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INTRODUCTION 

Foster carers are one of the most important people in the life of unaccompanied  
migrant children – children who have had to leave their homes and embark on perilous 
journeys, and that have no adult who is able to take responsibility for them. 

If your child has grown up in Viet Nam or spent a significant amount of their life in that  
country, this factsheet will help you prepare to welcome and care for them. The factsheet is 
designed to give you a basic introduction to Viet Nam with the idea that you will build your 
knowledge further through research and interactions with the child you are looking after.

WHY DO CHILDREN LEAVE VIET NAM? 

Unaccompanied migrant children and young people from Viet Nam may have left their 
country for several different reasons, which are complex and likely unique to each child. It is 
important to not make assumptions on why a child has left, but instead engage in dialogue 
(if appropriate, and not upsetting to the child) to understand the child’s perspective. Be 
mindful that the child may already have had to re-tell their story to several people before 
you, and they may not wish to do so again. 

Children – sometimes, but not always – arrive from Viet Nam because they have been 
brought to Europe to work against their wishes. When a child is moved in this way, it is 
called trafficking. 

Most are boys who have been trafficked to work in cannabis farms or similar illegal 
enterprises. Girls are often trafficked into the sex industry or brought in to work in nail 
bars. Girls occasionally work in homes as unpaid maids. 

Some children leave because their families believe they will have a better life in Europe. 
The realities of what awaits the child is often not understood or known by the families 
that send their children overseas. 

ABOUT VIET NAM 

Viet Nam is a country in Southeast Asia. It borders China, Laos 
and Cambodia. Mountains and tropical forest cover three quarters 
of the country, providing beautiful scenery. Hanoi is the capital. 
Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon) is the most highly populated 
city in Viet Nam, and the country’s economic heart. 

Viet Nam has a long and rich history. It was part of Imperial China 
for over a millennium, but an independent Vietnamese dynasty reigned until it was  
colonised by the French in 1887. The Vietnamese resistance leader, Ho Chi Minh, declared 
Vietnam’s independence from France in the 1940s, establishing a provisional communist 
state. At this time the country split in two, until elections could be held. Elections were 
never held, and the country remained divided until civil war broke out becoming what 
is usually known as the Viet Nam War. The civil war ended in 1975. 

LANGUAGE  

Vietnamese is the official language of Viet Nam and is spoken by most of the population. 
Others languages such as Tay, Muong, Cham, Khmer, Hmong and Tai-Kadai are spoken, 
depending on the region of the country. 
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FAITH AND RELIGION  

Officially, Viet Nam is a secular state. However, the country has many faiths. These  
include Buddhism, Vietnamese folk religion and Christianity, amongst others. 

FAMILY LIFE  

Family is important in Vietnamese society. The family unit is close and up to three  
generations may live under the same roof. There is usually a sense of loyalty to the family. 
Protecting family interests and reputation is often a priority. 

Age is important in the family. There is a hierarchy around firstborns which is often 
observed by younger brothers and sisters. The oldest child usually takes on the respon-
sibility of helping their parents raise the younger children. Parents have a lot of authority 
– most children respect and abide by their parents’ wishes and consider it their duty to 
care for them when they get older. 

In relationships, most Vietnamese people choose their partners, although arranged 
marriages may still occur in some rural areas. Men and women usually marry in their 
20s. Women generally have a lot of authority in the home and are highly respected  
by their children. Men and boys are often viewed as the earners and are generally not  
expected to do chores. Many married couples live in the home of the husband’s family. 

However, remember that each family is different: do not make assumptions on the 
child’s views or behaviours around family values, but ask questions (if appropriate).

CULTURE AND TRADITIONS  

Viet Nam has a rich cultural heritage and is known for its finely painted pottery and 
ceramics, bold calligraphy and its exquisitely detailed lacquer and silk paintings.  

Viet Nam’s literary traditions include folk and written literature. Folk literature consists 
of legends, fairy tales, songs and epic poems. In the 20th century novels, short stories 
and other forms of modern literature appeared. Music is important in Viet Nam and 
there are 50 national musical instruments. Young people, however, are more likely to 
listen to modern music from around the world. 

Viet Nam celebrates festivals, such as the Mid-Autumn Festival, where children parade 
the streets holding lanterns. Tết Nguyên Đán is a major celebration of the lunar New 
Year falling around Jan/Feb each year. 

Football is popular, with many following the English Premier League. Chess and dominoes 
are popular among all ages. Like young people all over the world, many Vietnamese youths 
will spend time online chatting, playing games, watching films and listening to music.
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FOOD 

Vietnamese cuisine one of the healthiest in the world as food is often fresh, prepared 
by stir frying, simmering, boiling or grilling. 

Rice, noodles and vegetables are the standard diet. A typical Vietnamese meal will  
include rice, a meat or seafood dish, a vegetable dish and soup, a dipping sauce and 
pickled vegetables. Soups or broths containing noodles are common: Pho Pho is a popular 
dish made of rice noodles, herbs and chicken or beef.  Green tea is widely drunk, along 
with coffee.

European influences are found in Bánh mì: baguettes are stuffed with fillings such as ham, 
cheese and pickled carrots. 

Preparing the right meals can help a child feel welcome in your home. It’s best not to 
assume and instead find out what they like to eat. 
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ADAPTING TO A NEW ENVIRONMENT  

Children placed in care may have escaped from their traffickers, but it is more likely that 
they are discovered during police raids on cannabis farms, brothels, restaurants, nail 
bars or other businesses exploiting these children. The child may resist being placed in 
care because they feel a sense of duty towards their traffickers, not understanding that 
they have been exploited. They may also feel worried that the traffickers will harm their 
families or that their families will be deprived of the income they were planning to send 
back home. These concerns often make the child want to return to the trafficker. 

As a carer it is incredibly important you receive advice on keeping the child safe, particularly 
if they have been a victim of trafficking. This is outside the remit of this factsheet, but 
we recommend you seek more information and/or training from relevant professionals 
and organisations. 

Remember that overall, arriving in a new country may involve a significant culture shock 
and take a great deal of adjustment. The child you are caring for will need your support 
as they come to terms with their new surroundings, difficult experiences, losses and 
uncertain future.

For Vietnamese children who arrive in Europe, differences may be overwhelming: the life-
style and values of your country can be disturbing and confusing. For example, Vietnamese 
children are generally raised to respect their elders. They may avoid eye contact with 
you because it could be regarded as disrespectful. Vietnamese children may find it difficult 
to express their feelings and may find loud conversations intimidating.  

It is important to keep communication open with your child to understand their needs, 
being aware of how your own culture also underpins your behaviour. It is vital to engage 
in dialogue with your children (if appropriate and not upsetting for the child) to help them 
settle into your home.  

This leaflet has been adapted, with permission, from original text written by Elaine Fursland and published 
by BAAF (now CoramBAAF) in 2008. The text adaptation was carried out by Henrietta Bond and IOM in 
2019 under the terms of the Fostering Across Borders (FAB) project.  

The opinions expressed in the report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM). The designations employed and the presentation of material 
throughout the report do not imply expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM concerning 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or boundaries.
 
The content of this report represents the views of the author only and is his/her sole responsibility. The Euro-
pean Commission does not accept any responsibility for use that may be made of the information it contains.
 
This document was not formally edited by the IOM Publications Unit.
_____________________________________________
© 2019 International Organization for Migration (IOM)
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