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About the East Asia Retirement Survey

The East Asia Retirement Survey is part of the multiyear Global Aging Preparedness Project, which was 
launched in 2010 by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) with the publication of 
The Global Aging Preparedness Index, a unique new tool for assessing the fiscal sustainability and income 
adequacy of retirement systems around the world. When project director Richard Jackson left CSIS 
early in 2014 to found the Global Aging Institute (GAI), the project moved with him and since then 
has continued under the auspices of GAI.  Prudential plc has collaborated with Richard Jackson on the 
project since 2010 and continues to support the ongoing work on the project being carried out by GAI.

As the world’s societies age, governments and businesses are trying to look ahead and anticipate the 
needs of tomorrow’s growing elderly populations.  Nowhere is this more difficult than in emerging East 
Asia, where rapid development is transforming traditional retirement attitudes and expectations. The 
role of the family in retirement security is receding, while the importance of pensions and personal sav-
ings is growing.  How well are retirees in East Asia coping with the changes? How prepared are workers 
for their own future retirement? And what type of retirement system would people actually prefer, if 
given the choice?

The purpose of the East Asia Retirement Survey, now in its second wave, is to help answer these ques-
tions. The first wave of the survey, conducted in the summer of 2011, was administered to represen-
tative samples of workers and retirees in China, Hong Kong SAR, Malaysia, Singapore, South Korea, 
and Taiwan. The second wave, conducted in the summer of 2014, was administered to representative 
samples of workers and retirees in the six first-wave countries plus Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, 
and Vietnam.* While the survey finds that there are many important differences across the region, it 
also reveals that citizens throughout East Asia have at least two important things in common. They are 
anxious about their retirement prospects and they are eager to improve them.

The results of the first wave of the survey were published in Balancing Tradition and Modernity: The Future 
of Retirement in East Asia (Washington, DC: CSIS, 2012). The results of the second wave of the survey 
are published in From Challenge to Opportunity: Wave 2 of the East Asia Retirement Survey, the overall  proj-
ect report, as well as in a series of ten shorter country reports, of which this is one.  All of the reports, 
together with supplemental data, are available on GAI’s dedicated project website at gap.globalagingin-

stitute.org.  The results of the second wave of the survey are also featured on Prudential’s dedicated 
project website at www.prudentialcorporation-asia.com/eastasia-retirement-2015/.

*For convenience, the term “country” is sometimes used in this report to refer to all ten distinct territorial and economic entities 
where the survey was conducted. Use of the term is not meant to imply any judgment about the sovereignty or status of any of the 
ten entities in international law or practice.

The Global Aging Institute does not take specific policy positions; accordingly, all views 
expressed herein should be understood to be solely those of the author(s).
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COUNTRY REPORT

Findings from Wave 2 of the  
East Asia Retirement Survey

Vietnam

T
hanks to generous state pension bene-
fits and extensive family support, most 
of today’s retirees enjoy a relatively 
comfortable retirement in Vietnam.1 
Yet perhaps because of their heavy de-

pendence on government and their children, they 
worry a great deal about their retirement security. 
Today’s workers also worry a great deal about 
their own future retirement security, and with 
good reason. While rates of state pension receipt 
are expected to rise in the future in most East 
Asian countries, in Vietnam they are expected to 
fall. With just one in five of today’s workers expect-
ing to receive income from financial assets when 
they retire, personal savings is unlikely to fill the 
gap. Meanwhile, with just 10 percent of Vietnam-
ese believing that grown children or other family 
members should be “mostly responsible for pro-
viding income to retired people,” today’s workers 

 1 The Vietnam sample of the East Asia Retirement Survey was limited to urban 
areas. The discussion in this report thus refers to workers and retirees in Viet-
nam’s cities and does not apply to the countryside.

may not be able to count on family support to the 
extent that today’s retirees can.

Despite the concerns about retirement secu-
rity, the level of support for retirement reform in 
Vietnam is much lower than in most East Asian 
countries. Only minorities of Vietnamese would 
support increasing taxes to strengthen the old-age 
safety net, requiring workers to contribute more to 
the Vietnam Social Security Fund, the country’s 
state pension system, or raising the retirement age. 
The lack of a sense of urgency about reform may 
be explained in part by the extraordinary opti-
mism of the Vietnamese about their nation’s future 
economic prospects. It may also be attributable to 
the fact that Vietnam faces a relatively modest ag-
ing challenge. Although the elderly share of the 
population is projected to double to 23 percent by 
2040, this would still leave Vietnam with a younger 
population than any other country surveyed ex-
cept Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines.

There is one area, however, where the Vietnam-
ese agree that reform is needed. Overwhelming 
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 1 Refers to elderly aged 60 and over who have grown children.
 2 “Depend” means net recipient of income from children.
 3 State pension system includes the Vietnam Social Security Fund.
 4 Financial assets include insurance and annuity products and 

stocks, bonds, and mutual funds, but exclude bank deposits.
 5 Refers to workers who have or expect to have children.

  Notes: All data are from Wave 2 of the East Asia Retirement Survey, 
except for demographic data, which are from World Population 
Prospects: The 2012 Revision (UN Population Division: New York, 
2013). Questions in the “Views about the Retirement Challenge” 
section used a five-point scale, with 1 being strongly disagree and 
5 being strongly agree. “Agree” = 4 + 5 and “Disagree” = 1 + 2.
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majorities would support new government initia-
tives that encourage or require workers to save 
more for their own retirement. Although most 
Vietnamese believe that government should be pri-
marily responsible for retirement provision, they 
also understand that improving their retirement 
security will require individual initiative. More will 
be needed to ensure a favorable outcome, includ-
ing broadening pension coverage and raising the 
retirement age, but increasing the financial inde-
pendence of retirees is the obvious place to start.

Today’s  
Retirement Realities
At first glance, today’s retirees appear to enjoy a 
relatively secure retirement. Just 14 percent report 
having “a lot less income” now than before retiring, 
fewer than anywhere else surveyed except China. 
Although only 13 percent report receiving income 
from financial assets like insurance or annuity 
products and/or stocks, bonds, or mutual funds, 
68 percent report receiving a state pension benefit, 
more than in any other country surveyed except 
China and Malaysia. Vietnam’s pay-as-you-go state 
pension system, moreover, is unusually generous, 
often replacing as much as 75 percent of prere-
tirement income. Seventy-six percent of today’s 
retirees also receive at least some income from a 
job or a business they own, a larger share than in 
any other country. At the same time, most benefit 
from a high level of support from their extended 
families. Eighty percent of the elderly report living 
with their grown children, a higher rate of multi-
generational living than anywhere else surveyed. As 
a result, their median household income is roughly 
the same as the median income for all households.

Yet despite these favorable economic circum-
stances, today’s retirees are extremely anxious 
about their retirement security. Among those retir-
ees who have a state pension, 80 percent worry that 
the government will reduce their benefits, a larger 
share than in any other country except the Philip-
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pines. More generally, very large majorities of to-
day’s retirees worry about exhausting their savings 
(82 percent), becoming a burden on their children 
(92 percent), being poor and in need of money (92 
percent), and being in poor health and having no 
one to care for them (93 percent). In fact, on every 
one of these concerns, the level of anxiety in Viet-
nam is higher than anywhere else surveyed. The 
lesson one must draw is that even a relatively high 
living standard may not translate into a sense of 
security if it involves a high level of dependence on 
government benefits and family support.

Tomorrow’s  
Retirement Expectations
In most East Asian countries, the retirement pros-
pects for today’s workers are clearly brighter than 

those for today’s retirees. In Vietnam, however, 
the outlook is less certain. To begin with, today’s 
workers are not much more market-oriented than 
today’s retirees. Just 18 percent expect to receive 
income in retirement from insurance or annuity 
products and/or stocks, bonds, or mutual funds, 
fewer than in any other country surveyed except 
the Philippines and Indonesia and just one-fourth 
as many as in Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, 
and Taiwan. Meanwhile, in stark contrast to most 
East Asian countries, state pension receipt rates 
in Vietnam are expected to fall, not rise. While 68 
percent of today’s retirees report receiving state 
pension benefits, just 49 percent of today’s work-
ers expect to receive them. This decline is due to 
the rapid growth in employment in the private 
sector, where many businesses fail to contribute 
to the state pension system on behalf of their em-
ployees and the government finds it difficult to 

The Vietnamese are anxious about their retirement security.
Share of Vietnamese Retirees and Workers Who Worry “a Lot,” “Some,” or “Not at 

All” about “Being Poor and in Need of Money” during Retirement
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“preparing adequately for retirement” than they 
were three years ago also exceeds the share who 
say they are less confident, something which, 
among the other countries surveyed, is only true 
in China, the Philippines, and Singapore. On 
the other hand, today’s workers worry at least as 
much as today’s retirees about exhausting their 
savings, becoming a burden on their children, 
being poor and in need of money, and being in 
poor health and having no one to care for them. 
The level of concern among Vietnamese workers, 
moreover, is higher than the level among work-
ers in any other country. Ironically, the one thing 
that today’s workers worry less about than today’s 
retirees is that the government will reduce their 
pension benefits.

enforce compliance.2 Realistically or not, today’s 
workers expect to lean even more heavily on their 
extended families than today’s retirees do. Ninety 
percent anticipate living with their grown children 
when retired, more than in any other country ex-
cept Thailand. Like today’s retirees, the majority 
of today’s workers also expect to receive at least 
some income from work when retired. In fact, 90 
percent do, more than in any other country.

Workers’ own views about their retirement 
prospects can only be described as contradictory. 
On the one hand, only 3 percent expect to have “a 
lot less income” in retirement than they do now, 
fewer than in any other country, while 22 percent 
expect to have more. The share of today’s work-
ers who say they are more confident that they are 

 2 See Giang Thanh Long, “Viet Nam: Pension System Overview and Reform Direc-
tions,” in Pension Systems and Old-Age Income Support in East and Southeast 
Asia: Overview and Reform Directions, ed. Donghyun Park (Manila: Asian Develop-
ment Bank, 2011).

While state pension receipt is expected to rise in most East 
Asian countries, in Vietnam it is expected to fall.

Share of Today’s Retirees Receiving and Share of Today’s Workers Expecting to Receive Income from the State Pension System
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The Changing Role 
of the Family
Vietnam’s high rate of multigenerational living, 
both current and expected, reflects the strength 
of its family support networks, which appear to be 
more robust than those in many other East Asian 
countries. So does the almost universal expecta-
tion that the frail elderly will be personally cared 
for by their grown children. Eighty-six percent 
of today’s retirees who are disabled or need help 
with daily living report being personally cared 
for by their grown children or their children’s 
spouses, while 98 percent of today’s workers ex-
pect to receive such care if it is needed when they 
are retired.

Yet the experience of other East Asian societies 
teaches that even the most robust family old-age 
support networks can unravel during periods of 

rapid development and modernization. Often, the 
stresses first become apparent in changing views 
about grown children’s obligation to financially 
support their aged parents. At the current junc-
ture, the Vietnamese appear to be of two minds 
on the subject. On the one hand, 78 percent of 
respondents agree that grown children “should al-
ways honor and respect their parents and should 
help support them in any way that they can,” while 
just 22 percent, fewer than in any other country, 
agree that “both parents and children are generally 
happier when they are independent and self-suf-
ficient.” Yet on the other hand, when respondents 
were asked, more directly, “who, ideally, should 
be mostly responsible for providing income to re-
tired people,” only 10 percent “said grown chil-
dren or other family members.” This suggests that 
Vietnam’s family support networks may be more 
vulnerable than it might at first seem.

Relatively few Vietnamese can count on asset income in retirement.
Share of Today’s Retirees Receiving and Share of Today’s Workers Expecting to Receive Income from Financial Assets
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Responsibility for 
Retirement Provision
If not the family, then who, ideally, should be 
mostly responsible for providing income to re-
tired people? Should it be government or should 
it be retirees themselves, through their own sav-
ings? While the Vietnamese may be uncertain 
about their own retirement prospects, they have 
little doubt about the ideal shape of the retirement 
system. By a margin of three-to-one (62 percent 
versus 22 percent), they favor government respon-
sibility for retirement income over individual re-
sponsibility. The young are no less likely to support 
government responsibility than the old. Moreover, 
the level of support for government responsibility 
rises along with income and educational attain-
ment while the level of support for individual re-
sponsibility falls, whereas in most of the countries 
surveyed just the opposite is true. Both of these 
facts suggest that Vietnam’s preference for govern-
ment responsibility for retirement income is likely 
to be enduring.

Attitudes toward Financial 
Markets and Services
The Vietnamese are ambivalent about financial 
markets and the financial services industry, which 
is perhaps not surprising given the country’s re-
cent transition to a market economy. On the one 
hand, relatively few Vietnamese own financial 
assets, many are skeptical about investing in the 
market as a way of preparing for retirement, and 
almost all believe that individuals themselves, 
rather than investment professionals, should be 
primarily responsible for deciding how retirement 
savings are invested. Yet when asked whether 
“people can trust financial services companies to 
help them prepare for retirement,” twice as many 
agreed or strongly agreed (43 percent) as dis-
agreed or strongly disagreed (19 percent), a wider 
margin than in any other country except Indone-
sia and Thailand. Moreover, although only small 

shares of today’s retirees (17 percent) and workers 
(26 percent) report having received professional 
financial advice about how to invest their retire-
ment savings, nine out of ten of those who have 
received such advice report that they found it 
useful. While it is too soon to tell, the survey thus 
leaves ample room to hope that Vietnam may over 
time become a more market-oriented country.

Attitudes toward  
Work and Retirement
Vietnamese attitudes toward work and retirement 
are difficult to interpret. In some respects, the ex-
pectation of early retirement appears to be deeply 
engrained in Vietnamese culture. An enormous 
86 percent of today’s retirees report that they 

The Vietnamese overwhelmingly 
favor government responsibility 

for retirement income.
“Who, ideally, should be mostly responsible for 
providing income to retired people?” Share of 

Vietnamese Respondents Saying…
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retired before reaching their sixtieth birthday, a 
larger share than in any other country surveyed 
except Malaysia. Thirty-two percent of Vietnam-
ese agree that “people should retire at a fixed age 
and not work again,” more than anywhere else ex-
cept China, while a majority oppose raising the re-
tirement age, something that is only true in three 
other countries. Yet these views notwithstanding, 
today’s workers expect to retire much later than 
today’s retirees did. While just 14 percent of to-
day’s retirees report that they retired at age 60 
or later, 60 percent of today’s workers anticipate 
doing so, one of the largest shifts in retirement 
behavior among the ten countries surveyed. Just 
as in many other East Asian countries, moreover, 
retirement in Vietnam is a highly malleable con-
cept. Indeed, when nine out of ten workers say 
that they expect to receive at least some income 

in retirement from a job or a business they own, it 
is difficult to know what retirement means at all.

From Challenge to 
Opportunity
The Vietnamese are highly optimistic about the 
future. Eighty-five percent agree or strongly agree 
that “each new generation of workers will have 
a higher living standard than the previous one,” 
while just 3 percent disagree or strongly disagree—
an enormous margin of nearly thirty-to-one that 
is not even approached anywhere else except In-
donesia and Thailand. By a margin of seventeen-
to-one, they also agree that “each new generation 
of retirees will have a more secure retirement than 
the previous one.” As for the country’s aging chal-

What the Vietnamese Think about Retirement Reform
Share of Vietnamese Respondents Saying That Government Should or Should Not…
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Technical Note

Sample Size and Margin of Error

Sample Size
Margin of 

Error (+ or –)*

China 1512 2.5

Hong Kong 749 3.6

Indonesia 1023 3.1

Malaysia 990 3.1

Philippines 997 3.1

Singapore 750 3.6

South Korea 997 3.1

Taiwan 998 3.1

Thailand 1008 3.1

Vietnam 995 3.1

*  Margin of error at a 95 percent confidence interval.

The second wave of the East Asia Retirement 
Survey was designed by the Global Aging Insti-
tute (GAI) and conducted during the summer 
of 2014 by Ipsos Observer, a globally prominent 
survey firm. The survey was conducted in China, 
Hong Kong SAR, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philip-
pines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, 
and Vietnam. All survey samples were randomly 
selected and nationally representative, except that 
the samples for China, Indonesia, the Philippines, 
Thailand, and Vietnam were limited to urban ar-
eas. The interviews were conducted by telephone, 
except in the Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, 
and Vietnam, where they were conducted in per-
son. The survey universe consisted of household 
“main earners” aged 20 or older, including both 
current main earners and retired main earners. 
GAI weighted the raw survey data by age, gender, 
and educational attainment using census data and 
other standard national and international statisti-

cal sources. The survey analysis was carried out 
using SPSS statistical software.

lenge, it barely registers as a concern. When asked 
whether “supporting the growing number of el-
derly will be a large burden for tomorrow’s work-
ers and taxpayers,” just one-third of respondents 
agreed or strongly agreed. When asked whether it 
will be “a large burden” for tomorrow’s families, 
just one-quarter did.

While this optimism is understandable given 
Vietnam’s bright development prospects, it could 
become an obstacle to needed retirement reforms. 
Despite the widening gap in state pension cover-
age, just 27 percent of respondents believe that 
the government should increase taxes to provide 
a basic pension benefit to those elderly who are in 
financial need and just 30 percent believe that it 
should require workers to contribute more to pay 
for government pension programs—much lower 
levels of support for these reforms than in any other 
country surveyed. As already noted, the share of 

Vietnamese who would support raising the retire-
ment age is also smaller than in most countries.

The one policy area where most Vietnamese are 
open to new government initiatives is retirement 
savings. Overwhelming majorities would favor re-
forms that either encourage workers to save more 
for their own retirement (89 percent) or require 
them to do so (88 percent). This is good news, 
since most workers will indeed need to save more 
if they are to enjoy a secure old age. Although most 
Vietnamese still hope to lean heavily on govern-
ment and the family in retirement, they seem to 
understand that as their society develops, modern-
izes, and ages, overreliance on pay-as-you-go pen-
sions or family support networks could be risky. 
Increasing retirement savings alone does not add 
up to a complete solution for Vietnam, but it is an 
indispensable component of any workable one.
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Glossary

Elderly: The elderly in this report are defined as 
adults aged 60 and over.

Financial Assets: Financial assets in this report gen-
erally refer to insurance and annuity products 
and stocks, bonds, and mutual funds. Unless 
otherwise noted, they exclude bank deposits.

Funded Pension Systems: A funded pension sys-
tem is a system in which the contributions of 
current workers are saved and invested and 
benefits are paid out of the accumulated assets.

Household Income: Household income refers to the 
income of all household members. For retirees 
living in multigenerational households, it thus 
includes the income of their grown children.

Market-Oriented: Market-oriented refers to de-
gree of engagement in financial markets. A 
market-oriented country or society is one in 
which a large and/or rapidly growing share of 
the population invests in financial markets and 
owns financial assets.

Means-Tested Programs: Means-tested programs 
are social assistance programs in which eligi-
bility for benefits is limited to persons with in-
come or assets beneath certain thresholds.

Pay-As-You-Go Pension Systems: A pay-as-you-go 
pension system is a system in which the contri-
butions of current workers are directly used to 
pay for the benefits of current retirees.

Replacement Rates: Replacement rate refers to the 
share of a worker’s income that pension benefits 
replace. If benefits are paid as a lump sum rather 
than in monthly installments, it refers to the 
share of income they would replace if annuitized.

Retirees & Workers: The division of respondents 
into “today’s retirees” and “today’s workers” is 
based on self-identification by the respondents 
themselves. Respondents were told that retire-
ment means “no longer working or working less 
than when you were younger and having no 
plans to work full-time again.” They were then 
asked whether they are “currently retired.”

State Pension System: The term state pension 
system in this report refers to all mandatory 
pension systems or retirement savings systems 
established by the government, provided that 
the systems are contributory and are not means-
tested. In Vietnam, the state pension system in-
cludes the Vietnam Social Security Fund.

The sample size for seven of the ten countries 
ranged from 990 to 1023. In China, the sample 
size was 1512, and in Hong Kong and Singapore it 
was 749 and 750, respectively. The margin of error 

for the survey at a 95 percent confidence interval 
ranged from a low of plus or minus 2.5 percent-
age points in China to a high of plus or minus 3.6 
percentage points in Hong Kong and Singapore.
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The Global Aging Institute (GAI) is a nonprofit research 
and educational organization dedicated to improving our 
understanding of global aging, to informing policymak-
ers and the public about the challenges it poses, and to 
encouraging timely and constructive policy responses. 
GAI’s agenda is broad, encompassing everything from re-
tirement security to national security, and its horizons are 
global, extending to aging societies worldwide.
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