only is too much for a lot of women who have to handle so many family 

duties, let alone improving leadership skills.  

 

He also added that the earlier retirement age was also a reason, as women by 

the age of fifty no longer had a chance of being promoted to a high position. He 

emphasised that unlike other HEIs, the university had many female Associate 

Professors; yet due to reasons mentioned above and female academics' lack of 

“willingness” and “enthusiasm” for advancement to senior positions, women 

were largely underrepresented. Again, the lack of career aspiration among 

female academics was given as a main reason for women’s underrepresentation 

in the uppermost ranks.  
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When asked to comment on the competence and commitment of female 

academics, this manager stated that women were as competent as their male 

counterparts, and even outperformed men in areas such as linguistics, 

journalism, tourism and hospitality, and literature. He further emphasised that 

all female academics who had been promoted to a leadership position, junior, or 

middle level alike, were highly committed and responsible.  

 

With regard to later questions about whether women had any advantage or 

disadvantage in leadership and promotion opportunities, the Vice President was 

of the opinion that women’ presence in all ranks of leadership was essential to 

achieve a balance in organisations. He also argued that in female-dominated 

working environments, having female leaders who were more sympathetic and 

understanding of the needs and psychology of their staff was critical. He did not 

view gender as an important factor in promotion, as he was convinced the 

process in University A was solely based on “hard requirements” such as 

qualifications, academic titles, research profile, and leadership abilities and 

skills. However, he admitted that women were at a disadvantage if they really 

wanted to advance in their career because childbearing and childrearing could 

be a major disruption to their career and usually took many years during the 

period when peak performance could be achieved. As a consequence, female 

academics would find that their career paths were more disrupted and their 

progression was more challenging.  

 

However, he rejected structural inequalities - the idea that women’s 

underrepresentation should be referred to as a “disadvantage”. Instead he 

argued that a senior position is not a target or something desirable to attain, as it 

was more a kind of “sacrifice” that was associated with fewer opportunities to 

augment their income, mundane tasks, extended meetings, anti-social working 

hours, and less time spent on research activities,  
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I do not think that gender equality means higher representation in 

senior positions… Women’s liberation means that women can enjoy 

satisfaction, freedom of choice, and freedom in pursuing interests and 

doing things they find suitable to biological functions… Gender equality 

therefore means creating equal opportunities for all regardless of 

gender. 

 

The interview is troubling in the sense that a top leader in one of the largest and 

most prestigious universities in Vietnam still holds the view that women should 

pursue things which are “suitable to biological function”, which implies that 

motherhood and reproduction must be the first priorities for women. It is also 

startling to see that a man in such a position does not view the dearth of women 

at senior positions as a disadvantage. His responses also indicate a form of 

benevolent sexism which portrays leadership as something challenging and 

requiring sacrifice and a burden that men want to carry for fear that it could be 

unpleasant for women.  

 

6.8.2 University B 

 

In University B, the Head of Department of Academic Affairs was interviewed. 

He had extensive experience working as an academic in the university for over 

20 years before being appointed to this position 

 

The statistics he provided showed that the university was female-dominated in 

terms of participation, with two-thirds of academics being female. Yet women 

occupied half of the managerial positions, and there was currently one female 

representative on the Board of Rectors. Like the Vice President in University A, 
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this male manager associated women’s childbearing and childrearing duties 

with their slower and disruptive career progression, adding that women had to 

give birth and spent many years taking care of their children during their best 

years of their working lives. Moreover, he also emphasised the cultural context 

that made familial duties such a big burden on women, especially children’s 

education: 

 

Vietnamese families pay too much attention to their children’s 

education and are willing to spend as much money and time as possible 

in order that their children can receive the best education. Families 

compete harshly against each other, and women are usually the most 

active ones in this competition. They are primarily responsible for 

deciding on their children’s schools and extra classes, collecting 

children, and helping them with homework.  

 

In addition, one possible reason he cited was that women who entered this 

profession were usually less ambitious and did not try their best to attain higher 

levels of performance and have higher qualifications, “Many of them assume 

that being lecturers, they just need to finish a Master’s course and do not need 

to aim for a doctoral degree”. However, he also admitted that this attitude was 

prevalent in University B as the preceding Rector, who was highly influential 

and made a number of reforms, held a “mistaken view” of academics’ duties. 

This Rector had argued that emphasis should be on teaching rather than 

research as the university mostly trained ESL (English as a Second Language) 

teachers, and that pursuing a PhD was not necessary for academics in his 

institution. As a consequence, female academics in University B did not have 

the motivation to pursue a PhD despite it being the expected standard in similar 

HEIs. He added an observation, that most of the female academics who had 

decided to go abroad to pursue a PhD were those having family troubles at that 
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time such as getting divorced and experiencing relationship problems, and 

wished to study abroad as a way to leave things behind and start a new life.  

 

Like his peer in University A, this male leader rated female academics highly in 

terms of competence and commitment. He believed that women had an 

advantage over men in this institution. Firstly, he felt that they found it easier to 

work in an environment where the majority of staff and students were female. 

Secondly, he believed that men were more willing to help women out of 

gallantry. However, the downside for him was that women had to perform 

many other duties aside from work tasks, and there was a clear preference for 

males in recruitment and promotion. Unless women were superior, men were 

usually selected. Therefore, to answer the final question concerning suggestions 

to engage more women in the senior ranks, he argued that female academics 

had no choice but to change their attitude toward career, children’s education 

and family responsibilities, as well as strive harder to be superior to men.  

 

He also pointed out that he himself preferred to work with female colleagues as 

it was “more pleasant” due to the natural attraction between people of different 

sexes. However, he preferred to have a male deputy or subordinate as it was 

appropriate to ask them to carry heavy items during business trips, explaining 

that he would not let a woman do it in his presence.  

 

The interview provided interesting insights into the attitude toward women’s 

motivation to pursue higher education and the practices used in recruiting and 

promoting academics at this institution. During the whole interview, the leader 

displayed a friendly and cheerful manner and was willing to answer all 

questions and elaborate his answers with detailed explanations and examples. It 

was partly, as mentioned by the interviewee himself at the beginning of the 

interview, because he felt it was “pleasant” to converse with and offer some 
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kind of help to a woman. The comments and jokes he made regarding women’s 

motivation to pursue a PhD abroad, pleasure to work with women due to the 

attraction of opposites but preference for men in certain positions, are examples 

of benevolent sexism which has been reported in a number of previous studies 

(Barreto & Ellemers, 2005; Glick & Fiske, 1996, 1997, 2001; Glick et al., 

2000). The idea that women were usually offered help “out of gallantry” and 

that they were physically weaker creatures who need protection is an indication 

of protective paternalism, “the benevolent aspect of paternalistic ideology, 

which states that because of their greater authority, power, and physical 

strength, men should serve as protectors and providers for women” (Glick & 

Fiske, 1997, pp. 121-122).  

 

This interview also aligns with the information provided by the female 

participants regarding differential treatment on the grounds of gender when it 

comes to recruitment and promotion. Women are still viewed as being 

constrained by a number of factors such as childbirth, childcare, and household 

tasks, and they are only considered for promotion when they are ‘superior’ to 

men. The message conveyed is quite clear: being as capable as men is not 

enough for promotion, and women have to “strive harder”, no matter how hard 

they have already strived to fulfil all the duties shouldered by them to be 

equally as competent as men.  

 

6.8.3 University C 

 

The Deputy Head of Department of Human Resources was the selected 

participant from University C. He also had over ten years’ experience as an 

academic who lectured and did research in law before being appointed to this 

position.  
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To respond to questions concerning the statistics about female representation in 

university leadership, he admitted that the ratio of female leaders was relatively 

low at twenty per cent while the participation rate was fifty-one per cent. Most 

of the managerial positions occupied by women in University C were at junior 

levels, and there was one female representative on the six-member Board of 

Rectors. The major reason for such an underrepresentation given by this leader 

was that women at this long-established HEI could not compete with men in 

terms of qualifications, academic titles, and research profile. Although recent 

years had witnessed a growth of female academics who had better research 

records and gained their education abroad, the rate was still lower than that 

among male academics.  

 

When asked about competence levels, he said that there was no difference 

between men and women in terms of teaching quality, yet the gap was much 

bigger when it came to publication records and reputation in a chosen field. 

Since promotion had to start from nominations across the university, those who 

had a more impressive profile and were better known would gain more votes. 

He emphasised that the process was transparent and democratic, in which 

gender did not play any role. Unlike his peers in the two aforementioned HEIs, 

he did not think that women were disadvantaged in any way. Instead he argued 

that the so-called family duties could not be a burden, as a capable woman who 

knew how to manage time would be able to handle that well. When asked 

further whether the lack of family support could be a hindrance, he said, “If a 

woman can’t solve the problem at home and persuade her husband that career 

advancement was important, she cannot become an effective leader.” Moreover, 

he argued that contrary to people’s assumption, being a senior leader provided a 

higher degree of flexibility.  
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I can’t understand why women think that being a senior leader is busier 

than a middle-level one. In reality, if you are a senior leader you can 

choose the meeting time and appointments as you wish, which helps you 

to manage your time better. Middle level managers, on the hand, have 

to rely on senior leaders. 

 

Accordingly, he did not support the view that actions needed to be taken to 

engage more women in leadership positions. Instead he was convinced that it 

depended on women’s willingness, “Those (women) who are not willing to take 

up leadership positions should not do that, no matter how competent they are”.  

 

This interview was perhaps the most disturbing, given the blatant sexism 

consistently displayed by a key HR manager in one of the most well-established 

universities in Vietnam. He did not acknowledge that gender could be a 

problem, but contradicted his view later when saying that a capable woman had 

to manage time effectively to fulfil household duties, which suggests clearly 

that he saw these tasks as solely women’s domain.  

 

6.8.4 University D 

 

The director of the Centre of Quality Assurance was the chosen manager in 

University D for several reasons. He has a background in law, especially 

polices and regulations concerning industrial relations and university 

management. In addition, he had been working in various positions such as the 

President of the Labour Union and a number of projects which enabled him to 

have a comprehensive view of the situation.  
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The interview started with statistics about women’s representation in University 

D. The ratio of female leaders was impressive with nearly eighty per cent of 

middle level and junior positions in 30 departments filled by women. However, 

the academic participation rate of women in this HEI was very high too, at 

about ninety per-cent of the total academic staff. He attributed this high ratio to 

several factors discussed below. 

 

First of all, he felt it could be partly due to the Communist Party of Vietnam’s 

policy on women’s representation in 2006 and revisions to the national gender 

equality law that was intended to ensure equal opportunities for both sexes. 

Second, University D took pride in having a highly competent and qualified 

pool of female academics. While the male participation rate of academic staff 

had increased since 2003, women were simply more competent, which 

explained their dominance. In addition, University D’s male graduates often did 

not choose to pursue an academic career, as they were well sought after in the 

labour market and could have much higher earning potential in private 

companies or multi-national organisations. A notable difference was that 

University D was one of the few long-established HEIs which had a female 

rector in their history. At the time the interview was conducted, one of the four 

Board of Rectors members was female. Unlike Universities A and C where the 

minimum requirement for representation on the Board of Rectors was an 

Associate Professorship, it was a doctoral degree in University D.  

 

In response to the questions regarding female academics’ abilities, he believed 

that women in this university were qualified, competent, and had stable 

performance. They were also very committed, which was reflected in their zero 

dropout rate. Women, he argued, did have some edge over men as they were 

better in negotiations and some female leaders were given preferential 

treatment as they were women. However, because of the traditional gender 
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roles and social expectations which required a woman “to be good at and 

balance everything related to their families such as husband-wife relationship, 

children’s academic achievements etc., they cannot devote as much time (as 

men)”. Furthermore, a negative attitude of men towards women was still 

common among some men, which led to resistance and lack of cooperation 

from male subordinates or colleagues. Like his peer in University B, he also 

associated women’s burden with problems of the Vietnamese educational 

system. As the curricula were largely theoretical and exclusive of essential life 

skills, education was exam-oriented, which put a lot of pressure on families: 

 

Everyone in the Vietnamese society competes in terms of children’s 

education to guarantee that their own children are better educated, 

more knowledgeable, score higher in exams etc.…Women are heavily 

influenced as they are responsible for their children’s study and related 

issues.  

 

He also listed several inhibitors to women’s advancement, including the deeply 

rooted prejudice toward gender roles and women’s capabilities, the constraints 

imposed by the social context, and the perfectionist attitude that prevailed 

among women. Like his peer in University B, he suggested that women needed 

to outperform men to have an edge over male counterparts and that change 

would not be possible without change of mindset.  

 

The interview with a leader who was knowledgeable about gender equality laws 

and policies offered interesting insights. During the interview, he stressed 

several times the adverse effects of the prevailing sexist attitude held by men on 

attempts to promote gender equality. The dominance of women in this 

institution was simply a result of institutional factors such as the scarcity of 

male academics rather than greater empowerment for women.  
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6.8.5 University E 

 

In the final institution, University E, a Vice Rector agreed to take part in the 

study. He was an academic who was actively teaching and doing research, apart 

from attending courses intended for senior leaders. During the interview, he 

provided lengthy answers to all of the questions, and it was a challenging task 

to elicit the key message. In addition, he was really careful and avoided giving 

explicit personal opinion.  

 

As indicated in the first part of the interview, women accounted for seventy-one 

per cent of the academic staff in this institution. The proportion of women in 

managerial levels stayed at a constant rate of forty per-cent until 2013, when it 

grew rapidly to sixty-two per-cent. The reason underlying this sharp increase 

was termed as “generation transfer” when a large number of academics retired, 

leaving many vacancies subsequently occupied by females. However, the Board 

of Directors, which was comprised of one Rector and three Vice Rectors, was 

all-male. In the 35-year history of University E, two women had been appointed 

to the position of Vice Rector. The position of Rector, however, had always 

been filled by a man.  

 

The main reason the Vice Rector gave to explain women’s underrepresentation 

in the senior ranks was the time constraints placed on the majority of female 

academics. In addition, he felt that in certain cases, women were not given 

enough support and opportunities to demonstrate their abilities. While 

acknowledging that female academics were equally committed and even did 

better in meeting deadlines, he felt that their weaknesses lay in their 

indecisiveness. He implied that from his observation, female academics who 
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were successful leaders tended to be much more decisive than the average 

woman. He also commented that overall, female academics were disadvantaged 

in terms of career advancement. Again, the first reason put forward by this Vice 

Rector was that women were not as decisive as male counterparts. In addition, 

they had fewer opportunities to engage in activities and social functions that 

helped them to be known and become popular. A further disadvantage was that 

because of social norms, even women who were willing to engage in these 

activities might be subject to rumours; male colleagues, on the other hand, were 

also reluctant to engage women in such functions to avoid these rumours. 

Furthermore, a challenge some female academics had to deal with was the lack 

of family support. In addition, the earlier retirement age was an inhibitor too. 

Finally, he concluded that while a number of policies that aimed to promote 

gender equality were in place, the enforcement in reality was not effective due 

to top leaders’ attitudes toward the importance of promoting more women as a 

way to improve organisational diversity.  

 

Based on the challenges facing female academics, the Vice Rector proposed 

some measures that could be taken to address women’s underrepresentation. 

Development of potential female “high-flyers” was considered to be crucial, as 

it created motivation and focus on career plans and goals. He noted that 

institutions should also be more active to gain support from female academics’ 

spouses and families by engaging them in organisational activities in which 

they could have better understanding of their wives’ tasks. 

 

This interview again presents some challenges female academics face, 

including the lack of family support, prevalent norms and prejudice in terms of 

women’s mobility and engagement in “prohibited” domains, and the legal 

barrier in form of the earlier retirement age for women. While women’s 

competence and commitment to work was acknowledged, some subtle hints 
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about women’s inferiority in terms of temperament and personality were also 

dropped, suggesting that most women might be unfit for leadership given their 

lack of decisiveness. Again this reflects a common view shared by many men 

who believe women can be equally effective task performers but are still less 

capable as managers. The suggested measure concerning seeking approval and 

understanding from academics’ spouses and other family members, while 

looking positive and seemingly favourable for women, also implies the 

patriarchal attitude that women remain subordinate and cannot decide on 

matters related to their own advancement. 
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION 

 

In the previous chapter, interviews conducted with thirty female academics and 

five male leaders holding key decision-making positions in target institutions 

were presented. In this chapter, the main findings drawn from these interviews 

are discussed with regard to how they answer the research questions and are 

interpreted in light of relevant literature and the specific Vietnamese context. 

First, the facilitators and impediments are examined with reference to results of 

other research conducted into the career advancement of Vietnamese women, 

with a particular emphasis on Vietnamese female academics. Comparisons with 

similar research on women in higher education elsewhere in the world are also 

drawn. The discussion of what helps and hinders Vietnamese female academics’ 

career advancement is concluded by proposing possible measures and policies 

at individual, institutional, and national levels to promote women’s 

empowerment.  

 

The five institutions from which the participants for this study were sought are 

top-rated universities where the biggest faculties are social sciences, languages, 

education, business, and economics, areas in which women’s participation rates 

are generally high. The figures provided by university leaders also confirm that 

female enrolments in these institutions are over fifty per cent, and that women 

also account for at least half of the faculty members. In the case of Universities 

B and E, the proportion of female academics is even higher, at about two-thirds 

of the academic staff. This percentage is much higher than that in Japan and 

Taiwan, where women make up 12.7 and 21.3 per cent of the academic faculty 

at top universities respectively, suggesting that Vietnamese women are well 

represented in academia (Grove, 2013). However, the proportion of female 

academics in the top echelons is still strikingly low despite their high 

participation rates. 
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The profiles of female respondents shows that the sample was an elite group of 

Vietnamese female academics who have impressive educational backgrounds 

and research records compared to those in prior studies conducted by N. L. T. 

Dang (2012), Dao (2011) and T. L. H. Nguyen (2012). They are much younger, 

have extensive experience living and working in developed countries, and many 

of them have more than one postgraduate qualification. It is likely that having a 

globally recognised degree not only equipped them with necessary knowledge 

and skills to fulfil the academics’ responsibilities in teaching and research but 

also helped them to build international networks essential to the enhancement 

of their profiles and the advancement of their careers accordingly. In a similar 

study investigating the relationship between past experience and career success 

of Malaysian women, the majority of high-flying academics interviewed also 

cite exposure to international education as an important factor (Ismail & Rasdi, 

2006). Another study in the context of female academics in Hongkong also 

confirms that the impacts of such educational experience are profound and 

long-lasting (Lam, 2006). A closer look at the career trajectories of Vietnamese 

informants in this research revealed that those who had obtained their degrees 

abroad, especially their doctorates, had a much faster ascent to leadership than 

their peers who did not travel. It is suggested that their exposure to advanced 

education and cultural diversity has helped to develop confidence, critical 

thinking, problem-solving and time management skills. These academics 

therefore could be less subject to some “deficient atttitudes” or internal barriers 

that are usually associated with women such as the lack of confidence and fear 

of failure (Cubillo & Brown, 2003; Tharenou & Conroy, 1994).  

 

On the surface, the responses provided by the Vietnamese female participants 

echo the themes that are commonly found in the Western literature regarding 

the underrepresentation of women in senior positions. The interviewees 

described negativities that have been noted in prior studies, such as women’s 
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lower career aspirations; men’s negative attitude toward female leaders; unfair 

recruitment, appraisals, and promotion; time constraints caused by family 

obligations; career disruptions caused by pregnancy, childbirth and child 

rearing; the demands of housework, and limited mobility. It is a noteworthy fact 

that despite differences in terms of culture, political environment, and economic 

development, female academics’ career pathways and the obstacles they 

encounter to advance further in Vietnam bear great resemblance to those of 

women in other countries. However, some factors peculiar to Vietnam have 

also been identified, and these can be attributed to the political and social 

environment of a country that represents a unique mix of deep-seated 

Confucian ideals, remnants of colonialism, and the blend of the capitalist norms 

with the communist values and harsh rules in the so-called “market economy 

with a socialist orientation”.  

 
 

7.1 Facilitators  
 

Four sets of facilitators have been identified and can be categorised in the 

following themes: personal attributes, home environment, work environment, 

and timing. 

 

Personal attributes 

 

Like previous studies about female academics worldwide, this study also found 

that certain personal attributes contribute to women’s career success. Most of 

the women interviewed were confident, assertive, determined, and self-

motivated. They were usually competent and high-performing academics who 

put a lot of effort into their teaching and research, and the majority have studied 
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abroad. Similar studies carried out in both Western and Asian contexts to 

examine the importance of human-capital, socio-psychological, and systemic 

factors show that working hard and keeping consistently high performance are 

regarded as career-enhancing behaviours (Keeton, 1996; Riordan, 2011; B. 

White et al., 1997). Perseverance to overcome the challenges during their 

academic and professional journey also suggests that these academics have high 

self-efficacy, which has an impact on “people's choice of activities, how much 

effort they expend, and how long they will persist in the face of difficulties” 

(Bandura & Schunk, 1981, p. 587; B. White et al., 1997). The findings also 

endorse the view that commitment and motivation are essential to women’s 

ascent to management. Vertz (1985, p. 11) asserts that a high level of 

commitment to the chosen career, as “an integral part of their lives and as part 

of their identity”, is a key contributor to women’s advancement. This kind of 

motivation, which is intrinsically driven and not related to promotion or power, 

is reported here, and is consistent with findings from prior research in the 

Western context (B. White et al., 1997).   

 

After the interviews were conducted, the researcher tried to stay updated 

regarding participants’ achievements via their employers’ websites and 

personal contacts. Two were promoted to senior positions in their institutions, 

and three left Vietnam to accept academic positions in Australian universities. 

One academic also returned to Australia to pursue her PhD. Their educational 

and career paths seem to be characterised by greater flexibility and mobility, 

which would hardly have been imaginable twenty years ago.  
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Home environment 

 

In terms of the effects of the home environment, the findings broadly support 

the work of other studies in this area linking support from natal families with 

the career success of female academics in both Western and Vietnamese 

contexts (Cubillo & Brown, 2003; Dao, 2011; T. L. H. Nguyen, 2012; 

Tharenou et al., 1994). The support Vietnamese female academics in this study 

received was not only confined to parents’ encouragement and investment in 

their education, but also practical help with housework and childcare. This kind 

of support is invaluable as already observed. In this context it is important to 

note that high-quality childcare has become expensive and not everyone can 

afford a live-in nanny. Without support from their own parents in terms of 

childcare and housework, a number of female academics may not be able to 

pursue their studies or complete their work tasks. Fahey (1998, p. 244) has 

described changes triggered by the Vietnamese communist government as a 

way to reconstruct women’s roles in the domestic sphere: “those who have 

achieved high levels of education or have business acumen desperately hold 

onto their careers with the support of the extended family and maids from the 

countryside to meet their domestic responsibilities”. This is in many ways 

similar to the Malaysian situation where women find that procuring a live-in 

nanny is hard and daycare centres for small infants are not available (Yunus & 

Pang, 2015).  

 

It was revealed that there was no difference in terms of the paternal and 

maternal support, though mothers were more active with providing domestic 

help. These results do not support the findings from similar studies conducted 

in the context of other Confucian societies such as China, where mothers view 

their daughters as “poor long-term investments” and are more likely to invest in 

sons’ education rather than daughters’ (Omar & Davidson, 2001, p. 46). 
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The female participants studying abroad also cited having supportive spouses as 

the main enablers of their achievements. In a collectivist society deeply 

influenced by Confucian values, where “women are expected to have lower 

prestige than their husbands” (Omar & Davidson, 2001, p. 45), the success of a 

woman could be a potential threat to the assumed superiority of her husband 

(Cheung & Halpern, 2010; Institute for Social Development Studies, 2015). 

The practice of “relegation of wives’ careers to second class status” (Tuminez, 

2012, p. 49) is common. However, most of the husbands in this context were 

highly supportive. They are reported to encourage their wives to pursue higher 

education abroad, even though that meant separation for a long time; they 

provided emotional support, and a few also helped with some housework. As 

portrayed by Cheung and Halpern (2010, p. 187), these men were highly 

confident individuals who “endorsed egalitarian values” rather than 

“hierarchical norms of marriage” and viewed their wives’ achievements as 

“collective assets to the family instead of threats in a power struggle”. What is 

consistent across the interviews is that these spouses are mostly educated men 

who tend to be more progressive, open-minded, and have exposure to Western 

education. Furthermore, it is also clear that most of these spouses are also 

successful men who hold high positions in society, who do not see a highly 

educated and smart wife as a threat to their status.  

 

However, despite support for the wives’ plans for higher education careers 

more generally, many female academics also note that their husbands do not 

actually support their promotion to a senior position as this may be more time-

consuming, make them more powerful, and be more problematic. While it is 

not easily interpreted, it can be understood as an example of the existing 

prescribed gender roles which makes these men dislike the idea of having wives 

who could be put in a position with very superior decision-making power.  
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The study also raises intriguing questions concerning women who are not 

fortunate enough to receive such support. As indicated in the previous chapter, 

a number of respondents explained that they needed to ask for approval or seek 

permission from their husbands to pursue PhDs overseas, or accept a higher 

position in the workplace, which points to the real balance of power in the 

spousal relationship. This accords with the findings from a study involving 465 

young married Vietnamese couples, in which the majority of male and female 

respondents believed that while men and women were “equal in general”, 

women should be given “limited equality” or “equality within bounds” 

(Santillán et al., 2002, p. 256). Inequality starts at home, and extends to public 

domains. The question here is whether women who do not get support dare to 

challenge that inherent inequality and injustice to make the decision to go 

abroad or accept promotion against their spouses’ wishes, as in Vietnam, “it is 

the custom and norm that a woman seek approval from her husband to pursue a 

higher position with greater status. His consent is required however the same 

may not apply for a man seeking career advancement” (Munro, 2012, p. 18). It 

also suggests that women would be likely to rely heavily on this permission and 

may need to change their educational and career plans to accommodate 

husbands’ needs (Omar & Davidson, 2001). Moreover, the ‘support’ described 

here mostly falls on emotional support in terms of acceptance, approval, and 

sometimes encouragement. Very few women interviewed have husbands who 

‘step down’ to help them with housework, childcare, and other domestic duties 

that are usually deemed as ‘women’s work’. As also observed in an earlier 

study in Vietnam, “the notion of equality in the family was about harmony, 

respect, understanding, and reaching consensus; it did not necessarily mean 

balancing workloads and benefits between husbands and wives” (Santillán et al., 

2002, p. 256). The role of men in these domains is minor, as other women – 

either the female academics’ mothers or mothers-in-law – are willing to help 

the participants reduce that workload. Hence it can be argued that spousal 
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support in this context is mostly symbolic rather than translated into specific 

actions such as taking a greater share of housework or splitting childcare duties. 

Vietnamese female academics interviewed, nevertheless, expressed profound 

gratitude for such support and considered themselves to be more fortunate than 

a number of women in Vietnamese society whose plans for furthering education 

and advancement could be rejected from the very beginning. If showing 

agreement is already deemed as ‘support’, it is little wonder that the notion of 

what constitutes gender equality, as understood in the Western context, still 

sounds unacceptable to Vietnamese people, including women.  

 

Work Environment 

 

Apart from the support they receive from parents, parents-in-law, and spouses, 

it is acknowledged that supportive superiors and positive working environments 

also act as facilitators. All of the female academics interviewed cited having 

superiors who valued their competence, entrusted them with important tasks, 

provided guidance, and gave them enough time to learn the job before 

promoting them to a higher position.  

 

The findings reveal that women tend to advance more easily in younger, less 

research-oriented and smaller-sized HEIs/departments, which suggests that 

some aspects of organisational culture have influenced women’s career 

trajectories in Vietnamese academe.  

 

Timing  

 

Many participants described their promotion as the result of the right timing, 

when they were the only qualified candidate for a vacant position, or when a 
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number of managers retired. Based on these responses, it seems that women’s 

promotion opportunities still depend on luck, which is similar to previous 

finding on factors that facilitate Vietnamese female deans’ career advancement 

(T. L. H. Nguyen, 2012). The present findings also echo the ‘it just happened’ 

attitude, and the lack of career aspiration reported in prior research in Asian 

societies which share a number of cultural similarities with Vietnam such as 

China and Singapore (Cheung & Halpern, 2010; Luke, 1998; Madsen, 2006, 

2010).  

 

It is apparent from the female participants’ responses that some were promoted 

to a position without actively seeking it as they were simply the only qualified 

candidates at that time. However, the positions were mostly middle-level rather 

than senior. Findings from University C, where women accounted for 90 per 

cent of the academic staff, demonstrate that the unusually high ratio of female 

leaders at the middle level was also due to the scarcity of male academics at 

that institution. 

 

 

7.2 Hindrances  
 

A number of factors at macro, meso, and micro levels have also been identified, 

and the most notable obstacles are socio-cultural and political-legal.  

 

7.2.1 Macro-level Factors 

 

The study has found a number of factors at the macro level that have acted as 

barriers to female academics’ advancement in public universities in Vietnam. 

Some of these factors are largely the result of the cultural remnants of 
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Confucianism and Vietnamese concept of femininity, but are also strongly 

associated with the Communist Party’s portrayal of women as socialist workers. 

As a consequence, these factors can be categorised as being either socio-

cultural or political-legal. 

 

This study produced results which corroborate the findings of previous work by 

N. L. T. Dang (2012) and Dao (2011). Due to a complex combination of 

Confucian legacy and village culture characterised by collectivism, Vietnamese 

women are under particular forms of pressure and have to conform to a number 

of expectations that do not extend to men. It is clear that even though Vietnam 

has experienced strong economic growth and has become one of the most 

rapidly-growing countries in the world in terms of GDP and per capita income 

since the introduction of Doi Moi, the notion of womanhood and women’s 

supposedly ‘natural’ duties has changed very little. Surprisingly, while 

women’s sphere has largely extended, men’s sphere remains the same and 

housework is still considered women’s domain. The cultural inhibitors can be 

grouped as a set of ideologies which are inter-related and sometimes 

overlapping, including expectations on women’s duties, emphasis on 

motherhood, putting the family at the top of the list of priorities in a woman’s 

life, emphasis on education for children, strong sense of collectivism, and the 

prevalence of the ‘village culture’. These factors, when combined, deepen the 

notion that selfless sacrifice of personal achievements or career advancement 

for the sake of duties which are often referred to as noble missions a woman, a 

wife, and a mother must undertake, is expected, urged, and praised.  
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Sexism 

 

The findings challenge the notion that Vietnam is advanced when it comes to 

gender equality and that Vietnamese women enjoy far more rights compared to 

their counterparts in other countries. It is clear from the responses by both 

female academics and male leaders that sexism persists and prevails among 

such an elite group. The gender bias, however, is more ambiguous and 

ambivalent than one assumes, as the most sexist comments were made by men 

who insisted that they did not hold any prejudice against women or question 

women’s capabilities. Based on discussions of sexism types in Chapter 3, it can 

be concluded that sexism in Vietnamese is usually benevolent rather than 

hostile. Benevolent sexism is much harder to recognise and in a number of 

cases it is endorsed by the female participants. There seems to be agreement 

between male and female academics that women have no choice but to strive 

harder and become more qualified to compete against men for promotion. It is 

disturbing to confirm that being as capable, skilled, and experienced as men is 

not enough to guarantee a promotion, and that a woman’s success is usually 

attributed to her gender rather than her competence and suitability for the 

position. 

 

The largely sexist attitude held by male leaders and female academics’ 

acceptance of the imposed duties is a particularly troubling and somewhat 

unexpected finding. The researcher had expected the female academics to 

confront the inherent inequality embedded in the traditional gendered division 

of labour and believed that the top male leaders would be more progressive and 

endorse egalitarian views given their exposure to Western influence. The 

female participants unanimously described the range of mundane tasks they had 

to perform, most of which related to household duties and childrearing, and 
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considered them constraints that were uniquely women’s, suggesting that these 

duties were women’s work. Male leaders interviewed also referred to ‘family 

duties’ as one of the challenges that prevented women from devoting 

themselves whole-heartedly to their careers, implying that family duties are tied 

to women, not men. In addition, two of the male leaders also expressed their 

opinion that in order to become successful leaders and advance further, women 

needed to know how to achieve work-life balance, as if this solely depended on 

their capabilities and time management skills rather than other factors that may 

go beyond their control. This attitude echoes the messages conveyed by the 

Vietnamese mainstream media which actively promote the notion of ideal 

Vietnamese women who know how to handle their dual roles effectively and 

balance home-making and workplace duties (H. T. Vu et al., 2017).  

 

In most countries, studies have consistently shown that women are still largely 

responsible for childrearing and do have a greater share of housework. 

However, in the case of Vietnamese women in general and academics in 

particular, these duties are usually greater and far more time-consuming given 

the fact that Vietnamese women are expected to contribute to every single 

aspect of ceremonies and events in their extended in-law family, which include 

weddings, funerals, ancestral rites, death anniversary ceremonies, annual family 

gatherings, New Year festivities, and construction and renovation of communal 

houses. Such ceremonies and a number of rituals and customs which seemed to 

have disappeared during wartime have re-emerged as a result of Doi Moi, as 

discussed in Chapter 3. In addition, it is also a part of Vietnamese women’s 

duty to make frequent visits to elderly members and sick people in that 

extended family. While it is quite common for Asian mothers to stay at home 

and focus solely on educating children and fulfilling home-making duties while 

their husbands engage in full time employment and support the family 

financially, stay-at-home mothers are not the norm in Vietnam. Because of the 
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lack of social welfare, Vietnamese families require dual incomes and women 

who do not engage in formal work are considered to be an bam (parasites) and 

frowned upon by the society. In addition, because of the legacy of socialism, 

Vietnamese women are expected to be active paid workers and income earners, 

as Molyneux observes: 

 

Under socialism, women are encouraged to see their entry into the 

labour force as a normal expectation for every active woman, and 

indeed as a duty to the state and their families…The spheres of home 

and employment are not regarded as incompatible and in official 

representations, women are defined not only as domestic workers and 

mothers but also wage labourers. The “family wage” and the full-time 

housewife are therefore not characteristic features of socialist societies. 

(Molyneux, 1981, p. 1022) 

 

As early as 1969, Benston (1969, p. 10) already described a similar situation 

occurring in socialist countries such as Russia and Eastern Europe where 

“expanded opportunities for women in the labor force have not brought about a 

corresponding expansion in their liberty”. She argues that unless domestic work 

is socialised, the kind of oppression women are subject to becomes even worse, 

“equal access to jobs outside the home, while one of the preconditions for 

women’s liberation, will not in itself be sufficient to give equality for women; 

as long as work in the home reains a matter of private production and is the 

responsibility of women, they will simply carry a double work-load” (Benston, 

1969, p. 10). As a result, the fact that Vietnamese women are working and are 

being primarily or even solely responsible for a number of duties is taken for 

granted and their contribution to household income is not recognised or 

appreciated (Luong, 2003).  
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These findings provide further evidence to confirm the view that women’s 

commitment to family and their much greater role as the primary care-giver 

largely inhibit their career advancement (Obers, 2014; Rani Thanacoody, 

Bartram, Barker, & Jacobs, 2006). In a large-scale investigation into 

determinants of gender inequality that involved 8424 Vietnamese men and 

women, the perception of women as the family caregiver has been found to be 

widely prevalent, especially among women themselves, “the value of the role of 

family caregiver assigned to women is still firmly sustained in the minds and 

behaviors of Vietnamese men and woman across all social strata. Women, in 

particular, deeply internalize this value and, in many cases, are willing to 

compromise their individual well-being and advancement” (Institute for Social 

Development Studies, 2015, p. 150).  

 

These factors may explain a subtle difference between Vietnam and other 

countries in terms of how women are viewed and judged, even countries which 

bear a number of cultural similarities to Vietnam such as Korea, Japan, and 

China. The findings are in agreement with those obtained by Nguyen (2012, p. 

78), who made an acute observation when writing, “as women are participating 

in the public sphere as much as men do, there is a need to redefine their roles 

and men’s roles in the domestic sphere. However, rather than men being 

assigned with more domestic roles, women are tied back to their traditional 

duties, and at the same time they assume a subordinate status in relation to 

men”. The latest research on gender stereotypes of female leaders in the 

Vietnamese media also shows that “gender stereotypes manifested through 

labor division at home have been normalized, making it harder for most 

members of the society in general and journalists in particular to recognize the 

‘problems’, let alone take action to change them” (H. T. Vu et al., 2017, p. 37).  
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Emphasis on motherhood 

 

Special emphasis on motherhood uncovered in this and other studies is an 

inhibitor which is typically Vietnamese. When asked about the constraints on 

women’s career advancement, all the informants automatically described the 

challenges with motherhood and highlighted the importance of mothers to the 

wellbeing of children. The most striking remark perhaps was made by the male 

leader from University A, who reduced women’s behaviours to biological 

functions, stating: “women’s liberation means that women can enjoy 

satisfaction, freedom of choice, and freedom in pursuing interests and doing 

things they find suitable to biological functions”. It suggests that in the 

Vietnamese context, motherhood is to be considered a part of womanhood. The 

finding confirms observations made by Pashigian (2002) and Shohet (2010), 

who argue that in Vietnam, motherhood is still conflated with womanhood and 

that reproducing children is an ethical role. The famous proverb “phuc duc tai 

mau” (merit virtue is caused by the maternal) is widely cited in daily 

conversations, making women the only ones held accountable for children’s 

education while the father is not expected to play any part. In Vietnamese 

culture, phuc duc (merit virtue) is like a karma, and “deserving women of good 

conduct bring felicity to their descendants. Tragedy, poverty, and other 

incidents of bad fortune can be blamed on one’s wife, mother, and grandmother” 

(Young, 1998, p. 155). Many Vietnamese gender scholars, surprisingly, have 

always emphasised reproduction and motherhood, stating that the foremost duty 

of a family is reproduction to ensure future generations and that girls have the 

“innate glorious function” or “heavenly mandate” of bearing and raising 

children (Rydstrøm, 2004, p. 77). When analysing the language used in a wide 

range of printed media in Vietnam, Nguyen (2012, pp. 175-176) has also found 

repetitive “ideology-laden” expressions which highlight “the glorification and 
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naturalization of women’s roles as mothers and wives, which are 

conceptualized as something sacred and noble bestowed on womankind by 

Nature or a Creator”. The emphasis on the reproductive functions and 

motherhood leads to the belief that “a woman who has had a child is considered 

to be more beautiful and “complete” than a childless woman, who is associated 

with “dryness”, “infertility” and “failure” (Bélanger & Oudin, 2007, p. 113).  

Rydstrøm (2004, p. 78) therefore holds that such statements, “which put into 

the core human reproduction but especially women’s reproductive capacities, 

indicate the ways in which motherhood emerges as a compelling part of 

females’ lives”. She also concludes that this creates a paradox between 

women’s self-identification and the government’s goals of “equality of men and 

women”: 

 

Most Vietnamese gender scholars, foreground the importance of the 

principle of “equality of men and women” but stress at the same time, 

however, the special function and duty of girls and women as potential 

mothers. Combining these two arguments seems somewhat 

contradictory because the celebration of motherhood as intrinsic and 

constraining dimension of females’ lives easily turns motherhood – and 

the household work connected with childrearing – into a compelling 

factor rather than an option (Rydstrøm, 2004, p. 78). 

 

Clearly, motherhood is translated into all types of female duties related to their 

children – feeding them, helping them do homework, selecting schools and 

enrolling them in extra classes, taking them to school, attending parent-teacher 

interviews, arranging private tutoring, and taking care of them when they are 

sick. Most women interviewed also report that they usually have to take days 

off work when their children are sick. In Vietnam, carer’s leave is not in place, 
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so parents usually have to take unpaid leave when their children get sick. A 

study of 147 parents in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam in 2006 also demonstrates 

that women are usually the ones who take unpaid leave in such situations, 

which in many cases endangers their job security and promotion (P. H. Vo, 

Penrose, & Jody Heymann, 2007). As mentioned in previous sections, 

Vietnamese women are held accountable for anything that happens in their 

household, especially matters that relate to their motherhood duties. This 

explains why most interviewees cited time constraints as an inhibitor to their 

career progression. In addition, the prejudice against childless and single 

women may also put pressure on highly educated women who wish to delay 

marriage and childbirth to avoid career disruptions. These women are usually 

labelled as selfish and too ambitious as they deliberately delay the fulfilment of 

reproductive functions and motherhood duties.  

 

Emphasis on the family  

 

The emphasis on the family is another inhibitor that emerges both from 

literature and this study. All the participants, male and female alike, mentioned 

the significance of families in the mindset of Vietnamese people. This is 

understandable given the fact that in the pre-Colonial period, the agrarian 

society and the use of extensive labour required the whole family to contribute 

to farming or other income-generating activities. The Constitution of 1946, the 

first one ever drafted after Vietnam gained independence from the French 

colonialists, also depicted the family as the “basic cell of the society”. Scholars 

examining the effects of Doi Moi have also pointed out how the government 

has stressed the importance of the family as the primary economic unit in the 

reform (Fahey, 1998; Jayakody & Huy, 2008; Pettus, 2003). The discussion of 

the most recent versions of the Law on Marriage and Family in Chapter 3 also 
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suggests that this law reflects strong commitments to Confucian ideals 

regarding families. Such an emphasis has led to the idea that women must 

consider the benefits of the family the first and foremost priority. This situation 

explains how women participate actively in the workforce as a way to sustain 

their family, but may not seek further advancement and power as this might be 

seen as interfering with their fulfilment of the numerous time-consuming and 

repetitive household duties, as discussed. The emphasis on family and the 

notion that women are primarily responsible for family happiness and harmony 

has a deleterious effect on the recruitment and promotion practices as well.  

 

Obsession with children’s education  

 

A focus on education is a notable aspect of the national culture, and is another 

inhibitor to female academics’ advancement. Responses from the female 

participants show that they spent a lot of time making decisions related to 

choice of children’s schools, taking their children to extra-curricular classes to 

guarantee success in entry exams to prestigious schools and selective classes, 

arranging private tutoring, and helping children do homework. Two male 

leaders interviewed also mentioned that in Vietnamese families, children’s 

education was regarded as the top priority. As confirmed by a number of 

studies, Vietnamese families in any period have been obsessed with children’s 

education. Traditionally education has been considered the only way to become 

successful and get out of poverty in Vietnam. In the past, education enabled 

men to pass a wide range of exams to become a mandarin. In contemporary 

Vietnam, university education is considered the prerequisite for good 

employment and high social status. Most families consider the money, time, 

and effort spent on children’s education the most important investment. In a 
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country where social welfare programs do not exist, medical insurance is 

inadequate, and retirement pensions are meagre, most families invest in sons’ 

and daughters’ education in the hope that they will be taken care of by their 

children when they get old and become unable to support themselves 

financially. Naturally, because of the emphasis on motherhood, women are 

those who shoulder these responsibilities while men are not expected to play 

any part (Nguyen 2012). Children’s academic performance is a benchmark 

against which women are judged, and the pressure intensifies if the mothers are 

academics, who are supposed to be more knowledgeable and have better 

pedagogical skills to help their children have higher academic achievements.  

 

Sacrifices  

 

The interviews also suggest that giving up educational opportunities that 

facilitate career advancement and promotion for the sake of children’s well-

being and familial happiness is an idea internalised by the female participants. 

The emphasis on women’s sacrifice and selfless devotion in both Confucian 

and communist ideologies is central to the thinking in Vietnamese society. As 

sacrifice is portrayed as a desirable and unique quality among Vietnamese 

women, it needs to be preserved by new generations of women. Vietnamese 

women have been brought up with the idea that they need to sacrifice their 

needs for family harmony and must do so willingly and happily. It is well 

reflected in the responses given by female academics who asserted that “family 

is the first priority” and that women need to sacrifice their career advancement 

in return for family happiness. This idea has been consistently reinforced by the 

communist government who deliberately “sought to retain and rework milder 

patriarchal codes” and “saw no contradiction in assigning women’s inferior 
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status to social forces, while, at the same time, exalting women’s ‘natural’ 

virtues of endurance, faithfulness, compassion and self-sacrifice as invaluable 

to the national cause” (Pettus, 2003, pp. 8-9).  

 

‘Village culture’ 

 

The female academics studied also disclosed the fact that they were under 

pressure on how to behave properly as a woman, a wife, a mother, and a 

caregiver. The story told by an academic who does not fit the norm of the ideal 

woman as one who goes to market everyday to buy fresh produce rather than do 

her shopping once a week suggests that women are making it much harder for 

themselves to gain equality. Their attitude towards other women who may not 

behave in the expected way also indicates a certain degree of hostility, as 

Shohet (2010, p. 255) observes: “while [it is] agreed that women’s essential 

duties were to be care-taking, quietly sacrificing mothers who strive to bring 

prosperity to their family, this seemed to fuel, not abate, their negative moral 

judgements of one another”. The female participants’ responses also reveal the 

‘village culture’ that has adverse effects on women, especially successful ones. 

Female respondents reported being subject to rumours, criticisms, and a 

negative change in interpersonal relationship from their neighbours, relatives, 

and colleagues after being promoted. There are two possible explanations for 

this negative attitude. First of all, Vietnamese culture is known to be highly 

collective and to value conformity over diversity. It is probable that as 

successful women in decision-making positions do not fit the norm and 

represent a threat to conformity, they tend to become victims of envy and 

rumours. Secondly, stereotypes and gender biases may raise doubts about 

women’s leadership capabilities, especially when the women are physically 

attractive. It has already been noted in a prior study that Vietnamese people 
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tend to think that most female leaders either rely on their physical attractiveness 

or money to advance in their careers (Oxfam in Vietnam, 2014). 

 

The notion of harmony/balance 

 

While not stated explicitly by any of the female participants that women need to 

be ‘perfect’ or try to attain an idealised form of womanhood; it is obvious that 

these academics felt strongly the importance of keeping ‘harmony’ and 

fulfilling all the expectations put on them in relation to childbirth, childrearing, 

housework, and income generation. As explained in Chapter 3, Vietnamese 

culture is characterised by a preference for harmony. Even conflicting 

ideologies and religious beliefs such as Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism 

can coexist and mingle, forming a set of norms and values for members of the 

Vietnamese society. Because of this cultural feature, Vietnamese people are 

expected to maintain a balance between different aspects of life. Such a ‘have-

it-all’ attitude induces women to undergo intense pressure when trying to fulfil 

so many duties with little help. The male leader in University D also mentioned 

that Vietnamese women’s perfectionist attitude when trying to fulfil all tasks 

served as a burden and constraint. This implies that such a notion must be 

deeply-rooted and reinforced regularly given the fact that the majority of 

participants are well-educated and have a lot of exposure to Western culture 

and education. The most likely explanation is that these notions have been an 

inherent part of the family and Vietnamese social setting in which rhetoric used 

in the school curriculum, the media, and publications are carefully designed and 

shaped by the single-party government which has rigid control and censorship 

over all institutional structures. Authors such as Pettus (2003) and Nguyen 

(2012) have already pointed out how the Communist Party used the media as a 
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way to portray the “ideal Vietnamese woman” who is capable of balancing 

public sphere and home-making duties and is happy to make devotions to their 

families. Such representation, which is deemed by many Vietnamese people as 

an example of honouring women and showcasing greater gender equality, 

“masks the difficulties that those women will almost certainly have faced as 

they progressed through their careers, rendering work-life balance issues 

entirely visible. Hence, gender inequalities can actually be seen to be 

reproduced by such ‘positive’ reports, since the implication is that if some 

women can make it, then all women can, and if some of them cannot, then it is 

their own fault” (Byerly & Ross, 2006, p. 46).  

 

Doi Moi 

 

The findings reported here also support the idea that Doi Moi has had a 

detrimental effect on gender equality due to the paradoxes between the 

communist and capitalist elements it presents. Due to the limited nature of 

research prior to Doi Moi, it is difficult to make a comparison in women’s 

workload between the two periods. However, as all of the academics and 

leaders interviewed mentioned women’s responsibility in every affair related to 

their children and how much time and effort they spent fulfilling their tasks, it 

can be inferred that problems in childcare and schooling have intensified the 

pressures put on women. During the 1970s, childcare services for infants were 

widely available, and most state-owned organisations had their own daycare 

facilities which were of great convenience to working mothers. These 

institutions were no longer in place due to the State’s withdrawal of subsidies 

during Doi Moi, making it almost impossible to find a day-care centre for 

infants less than two years old. Education and health care are no longer 

provided free of charge, creating more burdens for women who are required to 
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conform to the norm of a socialist worker and simultaneously adhere to the type 

of competition in a capitalist economy.  

 

7.2.2 Meso-level Factors 

 

In addition to the macro-level factors, which are found to have affected female 

academics’ career advancement adversely, some meso-level barriers have also 

been identified. First of all, the increased autonomy Vietnamese HEIs enjoy 

turns out to be a barrier when the use of quotas is not enforced in the sector. 

Secondly, promotion in academe, which is largely based on reputation and 

networking, puts female academics at further disadvantage. Finally, the 

mobility required of the academic profession is an important constraint for 

women.  

 

Despite numerous policies that have been drafted to increase female 

representation in leadership and managerial positions, universities, because of 

their relatively high autonomy in making decisions related to recruitment and 

promotion, are not required to have a certain number of women in these 

positions. The use of quota, which is quite common in the public sector, is not 

imposed in higher education. As confirmed by both the male leaders and female 

academics studied, these quotas are not mandatory and just serve as a point of 

reference.  

 

In addition, as revealed by both female academics and male leaders of top HEIs 

studied in this project, preference for men in recruitment and promotion persists 

and prevails. There is substantial evidence from these interviews to demonstrate 

that overt discrimination exists in recruiting academic staff, with job 

advertisements expressing preference for male candidates and indicating much 
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lower entry requirements for them. Moreover, while promotion in other sectors 

is more closely linked to profitability, promotion in Vietnam’s higher education 

is, in theory, based heavily on the candidate’s research profile, ‘reputation’, and 

leadership experience. Yet, responses from both top male leaders and female 

academics show that a woman who has the same qualifications, research 

records, and abilities as a male candidate is still at a disadvantage. Unless the 

woman is clearly superior to the man, preference is usually given to the male 

candidate due to his supposed greater mobility and ability to work without 

family constraints. Reputation, an important criterion, is hardly quantifiable, but 

subjective and potentially biased. As top positions in higher education are male-

dominated and men are much more visible in terms of engagement in 

organisational non-academic activities, have more time to spend on after-hour 

socialisation, and generally form a larger network, they are likely to be more 

reputed and better known. The most intriguing aspect is that many participants, 

men and women alike, take the discriminatory practices in recruitment and 

promotion for granted and do not think of them as being unfair or illegal, even 

though these practices showcase explicit and overt discrimination against 

women. The sexist attitude towards women’s leadership ability and 

commitment to work indicated by the top male leaders in the universities 

studied implies that there is a long way to go to achieve equality. 

 

The female participants’ responses also reveal that they are at a disadvantage 

when it comes to mobility. For those seeking to pursue education abroad, they 

first needed to gain their husbands’ approval, which was not always granted. 

These academics also reported limited opportunities to socialise with colleagues 

outside of working hours, attend overseas conferences, take part in training 

courses and professional development activities organised in locations other 

than their places of residence. Such a lack of opportunities to widen networks, 

build relationships, and develop professionally decreases chances for 
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international collaboration and citations, which are of great significance in 

academe. On the one hand, as explained by the participants themselves, 

domestic responsibilities and family commitments were the main reasons 

underlying their limited mobility, although they were well aware of the impacts 

this has on their academic careers. On the other hand, their reluctance may 

reflect the society’s low acceptance level of women’s travels as well as their 

partners’ disapproval. In the 1980s, when a number of Vietnamese women went 

to Eastern European countries to engage in contract work under Labour 

Cooperation Agreements (N. A. Dang, 2007), this short poem was usually cited 

to express the concern regarding women going away without their husbands: “If 

you have a wife and you let her go to Western countries, it’s like putting an 

unlocked motorbike at the Sword Lake” (Co vo ma cho di Tay, nhu mua xe cup 

de ngay Bo Ho). The woman was likened to a bike easily stolen, implying that 

she would no longer be faithful to her husband if she had the chance to live in a 

Western country. This saying is still used frequently in daily conversations as a 

joke, reflecting the societal attitude towards women’s mobility in Vietnam.  

 

7.2.3 Micro-level Factors 

 

This study also provides further evidence of the micro-level constraints that 

prevent Vietnamese female academics from actively seeking advancement and 

overcoming the macro-level and meso-level barriers. It has been found that 

while these academics are mostly confident of their capabilities and consider 

themselves as men’s equals, they deeply internalise prescribed gender roles and 

the gendered division of labour. 
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Low career aspiration and the lack of career planning  

 

Reponses from the female participants show that the majority tend to lack 

career aspirations beyond fulfilling the duties involved in teaching and research 

and usually do not have a clear or specific career plan. Despite their 

competence and high performance, these academics did not seem to have clear 

career goals apart from “working hard” and “constantly trying to be effective”. 

It appears that they wanted to prove that they were truly competent and could 

work well under pressure, but they did not aim further for leadership, and some 

were reluctant to accept offers of higher position. It is plausible to argue that 

female academics’ attitude toward success and promotion has not changed 

much, and this is likely due to early socialisation, social norms and expectations, 

and the constraints in the family and public domain, as already discussed above. 

This finding resonates with those reported in prior studies in other contexts 

(Luke, 1998; Riordan, 2011). It seems that like their peers in Malaysia, 

Singapore, Hongkong, Indonesia, and elsewhere in Asia, the Vietnamese 

female respondents entered academia because of their love for teaching initially 

and research later (Luke, 2001a). Power was not deemed as something really 

desirable for women, which again supports the findings of prior research (Woo, 

1985). 

 

The attitude towards leadership 

 

A number of respondents viewed leadership as a burden rather than a privilege, 

complained about the number of administrative tasks they were required to 

undertake, and felt that these duties deprived them of opportunities to focus on 

teaching and research. Their responses regarding the burden of leadership 

resonate with the view widely held by female academics in South Asia, who 
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view leadership as a “diversion from research and scholarship” (Morley & 

Crossouard, 2015, p. 68). Like their counterparts in South Asia, the “passionate 

attachment to research” turned out to be detrimental for leadership, when “the 

intensification and bureaucratisation of higher education was seen as major 

barriers with many women preferring to focus on their research and scholarship, 

rather than on administrative responsibilities” (Morley & Crossouard, 2015, pp. 

68-69). The use of the term “sacrifice” or “burden” is also consistent with the 

finding of the prevalent attitude that “significant sacrifices are made in terms of 

relinquishing individual research interests, personal freedom and family or free 

time” when one adopts a management role (Riordan, 2011, p. 135). This 

negative attitude toward leadership may well be a reason for their low career 

aspirations. Another possible reason is that the image of a successful career 

woman usually has some negative connotations. In Vietnamese society, this is 

expressed in a highly popular saying and usually cited to explain husband-wife 

problems, “Behind every successful man, there is a woman. Behind every 

successful woman, there is a broken family” (Urbano, 2015). In a recent study 

of social determinants of gender equality, probably the largest and most 

comprehensive ever conducted in Vietnam, it was found that a woman’s 

success in her career can have adverse effects on her marital relationship and 

family happiness:  

 

People talk about a woman’s higher education or social status as a 

potential threat to the family’s stability and happiness. Deep down, 

women’s higher education or social status threatens men’s supreme 

position in the family. Unless it is changed, this perception will continue 

to be a main barrier for women to close the gender gaps not only with 

regards to education but also areas such as professional career 

development and political leadership. (Institute for Social Development 

Studies, 2015, p. 41) 
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Again, this micro-level factor could be interpreted in light of the dominant 

cultural norms and expectations. The prevailing attitude among these women 

was that they did not need to progress to the top positions as the responsibilities 

associated with these posts may disrupt their family harmony, take away time 

for taking care of children and fulfilling domestic tasks, and may trigger some 

conflict in spousal relationships. The lack of career aspiration, or ambition, 

therefore should not be seen as a psychological difference between men and 

women. Rather it is more appropriately considered a cultural issue, with women 

being brought up and educated so that they place first priority on family and 

their motherhood instead of their career advancement.  

 

To summarise, this chapter provided discussions of facilitators and hindrances 

experienced and perceived by female academics at public Vietnamese 

universities. Vietnamese female academics, so it appears, encounter challenges 

experienced by their peers elsewhere. Some local barriers have also been 

identified, most notably the interplay of the Communist and Confucian 

ideology and their effects on shaping conflicting images of women in the public 

space and the home domain. In the concluding chapter, in light of the factors 

that act as inhibitors to female academics’ advancement in Vietnamese public 

HEIs, some recommendations are made for how career path progress for 

women in the higher education system can be strengthened.  
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION  

 

 

8.1 Summary of the Thesis  

 

Adopting a critical feminist framework, this study was set out to investigate the 

factors that facilitate and hinder female academics’ career advancement in 

Vietnamese public universities. Critical and feminist frames, which are 

intended to examine lived experiences, reveal oppressive structures, and 

challenge the status quo, have helped to reveal that Vietnamese female 

academics’ career advancement is affected by a syncretism of factors operating 

at macro, meso, and micro levels, some of which are widespread across modern 

societies and much related to the patriarchal nature of societies and academe 

while others are more Vietnam-specific and largely shaped by the country’s 

historical, cultural, and political context.  

 

Importantly, the study has made several contributions to under-researched areas 

in Vietnam and helped to undermine a common myth about Vietnam’s greater 

gender equality. Specifically, the widely held belief that there has been 

remarkable progress in terms of gender equality in Vietnam and that there is, 

therefore, no need for a feminist movement has been shown to be misleading. 

As shown in this thesis, the situation is far more complex and that while 

Vietnamese female academics are seemingly powerful in the household domain, 

they have little authority in the public domain. The power they enjoy at home 

also equates with the traditional gendered labour division with women taking 

primary or sole responsibility for housework and care work. What makes the 

situation of these women particular when compared to female academics 

elsewhere is the idealised notion of Vietnamese womanhood that expects them 

to be educated, knowledgeable, and active income earners, but also submissive 



 224 

daughters-in-law, obedient and gentle wives, and devoted mothers who 

selflessly sacrifice their personal interests and career ambitions for the sake of 

familial happiness. No matter how conflicting these roles and how 

contradictory such demands are, Vietnamese female academics are expected to 

balance all of them harmoniously and those who outperform one set of roles but 

fail to fulfil the other roles are subject to criticism. As a result, being a stay-at-

home mother is against the norm, yet a successful career woman may be 

criticised for failing to be a dedicated wife and mother. The claim of greater 

equality for Vietnamese women, including female academics, therefore turns 

out to be unsupported.  

 

The assumption that Vietnamese women were historically better treated and 

had a higher status in families and societies compared to their counterparts in 

otherwise somewhat similar countries creates a misleading notion that gender 

equality has long been achieved in Vietnam and therefore makes a feminist 

movement redundant. Debunking this enduring myth therefore is the first step 

towards greater gender equality and paves the way for serious attempts to 

improve Vietnamese female academics’ advancement in public universities. As 

was shown, Vietnamese female academics are subject to sexism, gender 

stereotypes, and discrimination experienced by all Vietnamese women.  

 

However, there exist other barriers that relate to the nature of the academy. The 

rigid norms dictating the behaviours and manners of those working in the elite 

academic profession, the autonomy granted to HEIs, the need for mobility, and 

the distinctive nature of promotion within Vietnamese public universities 

present further challenges, preventing female academics from aiming for 

leadership positions.  
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The study also demonstrates a need for a Vietnamese feminist movement. 

Discussions in Chapter 3 reveal that due to historical conditions characterised 

by perpetual wars against invaders, feminism in Vietnam has always been 

subsumed by and intertwined with nationalism. Women’s suffering is usually 

attributed to the feudal and colonial economic and social systems, and the 

prevailing message conveyed by the communist government is that liberating 

the country from foreign invaders and colonialists also means women are 

emancipated. Under the influence of Marxism, gender relations were deemed as 

far less important than economic and social classes. As a result, there are few 

attempts to look into male domination and the existing patriarchy as the main 

cause of women’s oppression. The dominance of the Confucian and communist 

ideologies, both of which emphasise collectivism, makes it almost impossible 

for a feminist philosophy or any other alternative “ism” to emerge.  

 

What differentiates this study from prior studies that examined Vietnamese 

female academics’ career advancement is that it appears to be the first that 

provides an in-depth discussion of the role the communist government plays in 

gender issues. While it is true that cultural factors have an overwhelming 

influence on gender inequality, publications by the communist government 

which has been ruling the country since 1945 have shaped the ideal notion of 

womanhood and contributed to greater inequalities. The CPV so far has 

asserted that under the communist regime, Vietnamese women have been 

granted a number of rights and they are on an equal footing with men. The kind 

of equality brought about, however, is elusive. On the one hand, communism in 

Vietnam has helped bringing more equality to women in terms of engagement 

in paid employment, simply because the war-ravaged economy would not be 

able to operate without women who accounted for half of the population. On 

the other hand, the communist government is responsible for rising inequalities 

when failing to provide support for working women and using media to tie 
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women to the domestic roles. Socialist states usually provide a range of welfare 

provisions and support to women as indicated previously, but these structures 

were all dismantled when Doi Moi was introduced.  

 

Furthermore, formal equality in the Vietnamese context does not extend to 

equal promotion practices in higher education or equal share of responsibilities; 

instead that kind of equality exacerbates the burden on female academics who 

are expected to work on a full-time basis without social welfare and childcare 

for infants. The contradiction between the free market economy and the 

socialist direction brought about by Doi Moi is much similar to the paradox in 

Vietnamese female academics’ status in the contemporary society. They are 

expected to work but not to lead; working is about supporting the family 

financially, not seeking power.  

 

This study is also among the first attempts to examine benevolent sexism in 

Vietnam. It has been found that the type of sexism embedded in textbooks, 

messages conveyed by the media, celebration of events honouring women, 

legal documents, and publications by mass organisations which supposedly 

represent women’s rights is mostly benevolent rather than hostile, which makes 

sexism less easily recognisable and masks the real power relations between men 

and women. More importantly, benevolent sexism in the Vietnamese context 

shifts attention away from gender issues and hinders the rise of a feminist 

movement.  
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8.2 Recommendations  
 

As noted in chapter 2, a study conducted in the critical tradition goes beyond 

the examination of structures of inequality; rather, it seeks to propose measures 

that have transformative impacts. This study therefore connects its findings to 

changes that can help bring about greater women’s empowerment and change 

the pervasive gender norms in Vietnamese higher education. Yet in order for 

changes to take place, recommendations for action should not only tackle meso-

level factors that relate to the nature of the Vietnamese academy, but also take 

into account the effects of the macro level. Therefore, some of the measures 

proposed below are not confined to the higher education sector itself. Rather 

they are intended to raise public awareness, make school education become 

more gender-inclusive, and change the deep-seated gender stereotypes. 

 

As already argued in previous chapters, emphasis on motherhood has adverse 

effects on Vietnamese female academics in the sense that women are 

considered mothers first and that maternal responsibilities must take precedence 

over personal preferences and career aspirations. The first step toward changing 

this mindset could be removing campaigns such as the “Three Criteria” which 

are blatantly discriminatory against women and hold women accountable for 

anything happening in their households. There should be changes in the mission 

and vision of the VWU, which needs to represent women and fight for greater 

gender equality rather than be a political tool.  

 

In addition, given the fact that feminism in Vietnam has always been 

intertwined with nationalism, a separation of feminism and women’s 

movements from ‘national causes of socialism’ is crucial. Sadly, it is currently 

almost impossible to do this given Vietnam’s political system in which the 
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communist government has supreme power and control over the Labour Union, 

the VWU and any other bodies.  

 

Yet some practical measures can be taken to address the gender issues, as 

itemised in the following. While they may not alter the situation drastically, 

these measures are feasible in the current context and can act as first steps 

towards greater equality for women in Vietnamese academe.  

 

Gender-inclusive education 

 

As a result of early socialisation caused by formal education, upbringing, 

parental and peer influences, girls adopt and exhibit gender stereotypic 

behaviours, which explains why they appear less ambitious and assertive. It has 

also been demonstrated that “the kind of career choice an adolescent makes is 

strongly influenced by teacher beliefs and perceptions, classroom practices and 

sometimes through time allocations to various classroom activities” (Raghavan, 

2009, p. 9). Given the time children spend at schools, it is imperative to make 

primary and secondary schools more gender-inclusive to change deep-seated 

norms and prejudices. Girls and boys should be provided with opportunities to 

challenge the pervasive norms right from primary and secondary schools and 

experience gender inclusiveness. It is hoped that the provision of gender-

responsive teaching and guidance will help the young generation understand the 

basic notions of gender equality and adopt gender-egalitarian behaviours. More 

importantly, girls should be encouraged to become more assertive, enter 

traditionally male-dominated occupations, have clear career plans, and develop 

leadership qualities. They should also have opportunities to learn that 

caregiving and housework should be shared responsibilities between men and 

women, and that striving for a successful career and aiming for leadership are 
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clearly acceptable goals for women. As a consequence, changes should take 

place in three important domains: curricula and textbooks, the teaching 

profession, and career counselling and guidance.  

 

Curricula and textbooks 

 

As pointed out by the Gender Equity Taskforce (1997, p. 24), children tend to 

“actively develop a sense of themselves as gendered people by interacting with 

the myriad of messages and practices which they encounter”.  Yet schools are 

widely acknowledged to contribute largely to gender socialisation (Bigler, 

Hayes, & Hamilton, 2013). As a result, the school must assume the 

responsibility “to provide students with the knowledge and skills necessary for 

making informed, considered decisions and judgements” about gender-based 

values promulgated by the media, family, and other sources (Gender Equity 

Taskforce, 1997, p. 32).   

 

As can be seen in Chapter 3, textbooks for primary schools in Vietnam are 

fraught with gender stereotypes which mislead the children and create the 

impression that boys are more naughty and disorganised but smarter, better at 

maths and technology, and more suited for leadership. These textbooks also 

reinforce the notion that housework is women’s domain. Given the importance 

of textbooks in behaviours and career choices, it is essential to revise them and 

to challenge the traditionally gendered division of care work and housework, 

occupational areas, and participation in paid and unpaid work. As the Gender 

Equity Taskforce notes, “from the earliest years of schooling, girls and boys 

should have the same opportunities to reflect on the conflicting demands of 

public and private life. Curriculum and timetable designs should ensure that 

boys as well as girls  are appropriately skilled to play an equitable and 
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responsible role in domestic work and childcare” (Gender Equity Taskforce, 

1997, p. 51). Furthermore, schools should include courses, discussions, and 

seminars on gender in their formal curriculum, so that “students have an 

opportunity to critically reflect on the impact of gender in their own lives and 

relationships, both at the present and in the future, and to unravel the ways in 

which institutions and practices act to maintain unequal and gendered ways of 

being and relating” (Gender Equity Taskforce, 1997, p. 31). In Vietnam, 

schools may have limited power in terms of textbooks’ contents as the 

responsibility to revise the textbooks rests with Ministry of Education and 

Training. Yet schools have high autonomy when it comes to teaching practices, 

so they can adapt the activities and tasks in the textbooks and develop their own 

teaching materials as well. It is therefore possible for schools to tackle gender 

stereotypes embedded in the textbooks by asking students to identify biases and 

discuss gender issues. Schools can also organise conferences, seminars, and 

workshops for parents to raise their awareness of using gender-inclusive 

language and the constraints of gender-based notions.  

 

The teaching profession  

 

It is virtually impossible to implement successfully a gender-inclusive 

curriculum without a radical attitude change among the educators. As 

mentioned above, teachers generally have a profound impact on students’ 

career choices and gender awareness. Unfortunately, teachers may hold gender 

stereotypes themselves and adversely affect gender inclusion in the classroom 

via one of three main ways: modelling gender-specific behaviour, holding 

differential expectations for male and female students, and using gender to label 

students (Bigler et al., 2013). Hence, it is imperative that teachers are well 

aware of the influence of gender and the importance of being gender-inclusive. 
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They also need to have a chance to “reflect on the impact of gender in their own 

lives” since “gendered ways of interacting with others and understanding the 

world are so deeply embedded into our language, our culture and our everyday 

practices that it is difficult for the impact of such interactions to be apparent 

unless opportunities for reflection and discussion are available for teachers as 

well as students” (Gender Equity Taskforce, 1997, p. 31). In addition, it is 

essential to provide sufficient training for teachers and school leaders so that 

educators at all levels are familiar with the use of gender-neutral language, the 

importance of designing tasks and activities that promote gender equality, and 

other gender inclusive practices. For example, teachers need to be trained how 

to use groups activities in which boys and girls take turns at adopting leadership 

roles, or assign boys to work with female leaders and vice-versa (Raghavan, 

2009). These are challenging tasks, yet a change in the educators’ mindsets will 

definitely have positive impacts on students’ knowledge of gender equality.  

 

The language used in the school context plays a pivotal role in shaping students’ 

awareness of gender as “language shapes reality, and it limits what ideas and 

concepts are available in a particular situation. In all aspects of our lives we 

engage with, resist, reframe with, the meanings available through language, to 

give meaning to every aspect of our lives” (Gender Equity Taskforce, 1997, p. 

25). Apart from using gender-neutral language and avoiding generalisations on 

the basis of gender, educators need to be provided with adequate training on 

how to make the curriculum, tasks, activities, and assessment more gender-

inclusive and create equitable learning opportunities for all students. It would 

be useful if schools can cooperate to create a website that allows access to a 

pool of resources that can be shared and easily adapted and enables discussions 

among educators about the appropriateness of materials, activities, and teaching 

practices that promote gender equality. 
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It is also crucial to stress that the effort to change the formal and informal 

curriculum must be sustained over many years, even though the initial 

outcomes could be modest. The experience with the shift to a more gender-

inclusive curriculum in Sweden has proven that “without such a sustained effort, 

strong societal pressures continue to be exerted, contradictory messages 

continue to circulate and gains made for the benefit of society and individuals 

are rapidly lost” (J. Harding & Parker, 1995, p. 541).  

 

Career counselling and guidance  

 

The findings suggest that Vietnamese female academics consider themselves to 

be less ambitious and career-oriented compared to their male counterparts, and 

lack determination or the vision required for effective leadership. They also 

indicate that women in Vietnamese academe should be more pro-active, 

assertive, have higher career aspirations, develop a clear career plan with 

specific goals, change their own attitude toward women’s leadership skills and 

domestic commitments, and know how to “sell” their skills and achievement. 

Based on these findings, one important implication is that there should be better 

career preparation for women, which can be facilitated with proper career 

counselling and guidance beginning at schools. Like a number of countries in 

the Asia-Pacific region, career counselling is largely overlooked in Vietnam’s 

school system. As such, incorporating gender responsiveness into career 

counselling services can help female students explore a greater number of 

career options, build confidence, and see the need for having a career plan with 

goals and strategies to achieve the objectives. The advocacy brief prepared by 

Raghavan (2009) for UNESCO Bangkok includes many specific 

recommendations which facilitate inclusive and gender-responsive counselling 

and guidance at post-primary level in Asia-Pacific region. The brief highlights 
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the importance of counsellors as promoters of gender equality who “encourage 

exploration of multiple, non-stereotypical career trajectories and pathways” 

(Raghavan, 2009, p. 6).  

 

Media  

 

In addition to formal schooling, the media are largely to blame for perpetuating 

gender stereotypes and promoting benevolent sexism, as discussed in the 

previous sections. Again, in the Vietnamese context, the media are controlled 

by the communist government. As explained in Chapter 3, the government 

deliberately attempts to relocate women into the domestic sphere and use the 

media as a powerful tool to revive and reinforce Confucian norms and values. 

As a result, without political change, it would not be possible to create the 

major changes that are necessary.  

 

The recent Oxfam-funded research on gender stereotypes in the Vietnamese 

media has provided a number of relevant recommendations to “design 

responsive interventions ultimately aiming to promote gender stereotype-free 

media content” and foster changes in the perceptions of journalists, who are 

supposed to “lead public discussions and thus be pioneers in social change” (H. 

T. Vu et al., 2017, p. 48). This study also proposes a number of measures, such 

as introducing a semester-long “Women in the news” course in which 

journalism students “participate in various discussions, researching the issue of 

gender equality and women in the news from multiple perspectives including 

ethical guidelines, standard newsroom practices or news content monitoring”, 

providing journalists with training courses to help them “capture the complexity 

and subtleness of gender stereotypes”, and fostering stronger collaboration 
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between women’s rights activists, social organisations working in gender 

equality, journalists and media outlets (H. T. Vu et al., 2017, pp. 48-50).  

 

In addition, if research centres on gender and women such as Research Centre 

for Gender, Family and Environment in Development, Institute for Family and 

Gender Studies, Centre of Education Promotion and Empowerment for Women, 

and Centre of Applicable Studies on Gender and Family play a more active role 

in disseminating their research findings, organising conferences and workshops, 

and provide gender training courses for organisations, they may also contribute 

to the promotion of fatherhood and a more equal division of housework and 

other responsibilities. Recently there have been attempts by some celebrities, 

bloggers, and scholars to challenge the notion that sacrifice is the most 

important and unique quality of Vietnamese women, attracting a great deal of 

public attention. Gender scholars can make use of similar opportunities to voice 

their concerns and inform the public about their research findings, which may 

lead to better awareness of gender issues.  

 

Mandatory retirement age 

 

Furthermore, at the national level, revising the mandatory retirement age can be 

a measure that should be taken to address preference for men in promotion to 

senior positions. Evidence from the literature and the interviews of this study 

indicates that the differential retirement age between men and women is a 

major barrier to women’s advancement, and it is considered to be unacceptable 

given the norms set out by The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women, of which Vietnam is a signatory (United 

Nations Vietnam, 2012). It is also worth noting that there is no mandatory 

retirement age for academics in the majority of developed countries, as long as 
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academics continue to engage actively in teaching and research. As a result, 

applying obligatory retirement ages for academics is against the norm in 

academia too. The policy therefore needs to be revised to remove an important 

impediment to female academics’ career progression to the top echelons in their 

organisations.  

 

Organisational interventions  

 

To mitigate the impact of meso-level barriers, several measures could be taken 

at the organisational level. With regard to limited academic mobility and 

discriminatory practices in recruitment and promotion, increasing transparency 

and developing networks for women in academe are two important initiatives. 

Moreover, turning HEIs into more women-friendly workplaces and removing 

some administrative burdens associated with leadership can work as motivators 

for female academics and change their attitude towards leadership.  

 

Grievance mechanism and monitoring  

 

The findings indicate that discrimination in performance appraisal and 

promotion persists. It is therefore vital to change the procedure of nominating 

and promoting people to management positions in higher education. As we saw 

earlier, the current procedure is problematic in several ways, as it relies more on 

popularity rather than actual performance. Removing irrelevant criteria can be 

the first step towards a fairer and more equitable promotion method. In addition, 

what seems to be lacking from all HEIs in Vietnam is an ethics committee 

which oversees regulatory compliance, disputes and offers mechanism for 

grievances and whistleblowing. The existence of blatantly discriminatory 
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practices such as advertising specifically for male applicants only and lowering 

entry criteria for men implies that there is a need for such a committee. Yet it is 

important to stress that this committee should be composed of independent 

experts; otherwise the committee can end up being controlled by the university 

leaders, in a similar vein to the Labour Union or the Women’s Union in state-

owned organisations. Members of the committee need to receive training in 

gender equality, and there should be at least one expert in gender-related issues 

on the committee.  

 

Support groups and development programs in HEIs 

 

The fact that women are excluded from the “old boys’ network” and have fewer 

chances to network and exchange important information suggests the need for 

greater support and a networks for female academics. As already discussed in 

Chapter 6, an impediment is limited socialisation and networking, which is 

largely the result of domestic responsibilities shouldered by women, the 

negative attitude toward women’s frequent engagement in late-night social 

functions, business trips, and academic conferences. In Chapter 4, it was also 

indicated that because of the cultural influence, Vietnamese male superiors 

avoided socialising too frequently with female subordinates for fear of rumours, 

depriving these women of the opportunity to receive mentoring. Another 

finding from these interviews also demonstrates that some female academics 

attributed their success to their male superiors, who provided much support and 

guidance and gave them adequate time to learn the rules before promoting them 

to an important position.  

 

All of these suggest that there should be chances for women to have an 

exclusive network that facilitates their socialisation and networking, helps them 
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connect to same-sex role models and mentors when mentors of the opposite sex 

are not available, and allows them to acquire better strategies for thriving in the 

academic environment. Support groups and development programs for women 

have been acknowledged to bring about salient outcomes (Clarke, 2011; The 

University of Sheffield, 2014). If these support groups can provide networking, 

invite world acclaimed guest speakers to their events, enable female members 

to become collaborators in research projects, hone their research skills, and help 

them learn strategies how to apply successfully for research grants and publish 

in high-impact journals, they would be among the most effective and feasible 

methods that can facilitate Vietnamese female academics’ career progression in 

the male-dominated academia. 

 

Public HEIs in Vietnam can learn from the successful examples of the 

Women’s Network, an initiative developed by the University of Sheffield, and 

the High Impact Women in Leadership (HIWL) Program, which was jointly 

offered by the Leadership Institute of South Australia and a consulting firm. 

The Women’s Network at the University of Sheffield has successfully run a 

number of events such as talk series about themes of interests, role model 

events, or speed networking events to facilitate junior women, providing an 

environment for female academics to seek help, advice, and informal mentoring, 

and discuss issues that specifically relate to women. The philosophy underlying 

this initiative is straightforward, “by speaking openly and working together, 

women can make their voices heard, develop their careers and tip the balance 

towards a fairer organisation” (The University of Sheffield, 2014, p. 4). 

Similarly, the High Impact Women in Leadership (HIWL) Program provides 

female participants with self-reflection, self-assessment, seminars, workshops, 

personal case study work, action learning projects, individual executive 

coaching, and panel presentations by male and female role models (Clarke, 

2011, p. 502).  
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Both initiatives have demonstrated that female participants enhance their self-

confidence, have a chance to reflect on their own skills and competencies, and 

learn ways to overcome barriers and strategies to facilitate career advancement. 

Although it is hard to quantify the actual outcome, women clearly benefit from 

these programs by becoming aware of their self-limiting behaviours, changing 

their attitude towards work arrangements, and learning how to be more pro-

active in their career (Clarke, 2011). The lesson from the Women’s Network at 

the University of Sheffield also shows that in order to provide effective support 

for female academics and become a vibrant, strategically relevant network for 

women in academia, such a program must have a clear purpose and focus and 

the objectives need to be aligned with the organisation’s goals.  

 

For Vietnamese female academics, who have already been further 

disadvantaged compared to their Western counterparts, such a network would 

be a valuable opportunity to exchange information, collaborate on projects, and 

provide assistance with access to experts in their research areas.  

 

Although the main reason for the foundation of such support groups and 

developmental programs is due to the fact that women have been historically 

marginalised and that gender issues are sidelined and excluded from agendas in 

organisations, they are still open to criticism, “unlike traditional groups, they 

may be questioned about their legitimacy and status as well as have problems 

securing resources and finances. Mainstream groups may criticise them for 

exclusivity while hiding their masculine dominance behind claims to gender 

neutrality” (Pini, Brown, & Ryan, 2004, p. 291). These support programs and 

groups are also criticised for trying to “fix women” instead of changing 

organisational structures that act as inhibitors to women’s advancement (Clarke, 

2011). Critics often argue that these efforts focus on women’s assimilation into 
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the male-oriented organisational culture rather than make the workplace 

friendlier and more accommodating to women. Yet while changing the 

workplace culture and removing the barriers remain challenging tasks, it is 

definitely better for women to reflect on their self-limiting behaviours and learn 

“tricks of the trade” to “survive and thrive” in academia (Clarke, 2011, pp. 502, 

503, 508).  

 

Hence the successful case of the Women’s Network at the University of 

Sheffield indicates that men should be welcomed to join its network events 

(The University of Sheffield, 2014). In addition, engaging with male-dominated 

networks and gaining support from male leaders are recommended too (Pini et 

al., 2004). In the context of Vietnamese HEIs, it might be a good idea to use the 

group events as a way to attract participation from men, promote fatherhood, 

and stress the importance of fatherhood and equal share of housework in 

maintaining family happiness and children’s overall wellbeing.  

 

Five-level framework 

 

Although the strategies and interventions discussed so far are important, it is 

imperative to have formal interventions at the institutional level to deal with 

inequitable practices in recruitment, promotion, and distribution of resources on 

the grounds of gender. Doherty and Manfredi (2010, p. 154) have attempted to 

combine “aspects of both liberal and more radical forms of equal opportunity 

intervention” in a five-level framework “grounded in real-world evidence”, 

which has implications for HEIs to improve women’s representation in senior 

positions. This framework is highly relevant to the Vietnamese context as it 

allows Vietnamese HEIs to identify the inadequacies in their organisational 

practices, and details specific steps these institutions need to take. The 
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underlying notion is that universities need to move through five stages, each of 

which represents a higher level of gender awareness: 

 

Table 4: Five-level Framework 

Level  Nature of intervention Ownership of 
change process 

Level 5:  
Validate and 
promote an 
enabling 
leadership 
style 

Engage in debate about the gendered nature of 
leadership style. Decide to adopt and encourage 
an enabling form of transformational leadership. 
Promote this through management development 
interventions  

HR and equality 
practitioners may 
facilitate the 
debate but 
ownership must 
lie with the senior 
executive group 

Level 4: 
Target 
positive 
action at 
women 

Run workshops and other interventions to raise 
women’s awareness of gendered differences in 
career advancement (e.g. mentoring, planning, 
networking, focus) so that they can plan the next 
stage of their careers/life.  

Led by HR and 
equality 
practitioners, but 
actions are taken 
by women 
themselves 

Level 3: 
Tackle 
indirect 
discrimination 

Recognise the way in which some selection 
criteria will exclude statistically more women 
than men and adapt them accordingly. In 
universities a good example is to assess research 
output relative to opportunity (e.g. to expect less 
academic output from those who work part-time 
or who have taken a career break) 

Led by HR and 
equality 
practitioners, but 
requires 
ownership by 
senior line 
managers  

Level 2: 
Support 
parents and 
carers 

Establish family-friendly employment practices 
(e.g. good maternity, paternity and parental leave, 
career breaks, subsidised nursery and holiday play 
scheme), flexible work arrangements at all levels 
and sensitivity in organising times of meetings, 
workshops etc. 

Led by HR and 
equality 
practitioners, with 
some support 
from line 
managers  

Level 1: 
Adopt “good” 
HR practice 

Establish open, fair promotions procedures. Use 
transparent selection criteria, consistent evidence 
and gender balanced panels. Conduct equality 
monitoring and remain “vigilant” about the 
operation of HR policy and procedure. Train 
managers 

HR and equality 
practitioners 

 

(Adapted from Doherty and Manfredi (2010, p. 153) 
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In the context of Vietnamese public universities, many things need to be done 

even on Level 1, given the fact that HR practices are still discriminatory against 

women in terms of recruitment and promotion. In Vietnam, HR managers do 

not necessarily have professional backgrounds in the field of Human Resources 

Management. Rather they can be academics or simply have expertise in one of 

the major disciplines offered at that university. While changing this practice is 

almost out of the question, at least extensive training should be provided to 

make sure HR managers are well aware of what constitutes discrimination in 

recruitment and promotion on the grounds of gender and in other respects. For 

Level 2 interventions, given Vietnamese public universities’ limited funds and 

spaces, it may not be feasible for them to provide on-site daycare or subsidise 

childcare, but showing sensitivity when organising workshops, meetings, and 

other events so that they do not present a challenge to carers and those with 

families is essential. The suggestions at Level 3 are also highly relevant to the 

Vietnamese situation. The male leaders interviewed argued that the process of 

promoting people to senior positions is transparent and based on the quality of 

the candidate, measured by the prestige of their qualifications and research 

output. However, they have ignored the fact that such a practice is unfair to 

women who take career breaks due to pregnancies and childbirth. Level 4 

intervention corresponds to the idea of network groups and development 

programs for women discussed above, which require women to be more 

proactive in networking and helping each other thrive in the male-dominated 

academe. When interventions at these four levels have been successfully 

performed, organisations can move on to level 5, the highest level of gender 

awareness in this framework.  

 

In conclusion, a number of policies and initiatives could be introduced to 

challenge the status quo. These recommendations have been proposed on the 

basis of careful analyses of the Vietnamese political and social context, and the 
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role of women. If implemented, they could bring about positive changes in the 

fight for greater gender equality and enhanced empowerment for Vietnamese 

women in general and female academics in particular.  
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APPENDICES  

 

Appendix 1: A Sample of the Plain Language Statement 

 

This PhD research project by The University of Melbourne’s Graduate School 

of Education is conducted by PhD Researcher Hang Vu and supervised by Dr. 

Emmaline Bexley and Professor Gabriele Lakomski. 

 

The aim of the research is to identify factors that facilitate or hinder female 

academics’ career advancement in Vietnamese public universities. By looking 

at these factors from the experiences and perceptions of women who have 

attained leadership roles in academe as well as the perspectives held by HR 

managers, deeper understanding of what may be still missing and which 

barriers should be overcome to engage more women in university management 

is sought. 

 

The study involves 30 female academics from 5 public universities in Vietnam 

and the Human Resource Manager from these institutions. Each female 

academic is invited to join an in-depth interview which lasts up to two hours. 

Interview questions are related to their own experience and opinions about 

advancing in universities. HR managers will also be asked to engage in a semi-

structured 45-minute interview to elicit their opinion about gender equality in 

public universities. The interviews will be conducted at the time and venue of 

participants’ choice, and will be tape-recorded with the participants’ permission.  

 

Once the thesis arising is complete, a brief summary of the findings will be 

available to participants on application to The Melbourne Graduate School of 

Education. Such data summaries and any data presented will be of a general 

nature and all attempts will be made to render individual participants 
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unidentifiable. Due to the size of the sample institutions, it should be noted that 

the small sample size might have implications for protecting the identity of the 

participants. 

 

This project is strictly designed for PhD research purpose alone. In case any 

part of the thesis is published, pseudonyms and working names will be used to 

refer to participants and institutions respectively. As such, the data provided 

will not in any way prejudice participants’ work or prestige, as the identities of 

the institutions and participants are not revealed. Participation in this study is 

completely voluntary. Should any participant wish to withdraw at any stage, 

withdraw any unprocessed data, or stop an interview in progress, he or she is 

free to do so without prejudice. 

 

If you would like to participate in this project, please return an email to Ms. 

Hang Vu at thiv1@student.unimelb.edu.au. We will then contact you to arrange 

a place convenient to you to conduct the interview. You will also be asked to 

sign a consent form before the interview starts. Should you require any further 

information, or have any concerns, please do not hesitate to contact either Ms. 

Hang Vu: +61 450951979, or Dr. Emmaline Bexley: +61 383448436. Should 

you have any concerns about the conduct of the project, you are welcome to 

contact the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of 

Melbourne, ph: + 61 3 8344 2073, or fax: +61 3 9347 6739. The University Of 

Melbourne’s Human Research Ethics Committee has already approved this 

project. Please quote 1441941.1 project in all communications.  

 

Kindest Regards,  

Dr. Emmaline Bexley (Principal Supervisor), Professor Gabriele Lakomski 

(Co-supervisor) and Hang Vu (PhD student Researcher) 
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Appendix 2: A Sample of Gatekeeper Letter 
 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

I am writing this letter to seek your permission to interview your staff for my 

research project, which is conducted as a part of a PhD at The University of 

Melbourne’s Graduate School of Education. The research project is supervised 

by Dr. Emmaline Bexley and Professor Gabriele Lakomski and meets the 

requirements of a standard project set by the University of Melbourne.  

 

The aim of the research is to identify factors that facilitate or hinder female 

academics’ career advancement in Vietnamese public universities. By looking 

at these factors from the experiences and perceptions of women who have 

managed to attain leadership roles in the academe as well as the perspective 

held by HR managers, the study helps identify issues related to the progression 

of female academics, thereby enabling the empowerment of women in the 

public higher education systems.  

 

Therefore, I would like to request permission to conduct interviews with 

selected female academics and the HR manager of your institution. Female 

academics are invited to join an in-depth interview which lasts up to 2 hours, 

with questions related to their own experience and opinions about advancing in 

universities. HR managers will also be asked to engage in a semi-structured 45-

minute interview to elicit their opinion about the under-representation of 

women in public universities. The interviews will be conducted at the time and 

venue of participants’ choice, and will be tape-recorded with the participants’ 

permission.  
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This project is strictly designed for PhD research purpose alone. In case any 

part of the thesis is published, pseudonyms and working names will be used to 

refer to participants and institutions respectively. As such, the data provided 

will not in any way prejudice participants’ work or prestige, as the identities of 

the institutions and participants are not revealed. Participation in this study is 

completely voluntary. Should any participant wish to withdraw at any stage, 

withdraw any unprocessed data, or stop an interview in progress, he or she is 

free to do so without prejudice. 

 

If you grant permission to conduct the interviews with your staff members, 

please complete the attached form, sign, stamp it, and return to Ms. Hang Vu at 

thiv1@student.unimelb.edu.au. Should you require any further information, or 

have any concerns, please do not hesitate to contact either Ms. Hang Vu: +61 

450951979, or Dr. Emmaline Bexley: +61 383448436. Should you have any 

concerns about the conduct of the project, you are welcome to contact the 

Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of Melbourne, ph: + 

61 3 8344 2073, or fax: +61 3 9347 6739. The University of Melbourne’s 

Human Research Ethics Committee has already approved this project. Please 

quote 1441941.1 project in all communications. 

 

Kindest Regards,  

Dr. Emmaline Bexley (Principal Supervisor), Professor Gabriele Lakomski 

(Co-supervisor) and Hang Vu (PhD student Researcher) 
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Appendix 3: A Sample of a Consent Form 
 

Melbourne Graduate School of Education 

Consent form for persons participating in a research project 1441941.1 

PROJECT TITLE:  

Female academics in Vietnam: What helps and hinders career advancement   
Name of participant: 

Name of investigator(s): Professor Gabriele Lakomski, Dr. Emmaline Bexley, 

and Hang Vu 

 

1. I consent to participate in this project, the details of which have 

been explained to me, and I have been provided with a written 

plain language statement to keep. 

 

2.  I understand that after I sign and return this consent form it will 

be retained by the researcher. 

 

3. I understand that my participation will involve an interview and 

observation and I agree that the researcher may use the results as 

described in the plain language statement.  

 

4. I acknowledge that: 

 

(a) the possible effects of participating in the interview and observation 

have been explained to my satisfaction; 

 

(b) I have been informed that I am free to withdraw from the project at 

any time without explanation or prejudice and to withdraw any 

unprocessed data I have provided; 
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(c) the project is for the purpose of research; 

 

(d) I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I 

provide will be safeguarded subject to any legal requirements; 

 

(e) I have been informed that with my consent the interview will be 

audio-taped and I understand that audio-tapes will be stored at 

University of Melbourne and will be destroyed after five years;  

 

(f) my name will be referred to by a pseudonym in any publications 

arising from the research; 

 

(g) I have been informed that a copy of the research findings will be 

forwarded to me, should I agree to this. 

 

  

I consent to this interview being audio-taped          

 □ yes   □ no 

(please tick) 

  

I wish to receive a copy of the summary project report on research 

findings       □ yes    □ no 

(please tick) 

 

 

 

Participant signature: Date:  
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Appendix 4: Interview questions with female participants 
 

1. Could you provide some of your background information in terms of 

age, marital status, and education? 

2. How long have you been working for this university? 

3. How long have you held your current position? 

4. Could you describe the responsibilities and duties associated with your 

position? 

5. How would you describe the path to your current position? 

6. In your opinion, what factors have helped you achieve career success? 

7. What kind of support have you received to fulfil your job duties? 

8. In your opinion, what is the most significant factor that enables you to 

advance in your career? 

9. What challenges have you encountered on the way to reach your current 

position? 

10. In your opinion, what is the biggest barrier to your career progression? 

11. From your perspective, what are the advantages and disadvantages of 

being a female leader? 

12. What do you think about the percentage of female leaders at top 

positions in your university? In your opinion, what factors account for 

this proportion? 

13. What recommendation would you provide so that the University Could 

engage more women in leadership positions? 
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Appendix 5: Interview questions with male participants 
 

1. What do you think about the ratio of female leaders at your institution at 

the moment?  

- Does this reflect the participation rate of women in the workforce? 

- What factors account for this ratio? 

2. How would you rate the performance and commitment of female 

leaders in your university? 

3. What are benefits and drawbacks of women as leaders? 

4. Does gender matter in decisions regarding promotion? 

- Do you think that women are at a disadvantage compared to men when 

it comes to advancement? 

- Do you think that it depends more on the women themselves rather than 

the institution? 

5. What can be done to engage more women in senior positions? 
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