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Abstract
This study examines intra-generational and intergenerational mobility of employment and income in Vietnam 
during the 2004–2014 period. It finds there was high mobility across occupations but less mobility across 
wage-job employment and economic sectors. Upward labour mobility increased over time because of the 
increase in skilled occupations. The intergenerational elasticity of earnings is estimated at around 0.36. 
Education plays an important role in increasing intra-generational as well as intergenerational mobility. The 
earning intergenerational elasticity for children with less than primary education is rather high, at 0.51, while 
this intergenerational elasticity for those with a college or university degree is much lower at 0.17.
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Introduction

Social mobility can refer to movement of individuals and households across different social posi-
tions (e.g. Behrman, 2000; Blau and Duncan, 1967; Featherman and Hauser, 1978; Torche, 2015). 
Social mobility includes intergenerational mobility and intra-generational mobility. Intergenerational 
mobility is the change of the position of a person or a household as compared with previous genera-
tions, while intra-generational mobility is the change of the position of a person or a household 
over time. Social mobility can be considered and measured in terms of education, employment and 
income. The movement can be in a downward or upward direction.
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There can be a two-way relationship between social mobility and inequality (e.g. Brunori et al., 
2013; Corak, 2013a, 2013b). In a society with high income inequality, there is a large proportion 
of very rich as well as very poor people. Family background, network and resources are important 
factors in determining education, health, and future employment and income of children (Corak, 
2013a). Children born in a rich family are more likely to be rich, while those born in a poor family 
are more likely to be poor. High inequality can reduce both intra-generational and intergenerational 
mobility. The association between intergenerational mobility and inequality is described by the 
‘Great Gatsby’ curve (Corak, 2013b). Countries with high income inequality tend to have higher 
intergenerational elasticity or low mobility of earnings across the generations.1 Increasing intra-
generational and intergenerational mobility can help reduce inequality and poverty.

Vietnam has achieved high economic growth during the recent decades. Poverty has been sig-
nificantly decreased over time (e.g. Nguyen and Tran, 2018; World Bank, 2013). The proportion 
of people below the expenditure poverty line decreased from 58.1% in 1993 to 14.5% in 2008 and 
to about 8.5% in 2014.2 However, the poverty rate remains very high in remote and mountainous 
areas where there is a high proportion of ethnic minorities. In some areas, more than 80% of peo-
ple live below the poverty line (Lanjouw et al., 2017; Nguyen, 2011). There is a large gap in living 
standards between urban and rural households as well as between Kinh majority and ethnic 
minorities.3 The absolute per capita income gap between urban and rural households increased 
from 4.8 million VND in 2004 to 6.3 million VND in 2014.4 The gap between Kinh and ethnic 
minorities was larger, at around 7 million VND in 2014. Not only the absolute income gap but 
also the relative income gap increased over time. The ratio of per capita income of Kinh to that of 
ethnic minorities increased from 2.1 in 2004 to 2.3 in 2014. Increasing social mobility for the poor 
and disadvantageous population can be an important measure to increase their income and reduce 
inequality sustainably.

Information on social mobility is useful for designing policies to increase social mobility and 
improve equality in opportunities and welfare in Vietnam. Thus, this study provides descriptive 
analysis of the situation and trend of social mobility in Vietnam, and subsequently examines fac-
tors associated with social mobility. More specifically, this study has three objectives. The first is 
to present the descriptive analysis of intra-generational mobility of income and employment mobil-
ity in Vietnam. The second is to analyse the intergenerational mobility of employment and earn-
ings. The third is to analyse the association between different factors, especially education, and 
mobility. Data used in this study are from the Vietnam Household Living Standard Surveys 
(VHLSSs) in 2004, 2008, 2010 and 2014.

There are a large number of studies on intergenerational mobility (for a review, see e.g. Black 
and Devereux, 2010; Solon, 2013; Torche, 2015). Most studies focus on analysis in the United 
States and other high-income countries. There is less empirical evidence for intra-generational as 
well as intergenerational mobility in low- and middle-income countries, possibly because of less 
availability of data sets in these countries. In Vietnam, there are two studies which estimate the 
intergenerational elasticity of education and occupation. Using the 1998 VHLSS, Hertz et  al. 
(2008) estimate the elasticity of education between parents and children at 0.58.5 Emran and Shilpi 
(2011) find a high correlation of intergenerational occupation in Vietnam using the 1993 VHLSS. 
Regarding intra-generational mobility, Brand-Weiner et al. (2015) examine the intra-generational 
mobility of income and occupation using the VHLSSs in 2004 and 2008. They find rather high 
income mobility in Vietnam. However, the mobility of employment across sectors (agriculture, 
service and industry) is small. In addition, several studies look at the poverty transition of house-
holds over time (e.g. Baulch and Vu, 2010; Nguyen, 2012; Nguyen et al., 2015). Overall, these 
studies find ethnic minorities and low education households tend to be more chronically poor than 
Kinh majority and high-education households.
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Compared with previous studies on social mobility in Vietnam, this study has several differ-
ences. Firstly, this study examines not only intra-generational mobility, but also intergenerational 
mobility in both occupational and earning outcomes. Previous studies have looked at either intra-
generational mobility or intergenerational mobility. Secondly, we use the most recent VHLSSs 
from 2004 to 2014 to examine the change in social mobility over time. Hertz et al. (2008) and 
Emran and Shilpi (2011) use data from the 1993–1998 period. Brand-Weiner et al. (2015) use more 
recent data from the 2004–2008 period. However, this study does not look at intergenerational 
mobility. Vietnam is a dynamic country in economic transition, and social mobility can differ sig-
nificantly over time. Thirdly, using regressions, we are able to investigate the association between 
several socio-economic factors (education, demography and geography) and social mobility.

The paper is structured into six sections. The second section reviews and discusses a theoretical 
framework of intra-generational mobility and intergenerational mobility. The third section dis-
cusses the data set and estimation method used in this study. Next, the fourth and fifth sections 
present empirical results of intra-generational and intergenerational mobility in Vietnam, respec-
tively. Finally, the sixth section concludes.

Theoretical framework

Social mobility has received a great deal of attention from sociologists as well as economists (e.g. 
Becker and Tomes, 1979; Behrman, 2000; Blau and Duncan; 1967; Featherman and Hauser, 1978; 
Torche, 2015). There are a large number of studies on social mobility, especially intergenerational 
mobility (for a review, see e.g. Black and Devereux, 2010; Solon, 2013; Torche, 2015). In this 
study, we examine factors that can influence the intra-generational and intergenerational mobility 
of different outcomes including income, employment and wages. These outcomes are indicators of 
the earnings of individuals and families. According to Glewwe (1991) and Ravallion and Walle 
(2003), the earning function of households depends on several factors including human capital, 
household composition (demographic variables), assets and geography. Regarding intergenera-
tional mobility, Chetty et al. (2014) find a large geographic variation within the United States. The 
geographical variation in mobility is correlated with different factors including economic level, 
education and family structure. Following these related studies, we also look at the role of four 
factor groups in explaining income and employment mobility in Vietnam (Figure 1).

The most important variable that affects mobility is education. Human capital plays an impor-
tant role in increasing productivity and economic growth (e.g. Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 2004; 
Schultz, 1997, 2002). The association between education and mobility has been well documented 
in numerous studies (e.g. Plewis and Bartley, 2014; Raaum et  al., 2006; Shavit and Blossfeld, 
1993; Tran et al., 2018). People with higher education are more likely to experience upward mobil-
ity and less likely to experiences downward mobility in employment and economic level.

Family background including demographic characteristics and economic level of households is 
found to play an important role in intergenerational mobility, especially in high-income countries 
(e.g. Björklund et al., 2009; Black and Devereux, 2010; Corak, 2013a; Piraino, 2007). In this study, 
we look at two important aspects of family backgrounds: household composition and assets. 
Family structure and family size can affect the human capital of children and indirectly influence 
their mobility (Becker and Lewis, 1973; Becker and Tomes, 1976).

Family resources (asset and economic level) have a strong effect on human capital, networks 
and employment of children (Corak, 2013a). The importance of investments in childhood educa-
tion and returns to education has been well documented (e.g. Campbell et al., 2014; Heckman, 
2012).
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Finally, social mobility differs for different geographical areas (e.g. Bloome, 2014; Torche, 
2015). Scandinavian countries have higher mobility than the United States, the United 
Kingdom and Italy (Torche, 2015). The difference in mobility can be explained by the differ-
ence in the economic context (e.g. Bloome, 2014), inequality level (Corak, 2013b; Solon, 
2004) and the difference in culture (Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). Within 
the United States, Chetty et al. (2014) find a large geographic variation in intergenerational 
mobility.

Data sets and estimation methods

Data sets

This study relies on the VHLSSs in 2004, 2008, 2010 and 2014. The VHLSSs were conducted by 
the General Statistics Office of Vietnam (GSO) with technical assistances from the World Bank. 
VHLSSs are conducted by the GSO every two years. In this study, we use the four VHLSSs to 
analyse the change over 2004–2008 and the change over 2010–2014. The surveys contain house-
hold-level and individual-level data. Data include basic demography, employment and labour force 
participation, education, health, income, expenditure, housing, lands, and participation of house-
holds in poverty alleviation programmes.

The number of households sampled in the VHLSSs 2004, 2008, 2010 and 2014 is 9188, 9189, 
9399 and 9398, respectively. The number of individuals from these sampled households in the 
VHLSSs for 2004, 2008, 2010 and 2014 is 40,437, 38,253, 36,999 and 35,520, respectively. The 
VHLSSs are representative at the urban/rural and regional level. There are panel households (1817 
households) between the 2004 VHLSS and the 2008 one. There are also panel households (1813 
households) between the 2010 VHLSS and the 2014 one. However, there are no panel data between 
the 2008 VHLSS and the 2010 one. VHLSSs since 2010 rely a different sample frame (from the 
2009 Population and Housing Census). As a result, there are no links between the 2010 VHLSS 
and the previous VHLSSs.

Figure 1.  Factors influencing social mobility.
Source: Authors’ preparation.
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Estimation methods

In addition to descriptive statistics, we use ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to examine how 
characteristics of households and individuals are correlated with their mobility. Firstly, we model 
the intra-generational mobility of income of households as follows:

	
Income Head Household Asset

Ge

j t j t j t j t, , , ,∆ = + + +

+
− − −β β β β0 1 1 1 2 1 3

oography j t j t, , ,− +1 4β  ∆
	 (1)

where Income j,∆t is the dependent variable indicating the mobility of household j across income 
quintiles between years t and t–1. As explained in the next section, we measure income mobility by 
both upward and downward mobility; that is, an increase and a decrease in income between years 
t and t–1. The explanatory variables are measured in the original year; that is, year t–1. Following 
the theoretical framework, the explanatory variables are grouped into four groups: characteristics 
of household heads (gender, ethnicity, age and education), household composition (household size, 
the proportion of children and older members in households), assets (lands) and geography (urban 
and regional dummies).

We use the panel data between the 2004 and 2008 VHLSSs to define the income mobility of 
households over the 2004–2008 period, and the panel data between the 2010 and 2014 VHLSSs to 
define the income mobility of households over the 2010–2014 period. There are no panel data 
between the 2008 and 2010 VHLSSs. Thus, we cannot use panel data techniques such as household 
fixed-effects or random-effects regressions. Instead, we use OLS regression to estimate model 1.

We also model the intra-generational mobility of employment of individuals using the follow-
ing regression:

	
Employment Characteristics Householdi j t i j t j t, , , , ,∆ = + +− −β β0 1 1 11 2

1 3 1 4

β

β β

+

+ +− −Asset Geography uj t j t i j t, , , ,∆
	 (2)

where Employmenti j, ,∆t is the dependent variable measuring the employment mobility of individ-
ual i in household j over the period t-1 and t. It should be noted that we estimate equation 1 using 
household-level data and equation 2 using individual-level data. Characteristicsi j t, , −1  are charac-
teristics of individuals including age, gender, ethnicity and education. Equation 2 also contains 
household-level control variables. The mobility of employment is defined by the change in employ-
ment over the 2004–2008 period and by the change over the 2010–2014 period.

Equations 1 and 2 model the intra-generational mobility. To model the intergenerational mobil-
ity, we have to combine data on parents and their children. We first estimate a model of the change 
in employment between parents and children:

	
Diff employment Children Parent

Household

i j i j j

j

_ , ,= + + +β β β

β
0 1 2

3 ++ + +Asset Geography uj j i jβ β4 5 ,
	 (3)

where Diff employmenti j_ ,  is the dependent variable indicating the difference in employment 
between a child i and his/her parent in family j. It should be noted that we limit the sample to those 
who are living with their parents. In VHLSSs, there are no data on parents of an individual, if the 
parents are not living with him/her in the same household. Thus each individual is living with at 
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least one parent. For simplicity, we define a parent as the one who has higher wage; that is, if a 
mother has higher wages than a father, the mother is defined as the parent and vice versa. We will 
measure employment by different variables including occupational skills, wage-paying job, and 
economic sector. Using these variables, we can define upward or downward intergenerational 
mobility of employment (see the empirical section for detailed definition).

Explanatory variables in equation 3 include characteristics of both individuals and their parents. 
Other explanatory variables include household composition, assets, and geography of households.

An important issue of analysis of intergenerational mobility is intergenerational correlations of 
earnings or intergenerational elasticity. In this study, we use OLS regression to estimate the inter-
generational elasticity. More specifically, we regress log of annual wages of children on log of 
annual wages of parents as follows:

	 Log wage Log wage Age Agechildren parent children childr( ) = + ( ) + +α β een
2 +ε 	 (4)

The coefficient of log of annual wages of parents is the estimate of the intergenerational elastic-
ity, which measures by how many percent the wages of children change if their parents’ wages 
increase by 1%. The above model is widely used to estimate the intergenerational elasticity of 
earnings in empirical studies (Black and Devereux, 2010). Since we do not have data on perma-
nent wages in the VHLSSs, we use wages in the year of surveys. To correct for the life-cycle 
problem, in which wages vary across age, we control age of children in regression. For compari-
son with other studies on the intergenerational elasticity, we do not control for explanatory vari-
ables in equation 4.

Finally, it should be noted that we use OLS regressions to estimate equations from 1 to 4. The 
effect of explanatory variables in OLS regression can be biased if the explanatory variables are 
correlated with unobserved variables. Effect estimates of exogenous explanatory variables consist-
ing of age, gender and ethnic minorities are unbiased. However, for endogenous variables such as 
education, household composition and assets, the estimates can be biased. For these variables, 
regression results should be interpreted as association instead of the causal effect on mobility.

Intra-generational employment mobility

Income mobility

We first examine mobility of households across economic classes using panel data between the 
2004 and 2008 VHLSSs, and between the 2010 and 2014 VHLSSs. As mentioned above, there are 
no panel data between the 2008 and 2010 VHLSSs. Households are grouped into income quintiles. 
Table 1 presents the proportion of households who moved up and moved down across income 
quintiles over the 2010–2014 period. In Table A.1 in the Appendix, we present the analysis of 
mobility over the 2004–2008 period for comparison. Overall, the mobility trend does not change 
significantly over time. For example, 45% of households in the bottom quintile in 2004 moved to 
a higher income quintile in 2008, while this figure was 37% during the 2010–2014 period. To avoid 
repetition, we use the results of income mobility over the 2010–2014 period for interpretation.

In addition to income mobility from the lowest income quintile to a higher income quintile, 
Table 1 also presents mobility from the 40% lowest income quintiles to a higher income quintile. 
We select the two bottom quintiles to examine how households below the average improve their 
economic position over time. We aim to examine characteristics of people who can move from 



376	 Journal of Asian and African Studies 55(3)

T
ab

le
 1

. 
In

co
m

e 
m

ob
ili

ty
 o

f h
ou

se
ho

ld
s 

ov
er

 2
01

0–
20

14
.

H
ou

se
ho

ld
 g

ro
up

s
U

pw
ar

d 
m

ob
ili

ty
D

ow
nw

ar
d 

m
ob

ili
ty

In
co

m
e 

ch
an

ge

%
 m

ov
in

g 
up

 fr
om

 
th

e 
bo

tt
om

 2
0%

 in
 

20
10

 t
o 

a 
hi

gh
er

 
qu

in
til

e 
in

 2
01

4

%
 m

ov
in

g 
up

 fr
om

 
th

e 
bo

tt
om

 4
0%

 in
 

20
10

 t
o 

a 
hi

gh
er

 
qu

in
til

e 
in

 2
01

4

%
 m

ov
in

g 
do

w
n 

fr
om

 t
he

 t
op

 4
0%

 
in

 2
01

0 
to

 a
 lo

w
er

 
qu

in
til

e 
in

 2
01

4

%
 m

ov
in

g 
do

w
n 

fr
om

 t
he

 t
op

 2
0%

 
in

 2
01

0 
to

 a
 lo

w
er

 
qu

in
til

e 
in

 2
01

4

A
bs

ol
ut

e 
ch

an
ge

 in
 

pe
r 

ca
pi

ta
 in

co
m

e 
20

10
 0

–2
01

4 
(F

ie
ld

s 
an

d 
O

k 
(1

99
9)

 in
de

x)

R
el

at
iv

e 
ch

an
ge

 in
 p

er
 

ca
pi

ta
 in

co
m

e 
20

10
–2

01
4

G
en

de
r 

of
 h

ou
se

ho
ld

 h
ea

d
M

al
e

40
.5

17
.8

11
.9

43
.0

56
52

.4
61

.9
Fe

m
al

e
35

.1
11

.0
11

.9
36

.6
42

57
.6

47
.8

Ag
e 

of
 h

ou
se

ho
ld

 h
ea

d
A

ge
 1

5–
30

15
.6

2.
4

16
.6

53
.0

34
40

.5
45

.5
A

ge
 3

1–
60

39
.2

13
.2

11
.6

37
.5

46
83

.6
51

.7
Ed

uc
at

io
n 

of
 h

ou
se

ho
ld

 h
ea

d
<

 P
ri

m
ar

y
31

.4
8.

1
19

.4
48

.2
33

55
.8

55
.6

Pr
im

ar
y

34
.7

8.
5

12
.6

58
.4

44
89

.3
60

.4
Lo

w
er

-s
ec

on
da

ry
46

.9
11

.9
12

.1
38

.2
43

14
.8

50
.2

U
pp

er
-s

ec
on

da
ry

42
.1

19
.7

4.
7

31
.8

55
44

.7
54

.1
Po

st
-s

ec
on

da
ry

71
.3

22
.7

3.
8

30
.9

63
48

.2
43

.3
Ru

ra
l/u

rb
an

R
ur

al
35

.8
10

.9
15

.0
44

.7
41

98
.6

54
.5

U
rb

an
45

.2
17

.0
3.

3
32

.0
56

56
.3

46
.0

Et
hn

ici
ty

 o
f h

ou
se

ho
ld

 h
ea

d
K

in
h

48
.7

13
.4

9.
3

37
.9

49
64

.0
51

.2
Et

hn
ic

 m
in

or
iti

es
18

.7
5.

0
35

.7
47

.8
24

79
.9

52
.7

T
ot

al
36

.5
12

.6
11

.9
38

.4
45

97
.0

51
.3

So
ur

ce
: E

st
im

at
es

 fr
om

 V
ie

tn
am

 L
iv

in
g 

St
an

da
rd

 S
ur

ve
ys

 2
01

0 
an

d 
20

14
.



Nguyen and Nguyen	 377

poorest and near poorest quintiles to higher quintiles. The trend of income mobility from the 40% 
lowest quintiles is rather similar to the trend of income mobility from the 20% lowest quintile.

It shows that urban households are more likely to move up than rural households. Kinh and 
ethnic minorities have a large difference in the mobility rate. Over the 2010–2014 period, around 
19% of ethnic minorities in the bottom quintile moved to a higher income quintile, while this figure 
for Kinh was 49%.

Income mobility of households is correlated with characteristics of household heads. In 
VHLSSs, household heads are defined as those who have the most power in the household’s deci-
sions. Around 22% of households have female heads. However, around two-thirds of female heads 
are single or divorced. It means that female-headed households tend to have a lower household size 
and are different from male-headed households. Male-headed households and female-headed ones 
have different mobility rates. However, the difference is not very large. Over the 2010–2014 period, 
35% of female-headed households and 41% of male-headed households escaped from the bottom 
income quintile.

Income mobility is also correlated with age of household head. Households with young heads 
are substantially less likely to be mobile than those with older heads. Over the 2010–2014 period, 
39% of households with heads aged 31–60 moved from the bottom quintile to a higher quintile, 
while only 16% of households with heads below the age of 31 moved from the bottom quintile to 
a higher quintile. Young people have less experience and find it more difficult to achieve upward 
mobility.

Education plays an important role in obtaining better employment and earnings. The returns to 
education have consistently been found to be high in both developed and developing countries 
(Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 2004; Schultz, 1997, 2002). Table 1 shows the important role of 
education, especially post-secondary education (college and above) in income mobility. Seventy 
one percent of households with heads with post-secondary education moved from the bottom to a 
higher income quintile over the 2010–2014 period. For households with heads with a lower level 
of education, these corresponding figures are just 31% and 35%.

We also look at the downward mobility from a higher income quintile to lower income quintiles. 
Households with young heads are more likely to move down. Education plays an important role in 
reducing the downward mobility of households. Kinh and urban households are less likely to have 
downward mobility than ethnic minority and rural households.

In the last two columns of Table 1, we estimate the absolute and relative income mobility 
indexes (Fields and Ok, 1996, 1999). The absolute change index is equal to the average of the 
absolute difference between the 2010 income and the 2014 income. The relative change index is 
equal to the average of the absolute change divided by the per capita income in the base year  
(i.e. 2010 in Table 1).6 Table 1 shows that female-headed households have lower mobility than 
male-headed households. Households with young heads are less likely to be mobile than those with 
older heads. Households with highly educated heads have a higher absolute mobility than those 
with low education. However, since the base income of households with highly educated heads is 
higher, their relative mobility is lower.

Table 2 reports OLS regressions of the probability of upward and downward income mobility 
over the 2010–2014 period (the regression model is presented in equation 1). The regression analy-
sis for the 2004–2008 period is presented in Table A.2 in the Appendix. Unlike the descriptive 
analysis is Table 1, the regression model reports the partial correlation between an explanatory 
variable and the dependent variable once other explanatory variables are controlled for. It shows 
that gender and age of household heads are not strongly correlated with income mobility after other 
explanatory variables are controlled for. Compared with Kinh, ethnic minorities are more likely to 
move down but less likely to move up in income mobility. Households with highly educated heads 
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are more likely to move up and less likely to move down. They are also more mobile than house-
holds with heads with a lower level of education.

Interestingly, household composition is also correlated with income mobility. Households with 
more children and more elderly people tend to have lower income mobility. They are less likely to 
move up to a higher quintile, but more likely to move down to a lower income quintile. Clearly, 
more dependants create more burdens for households to increase their income. Agricultural land is 
not important for income mobility. Having more land might restrict households to agricultural 
production, and they are less likely to move.

There are no large differences in income mobility between urban and rural households. 
Regarding the regional variables, households in South East – the richest region in Vietnam – have 
the highest income mobility than household in other regions.

Employment mobility

In this section, we examine the intra-generational mobility of employment of individuals. We look 
at three aspects of employment including occupational skills, wage jobs and employment sectors. 
The definition of occupational skills is similar to Brand-Weiner et al. (2015). The categories are 
unskilled manual, skilled manual (e.g. craft and related trades workers, machine operators) and 
non-manual (e.g. service and sales workers, technicians, managers). Non-manual occupation is 
considered as highly skilled. Table 3 shows that the share of unskilled workers decreased remark-
ably over time. The proportion of individuals aged 15–60 in unskilled employment was 72.3% in 
2004 and 44.9% in 2014. The share of self-employed workers decreased from 66.5% in 2004 to 
57.0% in 2014. The share of wage workers increased over time, indicating the expansion of the 
formal sector. The employment sector is classified into agriculture, industry and services. Workers 
in the agricultural sector tend to have lower skills and income than workers in the other two sectors. 
Over the 2004–2014 period, the number of agricultural workers decreased, and they moved to the 
service and industrial sectors. The share of workers by employment sectors for different population 
subgroups in 2014 is presented in Table A.3 in the Appendix.

Figure 2 presents the occupational mobility from unskilled to skilled and manual occupations 
over time (defined using panel data of VHLSSs). Among the unskilled workers in 2004, 17% of 
them became skilled or non-manual workers in 2008. The upward mobility of occupation increased 
over the period 2010–2014. Twenty-four percent of the unskilled workers in 2010 had a skilled 
manual or non-manual occupation in 2014. Occupational mobility increased for all the population 
subgroups including ethnic minorities, Kinh majority, urban and rural people, male and female, 
young and older, and people with different education levels. However, there is a large gap in occu-
pational mobility between urban and rural people, between Kinh and ethnic minority people, and 
between people with different education levels. Having high education plays an important role to 
change from unskilled to skill jobs.

In Table 4, we analyse employment mobility over the 2010–2014 period in more detail. The 
analysis of employment mobility over the 2004–2008 period is presented in Table A.4 in the 
Appendix. It shows that 23.6% of unskilled workers in 2010 found skilled or non-manual jobs in 
2014. However, there was also downward mobility: 19.7% of skilled and non-manual workers in 
2010 had unskilled jobs in 2014. The movement between self-employed work and wage work and 
between farm and non-farm sectors was quite low.

There are only small differences in employment mobility between men and women. Regarding 
age, young people had higher movement from self-employed to employed employment, and lower 
movement from employed to self-employed employment than older people. Having a higher level 
of education helps people find a skilled or non-manual job and reduce the downward change from 
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Table 3.  Employment of individuals aged 15–60 over time.

Years Occupation Employment Sector

Unskilled 
manual

Skilled 
manual

Non-
manual

Self-
employed

Wage 
earner

Agriculture Industry Service

2004 72.3 15.2 12.5 66.5 33.5 52.7 19.8 27.6
2008 64.6 20.1 15.3 63.5 36.5 49.4 22.1 28.6
2010 48.1 26.8 25.1 60.5 39.5 42.9 25.5 31.6
2014 44.9 28.8 26.3 57.0 42.2 43.0 24.7 32.1

Source: Estimates from pooled data of Vietnam Living Standard Surveys 2004, 2008, 2010 and 2014.

Figure 2.  The percentage of people moving from unskilled to skilled occupations.
Source: Estimates from VHLSSs.

a skilled to an unskilled job. Rural people and ethnic minority people are less likely to move up but 
more likely to move down in employment than urban and Kinh people.

Table 5 presents the regressions of mobility of occupation over the 2010–2014 period. The 
dependent variables include the change in occupation, employment status and economic sectors. 
The analysis of the 2004–2008 period is presented in Table A.5 in the Appendix. It shows that men 
are less likely to move down from skilled and non-manual occupation to unskilled occupation than 
women. They are more likely to move from self-employed to employed (wage) work than women.

Age is not correlated with occupation movement. However, there is a negative relationship 
between age and the probability of moving from self-employed to wage jobs. As age increases, the 
probability of moving from self-employed to wage jobs decreases at a decreasing rate.

Education plays an important role in labour mobility from unskilled to skilled employment. 
Compared with people without education, having a college or university degree increases the 
probability of moving up from unskilled to skilled or non-manual occupation by 0.19. It also 
reduces the probability of moving down from skilled and manual occupation to unskilled occupa-
tion by 0.23.
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Education is less correlated with the employment and sector movement. The regression results 
show that education is not correlated with the movement from self-employed to employed works 
as well as the movement from agricultural to non-agricultural work. However, a high level of edu-
cation reduces the downward movement from employed to self-employed work and from non-
agricultural to agricultural work.

Overall, household composition such as household size and age structure of household mem-
bers is not correlated with the employment mobility of household members. However, having more 
agricultural land increases the movement from employed to self-employed work and the move-
ment from non-agricultural to agricultural work. Urban and regional variables also matter in mobil-
ity of employment, especially the mobility between agricultural and non-agricultural sectors.

Intergenerational mobility

Intergenerational employment mobility

In this section, we analyse the intergenerational mobility of employment; that is, a correlation 
between parents’ employment and children’s employment. We use the sample of children and par-
ents who are still working and living in the same family. The children are aged from 15 to 60. We 

Table 4.  Employment mobility of individuals over 2010–2014.

Groups Occupation mobility Wage-job mobility Sector mobility

% moving up 
from unskilled 
to skilled and 
non-manual

% moving down 
from skilled and 
non-manual to 
unskilled

% moving 
from self-
employed to 
wage jobs

% moving 
from wage 
jobs to self-
employed

% moving from 
agricultural 
to non-
agricultural

% moving 
from non-
agricultural to 
agricultural

Gender
Male 25.20 17.01 21.06 19.30 14.65 15.73
Female 22.11 22.97 12.71 22.32 14.35 17.53
Age
Age 15–30 23.18 15.08 30.64 13.54 16.85 13.28
Age 31–60 23.72 21.15 12.97 23.86 13.82 17.80
Education
less than primary 
education

17.08 34.24 14.28 24.43 9.03 32.52

Primary 23.04 29.90 17.11 28.89 12.38 20.71
Lower-secondary 25.03 24.28 17.84 24.41 19.83 22.97
Upper-secondary 35.22 16.33 14.99 18.58 22.44 8.51
Post-secondary 41.18 5.45 12.82 9.75 16.26 4.61
Rural/urban
Rural 21.34 25.95 17.63 23.94 13.89 24.55
Urban 40.82 9.74 10.51 12.94 21.72 4.76
Ethnicity
Kinh 29.38 18.75 15.20 18.77 17.25 13.21
Ethnic minorities 10.84 37.12 19.92 31.10 8.09 57.29
Total 23.58 19.69 16.23 20.43 14.49 16.55

Source: Estimates from Vietnam Living Standard Surveys 2010 and 2014.
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define ‘parent’ as the one who has higher wages; that is, if a mother has higher wages than a father, 
the mother is defined as the parent and vice versa.

Figure 3 shows that in 2004, among children who had a parent with an unskilled occupation, 
19% of them were able to find skilled or non-manual jobs. In other words, 81% of children had an 
unskilled occupation like their parents. Occupation mobility greatly improved in 2014. Thirty-
eight percent of children with unskilled parents found a skilled or non-manual occupation. One 
reason for this upward mobility is the increase in skilled and non-manual employment over the 
2004–2014 period.

Upward occupational mobility is higher for female and older people than for male and younger 
people. Education plays an important role in improvement in intergenerational mobility of occupa-
tional skills. Eighty percent of people with a college or university degree whose parents are 
unskilled, have a skilled or non-manual occupation. Urban and Kinh people are more likely to have 
a skilled and non-manual occupation than rural and ethnic minorities.

Table 6 presents the intergenerational mobility of employment in 2014 by different types of 
employment and difference characteristics of individuals. This table presents not only upward but 
also downward intergenerational mobility of employment. The analysis of intergenerational 
employment mobility in 2004 is presented in Table A.6 in the Appendix.

It shows that 27.7% of children with parents in skilled or non-manual jobs had an unskilled occu-
pation. This is regarded as downward intergenerational mobility. This downward rate is very high 
for ethnic minorities. Sixty-seven percent of ethnic minority children had unskilled occupations 
though their parents had skilled or non-manual occupations. Kinh and urban people, especially those 
with a high level of education, have a low rate of intergenerational skill downward.

Over time, there has been an expansion in the formal sector as well as the non-farm sector. The 
proportion of wage workers and non-agricultural workers tends to increase over time. In 2014, 
44.9% of children with self-employed parents found wage jobs. On the other hand, around 22% of 
children with parents in wage jobs were self-employed workers. Intergenerational movement from 

Figure 3.  Upward intergenerational mobility from unskilled parents to skilled children (in %).
Source: Estimates from VHLSSs 2004 and 2014.
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agricultural to non-agricultural sectors is higher than intergenerational movement from non-agri-
cultural to agricultural sectors.

Table 7 presents the OLS regression of intergenerational employment mobility using pooled 
samples of VHLSSs 2004, 2008, 2010 and 2014. It shows that men are less likely to have upward 
intergenerational mobility and more likely to have downward intergenerational mobility than 
women. There is an inverted-U shape between upward intergenerational mobility and age. As age 
increases, the probability of having a better job than one’s parents increases. However, after achiev-
ing a peak, the probability of having a better job than one’s parents decreases with age.

Ethnic minorities have a lower probability of upward intergenerational mobility but a higher 
probability of downward intergenerational mobility than Kinh people. Education plays an impor-
tant role in intergenerational employment. Having a collge or university degree improves intergen-
erational employment substantially more than having lower educational degrees.

Intergenerational elasticity

We estimate intergenerational elasticity using equation 4 and pooled data from VHLSSs 2004, 
2008, 2010 and 2014. Figures 4–6 present estimates of the intergenerational elasticity or the inter-
generational coefficient for different groups of people.

Figure 4 presents the intergenerational elasticity between fathers and sons/daughters and the 
intergenerational elasticity between mothers and sons/daughters. It shows that intergenerational 
elasticity is quite similar between different pairs of parents and children. However, intergenera-
tional elasticity is higher between parents and sons than between parents and daughters. It means 
that girls tend to have higher income mobility than boys.

In Figure 5, we estimate the intergenerational elasticity of children’s wages with respect to the 
parent who earns a higher wage. The intergenerational elasticity is 0.36, which implies that if the 
parents’ wage increases by 1%, their children’s wage increases by 0.36%. The higher value of 
intergenerational elasticity means the low intergenerational mobility. This value is similar to sev-
eral countries such as Germany and Japan, but lower than France, the United Kingdom and the 
United States, and higher than Canada, Australia and the Nordic countries (according to the esti-
mates in Blanden, 2013; Corak, 2013a). Vietnam also has a lower intergenerational elasticity than 
several middle-income countries such as China (0.62 according to Gong et al., 2012), Brazil (0.58 
according to Ferreira and Veloso, 2006) and Malaysia (0.54 according to Grawe, 2004).

Figure 5 also shows that intergenerational mobility was slightly higher in 2014 than in 2004. 
Intergenerational mobility is higher for urban and Kinh people than for rural and ethnic minority 
people.

Figure 6 shows higher intergenerational mobility for women than for men. The intergenera-
tional elasticity is very similar between young and older people. Figure 6 shows the important role 
of education in improving intergenerational mobility. Intergenerational elasticity for children with 
less than primary education and those with a college or university degree is 0.51 and 0.17, respec-
tively. It indicates that compared with highly educated people, the wages of people with a lower 
level of education are more likely to depend on the wages of their parents.

Conclusion

In this study, we examine intra-generational and intergenerational mobility of employment and 
income in Vietnam over the 2004–2008 and 2010–2014 periods. We find rather high mobility 
across income quintiles. Forty-five percent of households in the bottom quintile in 2004 moved to 
a higher income quintile in 2008. The income mobility tended to decrease over time. Thirty-seven 
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Figure 4.  Intergenerational elasticity between father, mother and son, daughter.
Source: Estimates from VHLSSs 2004, 2008, 2010 and 2014.

Figure 5.  Intergenerational elasticity by rural/urban and ethnicity.
Source: Estimates from VHLSSs 2004, 2008, 2010 and 2014.

percent of households in the bottom quintile in 2010 were able to move to a higher income quintile 
in 2014. There was high mobility by occupational skills but less mobility by employment status 
and sectors.

Compared with Kinh people, ethnic minorities are more likely to move down but less likely to 
move up across income quintiles. Ethnic minorities also have a higher probability of downward 
employment mobility than Kinh people. Households with highly educated heads are more likely to 
move up and less likely to move down than households with heads with a lower level of education. 
Education also plays an important role in labour mobility from unskilled to skilled employment. 
Higher education reduces the probability of downward employment mobility. Household composi-
tion variables such as household size, the age structure of household members, gender and age of 
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household heads also matter in income and employment mobility, but at a substantially lower 
magnitude than ethnicity and education.

The intergenerational elasticity of earnings for parents and children is estimated at around 0.36. 
Intergenerational elasticity is very similar for 2004 and 2014. Intergenerational mobility is higher 
for urban and Kinh people than for rural and ethnic minority people. It indicates that less-advan-
taged people have lower intergenerational mobility. The analysis shows the important role of edu-
cation in improving intergenerational mobility. The intergenerational elasticity for children with 
less than primary education and those with post-secondary education is 0.51 and 0.17, respectively. 
Education also plays an important role for improvement in intergenerational occupation mobility. 
With post-secondary education, 80% of people whose parents are unskilled have skilled or non-
manual occupation.

Findings from this study suggest that the government should provide tertiary education and 
vocational training, especially for the poor and ethnic minorities. Currently, the poor and ethnic 
minorities in Vietnam receive a reduction in and an exemption for tuition fees. However, tuition 
fees account for a relatively small proportion of the total education expenditure. Thus, education 
subsidies and preferential loans can be provided for poor and disadvantaged students.
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Notes

1.	 There is an argument that the ‘Great Gatsby’ curve might not hold within every country because of 
different country contexts. For example, Bloome (2014) finds little correlation between inequality and 
mobility in the United States.

2.	 For poverty measurement in Vietnam, see, for example, Nguyen (2011) and Nguyen and Tran (2014).
3.	 There are 54 ethnic groups in Vietnam, in which the Kinh majority accounts for 85% of the population. 

Kinh people tend to live in delta areas, and have higher living standards than other ethnic minorities. Hoa 
(Chinese) people are a rich group and also live in delta areas. Thus, Hoa people are often grouped with 
Kinh people in studies on household welfare in Vietnam.

4.	 In 2014, one US dollar was equivalent to 22,000 VND.
5.	 Intergenerational elasticity is a measure of the sensitivity of a variable of children to a chance in the 

variable of parents. For example, in Hertz et al. (2008), the elasticity of education between parents and 
children at 0.58 means that a 1% increase in the number of years of schooling of parents is associated 
with a 0.58% increase in the number of years of schooling of children.

6.	 More specifically, the average absolute income change is computed as follows: I
n

Y Y
j

n

j
f

j
i= −

=
∑1
1

, and 

the relative absolute income change is computed as follows: I Y Y Y
j

n

j
f

j
i

j

n

j
i= −

= =
∑ ∑
1 1

/ , where Yj
i f,  is the 

income level of individual or household j in the initial (i) or final (f) period, and n is the number of indi-
viduals or households in the data set.
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Table A.3.  Employment of individuals aged 15-60 in 2014.

Individual groups Occupation Employment Sector

Unskilled 
manual

Skilled 
manual

Non-
manual

Self-
employed

Wage 
earner

Agricul-
ture

Industry Service

Gender
Male 42.5 35.8 21.7 50.9 49.1 41.4 29.1 29.5
Female 47.4 21.6 31.0 63.3 36.7 45.0 20.2 34.8
Age
Age 15-30 45.7 29.2 25.2 45.9 54.1 39.9 30.2 29.9
Age 31-60 44.6 28.7 26.8 61.9 38.1 44.6 22.3 33.0
Education
Less primary 68.8 22.1 9.1 69.8 30.2 68.2 15.2 16.6
Primary 55.5 30.4 14.2 66.3 33.7 53.9 25.1 21.0
Lower-secondary 52.2 31.9 15.8 67.8 32.2 48.9 28.1 23.0
Upper-secondary 36.1 32.3 31.6 56.0 44.0 32.0 29.8 38.2
Post-secondary 9.7 25.7 64.6 22.2 77.8 10.7 23.8 65.6
Rural/urban
Rural 54.9 29.0 16.1 64.0 36.0 55.3 23.3 21.4
Urban 22.1 28.4 49.6 41.0 59.0 15.6 28.0 56.4
Ethnicity
Kinh 37.9 32.3 29.9 52.6 47.4 35.7 27.9 36.4
Ethnic minorities 81.6 11.0 7.4 79.8 20.2 82.1 8.2 9.6

Source: Estimates from VHLSS 2014.

Table A.4.  Employment mobility of individuals over 2004-2008.

Individual 
groups

Moving up 
from unskilled 
to skilled and 
non-manual

Moving down 
from skilled and 
non-manual to 
unskilled

Moving 
from self-
employed to 
wage jobs

Moving 
from wage 
jobs to 
employed

Moving from 
agricultural 
to non-
agricultural

Moving 
from non-
agricultural to 
agricultural

Gender
Male 23.04 24.61 23.22 24.06 19.52 14.31
Female 11.99 26.43 13.60 24.59 15.46 14.43
Age
Age 15-30 22.56 24.99 34.25 19.70 23.76 11.47
Age 31-60 15.38 25.43 12.77 26.33 15.33 15.49
Education
Less primary 10.70 55.72 16.11 32.37 9.87 19.79
Primary 15.72 32.05 18.49 25.69 16.45 17.15
Lower-
secondary

19.60 31.71 17.19 30.91 20.47 17.58

Upper-
secondary

25.50 21.99 22.73 18.64 27.18 11.10

Post-secondary 27.78 12.10 13.99 12.12 30.21 7.22
Rural/urban
Rural 16.82 29.00 17.88 27.25 17.27 19.96
Urban 20.16 18.61 16.66 15.08 19.80 4.13
Ethnicity
Kinh 20.13 25.14 17.60 21.98 20.78 13.65
Ethnic 
minorities

3.28 28.92 18.18 44.90 5.41 34.77

Total 17.24 25.31 17.69 24.24 17.42 14.36

Source: Estimates from VHLSSs 2004 and 2008.
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