
VULNERABILITIES AND RISKS OF EXPLOITATION
ENCOUNTERED BY VIETNAMESE MIGRANT WORKERS

RESEARCH BRIEF

This qualitative research explores vulnerabilities and risks of exploitation faced by Vietnamese
migrant workers during recruitment and deployment, employment at the destination country, and
upon return to Viet Nam.

KEY LEARNINGS
The findings of this study suggest that Vietnamese migrant workers are vulnerable to and face
risks of labour exploitation throughout their labour migration journey, and highlight the following
areas:

Recruitment fees and related costs and associated debt 

Lack of transparency of recruitment fees and related costs

During recruitment, recruitment agencies do not always follow Vietnamese regulations related to
recruitment fees and related costs charging prospective migrant workers above legal limits.

Deceptive recruitment and employment practices

Lack of effective grievance mechanisms for migrant workers

Regulation of international labour migration

Business commitment to ethical recruitment and decent work standards
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1 Official term in line with the ILO definition of recruitment fees and related costs. Hereinafter referred to as fees and costs.



To repay debts incurred during the recruitment process, respondents reported they often had
little option but to proceed with migration.

Deceptive recruitment and employment practices

Job descriptions and employment contracts were often not available in Vietnamese language, with
prospective migrant workers not given clear explanations of future employment terms and
conditions.

At the workplace at destinations, some respondents saw wages withheld and deductions made
without their consent, others reported passport retention, forced and non-paid overtime as well as
inadequate accommodation. 

At first, the company kept my passport for one and a half years. (woman, aged 26, migrated to
Japan)

There were recruitment requests for factory, agricultural and construction jobs, each had a
different fee. Mine was a construction and mechanics request. The fee was USD 7,500–8,000. At
the time of my migration, they charged a high cost and the company charged a high fee, plus the
broker fee. A lot of money was spent. (man, aged 30, migrated to Japan)

Lack of effective grievance channels

Throughout labour migration process, there seemed to be limited avenues for formal or informal
support and recourse for respondents, who were also reluctant to raise grievances with labour
unions for fear of repercussions from employers and being sent home. No forms of grievance
mechanisms established by employers or recruitment agencies were apparent from respondent
interviews nor were migrant worker linkages to diplomatic missions and labour attaches.

Limited reintegration options and re-migration

Upon return, returnees struggled to re-engage with the domestic labour market and commonly
encountered positions not paid well, not matching skills acquired overseas or simply not available.
Respondents experienced delays in claiming back pre-departure deposits from recruitment
agencies. Returnees also faced difficulties in reintegrating back into life at home. Together, the lack
of employment and an inability to resettle were key drivers for repeated migration.

When returning home, I was determined to build my career in Viet Nam. But it was difficult. My
income is not enough to provide for my wife and children, so I plan to work abroad [even though] in
the beginning I was determined not to. (FGD men, aged 29–39, migrants to the Republic of
Korea)

Gender-specific vulnerabilities

Women migrant workers seem to face additional vulnerabilities and risks of labour exploitation
due to being limited to lower-paid sectors that demand longer hours, overtime or taking up
additional paid jobs outside of main employment to pay back debts. Sexual harassment and being
fearful of working and living environments were also reported. Women returnees also faced the
risk of community stigmatization due to absences from family.



CONCLUSIONS
Study respondents associated unethical practices throughout their labour migration journeys with
gaps or insufficient enforcement of regulation of recruitment agencies. Lack of transparent,
accurate and timely information as well as the burden of debt from excessive recruitment fees and
related costs heightened migrant workers’ vulnerabilities and risks of exploitation. The pressure to
pay off debt coupled with passport retention, unlawful salary deductions, forced or unpaid
overtime, harassment and intimidation in the workplace, reportedly limited migrant workers’ ability
to walk away from exploitative situations. 

SELECTED RECOMMENDATIONS

Transparency of recruitment fees and related costs

This encompasses formal registration and licensing of recruitment agencies, adherence to legal
limits for recruitment fees and related costs to different destinations, as well as upholding migrant
workers’ rights.

Official, clear and up-to-date information on all legally permissible recruitment fees and
related costs to different destinations and sectors should be made available through official
government websites, and channels trusted and used by migrant workers and their families. 

The responsible government agencies should regularly update lists of registered and licensed
recruitment agencies, including contact details, and make these available through official
channels and disseminate widely.

The responsible government agencies should standardize pre-departure orientation
curriculum for key destinations and ensure it includes information on migrant workers’ rights,
including access to grievance mechanisms and remedies at home as well as while abroad.

Regulatory management of international recruitment, oversight of recruitment agencies and
enforcement of penalties for violators

Governments, within their respective jurisdictions, bear an overarching responsibility to protect
the rights of all persons, including migrant workers and ensure that recruitment for employment
takes place in a way that respects, protects and fulfils internationally recognized human rights.2

2 See: The Montreal Recommendations on Recruitment: A Road Map towards Better Regulation, IOM 2020.

The Government of Viet Nam should:

Continue strengthening laws and regulations to promote fair and ethical recruitment and
harmonize it with international standards. 

Adopt a roadmap and plan of action towards aligning Viet Nam’s legal framework on
recruitment fees and related costs with international standards, using the ILO Definition of
Recruitment Fees and Related Costs as a guide.

Ensure continued and stricter regulation and monitoring of recruitment agencies track
compliance with applicable national laws.

3 See: ILO General Principles and Operational Guidelines for Fair Recruitment, ILO 2019.
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https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/the-montreal-recommendation.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_536755/lang--en/index.htm


Accessible and effective grievance mechanisms for migrant workers

There is critical need for improved mechanisms for workers to report grievances and abuses and
access appropriate remedy without the fear of retaliation or penalty.

Employers and recruitment agencies should provide effective and gender-responsive
grievance mechanisms for migrant workers at all stages of labour migration. These should be
accessible in workers’ languages, at least one such mechanism should be anonymous.

Business commitment to ethical recruitment and decent work standards

The Government of Viet Nam should strengthen coordination between government
departments, embassies and consulates, community-based organizations, migrant resource
centers as well as recruitment agencies to support migrant workers at destinations and ensure
opportunities for redress are available.

Employers and recruitment agencies should:

Adopt and/or strengthen policy commitments to ethical recruitment and employment of
migrant workers.

Conduct initial and ongoing due diligence on all business partners involved in the recruitment
and employment of migrant workers to ensure no recruitment fees are charged to workers.

Ensure migrant workers are given employment contracts in Vietnamese and are explained
terms and conditions of employment. Written service contracts with prospective migrant
workers should be signed clearly stipulating all services, recruitment fees and related costs,
rights and obligations of each party. 

The research was funded by the IOM Development Fund and the Global Fund to End Modern Slavery.

To learn more, you may also visit crest.iom.int or contact iom_crest@iom.int

For all findings and recommendations, please download the study report from IOM Bookstore HERE
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