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Women mean business
They’re a driving force in the economy,

but face high hurdles



Women mean business 
in Cambodia
They’re a driving force in the economy, but 
face high hurdles to advancement

BY SOK LaK | eCONOMICS TODaY

 Entrepreneurship in Cambodia is 
showing its feminine side. Women are 
more active than ever in Cambodian busi-
ness, at least on the micro and small end 
of things. And while traditional Khmer 
culture often relegated women to the 
home, more and more have decided to 
take their talents to the marketplace. 
Today, more businesses are owned by 
women than men. 

That’s not to say it’s all rosy for females 
in the Cambodian business world. They 
still face mighty obstacles, especially if 
they want to take their small or micro 
enterprises to the next step. Higher 
rates of illiteracy and poor educational 
backgrounds make it harder for women 
to succeed than men. Still, the outlook 
for women in business is looking better 
than it ever has. 

Heng Seltik, national coordinator 
for a project by the International Labor 
Organization promoting women-owned 
businesses and gender equality, says the 
role of Cambodian women entrepreneurs 
has changed dramatically over the last 
few years. She says women are very active 
in many types of businesses today and 
often running those enterprises with a 
high degree of professionalism. 

“They are good at negotiating with 
suppliers and communicating and they 
have the know-how to do successful mar-
keting,” she said.

Historically, Cambodian women had 

second-rate status and were rarely recog-
nized for their abilities; they were usually 
not allowed to participate in politics or 
the economic sphere. Their roles were 
mainly restricted to the household. But 
that has changed.

A 2011 report from the World Bank, 
entitled “Women Entrepreneurs in Cam-
bodia,” pointed out that women play a 

central role in several sectors, such as 
handicrafts and agriculture. 

According to 2011 Economic Census of 
Cambodia, released this month, among 
the nation’s 505,134 business establish-
ments, just over 61 percent of employees 
were women. The study also found that 
of the 182,439 businesses established 
between Jan. 1, 2009 and March 1, 2011, 
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nearly 40 percent consisted of one per-
son—a woman.

That survey found that women 
mainly participated into the wholesale 
and retail trades, accommodation or 
food services. 

While the numbers are impressive, 
women have been in the business sphere 
for some time. The National Institute 
of Statistics found that 52.4 percent of 
Cambodian women in 2009 were self-
employed. In the garment industry, one 
of the country’s biggest employers, 90.7 
percent of employees are women, whose 
paychecks support an estimated 1.7 mil-
lion Cambodians.  

So while small and micro businesses 
today have a female flavor, the picture 
changes dramatically as business gets bigger. 
Medium-sized businesses, those employing 
from fifty to 100 people, men overwhelm-
ingly run the show. Go larger than that, and 
women are even harder to find. 

Issues and Challenges

Why is it that women are so successful 
on the small-scale level, but have such 
difficulties moving up the business lad-
der? There are a variety of reasons, ana-
lysts say, that have to do with cultural 
expectations, opportunities and the real-
ity of women’s everyday lives. 

Lower levels of education and liter-
acy among women, as well as difficul-
ties in accessing financial services are 

preventing women from reaching their 
full economic potential, according to 
Douglas Broderick, Cambodia’s United 
Nations resident coordinator. 

Countering that, he wrote on the occa-
sion of International Women’s Day this 
month, will require addressing a lack of 
business-management and data-man-
agement skills, boosting market access 
and increasing cooperation with the pri-
vate sector. 

In addition, the challenges met by 
women often overlap with those faced 
by their male counterparts. They lack 
capital, have limited access to technology 
and credit, are faced with poor working 
conditions and experience a near com-
plete absence of social protections. 

But women do face problems men do 
not. They are less likely to get a good 
education, they endure gender discrim-
ination and have to struggles against 
ingrained notions that women belong at 
home with the children and have a lower 
status than men. 

“Most husbands in Cambodia don’t 
like to allow their wives to participate in 
the outside world because they think it is 
not safe, they think she will be cheated 
or simply doesn’t have the same abilities 
that a man does to be successful outside 
the home,” said Thoeun Sarkmarkna, 
Deputy Director of Economic Develop-
ment at the Ministry of Women’s Affairs. 

As women become more and more vis-
ible in business, perhaps those attitudes 

will change. It is still hard for society to 
believe that women have what it takes to 
succeed in business, Thoeun Sarkmarkna 
said. That might seem hard to believe, 
since the evidence is all around. 

But the World Bank report “Women 
Entrepreneurs in Cambodia” found that 
there were gender-related issues that 
made it harder for women, especially if 
they wanted to move above the micro 
business level. Attending business meet-
ings in a hotel or at night can be hard for 
Cambodian women, who are generally at 
home soon after dark. For a woman to be 
alone in a hotel in the company of men, 
even if it’s in a conference room, means 
just one things for many people—ques-
tionable morals.  

In addition, the majority of women 
in Cambodia are illiterate or have lim-
ited educational backgrounds, which can 
make the required paperwork for licenses 
or other bureaucratic matters difficult if 
not impossible. 

You Kheang has owned a grocery store 
near Olympic Market in Phnom Penh 
for about 10 years. She simply doesn’t 
understand a lot of what she needs to 
know about regulations and tax rules. 

"I don’t know what fees I should pay 
for my current business," she said, adding 
that local officials never tell her about 
what she should be paying and why, but 
simply show up from time to time to 
ask for money or complain about non-
payment of various fees or taxes.

Male
34.9%

Female
65.1%

Representation of Establishment by 
Sex of representative

(Total: 505,134 establishments)

Women are leading almost two-thirds of all 
enterprises operating in Cambodia...

Source: National Institute of Statistics, Economic Census 
of Cambodia 2011, Economics Today graphic
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... however, they are over-represented in micro-enterprises  of less than 10 employees and under-
represented in  larger establishments. 

Source: National Institute of Statistics, Economic Census of Cambodia 2011, Economics Today graphic
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“Limited knowledge and a lack of 
assertiveness would suggest that women 
likely pay more unofficial fees than men 
in order to ensure that they have good 
relations with government officials,” a 
report from the World Bank’s Interna-
tional Finance Corporation said. With 
this low level of knowledge and poor 
skills, Cambodian women entrepreneurs 
simply not are able to engage with mod-
ern technology and the latest methods 
in doing business.

“Many factors in society prevent 
women from moving into higher sta-
tus positions,” Seng Takakneary, the 
managing director of Sentosa Silk and 
the president of the Cambodia Women 
Entrepreneurs Association (CWEA), said. 

The CWEA officially launched this 
month, and aims at tackling some of 
those difficulties head on. It wants to 
offer paperwork support, help women 
with information and new skills, and 
show them ways of accessing markets 
that they thought were closed off to 
them. 

She said most successful women 
entrepreneurs in Cambodia get support 
from their families, husbands or inter-
national institutions. “It is rare to see 
Cambodian women succeed in business 
by themselves,” Takakneary added. 

The Way ForWard

According to the UN’s Douglas 
Broderick, studies have shown that 

engaging women in business leads to 
fairer employment, improved corporate 
social responsibility and greater invest-
ment back into local communities. 

To that end, the government should 
be more proactive and promote female 
entrepreneurship through tax exemp-
tions or lower rates, skills training, 
management training and incentives 
to women who serve as role models, 
said Mu Sochua, a parliamentarian with 
the opposition Sam Rainsy Party.

Businesswoman Seng Takakneary 
wants men to encourage their wives 
and sisters to go into business and not 
feel threatened by it. “While women 
grow, men also grow,” she said. The 
government should provide extra help 
with things like paperwork and other 
red tape. 

 Some are looking to Japan as a pos-
sible model to encourage even more 
women to start their own businesses. 
There, women are very active in the 
One Province, One Product program, 
which aims to help people, especially 
in rural areas, make products using 
local resources and selling them on the 
national or international market. 

It’s proved very successful in Japan, 
whose small and medium-sized enter-
prise sector is bigger than Cambodia’s 
entire manufacturing sector. Some 
female characteristics, such as patience, 
good relationships with local popula-
tions, traditional skills and experience 
at selling have translated directly into 

business success. If it works in Japan, it 
can work in Cambodia, since the women 
in the two countries are not all that 
different, Thoeun Sarkmarkna of the 
women’s ministry said.

While women are well-represented in 
micro business, another hurdle is that 
they are often only part of the informal 
economy, particularly in the agricul-
tural and manufacturing industries. 
Forming a group or association to help 
them move into the formal economy 
would boost their chances for success, 
and likely improve the products and 
services they offer, Thoeun Sarkmarkna 
said. 

Seng Takakneary, the women’s asso-
ciation president who has done just 
that, said she has seen the potential 
that exists among women in Cambo-
dia, “but they are hidden in society and 
don’t know where to find support.” She 
hopes her group will help those women 
find the assistance they need. 

Indeed, as the UN’s Broderick wrote, 
Cambodian women are twice as likely 
to face wage discrimination or find 
themselves in unpaid work, but they are 
also recognized for their resilience and 
determination in adapting to change—
both skills needed in business, at all 
levels. 

“Women often have the basic skills 
and characteristics to be successful, 
they just need the technical know-how 
or guidance from experts,” said Thoeun 
Sarkmarkna. “They are fast learners.” ■

“Women often have the 
basic skills and charac-
teristics to be success-
ful, they just need the 
technical know-how or 
guidance from experts. 
They are fast learners.” 
thoeuN SarKmarKNa, Ministry of Women’s affairs. 
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Women typically lead businesses in local trade (wholesale and retail) and in accommodation and food 
services. Interestingly, they are running manufacturing businesses almost as much as men. 
However, they are under-represented in other sectors, such as information and 
communication, financial and insurance, education and social work activities. 

Source: National Institute of Statistics, Economic Census of Cambodia 2011, Economics Today graphic
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