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Decision Making Dynamics within the Vietnamese Family Unit
Abstract

The Vietnamese family is changing and so may be the way they make mid-to-high
involvement consumer decisions. A dynamic economy, rising standards of living, and an
increasingly consumption-oriented society are changing the way families interact, especially
about consumption. The traditional belief that the big decisions are made by the paternal head
of family is no longer the norm. In some cases the household head is switching from the
eldest male to the main salary earner. There are also smaller nuclear family households with
fewer children. With increasing education levels of younger generations and changing family
dynamics, the possibility of increased reciprocal consumer socialisation occurring is likely.

Introduction

Vietnam is widely considered to be collectivistic society (Jamieson, 1995; McCann et al.
2004; Nguyen et al. 2005). In these societies, the family is seen as the central and the basic
unit, with individual members rarely considering themselves as individual and autonomous
units. In collectivist societies, individuals consider themselves to be a part of a greater entity
(Hirschman & Nguyen, 2002). However, there has been some literature to the contrary that
suggests that Vietnamese may be more individualistic than first thought (Nguyen et al. 2003),
particularly in the south and Ho Chi Minh City (Vo, 2011), Vietnam’s second largest city and
commercial hub.

This paper focuses on existing knowledge about the family, analyses current trends, and then
examines the implications that these may have for marketers, particularly with regard to mid-
to-high involvement decision making processes. This paper is part of a larger project that will
be investigating how purchase decisions are made within the typical Vietnamese family.

Family decision making has been discussed in the consumer behaviour literature for many
years (e.g. Blood & Wolfe, 1960; Howard & Madrigal, 1990; Wang et al. 2004, Watne &
Brennan, 2011; Watne et al. 2011). Family members assume a variety of roles in the purchase
process (Wang et al. 2004). The decision making unit consists of the roles of the initiator,
influencer, decider, buyer and user (Chang et al. 2003; Douglas, 1983; Hempel, 1975). Most
of the early research tends to focus on the roles played by husbands and wives in household
decisions (Blood & Wolfe, 1960). Although, the husband and wife are the conventional
family’s main decision-makers, there is a growing body of research about influence of
children in family decision making (Howard and Madrigal, 1990; Wang et al. 2004; Watne &
Brennan, 2011; Watne et al. 2011).

The evolving family unit

The Vietnamese family is often seen under a Confucian light (Whitmore, 1984). That is
families possess a structure of great rigidity and it is one that is patrilineal, patrilocal, and
patriarchal (Hirschman & Nguyen, 2002; Hirschman & Vu, 1996; Hoang, 2011). However, as
a Southeast Asian country, Vietnam tends to be much more flexible in terms of family
structure and is partly due to the “superstructure” borrowed from other Eastern or Western
countries on top of the Confucian influence (Brown, 1976).

According to the 2009 Vietnamese population and housing census the average household size
is 3.8 persons (3.7 in urban areas and 3.9 in rural areas) (General Statistics Office, 2010). This



represents an overall reduction in the average household size of 0.8 (17.4% decline) persons
since the year 2000 (General Statistics Office, 2010). As the fertility rate has declined
substantially, while life expectancy continues to increase, Vietnam’s population is beginning
to age (General Statistics Office, 2010; Knodel et al. 2000). This is combined with rapidly
declining dependancy ratios. Therefore there are fewer people aged under 15 and over 65 in
comparison to those of working age (General Statistics Office, 2010). Concurrently the
prevalence of traditional multi-generation households has reduced (Ruggles & Heggeness,
2008), but the prevalence of patrilocality has largely remained unchanged (Hirschman &
Nguyen, 2002). However it is more likely to be for a shorter duration (Hirschman & Nguyen,
2002). Regardless of patrilocality, co-resident and non-co-resident elders are generally
supported by those in the family of working age (Knodel et al. 2000). Whilst patrilocality is
still commonplace, patrilineality is becoming less strong. Whereas in the past wealth, property
and power were concentrated in the hands of the oldest male, in many families this is shifting
to the younger working generations (Ruggles & Heggeness, 2008), which may have
implications of who plays what role in the decision making process.

The relationship between husband and wife

In an exploration into the meaning and social implications of the Vietnamese proverb “Pan
ong xdy nha, dan ba xdy 16 am” (trans.: “Men build the house, women build the home”),
Brickell (2012) noticed the linguistic complexity of the word “nha”, which means house,
home, and family at the same time. This complexity, apart from reflecting the traditional
gender role within the Vietnamese family, implies the idea of men being the “pillars” (fru cof)
in the family, taking care of all family aspects and being the key influencer in family
decision-making. Indeed, the role of the husband being the head of the Vietnamese family is
cited widely (e.g. Bui, 1999; Knodel et al. 2004; Matsuda, 1997; Nguyen, 2012). However,
the increasingly important role of women in the family has been observed. Reasons for this
trend are manifold. As Bryant (1996) argued, the socialist transition in Vietnam has reduced
the complexity in household structures, hence providing opportunities for husband-wife
equality in terms of family role and decision-making. Additionally, the increasing level of
education in general and for women specifically, together with the Vietnam government’s
“discrete adoption of the Western feminist legacy” has balanced the power game between
husband and wife to a significant degree (Dang & Le, 2007, p.407). Indeed, extra burden has
been noted for women in Vietnam, with women often taking on the dual role of making
money and being responsible for household chores (Dang & Le, 2007; Matsuda, 1997;
Nguyen, 2011; Nguyen, 2012). These factors, together with the significant increase in
Vietnam’s GDP per capita and buying power, has put the old model of men making major
decisions, including that of purchasing decisions, into question. However, research into
family dynamics in recent years has shown a complex picture on family decision-making
politics between husband and wife (Chang et al., 2003; Griffin & O’Cass, 2004; Shoham &
Dalakas, 2003; Sidin et al. 2005; Watne & Brennan, 2011).

Dang and Le (2007) note a considerable decrease in intergenerational perception of wives
having to agree with their husbands in major decisions: whilst 66.7% of people aged over 65
think it is crucial that wives ‘obey’ and do according to their husbands’ will for the sake of
family happiness, only 45.5% of the people aged 26-35 and 35.1% of the 19-25 age group
think that this is the ideal. As the average age of getting married is getting lower, with men at
26.8 and women at 23.5 years in 2005, compared to 28.7 and 24.9 years in 1997 respectively
(Nguyen, 2011), the consumer decision-making landscape of married couples is changing.
However, Dang and Le (2007) also showed that low-income families had more concern over
husband-wife equality than their high-income counterparts. This notion can be partly
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explained by the traditional role of men as bread-winners, and with financial domination
comes imbalance in relationship politics (Mai, 2004).

In an in-depth look at purchasing decision-making dynamics, Nguyen (2004) showed that in
most cases, a majority of decisions is made based on husband-wife agreement. For major
purchasing/spending decisions, such as purchasing big-ticket items (expensive household
appliances), building/repairing houses, paying children’s tuition fees, purchasing presents for
family relatives and working partners during major holidays — often called ‘hiéu’ and hi’ in
Vietnamese, are mostly made as a husband and wife joint decision (Nguyen 2004). However,
it is also noteworthy that the percentage of husbands making the final decision on big-ticket
items and important expenses such as building/repairing houses is almost double that of the
wives (relatively 30% compared to 15%), while the case is reverse for expenses on children’s
tuition fees and presents. This arguably reflects the perceived role of each gender on
purchasing decision-making. While Nguyen’s work is important, there remains much work to
be done in this regard. Further, Knodel et al. (2004) reported that although wives have
primary responsibility for household chores, including purchase or food and household goods,
husbands have had increased in involvement in managing the household budget. This,
however, has not been accompanied by a decline in wives’ role in household budget
management (Knodel et al. 2004).

The relationship between parents and children

Although the reliance on educational institutions and services is increasing for child support
and development, people in both urban and rural areas agree that the relationship between
parents and children should be tight. Children should be obedient, listen and pay respect to
their parents and grandparents (UNICEF et al, 2008) and parents, in turn, will invest time and
financial resources in the children (Le, 2008). When growing older, children are expected to
take care of their parents. Hirschman and Nguyen (2002) and Knodel et al. (2000) noted that
the majority of elderly parents receive money, durable items or daily living items from both
the live-in and non co-resident children. The live-in child is often the main income earner for
the family (Hirschman and Nguyen, 2002). In addition, Vietnamese parents care more about
children’s education and their choice of friends, especially in urban areas. In a nuclear family,
the task of educating children falls on the mother and is co-ordinated between mother and
father. In an extended family, this role expands to the grandparents as well, although not to
the same extent (Nguyen, 2006).

However, Vu (2002) revealed that there is a strong correlation between the perceived role of
the father and the number of children in a family: the more children there are in a family, the
greater the role of the father is perceived. The perceived responsibility of the father with his
children compared to the mother is also different. For example, while the perceived three
main responsibilities of a father are helping children study, attending meetings with the
children’s schools, making decisions regarding punishment and rewards, the perceived
responsibilities of the mother are feeding, taking care of hygiene, and entertainment of the
children. On the other hand, Nguyen (2009) found that more Vietnamese high school students
aged 16 to 18 want assert themselves in their family. They want to make their own choice
when it comes to use of time and study method, appearance, and making friends. They are,
however, less assertive in deciding about their own physical and entertainment needs.
Students at this age also want to take on a bigger role in family by participating in household
errands, mostly cooking and dish washing.



Importantly, there are also many intergenerational families still existent in Vietnam, despite
there being changes to the family dynamics. Thus, not only are there relationships between
parents and children there are also relationships between grandparents and grandchildren and
the interconnections between the generations mediates the connection to their community.

What does this mean for decision making?

With regards to product purchase (Figuié & Moustier, 2009; Vann, 2005). Nguyen et al.
(2003) found that individualism seemed to be increasing and affected impulse buying,
especially among the young and affluent Vietnamese. In collectivist cultures, individuals
make consumption decisions according to an (often unspoken) set of decision-making criteria.
Any conspicuous purchase will be undertaken with the view of others in mind (Kim, 2011). In
addition, for these cultures it is usually important to follow what society suggests as suitable
and meaningful selection criteria for product purchases (Blodgett, Bakir, & Rose, 2008). This
is particularly the case for products which convey social meaning e.g., personality, social
status, and brand name (Belk, 1988). Cultural preferences influence choices regarding
prestige, brand name, price, and image, and sometimes make their packaging more important
than the intrinsic quality of the products (Lowe & Corkindale, 1998). These are, more often
than not, risk reduction strategies, rather than social status seeking (Kim, 2011). The social
status that goes with a significant purchase confers such status to the group, not the individual
(Kim, 2011). It is therefore important to get it right as far as the group is concerned.

Conclusion

Vietnamese family decision making is interconnected with the changing perceived roles of
each family member throughout the process. Not all decisions are born equal — some
decisions are made within the framework of rules and processes that involve larger groups. In
this framework, there is unlikely to be a fixed decision maker in any given situation per se;
instead, the decision maker arises out of a contested and ever-changing arena of power and
control within the family. In this arena, people appear to make sense of their roles based on
social reference points — their family identities — rather than on the perception of self.

The implications for marketers of these insights to the Vietnamese family, suggest that more
in-depth research is needed to properly understand the family dynamics at play in mid-to-high
involvement purchase decisions. Conventional marketing mix strategies targeting the
conventional decision-maker may need to be rethought, and possibly modified, to take into
account younger family members who may have greater influence than once thought in
consumer decisions that affect the family. Whilst the evidence of the shift of household power
in purchase decisions from paternal head of family to the main income earner and spouse
(Ruggles & Heggeness, 2008), influence is also likely to be coming from younger generations
who have greater exposure, and so are mediators of social influence. Furthermore the
ramifications of reciprocal consumer socialisation deserve further examination.

This paper forms the foundation of a larger project that is being undertaken to explore
consumer socialisation and how mid-to-high involvement decisions are made in
multigenerational Vietnamese households.
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