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Middle Classes, Moving and 
Staying in Hanoi
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The Asian urban middle classes 
are growing rapidly. Hanoi, 
Vietnam is home to one of the 
fastest-growing middle-income 
populations in the world.

What characterizes middle-
income families in Hanoi and 
what are the processes of achiev-
ing middle-income status? And 
does migration matter for fami-
lies’ social mobility? 

•	Becoming middle class in Hanoi is per-
ceived as connected to hard work, having 
a salaried job, and also having the right 
connections. 

•	Internal migration for education and 
work is common.

•	International migration is viewed less as 
a pathway to becoming middle class, but 
might be a future aspiration for chil-
dren’s international education.

•	This city brief offers insights from the 
ERC-funded project, Migration Rhythms 
in Trajectories of Upward Social Mobility 
in Asia.
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Urban Middleclassness 

Vietnam has seen a very rapidly expand-
ing middle-income population amid 
economic development and urbanization. 
The country’s economic reforms since the 
1980s have made Vietnam one of the fast-
est-growing economies in the world and a 
major success story in alleviating poverty. 
These changes have driven the rise of 
a middle-income consumer class in the 
country, a transformation that is most evi-
dent in major cities, including Hanoi, Ho 
Chi Minh City and Da Nang. 

Knowing more about the middle classes 
in Vietnam enriches our understanding 
of how development can take place in 
urban contexts. Vietnam is a particular 
case since there are officially no classes in 
the ‘socialist market economy’. Instead, 
the term ‘middle income’ is used in local 
practice to refer to this segment of the 
population.

While there is no set measure to identify 
middle class categories, researchers refer 
to income, education, employment and 
occupation as useful indicators. Studies 
on consumption and spending pat-
terns also draw attention to other socio-
economic and cultural markers. These 

different factors matter when thinking 
about social mobility, and about how indi-
viduals and families strive for and achieve 
improved living standards. 

But how do Hanoi residents who define 
themselves as ‘middle income’ perceive 
what this means? What do they consider 
important for ensuring a family’s 
improved socio-economic standing? We 
explore these questions, and whether 
migration also matters in this context.

Migration Rhythms Data

To better understand how Hanoi 
residents perceive the middle-income 
segment, and how migration might 
matter, the MigrationRhythms project 
conducted a household-based survey 
with middle-class residents (n=503) 
in three  districts in Hanoi (Đống Đa, 
Cầu Giấy and Hoàng Mai) in 2023. 
The survey is representative of middle-
income residents in the selected areas.

The project also included family history 
interviews with 25 participants in Hanoi 
who shared their families’ experiences of 
being and becoming middle class, and 
any migration histories.

Perceptions of Middleclassness 

What do Hanoi residents think about be-
ing and becoming ‘middle income’ in the 
city? Respondents’ perceptions offer an 
insider snapshot of what being middle 
class may look like in Hanoi, and what 
is considered important for families to 
achieve improved living standards. 

Of the respondents surveyed (59% wom-
en, 41% men), most were 35–69 years old. 
They had different occupational and edu-
cational backgrounds (45% had completed 
a bachelor’s or college degree, and 20% 
had finished secondary education).

Respondents were asked whether they 
agreed/disagreed with statements about 
middleclassness. Fig. 1 shows responses 
to three of these statements. The vast ma-
jority perceived having an air-conditioner 
and owning a motorbike as typical for 
middle-income households in Hanoi. 

This reflects fairly recent consumer shifts. 
Access to a wide range of consumer goods 
has increased dramatically alongside (and 
as part of) broader development trends 
in the country. Motorbikes have played 
a crucial role in these transformations. 
But new normals of consumption are 
gradually being established. While mo-
torbike ownership now spans most socio-
economic classes, expensive motorbike 
brands and car ownership have emerged 
as new (upper-)middle- class markers. 

In contrast to the views on certain con-
sumer goods as something middle-class 
households would possess, less than a 
third of the respondents think that mid-
dle-class families would typically send 
children to private school.

As Fig. 2 shows, a large majority of re-
spondents consider hard work and one’s 
values and priorities in life as important 
factors in becoming middle class, fol-
lowed by having a salaried job and having 
the right connections – the latter thought 
to be crucial for success in the socialist 
market economy. 

Figure 1: Perceptions about being middle class. Source: MigrationRhythms survey (2023).
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In contrast, less than half of respondents 
consider being ‘well educated’ or own-
ing a business as essential to becoming 
‘middle income.’ Neither having a fam-
ily member living abroad, nor receiving 
money from abroad are perceived as im-
portant to gaining middle-income status 
in Hanoi today.

While there is some diversity in the re-
sponses, there is a strong emphasis on 
values such as hard work, and having 
priorities, as well as having a salaried 
job (in comparison to owning one’s 
business). Meanwhile, a majority of re-
spondents do not consider international 
migration as crucial to improving one’s 
living standards.

Plural Middle Classes

Family history interviews offer additional 
insight into how Hanoi residents might 
distinguish urban middle classes or mid-
dle-income groups. Having the capacity to 
afford basic needs and transportation, to 
send their children to school and to buy 
or rent property such as an apartment are 
among middle-income traits which inter-
viewees discuss. 

With education, interviewees note that 
middle-income families typically send 

children to public schools because private 
schools are too expensive. A 45-year-old 
father of two says:

“Families with middle incomes often 
send their children to public schools. 
Firstly, they don’t have access to interna-
tional schools, in which the services are 
more expensive. Secondly, they typically 
choose schools close to home for conve-
nience in commuting.”

Moreover, middle-income groups can 
also be diverse depending on the type 
of job (whether in the public or private 
sector) or skills one has. Upper middle-
income groups have more options to eat 
out and travel overseas, whereas those 
in the lower-middle strata might opt for 
home-cooked meals and take holidays 
within the country. 

Higher middle-income groups also have 
more savings. As a 39-year-old female par-
ticipant shares: 

“[They] have very good savings. I think 
the difference is about saving and 
spending… They don’t need to borrow 
money. Or they can borrow money to 
invest in their business, and expand 
it, not just borrow money for buying a 
house and medical care like us.”

The above perspectives shed light on so-
ciocultural factors that shape the diversity 
of middle-income groups.

Moving, Leaving and Staying: 
Does Migration Matter? 

We asked respondents about their birth-
place, whether they had lived elsewhere 
and whether they had family members 
who had also moved. The survey sought 
to capture different instances of internal 
and international movement.

Among respondents, 41% were born in 
urban areas in Hanoi and 4% were born 
in rural areas in the capital. The second 
largest group (34%) was born in rural ar-
eas of the Red River Delta region, followed 
by those born in a rural area of another 
region in Vietnam (14%). 

Many respondents had at least one par-
ent who had migrated from elsewhere. 
Almost half of respondents had a moth-
er (48%) and/or a father (44%) born in 
a rural area within the Red River Delta 
region. Almost a third of respondents 
had Hanoi-born mothers (30.8%) and/or 
fathers (31%). Others had parents who 
were born in urban areas within the re-
gion, or elsewhere in Vietnam. Similar 
patterns can also be observed in the 

Figure 2: Perceptions of becoming middle class. Source: MigrationRhythms survey (2023). 
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Aspiring to Move or to Stay?

Moving and staying can also figure 
in the future aspirations of middle-
income families in Hanoi. We did not 
ask about future aspirations in general, 
but whether respondents expected to mi-
grate elsewhere in the next five years. 

About 90% of our respondents did not 
expect to leave Hanoi. About 1 in 10 
respondents saw themselves moving 
elsewhere in the next five years. This 
included returning to places of previous 
residence, or moving elsewhere within 
Vietnam, as well as moving abroad, ei-
ther within Asia or beyond. 

Interviews suggest that international 
migration emerges more prominently 
in participants’ aspirations for overseas 
education, especially for children. One 
36-year-old participant, a father, shares 
what he envisions for his children: 

“I hope that they can finish high 
school or even college and then have 
the opportunity to study abroad for 
2–3 years before returning.”

Drawing on our family history inter-
views in Hanoi, international migration 
aspirations feature goals of education 
and work. However, these are also often 
combined with a desire to return to 
Vietnam, including for retirement.  

histories of the interviewees’ maternal 
and paternal grandparents – many of 
whom were born outside Hanoi. 

The emphasis on internal migration is also 
reflected in the stories of interviewees 
who are internal migrants or have family 
members who moved to Hanoi. The city is 
a destination for internal migrants looking 
for educational and job opportunities. A 
42-year-old female participant explained:

“The distance from my hometown… is 
relatively close. So, for the proximity fac-
tor from the central region to the north-
ern region, Hanoi becomes the preferred 
choice for studying… Alongside these 
reasons, the job opportunities in Hanoi 
are also better.”

Interviewees spoke about how moving to 
Hanoi improved their lives and increased 
their income and family opportunities. 
They consider Hanoi as a place to stay for 
the long term, having established stable, 
middle-income living standards. 

Some consider staying until later life, 
when they hope to return to their home-
town. Internal migration thus appears 
important to the upward social mobility 
of many Hanoi middle-income residents, 
in turn enabling a choice of staying in 
place or moving elsewhere in the future. 
Moving abroad is less emphasized as 
a strategy for families’ upward social 
mobility, although learning English has 
emerged as a middle-class aspiration.


