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Safe drinking water is essential to good health and 
quality of life. In resource-poor settings such as Vietnam, 
however, water often comes from unsafe sources and 
carries dangerous pathogens. 

The World Health Organization estimates that 1.8 million 
people die each year from diarrheal diseases. Unsafe water 
is one leading cause of these deaths. Despite significant 
progress, more than 25 million people in Vietnam, 
including approximately 80 percent of the country’s 
poorest residents, still have no access to safe water. Severe 
diarrhea continues to be highly prevalent, with more than 
a million cases treated by local health workers in 2007.

What are we doing?

PATH is implementing an innovative project to enable 
commercial enterprises to produce, distribute, sell, and 
maintain good-quality household water treatment and 
storage (HWTS) products for low-income people. We 
already know that commercial markets are a viable model 
for selling some products to the very poor because they 
supply low-income consumers with a variety of household 
goods, including soap, food, and basic commodities. 
Through this project, we will determine whether HWTS 
products, such as point-of-use water filters and chlorine 
products, can be provided in the same way. 

In mid-2007, PATH expanded the Safe Water Project 
begun in India in 2006 to Vietnam, where we are working 
with potential partners to stage and implement test 
markets, along with applying a variety of distribution 
models to HWTS products. The project’s first major 
effort—a two-month analysis of distribution channels 
conducted in 2008—is the result of more than 35 
meetings and interviews with a range of players, including 
private manufacturers, distributors, and promoters; 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs); microfinance 
institutions (MFIs); nonprofit water programs; and 
social marketing programs. We also conducted follow-up 
research on vendor–consumer transactions in the 
provincial commercial channel. Here is some of what we 
have learned so far. 

PATH’s Safe Water Project in Vietnam
Household Water Treatment and Storage: Findings From a Distribution  
Channel Analysis

Getting products to people: the commercial 
distribution channel

Most HWTS business in Vietnam is done through 
traditional commercial distribution models:

MANUFACTURER � DISTRIBUTOR � 
WHOLESALER � RETAILER � CONSUMER

Distribution is largely passive. That is, distributors seldom 
actively “push,” or market, their products. Instead, they 
rely on “pull,” or demand, from those further down the 
distribution chain—including retailers and consumers 
(Figure 1).

While distributors are easy to find and partner with, few 
offer services nationwide. Most operate from large cities 
and subcontract locally for coverage in the provinces. As 
a result, there is very little organized distribution in rural 
areas, where HWTS products could potentially have a 
greater impact in improving health. Most products reach 
district markets through organized sales and distribution; 
village and commune retailers, in turn, come to the 
district markets to buy products, which eventually reach 
people in the most rural areas. 

Influencing distribution: the channel ecosystem

PATH’s analysis found that three important elements 
influence product distribution in Vietnam: credit, 
government, and promotion and marketing.

• The credit market. Vietnam is still a cash economy, 
and credit for both consumers and distributors is less 
prevalent than in India and Cambodia, where PATH 
continues to study distribution channels for HWTS 
products. Consumer finance or installment payments 
for purchasing durables are uncommon in Vietnam.

• Government. Government plays an active role in social 
initiatives and business at all levels: regulator, partner, 
health educator, and distributor. Provincial and local 
partnerships are key, especially for permissions and 
licensing. Often, this can be accomplished through 



an intermediary with local contacts, for example a 
marketing agency or local distributor. 

• Promotion and marketing. Given the passive nature 
of distribution in Vietnam, promotion to retailers and 
to consumers takes on a particularly important role: 
creating “pull” in channels that do not have much 
“push.” Building a new category does not work without 
both up-front and sustained promotion. Commercial 
marketing is effective, but expensive. In Vietnam, 
however, many good low-cost marketing channels exist, 
including government media and mass organizations, 
such as women’s unions and farmers’ unions.

The value chain in Vietnam: gaps and 
opportunities

Using our analysis, PATH mapped the value chain 
(Figure 2) in Vietnam and identified areas of strength and 
weakness. In general, distribution channels are strong and 
customer service is adequate. Marketing and sales to rural 
markets, however, are challenges. Looking forward, PATH 
will focus efforts on learning how to close these gaps and 
understanding ways to strengthen weak aspects of the 
value chain. 

About PATH

PATH is an international, nonprofit organization that creates 
sustainable, culturally relevant solutions, enabling communities 
worldwide to break longstanding cycles of poor health. By 
collaborating with diverse public- and private-sector partners, 
PATH helps provide appropriate health technologies and vital 
strategies that change the way people think and act. PATH’s work 
improves global health and well-being. 

For more information 

PATH
1455 NW Leary Way
Seattle, WA 98107, USA
206.285.3500
vietnam@path.org
Global: info@path.org
www.path.org

To learn more about global water resources, please visit 
www.path.org/projects/safe_water.php.
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Figure 1: Comprehensive Channel Map of Channel Players and Outlets

Figure 2: HWTS value chain in Vietnam
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