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Promoting gender equality among 
micro and small enterprises in the 
wood-processing industry – findings 
and recommendations from Viet Nam

Gender analysis of Viet Nam’s wood villages Dong Ky  
and Van Diem
Viet Nam has ratified major international human rights conventions, such as the 
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 98 on the Right to Organise and 
Collective Bargaining, ILO Convention 100 on Equal Remuneration, and ILO Convention 
111 on Discrimination (Employment and Occupation). It has made important gender 
commitments embodied in national laws, such as the Law on Gender Equality (2006)  
and the Labour Code (in force since 2021), and adopted national strategies such as  
the National Strategy on Gender Equality 2021–2030. 

While progress in the legal and policy framework is obvious, the implementation  
of gender commitments on the ground is an issue of concern. A review of the  
literature on gender-related issues facing workers in Viet Nam’s wood sector finds,  
in summary, that:

• Gender-based occupational segregation in the wood sector is pronounced.

• Gender-based pay gaps persist.

• Women are poorly represented in the sector and have limited decision-making power.

Applying finishing 
touches in Van Diem.
Photo: Pham Duc 
Thieng



2 Executive Summary - Promoting gender equality among MSMEs in the wood-processing industry - Viet Nam

The European Forest Institute (EFI) supports timber-based micro, small and medium 
enterprises (MSMEs) in the Mekong region to operate legally and sustainably.¹ In the 
context of this support, and building on the literature review, EFI conducted a gender 
analysis of Dong Ky and Van Diem, two “wood villages” in the north of Viet Nam that 
produce furniture and other timber products. The analysis aimed to identify gaps 
between national gender commitments and the situation on the ground among the 
micro- and small-scale wood processors. It also characterised the main actors along 
the villages’ timber supply chains to identify opportunities for gender-related activities 
addressing these gaps. 

Data collection was conducted through direct observations and 29 in-depth interviews 
with owners and workers of wood processing workshops, furniture and timber traders, 
and community-based organisations in Dong Ky and Van Diem. While analysis focused 
on the two wood villages, the recommendations are broadly applicable to other wood 
villages and the micro- and small-scale wood processing industry in Viet Nam.
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Through in-depth interviews, the study found that:
• Roles assigned to men and women in the wood processing sector are strongly influenced by  

the socio-cultural context and norms and traditions. This is evident in wood villages where 
gender roles tend to mirror the typical characteristics of Viet Namese rural-family structures 
and most wood processing workshops are family businesses owned by men. 

• Women in the sector earn lower wages than men because men play the main roles in key 
production activities, such as wood purchasing, sawmilling, carving and assembly. These 
higher paid activities are perceived as unsuitable for women. Business owners assign  
women to tasks seen as “lighter”, mostly in the finishing process of furniture making, such 
as sanding. These activities are paid much less. Women support financial management, 
marketing and sales, but decisions are often taken by men. Women’s contributions are  
not always visible and tend to be unrecognised.

• Women’s opportunities for vocational training are limited, in turn restricting their employment 
opportunities. Men are encouraged to learn woodworking from childhood to develop a career 
as master craftsmen, foremen and wood processing workshop owners. Men generally have 
better opportunities to access production resources than women. Most wood processing 
workshops in the wood villages, particularly in Dong Ky, are traditional operations inherited by 
the current owners from their parents and grandparents. A higher chance of inheriting a wood 
processing workshop means that men will inherit land, factories, machines, equipment and 
customers. These are important resources to maintain and develop production, make profits, 
and improve their power in the family and society. In contrast, women are usually expected to 
take care of housework and are seldom given the opportunity to learn woodworking. As a result, 
they do not have the opportunity to develop the skills they need to be hired for better paid tasks 
such as carving. Vocational training centres do not organise professional woodworking training 
that includes apprenticeships. 

• The Labour Code is not fully adhered to among household businesses in the wood processing 
sector, because it is common practice to hire workers without formal labour contracts. Women 
are disproportionately disadvantaged by the lack of adherence with labour provisions, because 
they cannot access any welfare benefits for example during pregnancy and child rearing. 
Companies that are registered as enterprises generally have greater compliance with the 
Labour Code than household timber processors. Enterprises tend to hire workers under formal 
contracts and pay monthly wages. Most household businesses pay piece rate wages and use 
informal workers. 

• In wood villages, women are more vulnerable to crises, such as market declines and material 
shortages, because their employment is more tenuous than men’s. When orders decline, business 
owners respond by reducing production and female workers are at a higher risk of losing their 
jobs. Business owners tend not to let go highly skilled carpenters (mostly men) during downtimes.  

• Some business owners utilise their family’s everyday living space as wood processing area 
and install machinery and equipment that have a negative impact on the living environment. 
This creates occupational health and safety risks and further disadvantages women who are 
responsible for taking care of the home. 

Based on the findings, the study makes the following recommendations, which are 
mainly directed at local authorities, in particular the People’s Committees of districts 
and communes. Cooperation and coordination among the relevant stakeholders are 
essential, in particular between the authorities and industry associations, as well as 
between industry associations and civil society organisations (CSOs). Coordinating 
activities with specialised administrative agencies at the provincial and district level, 
such as the Department of Industry and Trade and the Department of Labour, Invalids 
and Social Affairs, is also needed.  
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Arrangements in wood-processing workshops
• Local authorities responsible for inspecting the wood processing workshops could review 

the implementation of the Labour Code, in particular workshop arrangements and layout of 
production to detect potential occupational health and safety risks that need improvement. 
While conducting the review, they should assess the access to suitable workplace facilities 
for women, as mandated by Article 13 of the Gender Equality Law, Chapter X of the 2019 
Labour Code and Section 2 of Decree 145 enforcing the Labour Code. With the support of the 
authorities, industry associations and wood processing workshop owners could work together  
to improve the workshop arrangements.

• Improving the workshops offers an opportunity to reflect on the equipment and arrangements 
that would create better opportunities for women to be engaged in wood processing, in line 
with the policy and legal framework on gender equality in Viet Nam. 

Awareness-raising activities
• CSOs, industry associations and government authorities could cooperate to carry out 

communication activities to raise awareness about labour laws and policies associated with 
wood processing. Issues of occupational health and safety, job stability and social issues in the 
wood villages are important concerns for the government. Therefore, the coordination among 
civil society, associations and government authorities would bring about positive impacts. In 
addition, the local authorities, the People’s Committees of districts and communes/wards 
oversee the timber processors and have influence on business owners. Activities should be 
carried out in cooperation with these institutions. 

• Industry associations and CSOs could cooperate to raise awareness about gender equality, 
in particular gender roles to enhance the position of women in the family and society through 
trainings for owners of wood processing workshops, and female and male employees. For 
example, case studies telling the story of female business owners who successfully managed 
wood processing workshops might motivate other female business owners to cooperate and 
replicate the case studies.  

• CSOs and industry associations could encourage and support the establishment of 
businesswomen clubs or associations in wood villages. These clubs would promote the role of 
businesswomen and women’s ownership, and provide female business owners with access to 
information and support. The clubs could connect to the Social Policy Bank and the Division of 
Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs at district level for access to finance and support.
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Trainings 
• Government authorities, with the support of local and national industry associations, could 

disseminate knowledge about policies and laws in force on wood processing and business 
activities, and forms of support for micro and small operators. Technical trainings could be used 
for this purpose. Including topics related to production, financial management, marketing and 
sales in trainings will raise the interest of business owners. Through these trainings, business 
owners would learn about the 2019 Labour Code’s provisions and their obligation to “ensure 
gender equality and implementation of measures to promote gender equality in recruitment,  
job assignment, training, working hours and rest periods, salaries and other policies”, as  
stated in Article 136. 

• With the support of donor projects, industry associations could support timber processors with 
marketing research to better understand the preferences of different market segments, design 
new products and access new markets. Knowledge in this area will help timber processors 
develop their businesses, create more jobs and invest in machinery. This will have an impact 
on gender because households will have an incentive to pursue enterprise registration, improve 
working conditions and diversify their workforce. It will also increase the use of domestic timber 
and reduce reliance on imports.

• Government authorities and industry associations could promote enterprise registration of 
wood processing workshops, which involves:

 - Providing support on legal procedures for enterprise registration.

 - Providing information and knowledge related to the benefits of registering as enterprises.

 - Providing information and knowledge related to labour recruitment, vocational training, 
mentoring and skill improvement for employees.

 - Encouraging the implementation of social insurance policies and health insurance for 
employees.

Further studies
• Academia could conduct further in-depth studies to understand the needs and aspirations of 

female workers for vocational training. Vocational training schools and industry associations 
could follow up on the findings, including by customising training courses to encourage 
women’s participation, looking towards improving the status of female workers.  

• The Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs could support studies on wage pricing 
mechanisms for workers in wood villages, providing an objective basis and recommendations 
to reduce the gender-based income gap in villages. Industry associations and local authorities 
could follow up on the studies’ findings. 
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About the Forest Smallholders Project
Since 2016, the European Forest Institute (EFI) has been 
supporting wood-based micro, small and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs) in four Mekong countries to operate legally and 
sustainably. Under its Forest Smallholders Project, EFI has 
been testing solutions to MSMEs’ key challenges in pilot 
projects. Lessons learnt from these pilots are documented and 
disseminated nationally, regionally and internationally. Through 
its support to MSMEs, the Project promotes gender equality and 
women’s economic empowerment in the forest sector.
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