G Viét Nam, nhiing ‘flexer’ khoe bang cap, dia vi, su giau cé khi nén kinh té ting vot
In Vietnam, ‘flexers’ tout US degrees, status, wealth as the economy soars. Others barely

sleep
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M&t ngudi ban hang rong dang chuan bi mét mdon an & Ha N6i, Viét Nam. Nén kinh té quéc gia
nay dang tang trudng manh, mdc du khodng cach thu nhap cling ngay cang 18n. Anh: Getty
images

Tém tat:

* Flex - tiéng long & Viét Nam dé chi su khoe khoang - dang gia tang, khi nén kinh té bung n6
va nhiéu ngudi tré kiém dugc bang cap tat va nhiéu tién.

* Nhung khong phai ai cling [a mot phan ctia cau chuyén thanh cong, véi tinh trang bat binh

dang gia ting va nhiéu ngudi phai vat 16n dé theo kip chlf chua néi dén viéc vuan 1én.
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Tré trung, nang dong va “hay flex”, nhiing ngugi dat thanh tich cao thic day nén kinh té Viét
Nam dang phat trién vugt bac, gianh dudc suat hoc tai cac trudng dai hoc t6t nhat thé gidi va
thanh lap dé ché kinh doanh tai qué nha, khi tham vong cla ho dé dang tim dugc cho ding tai

nén kinh t& phat trién nhanh thif hai Dong Nam A, sau Malaysia.

Flexing - tiéng long chi su khoe khoang trong tiéng Viét — tham chi con co trang Facebook

riéng. Flex dén hgi thd cudi cung, v8i 1,4 triéu ngudi theo ddi, da md ra cd hdi cho moi ngudi
nhin vao thanh cong cta nhitng ngugi tré Viét Nam va khat vong cta nhiing ngugi khao khat

gia nhap hang ngii cua ho.

L& Lap, 18 tudi, cho biét anh nhan dudc |3i mdi tif ba trudng Ivy League & MY. “Téi bat dau di
du hoc & My tif ndm cap hai. § trudng trung hoc, tdi c6 mot ¢6 van khuyén toi nén lam gi dé

vao dudc cac trudng cao dang tién y khoa hang dau,” anh néi.

Trong khi d6, Lé Yén Thanh, nha sang |ap startup di dong thong minh tri gia triéu do tai
TP.HCM, d3 cung ngudi ham mé diém qua thanh tich cia minh qua tiing nam, nhan dudc

hang nghin binh luan tich cuc di kem v@i cai gat dau cong nhan cua Forbes Under 30.

Viét Nam tUf lau d3 dudc ca ngdi la su Vi dai ti€p theo clia chau A. Téng san pham quéc ndi cla
nudc nay tang vot 8 mulic 8% vao nam 2022, mac du cac dy doan clia Ngan hang Thé gidi vé da

tang cta nam nay da giam xuéng con 6,3%.

Nén kinh té dinh hudng xuat khau cua nudc nay dang vay vung trong cén cudng loan cta dong
von tim kiém mét ngdi nha mdi, khi xung dot thuong mai My-Trung da thic day cac nha san

xudt 18n chuyén mot phan hodc toan bd nang luc san xuat ctia ho khoi Trung Quac.

V@i nhan cong ré han Thai Lan va Malaysia, dan s6 dong va tré, c6 dudng bién gidi trén dat lién
chung véi Trung Quéc va dudng bién ndi vdi thé gidi, cac nha dau tu nhu Apple, Intel,

Samsung va Google da d6 x6 vao Viét Nam.

Nhung tang trudng la khong dong déu va bat binh dang dang gia tdng. Theo Ngin hang Thé
gidi, quoc gia nay cé chi sé Gini - v3i chi sd nay cang cao thi khoang cach chénh léch giau

nghéo cang Idn - a 36,8 vao nam 2020, tang tUr 35,7 vao nam 1992.


https://www.facebook.com/groups/flexdenhoithocuoicung/?__tn__=-U

DE so sanh, Malaysia c6 diém s6 Gini [a 41,2 vao nam 2018 va Philippines la 40,7 vao ndm
2021, trong khi Thai Lan la 35,1 ciing ndm dé. G nhiing ngi khéc, Ha Lan c6 chi s6 Gini [a 26

diém trén chi s6 vao ndam 2020, trong khi Mexico dat 45,4.
Khdi dau thuan lgi

Nhiéu ngugi dat thanh tich cao & Viét Nam tu hao vé thanh tich cta ho, v8i mot sé ngudi cling

rat quan tdm dén nhitng thang tién trong cudc séng ma ho da cé dugc.

Trudng Tri da hoc dai hoc & My trudc khi dudc nhan vao mot so truang ludt canh tranh nhat

clia My.

Trugng Tri, tét nghiép Dai hoc Duke vao thang 5, cho rang phan [8n thanh céng cdia anh la nhg
vao su giao duc. Tri thifa nhan gia dinh anh c6 thé chi tra cho chi phi hang ndam khéng 16 dé
theo hoc tai Dai hoc Duke véi tong tri gia 85.000 d6 la My - gdp hdn 20 [an mdc luong trung

binh hang ndm ctia Viét Nam. Anh: Handout

Nhung Tri, 22 tudi, cé cha [a mo6t nha tu van kinh té va doanh nhan, cho rang phan [8n thanh
cdng clia anh la nhd vao su gido duc. Tri thifa nhan rang gia dinh anh c6 dd kha nang chi tra
chi phi hoc tdp khéng 16 hang nam tai Dai hoc Duke véi tong tri gia 85.000 dd la My - gdp han

20 l[an mdc luong trung binh hang nam cda Viét Nam.



“Ho6i hoc trung hoc, doi vdi toi, du hoc la mot su lua chon”, Tri néi. “Nhung déi vdi nhiéu ngudi
ban cta t6i thi khong. Toi biét ho cling sé dudc nhan [vao trudng dai hoc M§] néu ho c6 ngudn

tai chinh”,

Khi khoang cach gilia nhitng ngugi c6 tién va khong c6 tién ngay cang l6n, nhiing ngudi & muc
gilia ngay cang khé thang tién han, véi chi phi hoc tap va gido duc bo sung tang trung binh [én
t8i 4.500 d6 la M moi nam cho mot trudng tu thuc & Thanh phd H6 Chi Minh.

C6 dugc mot cong viéc dugc tra ludng cao tai mot trong nhiing cong ty tu van tac dong xa hoi

uy tin nhat toan cau, Lé My, 24 tudi, cho biét gido duc da thay déi cudc ddi co.

G thi tran bién gidi clia tinh Pong Thép, dong bang séng Cliu Long, ngi ¢d sinh ra, cac cb gai

thudng khong muon theo hoc dai hoc.

Tuy nhién, me clia L& MY, ngudi da cé bang ct nhan vao nhiing ndm 1980 va s hitu mét ciia

hang tap hda, luon khuyén khich con gai theo hoc nhiing trudng tot nhat.

“Me toi day toi tiéng Anh tuf khi t6i ba tudi. Thi tran khong cé trudng mau gido tot nén me toi

da [ap ra mot trudng dé day t6i va mot s6 ban be”, Lé My ké.

“Cé nhiéu th( trong cudc séng hon la chi lam viéc chdm chi. May man, kha ndng nam bat cg
hoi va nén tang kinh té clia ban c6 thé tac dong truc ti€p dén cudc song clia ban. Me t6i la uu

thé cla toi. NhG me, t6i ¢d thé thi nhiing diéu m&i mé”,

Céc chuyén gia cho biét, bat binh dang trong tiép can gido duc mang dén nhiing rdi ro dai han
cho mét nén kinh té€ can phai nang cao chudi gia tri néu mudn dap Ung nguyén vong dat dugc
tinh trang thu nhap cao vao nam 2045 ctia chinh phi nudc nay.

Nguyén Thi Ngoc Lan, nghién ctu sinh Tién si tai Dai hoc Dartmouth, cho biét: “Khi Viét Nam
tiép tuc tang trudng kinh té, khoang cach giau ngheo va dac quyén ngay cang I8n, diéu nay
gdp phan vao viéc tiép can cac ngudn tai nguyén gido duc va trao doi kién thiic mot cach

khéng binh dang”.

Hoc va lam thém, mét chu ky bat tan



Nhitng ddm may den ctia nén kinh té cling dang tich tu, va ching da xuat hién khi nhiéu ngudi
tré bat dau hién thuc héa cd hdi cia ho. Dif liéu tif Téng cuc Théng ké cho thdy nén kinh té
dang tang trudng cham lai, v8i xuat khau giam hon 12% trong khoang thgi gian tu thang 1 dén
thang 6 va nhap khau giam 18,2% so vdi cung ky ndam 2022.

Céc nha phan tich cho biét, cudc khing hoang bat déng san dang ngay cang sau sac trong khi
chi phi sinh hoat tang cao. Theo khao sat ciia HOi M6i gidi BDS Viét Nam, hdn 70% hgp dong
thué cdn ho vira hét han dudc gia han vdi phi thué trung binh tang cao han it nhat 10-20%.

Tai Thanh phd H6 Chi Minh, nhitng ngugi & d6 tui 20 thudng phai lam thém hai hoac ba cong
viéc, song song vdi viéc hoc & trudng, hoc tiéng Anh tif YouTube khi ho ¢d gang leo [én nac

thang viéc lam.

Van Hung, 26 tudi, cho biét anh dang tam duing viéc hoc tai mét trong nhiing truéng dai hoc k¥

thuat tét nhat clia Viét Nam, va khong chac liéu minh ¢ dd kha nang dé quay lai hay khong.

“Viéc hoc la qua mét mai va khi t6i trd vé nha, toi con phai lam viéc ban thai gian”, anh néi.
“Toi chi ngu dudc khoang 3-4 ti€éng moi ngay. Toi phai kiém tién dé song, vi vay toi khéng c6

lua chon nao khac ngoai lam viéc”.

Tuy nhién, cdc nha phan tich canh bao rang nang cao ky nang la chia khéa cho thi trudng lao
dong Viét Nam, mac du cac trudng hoc clia quoc gia nay la tét hon cac qudc gia khac & quy
m& toan cau, nhung han mot nifa s thanh nién trong dé tudi ti 16 dén 30 can dugc ho trg dé

xay dung cac k§ nang va chuyén mon kj thuat nham dam bao tiép tuc phét trién lau dai.

Hoang Khiéu, gido su kinh té tai Pai hoc Fulbright Viét Nam, cho biét: “Tang cudng nguon
nhan luc cua gidi tré c6 thé gilip ching ta bat kip cac nudc lang giéng vé nang suat lao déng va

diéu nay chac chan sé gép phan vao tang trudng kinh té trong dai han”.

Nhan thdc dugc nhiing rdi ro nay, chinh phu Viét Nam da cam két cai thién dao tao nghé va ho
trg dao tao nhan vién cho cac doanh nghiép vifa va nho. Trong khi dd, vao thang 6, chinh
quyén da chi dao Ngan hang Nha nudc Viét Nam cat giam |3i suat xudng 1,5-2% dé kich thich

tiéu dung va dau tu.



“Néu chinh sach nay dudc thuc hién tot s€ tac dong tich cuc dén tang trudng kinh té va khong
lam tram trong thém lam phat”, dng Hoang Khiéu noi.

Ngam lai vé cudc dgi [an dan cho dén nay, Hung cho biét nam 17 tuéi, anh bd hoc vi hoan
canh gia dinh tlng quan. Anh trd lai trudng trung hoc nam 21 tudi, can bang gilta cong viéc va
hoc tap, dong thai phai chuan bi cho ky thi tuyén sinh dai hoc khét tiéng cam go - ky thi ma
anh sau d6 da vugt qua.

Hung, lam nghé trang tri ndi that tu do, cho biét anh da kiém du tién dé trang trai cudc séng,
nhung khong du thgi gian dé hoan thanh viéc hoc ctia minh.

“Néu gia dinh t6i c6 diéu kién hon va t6i cd thé chuyén tam vao viéc hoc thi c6 (€ sé tot hon”,

anh noi.
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In Vietnam, ‘flexers’ tout US degrees, status, wealth as the economy soars. Others barely

sleep

Flexing - slang in Vietnam for bragging - is on the rise, as the economy booms and many

young people earn good qualifications and big bucks

But not everyone is part of the success story, with inequality rising and plenty of people

struggling to keep up, let alone soar

Lam Nguyen
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A street vendor prepares a dish in Hanoi, Vietnam. The nation’s economy is soaring, although

the income gap is also widening. Photo: Getty Images

Young, driven and “flexing”, the high achievers riding the upside of Vietnam’s economy are
soaring, winning places at the world’s best universities and establishing business empires at
home, as their ambition comfortably finds its footing in Southeast Asia’s second-fastest

growing economy, behind Malaysia.

Flexing - slang for bragging or khoe khoang in Vietnamese - even has its own Facebook page.
Flex to the Last Breath, with 1.4 million followers, offers a window into the successes of young

Vietnamese and the aspirations of those desperate to join their ranks.

Lap Le, 18, says he received offers from three Ivy League schools in the United States. “I
started studying abroad in the US in middle school. In high school, | had a counsellor who

advised me on what to do to get into top pre-med colleges,” he said.

Meanwhile, Le Yen Thanh, founder of a million-dollar smart mobility start-up in Ho Chi Minh

City, walked flex fans through his achievements year by year, receiving thousands of positive

comments to accompany a nod of recognition by Forbes Under 30.
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Workers leaving a factory in Ho Chi Minh City. Many people in Vietnam do not have enough

money or time to effectively study, often having more than one job. File photo: AFP

Vietnam has long been touted as Asia’s next big thing. Its gross domestic product rattled along

at 8 per cent in 2022, although World Bank projections for this year have softened to 6.3 per

cent.

Its export-led economy waved in a flood of capital seeking a new home as the US-China trade

conflict pushed major manufacturers to move some or all of their production capacity from

China.

With cheaper workers than Thailand and Malaysia, a sizeable and youthful population, a land
border with China and sea access to the world, investors such as Apple, Intel, Samsung and

Google poured into Vietnam.

But growth has been uneven and inequality is on the march. According to the World Bank, the
nation had a Gini index score - in which the higher the number, the greater the wealth

disparity gap - of 36.8 in 2020, up from 35.7 in 1992.

For comparison, Malaysia received a Gini index score of 41. 2 in 2018 and the Philippines 40.7
in 2021, with Thailand on 35.1 that same year. Elsewhere, the Netherlands scored 26 on the
index in 2020, while Mexico got a 45.4.
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Tri Truong, who graduated from Duke University in May, attributes much of his success to his
upbringing, acknowledging his family could afford the hefty annual cost of attendance at
Duke University that totalled US$85,000 - more than 20 times Vietnam’s average yearly salary.
Photo: Handout

Privileged beginnings

Many high achievers in Vietnam are proud of their accomplishments, with some also very

mindful of the leg up in life they have been given.

Tri Truong sailed through university in the US before gaining admission into some of the most

competitive American law schools.
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Yet Tri, 22, whose father is an economic consultant and businessman, attributes much of his
success to his upbringing, acknowledging his family could afford the hefty annual cost of
attendance at Duke University that totalled US$85,000 - more than 20 times Vietnam’s

average yearly salary.
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“Back in high school, for me, studying abroad was a choice,” he said. “But for many of my

friends, it was not. | know they would have been admitted too if they had the financial

resources.”

A shopping centre in Vietnam, where not everyone can afford to shop. Photo: Shutterstock

As the gap between haves and have-nots widens, it is becoming harder for those in the middle
to advance, with costs of schooling and extra education soaring to US$4,500 per year on

average for a private school in Ho Chi Minh City.

Having landed a well-paid job at one of the most prestigious global social impact consulting

firms, My Le, 24, says education transformed her life.

In the border town of the Mekong Delta province of Dong Thap, where she was born, girls are

often discouraged from pursuing higher education.

However, My Le’s mother, who earned a bachelor’s degree in the 1980s and owned a grocery

store, always encouraged her daughter to attend the best schools.

“My mum taught me English since | was three years old. The town had no good kindergarten,

so she founded one to teach me and some friends,” My Le said.



“There is more to life than just hard work. Luck, the ability to seize opportunities and your
economic background can directly impact your life. My mum is my privilege. Thanks to her, |

can try new things.”

Inequality in educational access carries long-term risks for an economy that needs to vault up
the value chain if it is to meet the communist government’s aspiration of achieving

high-income status by 2045, experts say.

“As Vietnam continues to grow its economy, wealth and privilege gaps have been widening,
which contributes to ongoing unequal access to educational resources and exchange of

knowledge,” said Nguyen Thi Ngoc Lan, a PhD candidate at Dartmouth College.

To many, but not all, Ho Chi Minh and other Vietnamese cities offer plenty of opportunities.
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Study, work, repeat

Economic clouds are also accumulating, and that is already playing out in how many young
people see their opportunities. Data from the General Statistics Office indicates the economy
is slowing down, with exports slumping more than 12 per cent between January and June,

and imports retreating by 18.2 per cent over the same period in 2022.



A property crunch is deepening, analysts say, while the cost of living mounts. According to a
survey by the Vietnam Association of Real Estate Brokers, more than 70 per cent of apartment
lease contracts that recently expired were renewed at an average rate of at least 10-20 per

cent higher.

Studying is exhausting and when | return home, | must work. | get about three to four

hours of sleep per day.” Van Hung, 26

In Ho Chi Minh City, 20-somethings routinely juggle two or three jobs with studying, learning
English from YouTube as they try to climb the employment ladder.

Van Hung, 26, says he is putting his studies on hold at one of Vietnam’s best engineering

universities, unsure if he can afford to return.

“Studying is exhausting and when | return home, | must work part-time,” he said. “l only get

about three to four hours of sleep per day. | have to earn money for my living, so | had no

choice but to work.”

People ride past Saigon City Hall in Ho Chi Minh City. Photo: Shutterstock

But upskilling is the key to Vietnam’s labour market, analysts warn, saying that although the
nation’s schools outperform globally, over half of young people aged between 16 and 30 need

support to build the technical skills and expertise to ensure continued long-term growth.



“Boosting the human capital of the youth could help us catch up with our neighbours in
labour productivity, and this will surely contribute to long-run economic growth,” said Khieu

Van Hoang, an economics professor at Fulbright University Vietnam.

Acknowledging the risks, the government has pledged to improve its vocational training and
support training employees for small to medium-sized enterprises. Meanwhile, in June, the
authorities directed the State Bank of Vietnam to chop interest rates to 1.5-2 per cent to

stimulate consumption and investment.

“If this policy is implemented properly, it will positively affect economic growth and not

exacerbate inflation,” Khieu Van Hoang said.

Reflecting on a life of near-misses so far, Hung said at 17 he dropped out of school because of
his family’s financial problems. He returned to high school at 21, balancing work and
studying, and had to prepare for the notoriously tough university entrance exam - which he

passed.

Hung, a freelance interior decorator, says he has earned enough to sustain himself, but rues

the time needed to complete his studies.

“If my family had better conditions and | could solely focus on studying, it would probably be

better,” he said.

Lam Nguyen

Lam Nguyen is a freelance journalist based in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. She has covered
labour and environment issues. Her stories have appeared on Mongabay, Rest Of World and

The Guardian.


https://www.scmp.com/author/lam-nguyen

https://www.scmp.com/week-asia



https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/people/article/3230030/vietnam-flexers-tout-us-degrees-status-wealth-economy-soars-others-barely-sleep

