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VIETNAM  COMMUNITY  
 
Note: Not all the template categories may be covered in this profile by the community 
writer—some categories may not have been relevant to this culture.  
 

SOUTH ASIAN COMMUNITIES INTRODUCTION 
 

• Seniors in Vietnamese culture are over 50 years old and are seen to have life 
experiences, broad knowledge, teaching skills, appropriate problem solving skills, 
patience, grandchildren, and are able make decisions for families or community 
well being. 

• The following poem talks about seniors,  
 

Cao nieân cao tuoåi cao taâm 
Cao sieâu trí thöùc, vui ñôøi vinh quang 

Cao coâng khoù nhoïc chæ ñaøn  
Caøng cao kinh nghieäm vöõng vang con ngöôøi 

Cao ngöôøi ngaãm laïi vui töôi 
Cao day coâng luyeän vui cöôøi anh tinh 
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Cao taâm ñaïo lyù nghóa tình 
Cao toaøn veïn nghóa cao vinh con ngöôøi 

(From Senior Vaên Caàm) 
 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 

• Vietnam is part of South East Asia, bordered by ocean on the west and south, 
with China to the north and Cambodia and Laos to the west. Vietnam is 
traditionally divided into three regions (North, South and Central) based on years 
of history, occupation and geopolitical settlement. These regions are known 
among Vietnamese for differences in dialect, food, history, culture and 
temperament of the people. The population of the country is over 85 million. 

• Vietnam is a communist country and Hanoi is Vietnam's capital, the location of 
Vietnam's central government. Hanoi was the former capital of North Vietnam 
under the French and during the war. It is an older and gracious city. 

• Vietnam's flag is bright red with a yellow star. The red represents blood spilt 
during the country's fight for independence. The star represents Vietnam's unity 
and the points on the star represent the union of the people working together in 
building Socialism.   

• Ho Chi Minh City, Saigon, was the capital of South Vietnam. The flag had three 
red stripes on a yellow background, the yellow representing the skin colour of the 
Vietnamese. The red stripes represent the blood-line of the three regions of 
Vietnam. This flag is still used by many Vietnamese Canadian organizations, first 
generation Vietnamese refugees/immigrants, and Vietnam veterans, symbolizing 
their sacrifices and the ideal of freedom. Saigon is the second largest city and is a 
leader in business.  
 

Immigration history 
• The migration of Vietnamese to Canada occurred in three stages: 

1. The first wave was in the mid-‘70s after the Vietnam war and 
consisted of those people who were closely identified with the U.S. 
government. The wave was composed of well-educated, urbanized and 
English-speaking professionals and former government officials. There 
were about 70,000 who settled in Canada.  

2. The second wave was between 1979 and 1985, and these were refugees 
escaping from the anti-Chinese sentiments of the new Vietnamese 
government. Most of the refugees were merchants and shopkeepers. 
The “boat people” is a term that is used to refer to the first and second 
waves of refugees on the overcrowded boats. 

3. From 1985 to the present is the third wave. Most of the immigrants 
are married adults with children, who are sponsored by other family 
members in Canada. 

 



228  | P a g e  

LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION  
 

• Vietnamese is the primary language and some speak Cantonese or Khmer. There 
are 65 tribes, which speak their own languages such as Hmong. Vietnamese are 
generally flexible, ready to compromise, and avoid conflict as much as possible.  

• Smiling is common. “Yes” as an answer or nodding of the head can have many 
meanings. It could mean that a person is paying attention and it does not indicate 
agreement or understanding of the message.  

• To ensure clarity, things must be explained clearly and perhaps in several ways to 
ensure listeners understand. This is important for medical providers to keep in 
mind when questioning seniors about the reason for their visit and symptoms they 
have been experiencing, as well as questions regarding medication. 

 
Greetings 

• To show respect, especially to an older man or elder woman, say "Chao ong" or 
"Chao ba." When greeting a senior it is considered impolite to look the person in 
the eyes. 

  
Meanings of different gestures 

• Gestures and words indicating agreement may be a way of showing respect rather 
than understanding. The majority of the Vietnamese have become somewhat 
accustomed to the Western way of meeting and greeting people, however some of 
the older Vietnamese still hold traditional views.  

• Seniors can tap a younger person on the head or at the shoulder to express their 
friendliness. There is no touching or hugging among male and female seniors, as 
this action is considered an insult to that person's dignity. 

 
 

EDUCATION 
 

• The literacy rate is high and most of the people can read. Some Vietnamese seniors 
will begin speaking and interacting in English as soon as they arrive in the country. 
Having an interpreter available is crucial, as well as translation information, 
especially in a medical situation. 

• Vietnamese seniors hope there will be “seniors colleges” where they can learn the 
English language, and where they can teach the Vietnamese language for reasons of 
keeping the language alive. They see it also as a better way to communicate with 
their offspring. It is a mutual contribution that keeps them alive.  

 

RELIGION AND FAITH GROUPS 
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• The Vietnamese have lived for centuries in traditions and rites. Religion is a certain 
set of beliefs that one claims to hold, and often one demonstrates beliefs by 
attending a weekly religious service.  

• For the Vietnamese, however, their religion is essentially a way of life. The 
majority of Vietnamese are Buddhists. Vietnamese tend to mix teachings from a 
variety of religions, including the following: Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, 
Roman Catholicism, Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, Islam, Protestantism.  The Vietnamese are 
most influenced by Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism. 

• The Vietnamese society and the everyday philosophy of the Vietnamese are based 
specifically on the theories of reincarnation and the law of moral retribution from 
Buddhism. From Taoism comes values of patience, simplicity and contentment, 
avoidance of confrontation and seeking harmony. From Confucianism comes 
values of filial piety, obligation and respect for authority.  

• Vietnamese religious beliefs encourage a sense of connection between man and     
the environment, an understanding of the importance of family and community, 
and knowing one's place there, as well as fidelity to one's family and acting with 
humility and dignity toward all life.  
 

FOOD AND DIETARY GUIDELNES 

 
• Vietnamese classify different foods as hot or cold, or yin or yang, and a person's 

preference for a particular type of food may depend upon the season, the weather, 
or that individual's internal balance.  

• Vietnam has a variety of fresh fruits, vegetables and seafood, and the Vietnamese 
daily diet therefore contains more vegetables, fruits and fish than meat. The 
elderly prefer slow-cooked vegetables, rice congee and lean meat as part of their 
diet. Some seniors prefer a vegetarian diet. 

• After settling in Canada, their diet has changed. They eat less vegetables and more 
meat and fatty food, more often. 

 

FAMILY STRUCTURE 
 

• The Vietnamese family structure is more complex than the western family. It 
consists of a nuclear family (tieåu gia ñình) and relatives with unmarried children 
(ñaïi gia ñình) who live under the same roof. It also defines some of the most 
important values in Vietnamese society.  

• The father is the head of the family and his relatives are his wife, his children and 
extended family members. The family members are expected to work and behave 
for the wellbeing of the family. The relationships are hierarchal and defined by 
discipline, nurturing and intimacy in the family.  
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• Obedience and respect were the traditional virtues which Vietnamese children 
were taught to exhibit in the family. When parents grow old, children are expected 
to take care of them to compensate for the gift of birth and upbringing, The aging 
parents prefer to live with one of their children, usually the oldest son or youngest 
son, until they die.  

• Many seniors state they will go to a seniors home or nursing home when they are 
ill because they do not wish to be a burden to their children. But when they are 
admitted to the nursing home they want to be back home with their children. 
Otherwise they wish to die rather than staying at a nursing home. 

 

HEALTH BELIEFS, CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES ON HEALTH AND HEALING  
 

• Vietnamese culture is rooted in the family, and every family member is taken care 
of from conception until death. Younger people look upon the elderly with great 
respect, and it is considered the sacred duty of children to take care of their 
parents in their old age. Thus, when an elderly person becomes ill, it is often 
expected that his family members will care for him/her and give that person the 
best treatment they can.  

• Health beliefs and practices vary greatly among the various ethnic groups in 
Vietnam. The common belief is based on the premise that the body is composed 
of air, fire, water and earth. Vietnamese believe in hot and cold qualities of food 
and medicine.  

• Although they live in the western world they continue to use traditional healing 
methods. To prevent sickness, the Vietnamese use traditional herbal remedies, 
tonics, avoidance of excess, and massage to maintain good health.  

• Procedures based on hot/cold physiology are often done to treat colds, nausea, 
headaches, backaches and motion sickness, and include coining, cupping, 
moxibustion, acupressure and acupuncture.   

• The elderly use the western treatment as a last resort. Many Vietnamese seniors 
combine western and traditional medicine. 

• Family members often use a variety of traditional methods of healthcare, such as 
herbal medicines to help ease the condition, because these treatments are probably 
the ones with which the elderly person is most comfortable and familiar. 
Therefore, a Vietnamese elder will not go to a doctor or a hospital until absolutely 
necessary. Some elderly patients hesitate to seek care at a hospital because they 
are afraid of the hospital environment or uneasy about the kinds of treatments 
used there. 

• From what is known about the importance of the family in Vietnamese life, one 
might speculate as well that perhaps Vietnamese elderly hesitate to seek hospital 
care because they want to remain close to their family.  

• The health status of the Vietnamese refugee is characterized by severe trauma, 
given the horrors that many Vietnamese people witnessed in their country. As a 
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result of seeing and enduring so much violence and destruction, many Vietnamese 
refugees experience post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and extreme 
loneliness. 

• Nearly everyone deals with a considerable sense of loss and guilt for leaving parts 
of their family behind, for having survived, and other reasons. Like most refugees, 
Vietnamese refugees struggle to find a sense of identity and belonging in their new 
environment. The Vietnam war scarred many Vietnamese people. Some witnessed 
the death of family members, while others were victims of torment and abuse. 

• In Vietnamese culture, mental problems are feared and often denied because they 
carry with them an intense amount of shame. It is thought that mental illness is 
caused by evil spirits in retaliation for committing many misdeeds.  

• Therefore, a family will hide a person with a mental health problem until they can 
no longer care for that person. The Vietnamese do not usually speak openly about 
emotions or their problems, as a way of dealing with any emotional or mental 
stresses they might be experiencing. They tend to keep their suffering to 
themselves. 

 

SOCIAL AND FINANCIAL ISSUES 
 

• There are several seniors groups in Edmonton with more male seniors than female 
seniors. Some females prefer to stay home and babysit their grandchildren. They 
go grocery shopping on weekends and cook for their children’s families.   

• In cases where their grandchildren are of school age, female seniors often go to 
their faith groups for socializing or volunteer work at their churches or temples. 
Many female seniors save their pension income to take a trip back to Vietnam to 
visit their remaining child or children. 
 

SOCIALIZATION AND HOSPITALITY 
 

• Vietnamese seniors are very friendly and they like to tell their life stories to 
others, especially their grandchildren. They love to greet their children and their 
grandchildren as often as possible.  

• They love to cook and to share special meals with their children and grandchildren 
at weekends. They also entertain Canadian friends, neighbours and community 
workers. 

 

DEATH AND DYING 

 
• As it is considered sacred to care for one's parents as they age, it is also considered 

sacred to mourn their death after they have passed away. The family does not 
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readily accept death. Therefore, after the patient has been pronounced dead, a 
ritual is performed by a priest or monk. 

• When a death is about to occur, the entire family will gather around the patient in 
complete silence. The eldest or the youngest son will record the patient's last 
words. According to Confucians, one must honour the dead on par with the living, 
and the greatest misfortune conceivable is to die without leaving a male descendant 
to perpetuate the cult of the ancestors. Adoption is considered to be a last resort. 

• Traditionally, the family members will mourn the death of their parents for three 
years, starting shortly before their death. The family members do not visit any 
friends within 49 days of mourning because they believe this may bring the bad 
luck to others. In Canada, the family members mourn for a period of 49 days but 
not for 100 days or three years. It is traditional that children are not allowed to 
marry in this three-year period of mourning.  

• Many people believe that the souls of their ancestors are natural protectors of the 
family line. It is to them that prayers are addressed, imploring, for example, the 
curing of a sick person. Their influence, the sum of good actions they 
accomplished in their lifetime, is also used to explain success in business, in 
examinations, and all other fortunate developments. The ancestor’s altar is greatly 
respected in the family. 

 
Autopsy and organ donation 

• Most Vietnamese do not believe in organ donation, but some parents may accept 
organs for their sick child. 

 
 
 


