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Abstract: This article examines differences in the propensity to engage in entrepreneurial activities among ethnically
diverse women in Son La Province, a disadvantaged and mountainous rural area of Vietnam. Propensity for
entrepreneurialism is examined by focusing on (a) women’s use of technology, (b) experiences of financial difficulties,
and (c) propensity for risk-taking. Analyzing surveys completed by 135 women, we find that plans to start a business
are equally apparent among women from diverse ethnic groups. We establish a positive association between levels of
entrepreneurialism (practicing entrepreneurs, intending entrepreneurs, and non-entrepreneurs) and the use of technology.
However, we find no association between entrepreneurialism and access to finance/financial difficulties or risk-taking.
Women from very small ethnic minorities often report never using the Internet, and they seek loans from private lenders
who charge relatively high interest rates. Our findings suggest a need for greater government investment in rural areas

to increase women’s access to and use of technology.
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Entrepreneurs in rural areas, including ethnic
minorities, contribute significantly towards the overall
development of local economies, especially when their
entrepreneurial drive is not stifled by unfavorable
or discriminatory socio-economic conditions (Bates
et al., 2007; Clark & Drinkwater, 2010). However,
there is a limited understanding of why and how
ethnic minority women in rural Vietnam become
entrepreneurs. No studies have identified or explored
the presence or the entrepreneurial characteristics
among cthnically diverse women in Vietnam’s
underserved communities. However, entrepreneurial

performance and development vary depending on the
context, as evidenced by a spectrum of studies (Dodd &
Hynes, 2012; Fortunato, 2014; Garcia-Rodriguez et al.,
2017; Hampel-Milagrosa, 2010). Many Kinh (majority
ethnic group) women have opportunities to engage
in entrepreneurial activities in regions with a diverse
economy and high-density population. Accordingly,
they tend to have access to better infrastructure and
services than ethnic minority women residing in
underserved communities. This raises questions about
what happens when women from the ethnic majority
and various minorities live in the same environment:
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Do women from different ethnic groups engage in
entrepreneurial activities at the same rate? What
differences in women’s experiences account for their
participation or otherwise in entrepreneurial activity?
These questions guide and animate our research.

This paper explores women’s entrepreneurship
across ethnic groups in Son La Province, a rural
region of Vietnam. Recognizing that and when
distilled to its essence, entrepreneurialism requires a
means of generating ideas and communicating with
customers, access to capital, and an attitude conducive
to taking risks, we focus on three main elements of
entrepreneurialism, namely, (a) the use of technology,
(b) access to finance and experiences of financial stress,
and (c) risk-taking propensity. Using the results of a
questionnaire involving 135 women from 11 ethnic
groups in Son La Province, our exploratory study
fills gaps in empirical knowledge by contributing to
a better understanding of what factors are associated
with participation in entrepreneurial activities among
women from different ethnic groups. The research
also sheds light on ways the Vietnamese government
might develop a more effective enabling environment
for small-scale entrepreneurship in rural areas of
Vietnam.

The paper is organized as follows: First, we explain
the demographic and socio-economic context of
ethnic minority groups in rural Vietnam. Second, we
examine the literature on women’s entrepreneurship,
rural entrepreneurship, and ethnic entrepreneurship
in Vietnam. Third, we explain our chosen theoretical
constructs of the use of technology, access to finance,
and risk-taking propensity, as well as their connection
to entrepreneurship. After explaining the methods used,
we present our findings and discuss their contribution
to the knowledge of entrepreneurship. We conclude
with some reflections on the policy implications of
our research.

Ethnic Minorities in Rural Vietnam

Vietnam is a culturally diverse society comprising
54 different ethnic sub-divisions with eight different
languages (Huong & Fry, 2002; Nguyen & Hamid,
2016). The Kinh ethnic group constitutes about 84%
of the total population and dominates the low-lying
plain areas, where the connection with the outside
world is facilitated by its strategic location (Baulch
et al., 2007; Nguyen et al., 2017). The remainder of

the Vietnamese population, including minority ethnic
groups, mostly inhabit rural areas, including remote
mountainous locations. Minority ethnic groups mainly
reside in northern Vietnam, whereas a smaller number
reside in the southern Mekong Delta region of the
country (Van De Walle & Gunewardena, 2001.) The
northwest region, including Son La Province—the
selected area for this study—accounts for the highest
number of ethnic minority households (28.55%) below
the poverty line in 2012 (Nguyen, 2013).

Socio-economic opportunities and rights of
Vietnamese ethnic minorities are relatively limited,
which serves to compound and perpetuate disadvantage
and isolation among ethnic groups (Nguyen et al.,
2017). Advances in service delivery have been made
in rural locations around the country. For example,
teledensity (the number of mobile subscriptions per
100 people) was high at 129 in 2016 (CEIC, 2018).
Nonetheless, many basic services for minority groups
are not in place or lag behind (Thai & Falch, 2018;
Vong & Song, 2015). Trieu (2014) argued that, even
though many minority groups have been developing
and approaching the modern world, others continue
living subsistence lifestyles, such as the Thai,
H’mong, and Dao. Minority groups often struggle
with an unfavorable topography, harsh climate, and
an especially long distance from the basic amenities
of life, such as education and good roads.

There has been a noticeable decline in poverty in
rural Vietnam from 1993 to 2018 (World Bank, 2018),
traceable in part to the P6i Mai policy implemented
in 1986. The increasing migration of people from
rural to urban areas in developing countries is also
a contributing factor in populations moving out of
extreme poverty and into better living conditions
(Arouri et al., 2017). However, comparatively, the
poverty rate of ethnic minority groups is decreasing at a
slower pace than for the ethnic majority (Kinh) (Krajan,
2017). Ethnic minorities in Vietnam are consistently
poorer than the majority Kinh group. Extreme poverty
among ethnic minority groups is responsible for more
than 50% of the country»s income-poor, yet minority
people account for only 15% of the total population
(United Nations Development Programme, 2017).
Diving deeper, there are yet more stark examples of
disadvantage; for example, the multi-dimensional
poverty (MDP) rate of H’mong, one ethnic minority
group, stands at 82.9%, whereas the MDP rate of
average ethnic minorities was 35.7% in 2015.
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The Vietnamese government has addressed regional
economic disparities by providing resources and
financial support for disadvantaged urban and rural
areas, especially women. For example, the 1993 Land
Law and its amendments in 2003 and 2013 stipulate
women’s rights to land ownership and land use in an
effort to boost women’s positions both in households
and in the broader society (Menon et al., 2016; the
Vietnam Women Entrepreneurs Council, 2007).
Despite these efforts, the evidence presented here
shows that equality for ethnic minorities, women, and
rural dwellers remains a long way from being achieved.

Entrepreneurship — Women, Rurality,
and Ethnicity

The definition of entrepreneurship depends on its
context. An interpretive approach respects the meanings
given to self-employment or business ownership by
those who engage in it and takes account of meanings
embedded in the social context. In developing
countries, informal business activities, including
street vendors, small shops, and nascent ventures,
are socially accepted as a form of entrepreneurship,
notwithstanding their legal status (Siqueira et al.,
2016). More specifically, according to Poon et al.
(2012), Vietnamese women in distressed regions
regularly associate entrepreneurship with self-
employment. Because of these associations, this study
adopts an interpretive approach to understanding
entrepreneurship and thus recognizes that home-based
micro-enterprises are examples of entrepreneurship.

From a feminist perspective, researchers endeavor
to use a power lens, capturing gender, class, ethnicity,
and age, to highlight the economic contributions of
women entrepreneurs to societies and to expose the
patriarchal and structural challenges that constrain
women'’s entrepreneurialism (Shinnar et al., 2012). One
notable gender difference in entrepreneurial behaviors
is that women predominantly use their homes as the
base for their entrepreneurial activities, regardless
of geographical location (Walker & Webster, 2004).
Women’s entrepreneurial engagements are also often
conducted through telephones and the Internet (Patrica
etal., 2018).

In Vietnam, a large number of women are informally
self-employed, accounting for 70% to 80% of the total
number of females engaged in the labor market in
2010 and 66.6% in 2017 (General Statistics Office,

2018; Nguyen & Thi Tran, 2016). Consistent with
a feminist analysis, findings from empirical studies
confirm that although many individuals are forced into
the informal entrepreneurial avenue due to a lack of
formal employment opportunities (Perry et al., 2007;
Siqueira et al., 2016), many women opt for this route
due to the failure of formal institutions to accommodate
them. Formal institutions do not develop rules that
reflect the priorities of, and are navigable by women
entrepreneurs (Williams & Baric, 2014).

Gries and Naudé’s (2010) proposed model for
growing a low-income country towards a modern
economy incorporates a key role for entrepreneurs.
When entrepreneurship is considered the engine for
economic growth, understanding the factors that
enable or prevent women from embarking on the
entrepreneurial route is especially important. Failure
to understand these factors may lead to under-utilizing
women’s labor and workforce participation, worsening
living standards, and rendering policy settings
ineffective (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007).

For rural Vietnam, Le et al. (2016) found that
microenterprises are responsible for a large proportion
of the employment rate, at 80% of total employment.
Thus, self-employment through micro-enterprise is
an increasingly important driver of rural growth in
Vietnam regardless of farming activities’ continuing
dominance of rural economies of Vietnam. Individuals
who completed middle or lower secondary schools
are associated with non-farm self-employment in
rural areas (Demombynes & Testaverde, 2018). Many
comparatively well-educated individuals from rural
areas with a high school education struggle to find
jobs compared to their urban counterparts (Bui &
Imai, 2018)namely, (i. This phenomenon contributes
to making entrepreneurship an esteemed domain
of better-educated people in rural communities. In
underserved rural communities, many women perceive
entrepreneurship as a special route to follow for which
sufficient skills are required (Langowitz & Minniti,
2007). Conversely, being disadvantaged by limited
education leads to a lack of confidence to start a
business.

Faced with underdeveloped infrastructure, reduced
opportunities associated with low population density,
and limited resources, ethnic women in rural areas
are often driven by the necessity to embark on
entrepreneurial routes, especially informal home-
based entrepreneurial activities. Nguyen et al. (2014)
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found that women in rural areas of Vietnam can
be characterized as “necessity-driven” or “forced”
entrepreneurs, although differences between majority
and minority ethnic groups are not detailed in that
study. Although many women use their home as their
main location for conducting entrepreneurial activities,
acquiring financial resources eventually becomes
unavoidable, as enterprises scale up. Poon et al. (2012)
stated that one constraint to self-employment is the
dampening effect of the lack of access to or ability to
obtain credit, especially formal sources of credit such
as banks, credit unions, or other lending institutions.
Women entrepreneurs often face difficulties
accessing capital from various sources, including
relatives, spouses, and financial institutions, as
women are perceived as “not credible” (Khoi et al.,
2013). This is despite women’s entrepreneurship
in both rural and urban communities progressing
due in part to the implementation of the Land Law
enabling women to use their property as collateral to
obtain loans or other resources through mortgaging,
leasing, trading, or even renting parts of their land
(Menon et al., 2014).

Based on the above analysis, the use of technology,
access to finance, and risk-taking propensity are
adopted as key constructs to explore differences in
entrepreneurial activities among ethnic women in Son
La Province. These constructs are explained further in
the next section.

Theoretical Constructs

Use of Technology

Enterprises, especially small businesses, are often
quick to take advantage of the opportunities that new
technologies bring. Empirical evidence points to
the positive impact of using technology on business
performance and opportunities for small enterprises
(Passerini et al., 2012; Thong & Yap, 1996). Moreover,
technology adoption and the use of the Internet are
effective ways individuals can enhance their education
and knowledge (Ahmed El Hariry, 2015; Rung et al.,
2014)

Approximately 40-45% of all households in Vietnam
have Internet access, and 90% of the population have
mobile coverage (Shillabeer, 2013). Statistically, 90%
of the rural population in Vietham own mobile phones,
and 50% of those own smartphones (Nielsen, 2017).
Four out of 10 people use the Internet (Christiansen

& Koc, 2017), and this figure is expected to increase
in the coming years.

However, access to technology is not equally
distributed. Access to the Internet and mobile phones
is higher in urban areas than in rural areas. In Vietnam,
low population density and a lack of infrastructure and
resources disadvantage rural dwellers with respect to
using technologies for entrepreneurial activities and
educational purposes (Anderson et al., 2005). Rural
dwellers in Vietnam often experience reliability issues,
either low quality or unavailability of Internet access,
hence preventing businesses located in rural areas
from growing and competing effectively with other
businesses. Nguyen et al. (2015) showed that the rate
of technology adoption for small businesses remains
low in underserved communities.

Limited technological knowledge is also apparent
among rural residents of Vietnam. Rurality serves
to compound disadvantages faced by minority
women whose gender and ethnicity combine with
low completion rates of primary and secondary
school to limit exposure to technology (Tas et al.,
2014). Even though most women-owned businesses
in Vietnam have used technological tools, such
as mobile phones and the Internet, the number of
users sharply drops when asked about the high
frequency of interaction with technologies, including
the Internet (Weeks et al., 2005). In this situation,
the rate of technology adoption and the use of
technology by ethnic women entrepreneurs in rural
areas in Vietnam can be expected to be low. That
noted, the picture is vague because no studies have
explored how rural, ethnically diverse women who
are informally self-employed use technology in the
context of entrepreneurship.

Access to Finance

In Vietnam, women entrepreneurs, especially those
in rural areas, face various financial and liquidity
constraints (Nguyen et al., 2014; Tran & Santarelli,
2013). Government authorities and local councils work
together to stimulate entrepreneurship using various
methods, from lending schemes to tax reductions.
However, government support for the private sector
seems not to have been very effective because many
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) seek loans from
informal lenders (Khoi et al., 2013; Nguyen & Mort,
2016); this is especially the case for women in rural
and remote areas.
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Regarding choices for accessing credit among
ethnic majority and minority entrepreneurs, there
is a dearth of literature. In Europe, ethnic minority
entrepreneurs are the largest borrowers of informal
loans, including moneylenders and credit unions
(European Union, 2013). This segment of entrepreneurs
does not regularly seek financial support from banks
and national institutions, seemingly due to a lack of
collateral assets or other forms of loan security. In Asia,
policymakers, such as Indian government actors, also
face a dilemma in providing suitable credit institutions
for entrepreneurs with a small-scale business for similar
reasons (Kumar, 2016). Faced with higher frequencies
of formal loan denials, minority entrepreneurs may face
higher risks in their business structure or weakened
business projects leading to a “discouragement effect”
among minority groups.

Accessing official loans and legal services from
banks or other official service providers in Vietnam
is also compromised by language barriers. Ethnic
minority women may be unable to access official
services in the language of the government (Minot et
al., 2006). Recent studies have indicated that language
barriers contribute to reduced access to funding for
minority ethnic groups and that this compromises the
effectiveness of government programs and policies
designed to assist people in such distressed regions
(Nguyen et al., 2017).

Difficulties accessing credit can potentially
be avoided by individual landowners who use
their property as collateral or for other bargaining
opportunities to finance their entrepreneurial operations
(Le et al., 2016; Menon et al., 2014). However, the
number of women landowners in rural areas remains
low (Pham & Talavera, 2018). In terms of inheritance
patterns, women have traditionally been excluded from
receiving their family lands, although as already noted,
contemporary Vietnam law is addressing equal rights
of land ownership for women in the case of individual
disinvestments (Cam et al., 2013; ISF-UTS, 2016). A
study by Pham and Talavera (2018) used a dataset from
UNU-WINDER to conduct surveys in nine provinces
(none of which are classified as remote or mountainous
areas) and discovered that participants regularly sought
informal loans from family and friends.

Risk-Taking Propensity
Risk-taking is a critical human trait differentiating
entrepreneurs from non-entrepreneurs (Fortunato,

2014; Macko & Tyszka, 2009). According to Kirzner
(1999), entrepreneurship is an act of risk-taking because
entrepreneurs deal with high uncertainty of profit in an
unstable economic environment. Schumpeter (1989)
similarly claimed that risk-taking is implicated in
entrepreneurial activities because the market demand
for unmet products or services is difficult to forecast. A
willingness to expose oneself to risk is a condition that
must, therefore, be in place before a decision is made
to become self-employed (Caliendo et al., 2009). In
short, entrepreneurs need skills to calculate, navigate,
and take risks.

Willingness to navigate and accept risks varies
according to the motive for being an entrepreneur,
with opportunity-driven entrepreneurs more likely to
accept risk and necessity-driven entrepreneurs less
likely to accept risk. For example, Carland et al.’s
(1995) study found that entrepreneurs seeking to
generate profits and expand their business are more
likely to display a greater propensity for risk-taking
than small business owners who endeavor to sustain
their family needs. No official statistics are available
that may help to discern motives for entrepreneurial
behaviors in Vietnam (Nguyen, 2016). However, some
studies, such as Avin and Linda (2014) and Nguyen et
al. (2014), have established that women in rural areas
of Vietnam become entrepreneurs primarily due to
their need to support their families, that is, they are
driven by necessity.

Prevailing attitudes towards risk in developing
nations such as Vietnam have a recognized influence
on businesses, especially in rural parts of the country
where poverty is rife. Shah and Saurabh (2015)
suggested that women’s high-risk aversion affects
not only their confidence in securing credit but also
the profitability of their business. sSantarelli and
Tran (2013) concluded that the negative relationship
between experience and profitability of entrepreneurs’
enterprises is a direct result of their risk preference.
Entrepreneurs who are reluctant to assume a higher
risk often achieve lower profits.

To date, no evidence is currently available to
determine whether ethnically diverse women in
rural Vietnam are equally prone to risk-taking. This
study measures willingness to take risks by asking
about betting, which is an experience distinct from
women’s daily activities (Tyszka et al., 2011)self-
efficacy, and risk attitudes. We divided the sample
of entrepreneurs into two subgroups: opportunity-
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driven vs. necessity-driven. In agreement with
findings of research performed in countries with
developed market economies, we found that the need
for independence and the need for achievement were
of higher importance to the entrepreneurs than to the
non-entrepreneurs. However, this was only true of
the opportunity-driven subgroup of entrepreneurs,
while not of those categorized as necessity-driven.
In contrast, the most important motive in the group
of non-entrepreneurs and as well as the necessity-
driven subgroup of entrepreneurs was job security.
In accordance with Knight’s claim, we found
that opportunity-driven (but not necessity-driven.
However, betting games are an established means
of understanding risk-taking and risk aversion (e.g.,
Gloede et al., 2015). Moreover, some economists use
betting games to measure a correlation between risk-
taking behavior and self-confidence (Macko & Tyszka,
2009). Furthermore, limited gambling is a common and
socially/legally sanctioned activity in Vietnam where
the national government and local councils authorize
people to play lottery games under the Penal code No.
100/2015/QH13.

Table 1
Distribution of Ethnic Groups in Son La Province in 2018

Methods

Location of Study

Although ethnic minority households are scattered
across the country, Minot and Baulch (2002) and
Nguyen et al. (2018) identified that provinces such as
Son La, located in northern Vietnam, have especially
high levels of poverty and relatively high concentrations
of ethnic minorities, making it an appropriate location
for this study. With a population of more than 1,240,000
people in 2018, Son La is comprised of 12 different
ethnic groups located across scattered hamlets and
communes throughout the mountainous areas (Son
La Council, 2009). The population density in Son La
Province is 79 people/km? in 2011, which is 3.4 times
lower than the figure (265 people/km?) for the whole
country (General Statistics Office of Vietnam, 2018).

Son La Province was selected for study due to
the following criteria: (a) diverse socio-cultural
dynamics with at least 12 ethnic groups represented,
(b) reasonable economic growth rate, (c) high levels of
poverty and entrepreneurialism, and (d) convenience
of access for the research team. Table 1 displays the

Branch Group Distribution in Son La Study’s Responses
(% of the total population) (%)

Vietic (1) Muong 88,671 (7.15) 13 (9.63)

(2) Lao 3,559 (0.29) 3(2.22)

(3) Kinh 204,321 (16.49) 23 (17.04)
Kadai (4) LaHa 9,139 (0.74) 7(5.19)
Austroasiatic (5) Kho Mu 14,784 (1.19) 4 (2.96)

(6) Xinh Mun 25,547 (2.06) 4 (2.96)

(7) Khang 8,912 (0.72) 4 (2.96)
Tai Kadai (8) Thai 665,427 (53.69) 60 (44.44)

(9) Tay 673 (0.05) 5(3.70)
H’mong Mien (10) H’mong 195,743 (15.79) 9 (6.67)

(11) Dao (11) 21,088 persons (1.7) 3 persons (2.22)
Sinitic (12) Hoa (12) Unknown 0 persons (0.00)
Total 135 persons (100)
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distribution of all ethnic groups residing in the province
as well as the distribution of participants in this study.
Table 1 shows that Thai people form the majority in
Son La, at 54.7% of the population, followed by the
Kinh group at 17.42%.

Microenterprises in rural areas of Vietnam are
often linked to local markets (Sohns & Diez, 2018);
hence, local markets were selected as the location for
conducting interviews. There are approximately 17
distinct markets located in Son La Province, which
suggests that many residents live a considerable
distance away from major markets. However, local
markets are a “hot spot” for economic development,
attracting local, national, and international investors
(Vietnam Export, 2012).

Survey Instrument and Rationale

Qualitative research is appropriate for conducting
research of an exploratory nature (Patton, 2015).
However, after due consideration by the research
team, we determined to collect data using face-to-
face, quantitative survey method. This is because
we anticipated a low response rate for lengthier
interviews, the potential for language difficulties, and
the researchers’ goals and objectives were to include
as many ethnic groups as possible within our time and
resource constraints.

As highlighted in Table 2, participants completed
four parts of a 30-item questionnaire, including (a)
socio-demographic characteristics, (b) experience
in using technology, (c) monetary risk-taking
propensity, and (d) choices in accessing finance. The
study’s instrument was adapted and tailored from the
instrument designed by Jackson et al. (1972).

The survey was initially designed in English and
subsequently translated into the Vietnamese language,
which is also the national dialect. To ensure that
the semantical, morphological, and lexicological
aspects were aligned between the English and
Vietnamese versions, and to offer friendly language
comprehensible to women who possess varying levels
of education, the survey was translated by a linguistic
teacher and reviewed and amended by a lecturer in
entrepreneurship. The survey instrument was piloted
with five rural women from the Muong ethnicity who
work as street vendors. The process of piloting the
survey enabled validation of the appropriateness of
content, wording of the questions, as well as more
general linguistic optimization. Problematic questions

were identified and addressed in finalizing the survey
instrument.

Sampling Procedure

The final sample included 135 women who were
selected from shoppers and vendors in eight (from 17)
local markets in Son La Province. To engage diverse
women who have not been exposed to urban living
environments on a long-term basis, the selection of
participants was based on the following requirements:

*  Female.

*  Aged above 18.

*  Adequate literacy skills to complete the survey.

*  Resident in Son La Province from birth to the
date of the interview.

*  Belonging to one of the stated 12 ethnic groups
(Table 1).

The sample comprises women aged from 20 to
60, with various levels of education from primary to
tertiary, and from 11 ethnic groups. No representative
of the Hoa ethnic group participated in the study.
Researchers interacted with a limited number of Hoa
women, none of whom agreed to be interviewed.

A two-step sampling procedure was employed.
The first step was to obtain a stratification of
geographical market locations where there was a
high density of local residents making trips to and
from the market. Two local research assistants were
engaged to administer the surveys; they received a full
day’s training on the survey process and prevailing
ethical issues. For the second step, systematic random
sampling was employed whereby every fifth woman
from the population of visitors to each selected market
was invited to participate in the survey.

Participants were screened to assess their eligibility
using a verbal questioning method. Participants’ self-
assessments were accepted at face value because (a)
participants normally do not carry their identification
with them while engaging in activities in their local
market, and (b) we could not independently obtain
formal documents to verify participants’ status.

Measures

Survey items that measure attitudes towards
entrepreneurship, the use of technology, access to
finance, and monetary risk-taking propensity are
shown in Table 2. Beginning with technology use,
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Table 2

Survey Items

Measures

Items

Min

Max

Attitude towards
entrepreneurship

What do you think about being a start-up?
Difficult to have a start-up due to a high education
Start-up is a way to create a small-scale business
Start-up is a way to get out of poverty

Other

The use of technology

Do you have a mobile phone or smart phone?
Have you ever used a personal computer or a laptop?
Have you accessed to the Internet in the last one year?

How often do you use internet?

When accessing the Internet, do you usually do these below
activities?

Information seeking

Communication

Social networking

Financial investment

If you have some money (savings or profits from business),
what will you do with that money?

Put the money in the bank

Keep the money in your own home

Lend the money to another person

Start a business

Other

Do you argue often with your partner over the financial
issue?

Did you inherit land in your family?
In the past, did you seek loans from private loan provider?

If you sought helps from private loan provider, what was
the largest amount?

VND 3 million (US$129) or below

VND 3 million to VND 10 million

VND 3 million to VND 30 million

VND 30 million and above

What form of mortgage did you use?
Land
Asset
Other

=] S| OO

oS O

Monetary risk-taking
propensity

When flipping a coin, if it is a head, you win VND 10,000
(US$0.44); if it is a tail, you lose VND 10,000 (US$0.44).
Do you want to play this game?

If the amount is increased to VND 1 million (US$44), will
you join the game?
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simple questions were included in the survey to
understand women’s experiences of interacting with
smartphones, personal computers or laptops, and the
Internet. Additional nine items were included regarding
financial investment and financial challenges related
to entrepreneurial creation or expansion. Monetary
risk-taking propensity is measured by two questions
related to betting games.

Limitations of the Methodology

The representativeness of the sample can be
questioned. For example, the study did not include
women with low literacy, which may have compromised
the representativeness of the sample. Furthermore,
many women were likely unable to answer the survey
in their first or preferred language. Women who cannot
speak Kinh or Thai are thus likely under-represented
in the study. Shared identity is potentially another
limitation of this study to the extent that participants
did not perceive the survey as confidential. Community
histories and how these impacted participation are
unknown and unknowable to the research team.

In any event, the final sample size of 135 women
from 11 ethnic groups is too small to be statistically
representative of the broader population of Son La,
and generalizations are thus not possible. However,
the sample is an adequate size for exploratory research.

Survey items focused on the use of technology
and access to finance/financial challenge are more
extensive than the (two) questions focused on risk. The
research team suggests that more expansive questions
about risk would be required for future studies.

Nonetheless, this study has allowed us to undertake
preliminary comparisons across several variables
and dimensions, including entrepreneurial status and
ethnicity, which contribute to building a richer profile
of entrepreneurialism among ethnic women in rural
communities. These findings can usefully indicate
differences and associations for testing in a larger
survey.

Results

To recap, two research questions motivate our
study:
1. Do women from different ethnic groups
engage in entrepreneurial activities at the same
rate?

2.  What differences in women’s experiences
account for their participation or otherwise in
entrepreneurial activity?

To answer these questions, the structure of the
analysis involves first exploring differences between
respondents from majority and minority ethnicities in
terms of their participation in entrepreneurial activities;
second, reviewing the respondents’ experiences
of technology, access to finance, and risk-taking
through the lens of their entrepreneurial status, that is,
whether the respondents can be described as practicing
entrepreneurs (or self-employed entrepreneurs),
intending entrepreneurs, or non-entrepreneur women.
We commence with a socio-demographic profile of
participants.

Socio-Demographic Profile of Participants

We surveyed 135 ethnically diverse women and
learned about their age, marital status, number of
children, education, and language preferences. Most of
the women respondents were of Thai ethnicity, making
44.4% of total respondents, followed by 17% from
the Kinh group, and 38.6% for other ethnic groups,
including Muong, H’mong, La Ha, Tay, Khang, Xinh
Mun, Kho Mu, Lao, and Dao. More than one-third
of respondents (44.8%) were aged between 20 and
30, 28.6% were aged 31 to 40, and 26.6% were aged
from 41 to 60. Half of the participants had one or
two children. Almost two-thirds of respondents were
married (64.4%), whereas more than one-quarter
(28.9%) were single, and only 6.7% were divorced.
Single women were mostly aged 20 to 30 years. Kinh
women were over-represented among single women
(52.2%), whereas Thai and Muong groups were
under-represented among the single women. Twelve
percent of the respondents never went to school, 2.2%
completed primary school, and 26.5% had completed
high school education. Only 7.4% of respondents
reported having entered higher education institutions,
and these women were variously from the Kinh, Thai,
La Ha, H’mong, and Kho Mu populations. Noticeably,
nearly half of the participants (44.4%) did not give
information related to their education level.

In terms of language skills, 87.4% were able to
speak at least one local language (Kinh or Thai) for their
daily communication, including reading and speaking.
Conversely, this means that 12.6% of respondents
could not speak with confidence either the national
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or Thai language, which makes it unlikely that these
respondents could engage with formal government
services in a meaningful way. Other languages used
by the women respondents were Xinh Mun, Dao,
La Ha, Muong, and H’mong. When asked about the
languages used in entrepreneurial discussions, most
women (85.4%) claimed to have confidence using the
Kinh language, but only 35.4% were able to use their
ethnic language in business communication.

Engagement in Entrepreneurial Activity

More than one-quarter of respondents were
identified as self-employed (29.4%), many of whom
were from Kinh, Muong, La Ha, Thai, and Dao
ethnicities. Another 54 respondents (42.8%) indicated
an interest in starting their own business. We have
dubbed them “intending entrepreneurs.” Those not
currently engaged in self-employment and with no
desire to do so are dubbed “non-entrepreneurs.”
This group consists of 35 women (27.8%) none of
whom were Khang, Lao, and Dao. Table 3 shows the
distribution of women across three groups: practicing
entrepreneurs (or self-employed women), intending
entrepreneurs, and non-entrepreneurs.

From the perspective of marital status, most single
women were intending entrepreneurs (58.3%) or non-
entrepreneurs (30.6%). Married women were evenly
distributed across all groups. Women with children
were most likely to be practicing entrepreneurs.

No association between ethnicity and planning
to establish a business in the near future is found.
Compared to women from Kinh ethnicity, ethnic
minority women are more likely to believe that a
high level of education is required to embark on the
entrepreneurial route. They are also more likely than

Table 3

Kinh women to believe that their financial status would
benefit from becoming an entrepreneur.

Women without formal education were greatly
over-represented among intending entrepreneurs; there
were six times and three times as many women without
formal education as intending entrepreneurs compared
to entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs, respectively.
This is important because more than half of intending
entrepreneurs agreed that a high level of education
was required to embark on the entrepreneurial route.

We explored participants’ attitudes towards starting
a business and found that more than half of participants
(51.3%) agreed that starting a business paves a way
out of poverty, and almost half (45.3%) agreed that to
start a business, a high level of education is necessary.
An especially high proportion (63.3%) of those women
who were engaged in farming or domestic activities
agreed that becoming an entrepreneur required a
high level of education. Interestingly, none among
this group of women had post-secondary education.
In comparison to other careers (in agriculture and
domestic work), most self-employed participants
(61%) agreed that entrepreneurship paves a way out of
poverty, implying that they identify themselves as poor.
This points to the idea that participants in this study
can be understood as “necessity-driven” entrepreneurs
rather than being “opportunity-driven.”

Experiences of Using Technology

Overall, participants’ use of technology was
relatively low. Regarding mobile phones, some
participants (12.6%) reported that they had not used
any type of mobile phone over the course of their life.
Notably, of the 61 participants who used smartphones,
nearly half (49.2%) were self-employed. Among those

Distribution of Entrepreneurs — Practicing, Intending, and Non-Entrepreneurs

Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid Practicing entrepreneurs 37 27.4 29.4
Intending entrepreneurs 54 40.0 42.8
Non-entrepreneurs 35 25.9 27.8
Total 126 93.3 100
Missing System 9 6.7
Total 135 100.0
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who had used mobile or smartphones, more than 50%
were under 40 years old. Kinh women (57%) were
much more likely to have used smartphones than
Thai women (39%) and other ethnic groups (4%).
Overall, women who had enrolled in secondary school
accounted for the highest proportion of smartphone and
mobile phone users (57.6%), whereas women with only
primary education were the least likely to use mobile
phone technology (4.5%).

Turning to computers, nearly 50% of respondents
had never used a personal computer, and more
than a third (37%) of women had not accessed
the Internet before. Disturbingly, not one woman
from the small minority ethnic groups, including
Khang, Xinh Mun, Lao and Kho Mu, reported
having access to computers, smartphones, or the
Internet. However, a sizeable number of participants
(n=44) did not respond to questions related to the
use of technology. It is unclear why this would
have occurred. Among the different purposes for
using the Internet, including information seeking,
communication, and social networking, most women
(86%) report accessing the Internet to read the news.

A connection can be discerned between education
levels and access to the Internet. Those who use the
Internet are most likely to have a secondary school
education or higher, whereas those with a primary
school education account for the lowest number of
Internet users.

Opverall, practicing entrepreneurs were much greater
users of technology than intending or non-entrepreneurs
(See Figure 1). For example, entrepreneurs comprised
the highest proportion (91.4%) of women who had
used the Internet in the past year, with relatively fewer
such Internet users among intending entrepreneurs
(64.8%) and non-entrepreneurs (42.9%). Moreover,
women respondents who used the Internet in the
past were found to be approximately four times
more likely to plan to establish a business in the near
future than those without any experience of using
the Internet. Similarly, entrepreneurs comprised the
highest proportion of women who used smartphones,
whereas intending entrepreneurs included the lowest
proportion of smartphone users. All women currently
engaged in self-employment had an experience of using
smartphones or mobile phones.

Mobile phone

w
:“ I
Smartphone Mobike

®Practising
®Intendng

=Non

3

Personal Computer

#Non
n
0
15
s . .
0
Yes No

Note: Entrepreneurs - Blue: Practicing, Red: Indending, Green Non.

Internet Usage bua
wing

®Noa

® Practising
®Intending

Figure 1. Distribution of Experience in the Use of Technology among Groups



Asia-Pacific Social Science Review | Vol. 21 No. 1 | March 2021 95

Experiences of Financial Difficulty and
Access to Finance

Opverall, 90.4% of respondents reported experiencing
financial difficulties, such as making monthly payments
or other budgetary obligations in the past year. Among
those facing financial difficulty, 17.8% reported
having argued about financial matters with their
partners on a regular basis and 31.1% on an irregular
basis. Of concern, 12 women (8.9%), each of whom
was self-employed, reported experiencing violence
when arguing with husbands or boyfriends regarding
financial matters. The number of children in the
family seemed to influence the experience of financial
arguments because women with two or more children
more often faced disputes over financial problems with
their partners. We found no such relationship between
education and arguments about money, nor between
the intention to start a business and arguments about
money (Pearson Chi-Square p-value being larger than
the significant level of 0.05).

A majority (54.7%) of respondents who faced
financial difficulty had borrowed money from banks.
The most common amount borrowed from banks
was VND 3 million (approx. US$132); this was the
amount secured by almost one-third of respondents
(29.8%) who had borrowed from a bank. This amount
is roughly 1.25 times higher than the monthly income
of households in rural communes. Respondents who
had borrowed from a bank were most commonly self-
employed (42%), followed by farmers (31.9%) and
women engaged in domestic activities (20.3%). Over
half (59.8%) of respondents reported seeking and
securing short-term loans from non-regulated private
lenders at least once despite the high-interest rates often
applied by such lenders. Of those accessing private
loans, ethnic minority women (non-Kinh and non-Thai)
are significantly over-represented, comprising 92.9%

Table 4

of all such borrowers. Most respondents (96.3%)
reported that they had not inherited lands.

Table 4 highlights some differences in experiences
of financial stress and accessing loans from banks.
Among those who had financial difficulties, intending
entrepreneurs accounted for the largest number
of women, whereas, among those who did not
experience financial difficulties, non-entrepreneurs
were best represented, further reinforcing the idea
that entrepreneurial activity is borne out of necessity.
Regarding past experience of accessing official loans
from banks, intending entrepreneurs included twice
as many women who had never borrowed money
from banks compared to both entrepreneurs and non-
entrepreneurs. However, more intending entrepreneurs
had experience accessing private loans rather than
official loans from banks, whereas more practicing
entrepreneurs sought loans from banks rather than
from private lenders.

Risk-Taking Propensity

Looking at participation in entrepreneurial
activities, no statistical association was found to
establish a relationship between risk-taking and
entrepreneurial behavior/intention. Respondents were
given a set of two hypothetical investment scenarios
with different levels of risk and uncertainty. The first
situation explored the opportunity of winning VND
10,000 (approx. USD $0.44) through a game. The
majority of respondents (73.8%) did not agree to
participate in any betting activities at all, but 26.2% of
respondents said they would partake in the bet. Single
women were much more likely to agree to bet (48.6%)
than married women (14.6%). When the amount
increased to VND 1 million (approx. US$44) in the
second scenario, the percentage of women who agreed
to play reduced to 20.2% (there was no statistical

Financial Difficulties by Entrepreneurial Level (N=126)

Entrepreneur Groups Practicing Intending Non
Financial Difficulties
Yes 44 28
No .385 231

Bank Loan Experience

Yes

.369 262
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difference due to a Pearson Chi-Square p-value larger
than the significant level of 0.05 among different age
groups and risk-taking).

Women engaged in domestic activities accounted
for the highest percentage of women (28.6%) who
agreed to bet in the second game, followed by the
self-employed and those with agricultural occupations.
When asked about betting scenarios, there was a
significant difference between those who interacted
with the Internet and those who did not. Women who
used the Internet were more prone (31%) to take risks
in betting.

In a hypothetical scenario where participants were
asked about their plans for using their savings, more
than half (63.7%) stated that they would deposit their
money in banks, whereas 2.4% preferred to keep their
cash at home. Nearly a third of the respondents would
consider lending with a high-interest rate to other
people. Hence, the low propensity for risk-taking could
perhaps be explained by the fact that most women
expressed a preference to deposit cash in banks.

Overall, self-employed women were less willing
to take risks than intending and non-entrepreneurs,
regardless of the weight of financial awards. The
highest proportion of women who agreed to take
a betting risk was found among the intending
entrepreneurs (Table 5).

Discussion

This study identifies and examines differences in
entrepreneurial activities and intentions among women
from various ethnic groups in a rural environment.
We also explore how women’s different experiences
may account for their participation or otherwise in

Table 5

entrepreneurial activity. In particular, we consider three
types of experiences: (a) women’s experiences with
technology, (b) experiences of financial difficulty and
access to finance, and (c¢) propensity for risk-taking.
In answer to our first research question, we find no
significant difference among women of different
ethnicities in terms of their entrepreneurial practices
or intentions.

We find that there is enough evidence to conclude
a linear relationship between entrepreneurialism and
the use of technology. Self-employed women had
the most experience with the use of smartphones and
personal computers in comparison to intending and
non-entrepreneurs. Budding women entrepreneurs
appeared to have used the Internet the most, whereas
non-entrepreneurs were responsible for the lowest
rate of Internet use. This suggests that investing in
increasing the use of technology among ethnic women
in rural regions could potentially have a positive impact
on entrepreneurial behaviors. We are concerned that
women respondents from very small ethnic minorities
have no experience accessing the Internet and limited
experience using smartphones and personal computers.
In contrast, most women from the Kinh and Thai
ethnicities in Son La Province frequently use the
Internet for information-seeking purposes. This finding
suggests that special efforts may be required to ensure
that women from small ethnic minorities can access
technologies alongside others in their communities.
In the interests of equity, it seems important to build
familiarity with technology and increase access to
technologies in remote and underserved areas where
extremely small ethnic groups are present.

We found no statistically significant association
between experiences of financial difficulty/access to

Risk-Taking Propensity by Entrepreneurial Level (N=120)

Entrepreneur Groups Practicing Intending Non
Financial Risk-Taking
Yes .50 27
No 39 .28
Financial Risk-Taking with bigger
amount of money
Yes 43 33
No 44 27
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finance and entrepreneurial intentions and behaviors.
This is surprising because our study also suggests that
women in Son La Province who are self-employed
want to get out of poverty and are motivated to
become entrepreneurs largely through necessity. These
women entrepreneurs generally do not consider the
possibilities of expanding their businesses.

Difficulties in accessing credit from government
sources remain a problem for women from minority
groups who reside in remote areas. Many young
women (32.6%) engaged in entrepreneurial activities
would desire an entrepreneurial career pending
financial support from the government. This
should perhaps alert the relevant authorities and
institutions, such as banks, to pay more attention to
the entrepreneurial aspirations of young women aged
between 20 and 30 years.

Ethnic minority women were found to be disinclined
to take financial risks and prefer to deposit their savings
in banks rather than establishing a business. Thus,
women in this study have a low level of risk-taking
propensity, which is one of the pronounced traits
of (at least some) entrepreneurs. This points to the
possibility that women entrepreneurs in our study
can be characterized as necessity-driven (see Carland
et al., 1995). This finding also suggests that these
women entrepreneurs may be less likely to break out
of the vicious cycle of poverty (Mosley & Verschoor,
2005). The supports and resources that necessity-driven
entrepreneurs may need will likely differ from the
incentives sought by opportunity-driven entrepreneurs
on account of their unequal propensity to accept risk.
It is unclear whether existing policy settings take
adequate account of these differences.

Beyond the overall low levels of risk-taking
propensity among our respondents, we also found no
statistically significant association between risk-taking
and entrepreneurial behaviors and intentions. More
women who are intending to become entrepreneurs
are willing to take risks than current entrepreneurs and
non-entrepreneurs. Interestingly, we also found that
low risk-taking propensity among women from ethnic
minority groups is associated with having a limited
experience with technology. The tension between the
differing risk propensities associated with different
types of entrepreneurship (that is, necessity-driven and
opportunity-driven) confounds the picture that emerges
from our exploratory research. More research would
assist in understanding the connection, if any, between

risk-taking and entrepreneurial behavior and intention
in a rural environment.

Some potential barriers for women to become
entrepreneurs were identified through this study,
mainly relating to education and language. A large
proportion of aspiring women entrepreneurs have a
secondary-level education but believe that a higher
level of education is necessary for succeeding in
business. Similarly, women who were engaged in
farming or domestic activities and had a low level of
education stated that entrepreneurship required a high
level of education. These findings imply that some
women may be reluctant to become self-employed due
to their limited educational background. We suggest
that further research may shed light on the possibility
that women from diverse ethnicities practice self-
exclusion from the livelihood opportunities that they
desire and how this may be mitigated.

The ability to speak a mainstream local language
would seem important for establishing and maintaining
a microenterprise. However, we discovered a small
number of women who do not speak either Kinh or
Thai (the dominant languages in Son La Province) with
confidence. We have not been able to find evidence of
how language skills impact micro-enterprises in multi-
ethnic environments and suggest that this too may be
a fruitful line of further inquiries.

Conclusion

Women’s entrepreneurship has drawn
considerable academic attention, especially in
developed countries. Research articulates the
intentions, opportunities, and challenges that women
entrepreneurs experience. However, rural women
entrepreneurs from diverse ethnic backgrounds are
understudied. This study’s contribution to knowledge
is manifold. Our study is unique in surveying
ethnic minority and majority women who live in
the same area. First, we find that ethnic minority
and majority women are not significantly different
in their entrepreneurial practices and intentions.
Second, we find barriers (to entrepreneurial
practice) of education and language that have
not been adequately explored in the existing
literature. Third, we have traced an important linear
relationship between entrepreneurial behavior
and intention, and the use of technology: Ethnic
minority women use the Internet far less than ethnic
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majority women. Fourth, we point to the need for
further research on issues of risk-taking, which
are especially complex in the face of necessity-
driven entrepreneurship. Ultimately, it is important
to move beyond recording differences towards
building theoretical explanations for differences in
entrepreneurial behavior and intention. Although
the study explores the experiences of minority and
majority ethnic women in relation to the use of
technology, financial difficulties, and risk-taking
propensity, the impacts of these three aspects on the
livelihoods and business performance of minority
ethnic women are not yet clearly defined. Hence,
further research on a larger scale is, in our view,
both timely and important.

Two recommendations are offered. First, further
research is recommended. There is potential value in
pursuing research that predominantly:

 explores more fully the relationship
between risk-taking attitudes/behaviors and
entrepreneurial behaviors in disadvantaged
rural areas, noting that entrepreneurs
can be motivated by necessity as well as
opportunity;

* reviews the intersection between (minority)
languages and entrepreneurial experiences;

* investigates how women in rural areas use
technology for entrepreneurial activity; and

* examines practices of self-exclusion from
livelihood development opportunities among
rural and ethnic minority women.

Second, and in the meantime, it is also recommended
that the Government of Vietnam invests in developing
a more effective enabling environment for small-
scale entrepreneurship in rural areas of Vietnam.
This should include increasing minority women’s
access to and use of technology; supporting private
sector initiatives to expand access to affordable
loans; and offer information products and services
in minority languages, and generally ensuring the
priorities of ethnic minority women are reflected in
policy settings.

Together, these measures can contribute to reducing
poverty in rural areas by creating improved socio-
economic opportunities and upholding the rights of
ethnic minority women in Vietnam.
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