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​Why move to Vietnam?
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Vietnam living is an amazing bargain: first-world living at third-world prices. Vietnam, at any standard, is cheaper than Thailand, Malaysia, Romania, or most any other destination popular for location-independent living. But it’s not just cheapness that makes Vietnam great. You can live cheaply in many other places in the world. But Vietnam is unique because, among other reasons:

Not just cheap, but high-standards cheap—Your apartment will be air-conditioned, you’ll eat out every day, most everything around you will be clean and at first-world standards.

Absolutely safe—Almost no violent crime. No political unrest. You might never see a gun the whole time you’re here. 

Great internet and a technology-friendly culture—Free wifi everywhere, almost no internet censorship, cheap 4G sim cards sold on every corner, and every local teenager is an expert on fixing mobile devices.

Affordable medical care—We Vietnamese people always complain about the high cost of medical care, but if you’re coming from the first world, do you think paying $10 for visiting a doctor or dentist is complaint-worthy?

Vietnamese people genuinely like foreigners—There’s no anti-Americanism or anti-foreignerism here. Well, I’m sure you can find some crazy people hiding under a rock, but it’s very uncommon. More commonly, you’ll make fast friends, or at least acquaintances. Do you really think they like foreigners in Thailand? (I’ll let you answer yourself.)

Roman alphabet—Thanks to Vietnam using the Roman alphabet, even if you don’t speak Vietnamese, you can generally make sense of menus, signs, price lists, and product labels. Try that in Thailand or China!

Perfect climate—Whether you prefer a Houston/Miami climate (Saigon) or a San Francisco / Seattle climate (Hanoi), Vietnam has you covered. We have beach towns, mountain towns, sand dune towns, and everything else in between too.

Easy three-month multiple-entry visas—You can get three-month, multiple-entry visas for $50 online. There are also other visas available for investment, work, and study. There are tons of visa agents in Vietnam who can help you stay in Vietnam long-term.

Isn’t Vietnam great?

I’m Elly Nguyen, author of the My Saigon series of travel guidebooks. I’ve written a lot about Vietnam for travelers. You’re welcome. But recently I’ve been hearing about and seeing firsthand retirees, digital nomads, and other long-term visitors who want to make Southeast Asia, or Vietnam, their home. This is my book of advice for foreigners who want to live in Vietnam long-term.

Actually most Vietnamese people would scoff at the idea of anyone wanting to move to Vietnam. We Vietnamese tend to be overly critical of our own country, and we’re usually scheming for ways to get out of Vietnam. We do love to complain. And I admit that until I traveled outside Vietnam, I assumed that everywhere in the world must be better than Vietnam. But then I traveled internationally, a lot, and found out that Vietnam is a pretty nice place in comparison. I’ve traveled to first-world countries, including a few long stays in the United States and shorter stays in France and England, in addition to trips to Thailand, Hong Kong, South Korea, and Singapore—and seeing those other places really makes me better understand the appeal of Vietnam, and makes me better appreciate the country I was born in.

After having traveled extensively outside Vietnam, I no longer think it’s crazy for someone from a first-world country to want to move to Vietnam. Vietnam isn’t so bad after all. Actually, the main problem with living in Vietnam is earning a Vietnamese salary. If your income doesn’t depend on your physical location, then Vietnam is great.

You can definitely live at a higher standard here for about $500 a month (or for any given budget, whether $500 a month or $5,000 a month or $50,000 a month) than pretty much anywhere else in the world. That makes Vietnam a perfect place for you if you have a fixed income (from a pension, from investments, whatever) or if you have an online job or business (is everybody doing FBA these days?!). Of course, the reason prices are low in Vietnam is that wages are low. If you don’t have a location-independent source of income, I would have two pieces of advice for you: 1) if you’re Vietnamese, life is going to be tough, because it’s not so easy to earn $500 a month in Vietnam, and 2) if you’re a foreigner, it’s easy-peasy, because by either applying to an official job or doing informal odd jobs you can be making over $1,000 a month easily in Vietnam.

I hear the sarcastic eye-rolling: “Oh, wow, $1,000 a month, big money!” Actually, $1,000 a month is a good standard of living in Vietnam. And $1,000 a month is an informal benchmark for Vietnamese people of “I’m doing pretty well,” the upper middle class, along the lines of maybe making $100,000 a year in the United States. 

We’re going to talk about budgets later, but you can easily get a place to live in Saigon for around $300 per month, including utilities and internet. Of course you could go cheaper. Waiters in Saigon earn $200 a month, so they’re certainly not spending $300 on rent—if not living with a big group of relatives, waiters (and waitresses) live in rooms that include air conditioning and wifi for around $100 a month. Yes, that’s per month. And no, you don’t really want to live in a $100/month room, and neither would I—although I don’t think either of us would die if we attempted it.

As for getting an income, this isn’t a book about making money, but I always hear about digital nomads in Vietnam being able to make $1,000 or $2,000 or more per month, doing SEO or online storefronts or mobile app development or whatever. That’s kind of not the topic of this book. But if that’s not an option, there are plentiful opportunities in Vietnam for Westerners, especially English speakers, to make very decent salaries—usually either by teaching English, tutoring, or being a “white face” for some business, appearing in an office or in media ads to improve some establishment’s credibility.  With any of these vocations, $500 a month is easy, and $1,000 a month might also be easy. And that’s probably just part-time work. 

Most importantly for living in Vietnam, and I’ve heard this from Vietnamese people and foreigners alike: in Vietnam you really feel alive. The rush of people everywhere, the wind in your face on a motorcycle, the crowds of people eager to be your friend, the rows of street foods waiting to be tried, the drip of iced coffee, and the hum of every new day. It sounds poetic, but that’s what Vietnamese people living abroad miss the most, and it’s what emigres to Vietnam love the most. And all this is possible on $500 or $1,000 a month, without living like a pauper.

Whether you’re living in the first world and thinking about running away, or you’re a digital nomad in Thailand or Europe or somewhere else, or whether you’re a traveler to Vietnam and have fallen in love with the place and want to stay—this is your book. 
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​Where to live in Vietnam?
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Where in Vietnam should you live? Big question, of course. Imagine if someone asked you where in your country is the “best” place to live. It really depends on what you like.

Two obvious choices are Saigon and Hanoi, of course. Other choices are beach towns like Da Nang, Nha Trang, and Vung Tau. I’ll try to help you decide. It’s not any easier for a Vietnamese person to summarize a Vietnamese town in a few sentences than it would be for you to summarize a town from your home country in a few sentences. But let me try.

Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City)
My hometown, so of course I’m biased. The biggest city in Vietnam. You can find anything, buy anything, eat anything, meet anybody, do anything. People are accustomed to international influence and foreigners. Nobody will care much that you’re a foreigner, and Saigon is a city of newcomers. Climate is always warm, like Houston or Miami. On the other hand, many people complain that Saigon “doesn’t really feel Vietnamese” and feels like a bland internationalized shopping mall. Definitely people speak the most English here in Saigon.
Hanoi
Vietnam’s capital, and the second-biggest city by population. Feels more crowded than Saigon, because it’s an older and geographically smaller city. People are much more insular, much less accustomed to any contact with foreigners—Hanoians hate me for making this comparison, but I liken Saigon vs Hanoi to Seoul vs Pyongyang. Sorry, Hanoians. There’s a strong overhang of Communist-Soviet culture, and before that, classical Vietnamese culture—much less influenced by French, Chinese, American, and global influences than Saigon. People dress up more, are more formal, more reserved, more difficult to befriend. Less English spoken than Saigon. Climate is like Seattle—winters aren’t Siberia-cold, but they’re chilly enough to need some warm jackets. Hanoi’s general cost of living is a bit lower than Saigon’s, although because of the lack of commerce, things you buy tend to be more expensive (more middlemen).
If you plan on getting a job after you arrive in Vietnam, I’d advise on sticking to Saigon or Hanoi. Jobs are difficult to come by in smaller cities if you just show up wanting a job. While the smaller cities do, for example, have English-teaching jobs, the cities are so small that at any given time there might not be any openings, and there may be five other Westerners job-hunting.  If you have a pre-arranged job, or if you have some location-independent way of supporting yourself, then go ahead and consider the other, smaller cities.

Da Nang / Hoi An
I’m treating Da Nang and Hoi An as one city because they are only a short bus or taxi ride apart. People sometimes compare Da Nang to Thailand’s Chiang Mai—a quiet, slower-paced alternative to the big cities. Maybe. One difference is that Da Nang remains pretty undiscovered by foreign long-term stayers, digital nomads, and
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