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Abstract
This study investigates economic security through the lens of income among ethnic minority communities in the northern highlands of Vietnam, focusing on the Tay and Hmong groups. These groups have historically faced lower income levels, limited access to resources, and structural barriers in the labor market, making them a critical population for assessing economic security and tracking changes over time. Adopting a quantitative approach, the research employs multiple linear regression models (Model 1: overall sample; Model 2: ethnic-specific sub-samples) to examine three key dimensions—capability, efficiency, and sustainability—and identify factors shaping household income. Survey data from 280 respondents were analyzed using t-tests and ordinary least squares (OLS) regression in Stata to estimate the effects of demographic, capability, and sustainability variables on income. Results reveal that language proficiency in both national and foreign languages strongly enhances income, highlighting the role of human capital as a driver of economic security. Cultivated land area contributes positively to income for the Tay, reflecting the importance of natural resource access and productive utilization. Participation in workplace decision-making also correlates with higher income, emphasizing the economic value of participatory governance. Conversely, longer tenure in the same job is associated with lower income, revealing structural constraints and limited opportunities for skill upgrading in rural labor markets. The findings underscore that education level alone does not guarantee higher income, while living standards provide an enabling environment for better economic outcomes. Policy implications focus on developing targeted language programs, promoting inclusive decision-making, supporting continuous skill development, and tailoring agricultural and land-use policies to reduce disparities among ethnic groups. Overall, the study highlights the interplay between individual capabilities and structural factors in securing sustainable livelihoods and offers evidence-based insights for promoting equitable development among Vietnam’s national minorities.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Economic security is one of the seven dimensions of human security as conceptualized by Mahbub ul Haq in the 1994 Human Development Report. It requires that every individual has access to a basic income, typically derived from paid employment or, at a minimum, from social protection systems. While economic security is a pressing concern in developing countries, it also attracts attention in developed nations in relation to unemployment, labor markets, and livelihood sustainability. However, most existing studies are either theoretical or qualitative, with relatively few quantitative analyses based on fieldwork, particularly in relation to ethnic minority communities living in the northern mountainous regions of Southeast Asia.
Existing literature provides valuable insights into economic disparities between ethnic groups in Southeast Asia. For instance, studies on income inequality in Malaysia reveal how distributional national account methods can illuminate ethnic cleavages in wealth and income (Khalid & Yang, 2021). Similarly, recent decomposition analyses of income inequality in the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam demonstrate how changes in income sources and household characteristics drive inequality trends (Mercado et al., 2024). Broader perspectives highlight the links between wealth, poverty, and health, further anchoring the concept of economic security within human development discourses (Nilan & Maunati, 2025). Urban inequality discussions, spanning income, employment, and housing, enrich the understanding of sustainable livelihoods in rapidly changing socio-economic contexts (Ahmad et al., 2025). Finally, political economy analyses of social security systems in Southeast Asia underscore the importance of state mechanisms in mediating inequality and promoting economic security (Bi, 2025).
This paper contributes to filling that gap by examining economic security through the lens of income among ethnic minority groups in the northern highlands. Using survey data and a quantitative framework, the study focuses on three dimensions—capability, efficiency, and sustainability—to evaluate how they shape household income. To provide a clearer understanding of these relationships, the paper first reviews existing studies on ethnic minority income, then introduces the research context and factors influencing income, followed by an analysis of findings and discussion of policy implications for sustainable development.
The objective of this study is to quantitatively examine the factors that shape household income among Tay and Hmong ethnic minority communities in the northern highlands of Vietnam. By applying a capability–efficiency–sustainability framework, the study aims to identify key determinants of economic security and provide evidence-based policy recommendations for promoting sustainable and equitable livelihoods.
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
In terms of human development and income, (Gustafsson & Sai, 2009) highlight that various circumstances shape household income levels and overall wealth in ethnic minority regions. For instance, engagement in manufacturing activities tends to generate higher income for minority households. Moreover, educational attainment of working-age villagers is positively correlated with their income when participating in the local labor market. While geographical location is not the sole determinant, it remains an important factor influencing the income of ethnic minority communities. The study further indicates that in lower-income areas, ethnic minorities often travel farther to seek employment compared to those in communities with average income levels. Similarly, (Mobius et al., 2016) examine differences between majority and minority workers and managers in labor markets, finding no productivity gap between groups. In ethnically diverse areas, wages between majority and minority workers do not differ significantly; however, in less diverse regions, minority workers earn 4–7% lower wages than their majority counterparts.
Tourism development is also viewed as a potential driver of income growth in ethnic minority areas, where cultural resources remain underutilized. (Yang, 2011) argues that while tourism can increase income, cultural and traditional practices—dynamic rather than static—must be preserved and revitalized to ensure sustainable cultural values. Cultural acceptance also plays a crucial role in shaping livelihoods. For example, (Kyeyune & Turner, 2016), in their study on farming practices in Ha Giang, observed that although hybrid maize could increase household income, local communities were reluctant to adopt it due to cultural resistance to innovation, despite state promotion. The authors suggest that livelihood practices contributing to food security should precede the conceptualization of food security, emphasizing the importance of understanding new crops, agricultural diversity, and cultural acceptance to enhance household income.
From an ethnic perspective, regions with multiple minority groups often exhibit weaker economic performance than those with a single, homogenous minority group. Moreover, recent econometric evidence from ASEAN-5 economies demonstrates that macroeconomic factors such as trade openness and gross capital formation significantly influence income inequality, with trade openness mitigating inequality while capital formation, inflation, and unemployment tend to increase it in the long term  (Ayyash et al., 2025). (Alesina & Zhuravskaya, 2011) explain that although economic elites may emerge in diverse settings, their inability to cooperate undermines collective policy-making and economic growth. (Robinson, 2016) further argues that economic underperformance in multi-ethnic regions results from fragmented markets and limited trust among minority trading groups.
Using multidimensional poverty indices, (Awaworyi Churchill & Smyth, 2017) find that language barriers significantly affect income and poverty reduction across 60 developing countries. Specifically, the lack of access to dominant languages for trade and communication hinders income improvement for ethnic minorities. This finding underscores the importance of state policies not only in fostering ethnic diversity but also in enhancing social capital, such as language skills, to reduce disadvantage. Complementing these findings, an empirical assessment of household consumer durables across six Southeast Asian countries shows that welfare and inequality vary significantly by country, with Vietnam, Thailand, and Malaysia exhibiting higher welfare and lower inequality than Cambodia, Indonesia, and the Philippines (Deutsch et al., 2020).
Finally, (Hasmath & Ho, 2015) examine ethnic discrimination in China, showing that while Han respondents often denied wage disparities, ethnic minority workers reported clear disadvantages in job search and employment experiences. The study concludes that labor market disadvantages in China arise from discrimination, weaker social networks, and cultural barriers faced by ethnic minorities.
Recent studies consistently confirm that poverty and income inequality among Vietnam’s ethnic minorities are driven not only by household characteristics but also by lower returns to those characteristics. (Imai et al., 2011) and (van de Walle & Gunewardena, 2001) show that ethnic minority households are poorer and more vulnerable to shocks, and that much of the welfare gap results from lower returns to education, land, and other productive assets compared with the Kinh majority. These findings suggest that poverty reduction policies should not merely expand resource endowments but should also enhance the effectiveness and productivity of those resources for minorities.
Spatial analyses by (Epprecht et al., 2011) indicate that Vietnam’s welfare inequality is shaped more by the urban–rural divide and ethnic disparities than by geographic remoteness. This implies that addressing the social and economic barriers isolating minority groups from mainstream markets may be more effective than simple geographic targeting.
Regarding income structure and inequality, (Tuyen, 2016) demonstrates that agricultural income—especially crop production—tends to equalize income distribution, whereas off-farm income sources (wages, nonfarm self-employment) increase inequality if access is skewed toward better-off households. This highlights the importance of expanding nonfarm opportunities for poorer groups to ensure equitable growth.
Moving beyond the income dimension, (Pham & Mukhopadhaya, 2022) employ a multidimensional poverty approach using VARHS 2008–2016 data and find that while deprivations in education, housing, and basic services have declined for both majority and minority households, income poverty remains the most persistent. Their study also shows that social capital at the community level significantly reduces monetary and non-monetary poverty, underscoring the role of community networks in poverty alleviation.
Finally, (Dang et al., n.d.) emphasize that despite rapid national poverty reduction, poverty segregation has intensified, with the poor increasingly concentrated in provinces with high shares of ethnic minorities. Rising within-province inequality poses risks of slower growth and persistent poverty traps, suggesting the need for spatially targeted and equity-focused development policies.

Based on the literature review and conceptual framework, the study is guided by the following hypotheses:
H1: Capability-related factors (such as cultivated land area and language proficiency) have a positive effect on household income.
H2: Sustainability factors (such as participation in vocational training and shorter job tenure) positively affect income.
H3: Efficiency factors (such as workplace consultation and decision-making participation) are positively associated with income.
H4: Socio-demographic variables (education, living standard, marital status) are significant predictors of household income.
METHODOLOGY
The structured questionnaire consisted of 30 closed-ended questions and many open-ended questions, covering demographic information (age, gender, marital status, education), income levels, land area, language proficiency, training participation, job tenure, and workplace participation. The inclusion of open-ended questions allowed respondents to elaborate on challenges and opportunities affecting their livelihoods, providing richer qualitative insights.
This study employs a quantitative, cross-sectional research design to examine the determinants of household income among Tay and Hmong ethnic minority groups in the northern highlands of Vietnam. Data were collected through a structured questionnaire survey of 280 respondents selected from Vi Xuyen and Dong Van districts, complemented by a survey data from the 2023. The sampling ensured representation of both major ethnic groups and covered key socio-economic characteristics such as age, gender, education, occupation, and landholding status.
Descriptive statistics were first used to summarize sample characteristics. A two-sample t-test was then applied to compare mean household income between the Tay and Hmong groups. To identify determinants of income, the study used multiple linear regression analysis estimated by ordinary least squares (OLS) in Stata. Two models were specified: Model 1 estimated the effects of all variables on income for the entire sample, while Model 2 was applied to ethnic-specific sub-samples to capture heterogeneous effects across the two groups.

The regression model is specified as follows:

Incomei = β0 + β1 Genderi + β2 Agei + β3 MaritalStatusi + β4 Educationi + β5 LivingStandardi + β6 LandAreai + β7 Languagei + β8 Trainingi + β9 JobTenurei + β10 WorkConsultationi + β11 WorkIndependencei + εi

where Incomei is the monthly income of respondent i; explanatory variables include demographic characteristics, capability-related variables (land area, language proficiency), sustainability factors (training participation, job tenure), and efficiency indicators (workplace consultation, work independence). εi is the error term assumed to be normally distributed.
This design allows for testing whether capability, sustainability, and efficiency dimensions significantly affect household income and whether these effects vary between ethnic groups.

3. DATA
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8]This study is based on a field survey conducted in Ha Giang province, northern Vietnam, and supplemented with statistical data drawn from several previous surveys and census reports. Ha Giang, a northern mountainous province of Vietnam bordering China, is well known for its cultural diversity and the presence of numerous ethnic minority groups. Among these, the Hmong and Tay constitute the two largest communities. According to the General Statistics Office of Vietnam (2019 Census), the Hmong population in Ha Giang numbers 292,677 people, including 147,823 men and 144,854 women, accounting for 34.24% of the provincial population. Nationally, Ha Giang’s Hmong community represents a significant proportion of the total 1,393,547 Hmong people, corresponding to 21.00% of the group’s population nationwide (General Statistics Office of Vietnam, 2020). This indicates that Ha Giang serves as one of the most important settlement areas for the Hmong in Vietnam.
The Tay population in Ha Giang totals 192,702 individuals, comprising 96,506 men and 96,196 women, which makes up 22.55% of the province’s population. Compared with the total of 1,845,492 Tay people nationwide, this figure represents 10.44%, underscoring Ha Giang’s role as a key region for the Tay ethnic community as well. Taken together, the Hmong and Tay account for more than half of Ha Giang’s total population (56.79%), highlighting both their demographic dominance within the province and their substantial contribution to the overall distribution of these ethnic groups across Vietnam.

Table 1. Sample Characteristics
	No.
	Variable
	Category
	Count
	Percentage (%)

	1
	Gender
	Male
	150
	53.6

	
	
	Female
	130
	46.4

	2
	Age
	18–25
	60
	21.4

	
	
	26–35
	80
	28.6

	
	
	36–45
	70
	25

	
	
	46–55
	50
	17.9

	
	
	56+
	20
	7.1

	3
	Ethnicity
	Hmong
	153
	54.6

	
	
	Tay
	127
	45.4

	4
	Occupation
	Agriculture
	120
	42.9

	
	
	Handicraft / Services
	80
	28.6

	
	
	Business
	40
	14.3

	
	
	Others
	40
	14.3


Source: Based on the survey.

The study surveyed a total of 280 respondents in Ha Giang province, northern Vietnam. The sample included 150 males (53.6%) and 130 females (46.4%). The age of respondents ranged from 18 to over 56 years, with 21.4% aged 18–25, 28.6% aged 26–35, 25.0% aged 36–45, 17.9% aged 46–55, and 7.1% aged 56 and above. In terms of ethnicity, the respondents were either Hmong (54.6%) or Tay (45.4%). Regarding occupation, 42.9% of participants were engaged in agriculture, 28.6% in handicraft or service-related work, 14.3% in small business, and the remaining 14.3% in other types of work.
These characteristics reflect a slightly higher proportion of males, a wide range of adult age groups, and the predominance of the Hmong and Tay ethnic communities in the province. The occupational distribution illustrates the typical economic activities in a mountainous rural region of northern Vietnam.

Table 2. t-test of mean income across ethnic groups
	
	Mean
	Std. Err.
	Std. Dev.
	Confidence interval

	Hmong
	3690541
	213418.5
	1298174
	3257708
	4123373

	Tay
	4089344
	230386.7
	1799378
	3628502
	4550186

	total
	3938776
	164935.2
	1632775
	3611425
	4266126

	Difference
	-398804
	339567.5
	
	-1072840
	275233

	t =  - 1.17
H₀: diff = 0                                     


Note: Std. Dev. refers to the standard deviation. ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.

To examine whether the difference in average income between the two ethnic groups is statistically significant, Table 2 presents the results of a t-test comparing the Hmong and Tay groups. The results indicate that there is no significant difference in the average income of respondents from the two groups, with a relatively low t-value of 1.17. Therefore, it can be concluded that, although the Tay group has a higher income than the Hmong group, the mean income difference between the two groups is not statistically significant.
Regarding wages, when respondents were asked whether they were satisfied with their income relative to the effort they put in, both ethnic groups reported a relatively high level of satisfaction. Specifically, 61% of the Tay group and 64% of the Hmong group indicated that they were satisfied. Similarly, 29% of the Tay group and 33% of the Hmong group reported being dissatisfied with their current monthly income. Interestingly, the proportion of respondents who reported being very satisfied with their current income was slightly higher among the Tay group (0.8%) compared to the Hmong group (0.3%), as shown in Figure 1. This can be explained by the fact that, as indicated in Table 2, the Tay group has a higher average income, surpassing that of the Hmong group.


Figure 1. Comparison of satisfaction with income between the two ethnic groups
Source: Calculation from author.

With this level of monthly income, the aim of the study was to examine whether respondents’ earnings were sufficient to cover and meet their household expenses. Respondents were asked to what extent their salary and other payments from their current main job could meet the normal needs of their family, including food, children’s education, healthcare, and so on. There were four response options: “Fully meets needs and allows for savings,” “Fully meets needs without any difficulty,” “Does not meet needs and causes some difficulties,” and “Does not meet needs and causes many difficulties.” The majority of respondents felt that their current income was just sufficient, with 55.73% selecting this option across both ethnic groups. However, as many as 31.73% and 2.88% of respondents reported that their income did not meet their needs and caused difficulties in everyday family life, while only 8.65% believed that their income met their needs and allowed for savings, see Table 3.

Table 3. Percentage of Income Meeting Household Needs
	Main Criteria
	%
	Cumulative %

	Fully meets needs and allows for savings
	8.65
	8.65

	Meets needs just sufficiently
	56.73
	65.38

	Does not meet needs, causes difficulties
	31.73
	97.12

	Does not meet needs, causes many difficulties
	2.88
	100

	Total
	100
	—





Figure 2. Income Sufficiency Levels between Tay and Hmong Ethnic Groups

Looking in detail at the choices between sufficient and insufficient monthly income, there is a difference between the two ethnic groups. Among the Tay respondents, as many as 8% reported that their income fully met their needs and allowed for savings. However, around 3% indicated that their current income did not meet the needs of daily life, whereas none of the Hmong respondents selected this option. This suggests that income inequality exists among the Tay community in the area, while it does not appear among the Hmong. Therefore, policies aimed at reducing income disparities within these ethnic groups should be implemented to promote balance and sustainable human development in the region, see Figure 2.
4. RESULTS
This study evaluates the human development status of the Tay and Hmong communities in terms of effectiveness, focusing on income and analyzing survey data collected from residents in Vi Xuyen and Dong Van. To clearly examine the effects of various factors on income, the study adopts the approaches of (Ton et al., 2018) and (Dechow et al., 2012). Besides demographic factors, this research considers three main groups of factors—capability, sustainability, and effectiveness—to assess their impacts on the income of the two ethnic groups.

Within the capability group, cultivated land area is used as an intermediate variable, based on the assumption that individuals with larger landholdings are more capable, as they have demonstrated the ability to acquire and manage substantial land. Additionally, capability is reflected in whether a person can use both their ethnic language and the national language as well as foreign languages. Individuals who are multilingual in the study area are likely to have higher income compared to others. For the sustainability group, the study considers whether the worker has participated in any vocational training or job-related courses locally or elsewhere. Sustainability factors also include the length of employment, whether a person works at the place they were trained for less than one year or longer.

Finally, the effectiveness group includes criteria such as whether workers are consulted in decision-making and the degree of work independence, measured on a scale from 1 to 10. Table 4 provides further details on the factors used and the measurement scales in the model to analyze their influence on income.
Table 4. Description of Variables in the Model
	Main Variables
	Measurement Scale

	Gender
	Binary variable: 1 = Female, 0 = Male

	Age
	Respondent’s age

	Place of Birth
	Binary variable: 1 = Đồng Văn, 0 = Other

	Marital Status
	Categorical variable: 1 = Married; 2 = Single; 3 = Divorced/Separated; 4 = Widowed; 5 = Other

	Education
	Re-coded education level: 1 = No schooling, 10 = Postgraduate or higher

	Living Standard
	Respondent’s assessment of family living standard, 1 = Poor up to higher levels

	Cultivated Land Area
	Area of land cultivated by respondent, measured in square meters

	Language
	Language ability: 1 = Only ethnic language; 2 = Ethnic language + national language + foreign language

	Participation in Training
	Whether the respondent participated in vocational training or skill development locally or elsewhere (Yes/No)

	Duration of Employment
	Length of time the worker has been employed: 1 = Less than 1 year, 5 = 10 years or more

	Consulted in Work
	Degree to which the respondent is consulted in work-related decisions: 1 = Not consulted at all, 10 = Fully consulted

	Work Independence
	Degree of independence in performing work: 1 = Minimum, 10 = Fully independent



To analyze the factors affecting income, one of the factors assesses effectiveness from the perspective of employment among ethnic minority people in general, and specifically among the Hmong and Tay groups. Table 5 presents the results of the interaction regression between the factors described in Table 4. According to Column 2, respondents from Dong Van have lower income compared to those born in Vi Xuyen, with statistical significance at the 10% level. Regarding other demographic variables in Model 2 for the Tay group, it is shown that older respondents tend to have higher income, also significant at the 10% level (see Column 6).
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Table 5. Effects of Factors on Income
	
	All ethnicities
	Hmong
	Tay

	
	
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 1
	Model 2

	Female
	268046[524411]
	-699708 [488495]
	-583098 [796657]
	-405448 [482570]
	532595 [777143]

	Age
	39806 [31678]
	11522 [22917]
	-27766 [35999]
	11210 [27440]
	124986 [65892]*

	Place of birth
           Dong Van
	-1179883 [719561]*
	
	
	1550556 [1973768]
	
718223 [1118501]

	Marital status
    2. Single
    3. Separated/Divorced
    4. Widowed
	412461 [698595]
851734 [1668148]
-2591946 [1045131]***
	-177929 [549206]
0
-1316388 [699251]**
	776583 [1074597]
0
-1232825 [1029942]
	15344 [608897]
248827 [1330739]
-3223806 [1890141]*
	-551959 [2279264]
-11600000 [3762763]***

	Education level
	-80596 [160365]
	14446 [171377]
	-157617 [208687]
	13777 [131632]
	55031 [266246]

	Living standard
	42224 [559277] 
	1024511 [409839]***
	955072 [551243]*
	856869 [510340]*
	-106279 [1194019]

	CAPABILITY
	
	
	
	
	

	Cultivated Land Area
	187 [149]
	
	221 [188]
	
	668 [317]**

	Language
     Language: National & Foreign
	1216579 [116476]**
	
	1762920 [1112196]**
	
	4285543 [1964086]***

	SUSTAINABILITY
	
	
	
	
	

	Vocational training
     Not participate
	457529 [700200]
	
	-671648 [822125]
	
	-1809525 [1592596]

	Job tenure
	-588158 [242184]***
	
	-164792 [177995]*
	
	-1242707 [447579]***

	EFFICIENCY
	
	
	
	
	

	Workplace Consultation
	166847 [88693]*
	
	138680 [115018]*
	
	14546 [129100]*

	Work Independence
	-126208 [87902]
	
	40127 [112008]
	
	-10304 [155218]

	F test
	2.74***
	6.65***
	3.05**
	1.37
	2.00*

	R
	4.71%
	57%
	68%
	17.4%
	65%


Note: Values in square brackets [] are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.

In the models, gender and age do not show a significant impact on the income of ethnic minority groups in general, nor in the separate models for the Hmong and Tay groups. However, among other demographic variables, widowed respondents have significantly lower income compared to married respondents, with statistical significance at the 1% level.
Next, education is generally considered a factor influencing respondents’ income. However, regression results indicate that there is no statistically significant evidence to suggest that higher educational attainment corresponds to higher income. On the other hand, a higher living standard appears to facilitate higher income, as individuals with better economic conditions have greater potential in terms of capital and material resources. This effect is statistically significant at the 1% level for the Hmong group and at the 10% level for the Tay group (see Model 1, Column 5).
Cultivated land area serves as an indirect measure of capability that can affect income outcomes. As expected, respondents with larger land holdings tend to earn higher income, though this effect is observed only in the Tay group, with statistical significance at the 5% level. In terms of capability factors, language proficiency also plays a role. Consistent with expectations, respondents who can speak both the national language and foreign languages earn higher income than those who speak only their ethnic language, with high statistical significance across all three models, particularly in the Tay group. Effectiveness-related factors, including whether respondents are consulted in work-related decisions and their independence in work, show a positive impact on current income for both the overall model and the separate models for the two ethnic groups, with statistical significance at the 10% level. However, work independence alone does not appear to significantly affect income. An important finding is that the longer respondents remain in their current job, the lower their income, across all three models, with high statistical significance at the 1% level. This negative effect does not differ between the Hmong and Tay groups, indicating that longer tenure in a job corresponds to reduced income.
Finally, from a statistical perspective, all models report high F-statistics and R-squared values, indicating a good fit and reliability of the selected factors. This supports the validity of the conclusions drawn from the statistical hypotheses.

5. DISCUSSION
The findings of this study provide a nuanced understanding of the economic security landscape among the Tay and Hmong communities in Ha Giang, Vietnam. By examining factors influencing household income through the lenses of capability, efficiency, and sustainability, our analysis reveals both opportunities and structural constraints that shape livelihood outcomes in this culturally diverse region. The strong positive relationship between language proficiency (national and foreign languages) and income underscores the critical importance of communicative capability in economic advancement. This finding aligns with recent research highlighting that language skills serve as “linguistic capital” enabling ethnic minority populations to access higher-value employment opportunities in emerging tourism markets (Nguyen et al., 2024). In the context of Ha Giang's growing tourism sector, proficiency in Vietnamese and foreign languages allows direct engagement with tourists, creating opportunities for homestay operations, guided tours, and handicraft marketing that generate substantially higher incomes than traditional agriculture.
The positive correlation between workplace consultation and income reveals the economic value of participatory decision-making. This finding challenges traditional top-down development approaches and supports the growing literature on inclusive governance in sustainable development (Schugurensky & Mook, 2024). When ethnic minority workers are consulted in decisions affecting their work, they likely contribute valuable local knowledge that improves operational efficiency and service quality, ultimately leading to better economic outcomes for both enterprises and workers.
The counterintuitive finding that longer job tenure correlates with lower income exposes significant structural constraints within the local economy. This “tenure paradox” suggests that many workers remain trapped in low-skill, low-wage positions without opportunities for advancement or skill development. This pattern reflects what scholars have termed “precarity persistence” in ethnic minority livelihoods (Burau & Nguyen, n.d.), where experienced workers face diminishing returns due to the absence of career ladders, training opportunities, and economic diversification in rural areas. 
The divergent impact of land ownership between Tay and Hmong communities highlights how cultural and historical factors shape economic outcomes. While land represents significant potential capital, its productive utilization depends on complementary resources including market access, agricultural technology, and financial services. The Tay's greater success in converting land into income may reflect historical advantages in land quality, location, and social networks that facilitate market access (Nguyen-Anh et al., 2024), factors that deserve further ethnographic investigation.
These findings have profound implications for sustainable development in ethnic minority regions. First, they challenge the assumption that asset ownership automatically translates into sustainable livelihoods. Second, they highlight the need for development strategies that address both individual capabilities and structural barriers. Third, they suggest that environmental sustainability must be paired with economic mobility to ensure long-term community resilience in fragile mountain ecosystems.
6. CONCLUSION
This study has examined the complex determinants of income among Tay and Hmong communities in northern Vietnam, offering important insights for promoting economic security through sustainable development frameworks. Our analysis demonstrates that sustainable livelihoods require attention to multiple dimensions of well-being—capabilities, efficiency, and sustainability—that together shape economic outcomes in ethnic minority regions.
Theoretical Contributions
The research contributes to theoretical understanding in several ways. First, it provides empirical support for the capability approach in development economics, demonstrating how specific capabilities (particularly language skills) function as mechanisms for economic advancement. Second, it extends our understanding of sustainability in mountain development contexts, showing how environmental, economic, and social dimensions intersect to create or constrain opportunities. Third, it offers a nuanced analysis of how ethnic identity interacts with economic structures to produce differential outcomes even within similar geographic contexts.
Policy Implications
Based on our findings, we propose several policy recommendations. Linguistic Investment: Develop targeted language programs that build proficiency in both Vietnamese and relevant foreign languages, particularly focused on tourism-related vocabulary and communication skills. Participatory Governance: Create mechanisms for meaningful worker participation in business decisions, potentially through cooperatives, worker councils, or community-based enterprises that empower local voices.
Skills Mobility Pathways: Address the tenure paradox through programs that provide continuous skill upgrading, recognize traditional knowledge, and create bridges between informal experience and formal qualifications. Differentiated Support: Tailor agricultural and land-use policies to account for differential access to resources and markets among ethnic groups, ensuring that development initiatives do not inadvertently widen existing disparities.
Limitations and Future Research
This study has several limitations. The cross-sectional design limits causal inference, and the focus on two districts may affect generalizability. Future research should employ longitudinal methods to track livelihood trajectories over time and expand to include other ethnic groups and regions. Qualitative investigations would help illuminate the mechanisms behind the statistical patterns observed, particularly regarding how cultural factors influence economic decision-making.
In conclusion, achieving sustainable economic security for ethnic minorities in Vietnam's northern highlands requires a multifaceted approach that strengthens human capabilities, creates inclusive economic institutions, and addresses the structural constraints that perpetuate poverty. By building on existing strengths while addressing systemic barriers, policymakers and communities can work together to create more equitable and sustainable livelihoods in this culturally rich and ecologically significant region.
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Very satisfied	Satisfied	Dissatisfied	0.3	64	33	Tay (%)	
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Fully meets needs and allows for savings	Meets needs just sufficiently	Does not meet needs, causes difficulties	Does not meet needs, causes many difficulties	0.08	0.56730000000000003	0.32269999999999999	0.03	Hmong	
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