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Abstract. The growth of professional social work in Vietnam took a major step forward
in 2004, that social work was officially recognized as a profession in Vietnam when the
Vietnam Prime Minister approved Decree 32 about Developing Social Work Profession
in Vietnam, a national master blueprint to develop social work. This article gives an
overview of current challenges and solutions that are being implemented to address the
major issues that Vietnam is facing. Especially, the Vision and Orientation to development
of Professional Social Work in Vietnam in international integration. Besides that also
refers to aims at providing suggestions for maintaining the social work education in
Vietnam with professional training direction.
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Tan Tpao ynueepcumem
Bvemnam, Tyiien Kyane

Annoranus. Poct npodeccnonanpHo# conuanbHON paboThl BO BreTHaMme chemnan
Oosbiroi mrar Brepena B 2004 rony. ConmanibHas pabota Obliia o(UIMaIbHO TPU3HAHA
npodeccueii Bo BreTHame, Korga mpeMbep-MHHUCTD YTBEPAMI YKa3 32 0 pa3BUTHU
pogecCHr COUaIBFHOr0 paboTHHKA BO BheTHAMe, KOTOPHBIH SBISICTCS HAITMOHAIEHBIM
OCHOBHBIM IIPOEKTOM Pa3BUTHUS COLHAIBHON paboThL. B cTathe qaH 0030p TEKyIHX MmpooieM
U PEIIeHH, KOTOPBIE MTPUMEHSIIOTCS ISl YPETYINPOBAHHS OCHOBHBIX BOIIPOCOB, CTOSIINX
nepex BoetHamoM. B wacTHOCTH, BHICHIE U OPHEHTAINS Ha pa3BUTHE NPOPECCHOHAIBHON
COIMANBHOM paboTH BO BheTHAMe B YCIIOBHSAX MEKIYHAPOIHON HHTETPAITHH.

KuroueBble ci10Ba: conuanbHbie pabOTHUKH, COIIMATBLHOE Pa3BUTHE, COIMAIbHAS padoTa,
BLGTHaM, pa3BI/ITI/Ie BUCHUSI, BBI3SOBBI U pemeHI/m.

210 HCCICAOBAHUC (I)I/IHaHCI/IpyeTCSI YHUBEPCUTETOM Tan Tpao, BreTnam. ABTOpI)I 3adABJIAIOT

00 OTCYTCTBUU KOH(IUKTA HHTEPECOB.

Hayunas cnenmansaocts: 12.00.00 — ropuandeckue HayKu.

Introduction

To progress effectively, minimize wasted
efforts and avoid detours a developing profes-
sion should be founded on a distinct vision. In
the case of the emerging profession of social
work in developing countries such as Vietnam,
there is a need to have a shared vision and ori-
entation.

Firstly, this shared vision and orientation
can enhance consistency in accomplishing a
wide range of foundational activities such as
building governmental laws and policies, es-
tablishing educational standards and codes of
ethics, creating national and local service de-
livery systems, and promoting common dis-
course about social work within the public.

Secondly, this shared vision and orienta-
tion can help in resisting wholesale “the domi-
nance of the Western paradigm” and in devel-
oping a truly indigenous profession, that fits
the Vietnamese context and serves Vietnamese
people (Brydon & Lawihin, 2016: 192). The lat-

ter has become increasingly significant because
contemporary Vietnam is unique in its posi-
tion as one of the only remaining communist
countries in the world, a market economy but
culturally embedded in Confucianism, Taoism,
Buddhism, and local beliefs. Many developed
countries with longer histories of formal social
work systems of care provide important lessons
and models relevant in their contexts. Howev-
er, Vietnam must be cognizant of the complex
issues raised by global debates regarding “glo-
balization versus localization, Westernization
versus indigenization, multiculturalism versus
universalism, and universal versus local stan-
dards” in developing the social work system of
policy and practice (Brydon & Lawihin, 2016:
192).

While social work has a long history of
development in Western countries, it is still a
new profession in Vietnam. The Government
and the related ministries and organizations in
Vietnam were very active in developing ini-
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tiatives and plans for promoting social work
nationwide. The strategies for social work de-
velopment from 2010-2020, the decision on
employment code for social workers and sup-
port workers, the establishment of social work-
er network, annual workshops on social work
are the specific examples of the prospects for
social work development in the future. At this
early stage, social work in Vietnam has been
facing many challenges: from awareness of this
professional job to the lack of learning materi-
als, practicum places, staff and skills on super-
visions as well as the teaching staff on social
work (Hugman, Lan & Hong, 2009). However,
in the era of critical social development strat-
egy and welfare reform, social work also gets
significant social concerns and opportunities
for its development professionally. In these
strategies, it is proposed that the number of
people in a section of welfare service can be
increased and required more professional ser-
vices and support. Vietnam is trying to build
the welfare system, which is based on:

1) Welfare rights in specific social and
economic conditions;

2) The welfare coverage for all individuals
with diversity solutions;

3) The specific concerns for the vulnera-
ble groups such as the poor, the disabled peo-
ple, ethnic groups, the unemployed, the older
persons, the migrants, and victims of natural
disasters;

4) empowered approach in aspects of indi-
rect support to sustainable development;

5) the role of the State on administrat-
ing as well as the role of the social organiza-
tions in practice which widens the number of
stakeholders on this welfare reform (Vién KH-
LbXH, 2010).

Background: Social Work in Vietnam

Following a long history with a rich tra-
dition of community- and family-based altru-
ism, Vietnam began developing its social work
profession only recently. For hundreds of years,
families and local communities were primary
sources of support for people in need of help
(Oanh, 2002). Tens of thousands of Buddhist
temples embedded in every village also played
a significant role in providing food, shelter,

counseling, and spiritual support for individu-
als, families, and whole communities (Nguyen,
2014) (Table 1).

In modern times, between the end of the
Vietnam War and the early 2000s, service pro-
vision remained primarily informal. Formal
social services were provided only for the very
poor or those severely physically and mentally
affected by the war. It was not until 2010 that
the term “social work™ was re-introduced into
national public discourse when the Vietnam
Prime Minister approved Decree 32 about De-
veloping Social Work Profession in Vietnam
(Oanh, 2002; Nguyen, 2009; Nguyen, 2014).

The central government of Vietnam, es-
pecially the Ministry of Labor, Invalids, and
Social Affairs (MOLISA) under the direction
by the Prime Minister, has been playing the
leading role in the development of Vietnamese
social work. This charge to MOLISA includes
developing a Code of Ethics, practice stan-
dards, licensure, and employment and salary
standards for social workers. Working in tan-
dem with MOLISA, the Ministry of Education
and Training (MOET) is in charge of devel-
oping curriculum requirements and accred-
itations. The Ministry of Health (MOH) is in
charge of issues related to the intersection be-
tween social work and health; and the Ministry
of Internal Affairs is responsible for creating
job titles and salary standards for social work
professionals for the existing governmental job
system (Huong Nguyen, Trang Thu Nguyen &
Naomi Farber, 2017).

Challenges in Developing Professional
Social Work and Strategic Solutions
of the Vietnamese Government

in International Integration

International integration is an indispens-
able trend and is increasingly being extended
to many countries and territories, including
Vietnam. In addition to good opportunities for
comprehensive development of the country,
international integration has created challeng-
es for Vietnam in all sectors. In which, there
are great challenges to developing professional
social work both in the short and long term, di-
rectly or indirectly, such as: challenges in the
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Table 1. Summarizes the key milestones in the history of Vietnamese social work

Pre-French colonial time
(pre-1862)

— Nguyen Dynasty

Nguyen dynasty issued Dai Nam Thuc Luc Chinh Bien, specifying welfare for the
weak, the sick, and the dead

French colonial period
(1862-1945)

Institutions established for orphans, elderly, the handicapped, prostitutes and ju-
venile delinquents by the French colonial government and Catholic missionaries

Post-French colonial period
(1945-1954)

1947

Caritas School of Social Work established by the French Red Cross in Southern
Vietnam.

Vietnam

Vietnam War
(1954-1975)

1955

1957

1968

1970

— Settlements and reliefs for Catholic refugees from Northern Vietnam estab-
lished by American NGOs. Child welfare and social welfare in Southern Vietnam
supported by the U.S.

— The Vietnam Army School of Social Work and the Buddhist Youth School for
Social Service established in Saigon.

— The National Association of Schools of Social Work (NASSW) founded by Viet-
namese Ministry of Social Affairs and the United Nations.

— The Vietnam Army School of Social Work and the Buddhist Youth School for
Social Service established in Saigon.

Post American war
(1975-1986)

1975

— Vietnam War ended. The Socialist Republic of Vietnam was established. All
social work activities in the South were terminated

1986 — present
2010

2011

2013

2015

2016

2017

— Decree 32 was issued by the Vietnamese government, laying foundations for
social work development in Vietnam between 2010 and 2020.

— The Vietnam Ministry of Health approved two National 2011-2020 programs to
develop (1) hospital social work, and (2) community-based mental health services.
— Association of Vocational Training & Vocational Social Work was established.
— Ordinance Specifying the Roles and Organization of Social Work Activities in
Hospital. Ordinance Specifying Job Codes and Title Standards for Social Work
Professionals.

— The Prime Minister decided to select March 25 every year as Vietnam’s social
work day.

— The strategic plan for the development of Vietnam social work training 2017-
2020 was signed and issued by the Ministry of Labor, Invalids and Social Affairs

development of the scientific training — high-
tech. The industrial revolution 4.0 has created
enormous pressure on Vietnam’s social work
sector to solve unemployment and underem-
ployment, the rich-poor gap, social evils, and
crimes tend to increase, there are concerns
about loss of identity, assimilation of culture,
and destruction of national culture. Especially
challenges from the harshness of nature taking

place in the early years of the new millenni-
um such as epidemics, climate change, earth-
quakes, floods, etc.

Firstly, the challenge to training science
and high technology level for professional so-
cial work. Vietnam needs to have a roadmap
to train highly qualified cadres in science and
technology, from scientific researchers, tech-
nology creators, product designers to those,
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who directly plan policies, social work man-
agers and social services; requires the psycho-
logical changes, the lifestyles of all walks of
life, change the organization and management
of the system of government at all levels and
branches. These are not easy issues, which
really is a big challenge. While people’s per-
ceptions are still very limited to professional
social work, the system of legal documents on
the social work of the government is lacking,
and weak is unable to keep up with the cur-
rent process of professional social work. In
particular, the investment in infrastructure for
social work is too small, largely dependent on
the state budget. In addition, the profession-
al social work training program at universi-
ties in Vietnam has many limitations such as
the time and theoretical training program is
major, lacking or weak in practical training
and organization for students to practice at
the facilities; training content is far from re-
ality, not suitable to the needs of Vietnamese
society. Moreover, the quality of training and
the fierce competition among universities now
give rise to many big problems for society.
Without overcoming these small challenges,
in particular, the biggest challenge for Viet-
nam will be lagging far behind, compared to
other countries in the Asia-Pacific region and
the world.

There is debate about developing training
professional social work in Vietnam relates to
the understanding of the difference between
‘educations’ and ‘training’. There is a lack of
understanding about the importance of practice
as a part of the educational process in Vietnam.
This is reflected in the proportion of credits
in the degree allocated to practicum, namely
10 out of a total of 210 (that is, just under 5%)
(Durst et al., 2006: 18). In this way, it could be
said the challenges that are present in the devel-
oping Vietnamese social work education sys-
tem reflect a widespread issue for social work
around the world. In other respects, the social
work curriculum in Vietnam is following the
international standards of best practice as de-
fined by the Global Standards for Social Work
Education and Training (IASSW/IFSW, 2004).
But social work is still developing in Vietnam,
and there are relatively few practitioners with

full university qualifications in the discipline
(Richard Hugman et al., 2009).

Currently, Vietnamese science and tech-
nology products have been improved and re-
newed, but most of them still use the old tech-
nology, outdated. Technological innovation
compared to the common ground is still slow.
In the context of a difficult economy, the invest-
ment in research and technological innovation
is very limited, leaving science and technology
products lagging behind the world, reducing
their competitiveness in this area. On the oth-
er hand, technological innovation is not simply
replacing old systems with new ones, but also
need to renovate both a management system
as well as a high-quality workforce of social
work. The Vietnam Science and Technolo-
gy Development Strategy up to 2025 requires
the rate of technological innovation to reach
15-20% per year, this means that after about 5
years of social work services, the social work
management agency and Vietnamese business-
es must innovate a generation of technology. In
fact, this number is too high, that compared to
the current development of Vietnam’s profes-
sional social work, but on the other hand, it is
considered too low for Vietnam’s science and
technology (Ngo Thanh Tu, 2018).

Secondly, the challenges of industrial
revolution 4.0 in the process of developing
Vietnamese social work in international inte-
gration. In the context, that Vietnam is deeply
integrating into the world economy with the
signing of large-scale free trade agreements
such as: CPTPP Agreement; FTA with EU;
FTA with Asia-Europe economic union... Ac-
cess to the success of Industry 4.0 will create
an effective tool to help Vietnam effectively
participate in global value chains and acceler-
ate the process of industrialization and mod-
ernization of the country. However, this pro-
cess also brings many significant challenges in
the development process. Especially the field
of Vietnam socio-cultural in general and the
process of professionalization of social work in
Vietnam in particular.

1) The Industrial Revolution 4.0 poses
challenges in building and perfecting the insti-
tutional system, policies and legal framework
for the development of professional social work
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with the requirement to develop quickly, syn-
chronously but be flexible to adapt and manage
well all activities of professional social work.
It poses a serious challenge for the Vietnam-
ese government, as the social work sector is
a completely new industry compared to other
sectors. Therefore, building the institutional
system, policies and legal framework to keep
up the rapid integration process is not only a
big challenge but also difficult to implement.
Vietnam needs to have flexible, short-term and
long-term development strategies, combining
many resources to limit the current and weak
challenges of mechanisms, policies and legal
frameworks in the current reality.

2) The Industrial Revolution 4.0 also cre-
ates challenges in promoting the application of
new technological achievements, to improve
the management efficiency of state agencies in
the process of developing professional social
work. Currently, state management agencies
are operating and managing the activities of
social work in a traditional way and organiza-
tion, this way depends on direct human activi-
ties. for example: social work practice training
activities at universities often focus on surveys,
manual investigation with quantitative results,
very time consuming, the results are often not
reliable.

3) Challenges in training, improving the
qualifications and competencies of social work-
ers, those who directly trained high-quality la-
bor resources at universities, staff in the social
management system in general and researchers
and policymakers on social work management.
The resources to invest in training high-quali-
ty cadres are mainly from the state budget. In
addition, mechanisms and policies to encour-
age the staff, lecturers to improve professional
social work expertise is limited and difficult to
apply in practice. Moreover, the salary regime
and other benefits for highly qualified social
workers are not attractive enough compared
to other fields such as the economic and other
cultural. They are major challenges if the gov-
ernment does not have the evaluate and adjust
appropriately.

4) The challenge of solving new social is-
sues with the foundation of integrating many
modern technologies will have an impact on

almost all sectors of social life. Especially
employment and labor, potentially disrupting
the labor market balance, when automation
(robots) dominates many fields, the unemploy-
ment in society will increase, especially a free
and untrained workforce. Besides, the gap be-
tween poverty will increase, along with the oc-
currence of social evils and loss of social order
and security.

5) Industrial Revolution 4.0 makes a big
change in all areas of social life. According
to many experts, it is developing exponential-
ly rather than linear speed. Facing the drastic
change of society due to the impact of the 4.0
industrial revolution, the government must
make timely changes in all areas, of which pro-
fessional social work development must be the
most important factor (Dang Xuan Tam, 2018).

Thirdly, Challenges from nature and ep-
idemics to professional social work develop-
ment in the process of international integra-
tion. Climate change does not seem to be far
off for all Vietnamese. It can be said that, re-
searching and assessing climate change, the
impacts of climate change as well as proposing
solutions, strategies, and plans to cope with cli-
mate change have become global issues. As a
country located in the region strongly affected
by climate change, with a tropical monsoon cli-
mate and adjacent to the East Sea. Every year,
Vietnam is affected by many natural disasters
that are becoming more and more complicated
and show signs of increasing. Climate change
and sea-level rise have had devastating effects
and are threatening the sustainable develop-
ment of the country, especially the social work
sector faces many major problems in social se-
curity.

Assessing the impact of climate change
should be based on climate change assessment
information, i.e. knowing how the climate has
and will change. So far, there have been several
climate change assessment results in the past
and present, but still not comprehensive com-
pared to actual needs, and assessing climate
change in the future is still a big gap. With
the viewpoint of recognizing the impacts of
climate change in two aspects: the impact of
slow change and the impact of extreme climate
events, adaptation also needs appropriate strat-
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egies, roadmaps and solutions (Phan Van Tan,
2020).

From the challenges of climate change, the
social work sector must address many of the
social problems, such as employment, housing,
potential risks of insecurity and social order.
Especially, the process of professionalization
of social work will be slow compared to other
countries in the region and in the world.

Besides, Vietnam is also a country facing
great challenges from epidemics, for example,
the new strains (COVID-19). This is a great
pressure on the economy as well as all sec-
tors of Vietnamese society. Professional social
work faces new challenges in addressing spe-
cific social issues such as: develop scenarios for
disease control; find solutions to support peo-
ple to fight epidemics and stabilize their lives;
providing psychological counseling to care for
overseas Vietnamese returning home to avoid
epidemics, etc...

So far, many domestic and foreign re-
search organizations have forecasted the im-
pact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the Viet-
namese economy. However, these forecasts
are based on the epidemic situation from the
beginning of March 2020, before Europe and
the US have not been affected as hard as cur-
rently. Bloomberg forecast that Vietnam’s
growth will decrease by 0.4% (data to Febru-
ary), ADB believes that growth decreases by
0.5-1% and the bad scenario may decrease by
1.5% (Report on 10/03/2020). The Ministry of
Planning and Investment forecasts that growth
may decrease from 0.67 to 0.96%, inflation in
the range of 3.96%—4.86%, exports decreased
by 21%, imports by 16%, agriculture by 0.11%;
industry decreased by 0.24%; service sector
decreased by 0.32% (February, 4 and Febru-
ary, 10 reports). The State Bank of Vietnam
forecasts that Vietnam’s inflation will fluctuate
around 4.5% +/- 0.4% (Report on March, 12).
The research team that conducted the Vietnam
Economic University’s 2019 Vietnam Econom-
ic Assessment publication forecast growth to
decrease from 0.6 to 0.8% (data to March 7).
In the latest report (March 31, 2020), the World
Bank predicts that Vietnam’s economy in 2020
will be about 1.5% to 4.9% (National Econom-
ics University Report, 2020).

Many synchronized and flexible solu-
tions from the government and related min-
istries. In particular, the Ministry of Labor,
War Invalids and Social Affairs has been
implementing and managing social work to
minimize risks.

Firstly, the solution group develops and
trains high-quality human resources and
technology. The government concentrated the
available resources; enhance socialization to
attract financial resources from international
organizations, from domestic and foreign pri-
vate investment in the development of training
and applying technologies in the field of social
work. In particular, the government continues
to adjust the policy mechanisms and training
programs for universities, improve the quali-
ty of training and application of technology in
practice, and specific characteristics of the so-
cial work sector (Dam Huu Dac, 2016).

Secondly, continuing to invest in infra-
structure, human resources, gradually meet
and address the challenges of strong industri-
al revolution 4.0, which is creating great pres-
sure on professional social work in Vietnam.
In addition, the government has had to adjust
the operating and administrative management
for the professional social work sector, for ex-
ample: shifting from traditional management
to automation, maximizing the application of
technological equipment to liberate human
labor directly in solving modern social prob-
lems.

Thirdly, professional social work has been
actively involved with other organizations to
propagate, mobilize all people to raise aware-
ness of environmental protection, building a
healthy living environment. Actively partici-
pate in policies and solutions of the government
to reduce and repel epidemics, for example,
mandatory medical declaration for each citizen
daily, seriously implementing social isolation,
in an emergency when an epidemic breaks out.
Besides, the implementation of market price
stabilization, the cost of living of the people.
Activities to support the socially vulnerable
groups from social work services have contrib-
uted to helping Vietnam stabilize society, con-
trol diseases and limit negative impacts from
climate change.
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Vision and Orientation Develop
the Social Work Professionals
in the International Integration Process

In order for social work to become a pro-
fessional and to operate effectively from now
to 2025 and a vision to 2030, Vietnam needs to
focus all resources to well perform some of the
following urgent tasks.

Firstly, continue to promote media activ-
ities, education, social mobilization, to raise
awareness of the people and the whole society
about the role, importance, as well as the stra-
tegic significance of the development of profes-
sional social work sector in the cause of eco-
nomic development — the society in Vietnam.
That is because of the sustainable development
of the country and the survival of the people of
Vietnam; we cannot solve complex social prob-
lems between person to person with inherent
experience, with the pure political will but with
a kind heart and using the scientific approach
of social work, with the professional tools of
social work. It is the most fundamental and sus-
tainable way to solve.

Secondly, promoting scientific research
and advocating for the development of many
social policies to formulate the legal frame-
work, mechanism, and policy enacted a sepa-
rate law next time on professional social work
in Vietnam. The recognition of the law is es-
pecially important for training, developing hu-
man resources and arranging the use of profes-
sionally and semi-professionally trained staff
in this field in Vietnam.

Thirdly, forming a chain of national social
work services to all objects in society, with di-
verse and flexible criteria in the type of service.
Expand social work activities to many fields in
society such as police, court, military, hospital,
school, etc. To develop professional social work
to 2025 and vision to 2030 comprehensive in-
ternational integration. In particular, focuses
on training high-quality human resources in
social work occupations to meet the needs of
labor in rural and remote areas.

Fourthly, the orientation of developing
professional social work in Vietnam from now
to 2025 follows the development of roadmap
from vague to clear, change from amateur to

professional with ethical standards and high
professional skills, continues to inherit the
world’s professional social work knowledge
and promotes the tradition of solidarity and
mutual love of the Vietnamese people. Accord-
ing to this development roadmap, non-profes-
sional activities will be gradually eliminated,
and replaced by diversified and flexible activ-
ities with high professionalism. At the same
time, from now to 2025, we will see the strong
participation of the State subjects in the de-
velopment of social work careers in Vietnam,
so that Vietnam will quickly join in the coun-
tries with developing social work sector in the
Asia-Pacific region and the world.

Finally, strengthen international cooper-
ation on the development of the professional
social work, both multilateral, bilateral and
non-governmental, both multilateral, bilater-
al, and non-governmental, through these ac-
tivities to accumulate experience, knowledge
and mobilize additional resources for career
development in Vietnam. Besides that, expe-
rience, and investment resources are limited,
the expansion of international cooperation to
share and learn from experience is the short-
est and most effective way (Nguyen Hai Huu,
2012).

Conclusion

Although social work as a profession is
new in Vietnam, the country is quickly adopt-
ing ideas about practice standards, a code of
ethics, licensure, accreditation and other con-
temporary characteristics of a bona fide pro-
fession. This coincides with the globalization
of the social work profession and social work
education, a process that often draws on mod-
els based on the institutions, perspectives,
values, and particular histories of Western so-
cieties. It is clear that leaders in Vietnam are
keen on making social work an effective and
valued profession. At the same time, there re-
mains an urgent challenge to incorporate from
this tradition relevant knowledge and insight
while steering the profession toward the unique
needs of Vietnam, consistent with its own cul-
tural heritage and socio-political context. Cur-
rently, the Government and related ministries
have implemented several simultaneous and
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flexible solutions to adjust it such as complet-
ing policy institutions, financial investment,

politics and developing national capacity for
international integration.

human resources and expanding international
cooperation. With multiple synchronization of
solutions being implemented, professional So-
cial Work in Vietnam will meet the needs of
society and will contribute to stabilizing socio-

Data Availability

The data that support the findings of this
study are available from the corresponding au-
thor upon reasonable request.
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