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FOREWORD
CARE is an international development organisation fighting global poverty with a special focus on working with 
women and girls. In Cambodia, CARE has particular focus on women who have migrated to urban areas who are denied 
multiple rights.

Across the street from CARE Cambodia’s old office in a bustling residential area of Phnom Penh, was just one of the 
many high-rise construction sites in the city. As CARE staff would come and go each day, we would see both women 
and men hard at work, carrying bricks, twisting long steel poles for the foundations, standing high up on the top 
levels of these sites, hoisting up buckets filled with building materials. 

CARE commissioned a situational analysis to find out more about the women working in construction in our 
community.  Through that initial research we discovered that women working in construction were often migrants, 
had little knowledge of their rights or entitlements and were denied equality with male workers, a breach of the most 
fundamental rights. 

In January 2016, CARE received funding from the European Union and Austrian Development Cooperation to carry out 
a three-year project, Labour Rights for Female Construction Workers. Through the project, CARE and local partners 
seek to engage with civil society, government and private sector businesses with the aim of ensuring safe and secure 
work environments for women in the construction sector, as well as promoting equal working conditions for women 
and men in the industry. 

This project is a small part of a much larger goal for CARE International. By 2020 CARE aims to reach 30 million 
women to have greater access and control over economic resources. CARE International simply cannot reach these 
targets alone; we must build relationships to ensure assistance from private sector and government partners. 

Discrimination, stereotypes and undervaluing women workers is a global problem that stands in the way of women’s 
equality and economic empowerment. Not only does inequality compromise women’s basic human rights, according 
to McKinsey Global Institute, $12 trillion could be added to global GDP by 2025 by advancing women’s equality.    
A failure to progress is a cost to national economies and, often times, a cost to business.

To guide CARE’s engagement with the construction industry in Cambodia, CARE commissioned this research to better 
understand the drivers that might influence attitudes and practices towards female workers in this unique context. 
This research is intended to be the basis for common understanding so that this project can progress in partnership 
with all relevant stakeholders. Women workers need to be free from discrimination and adequately protected, and 
companies need productive skilled workers. By giving women a chance and believing in equality of contribution, 
there is much to be gained by valuing and investing in women working in the construction sector in Cambodia. 

CARE would like to thank Emerging Market Consulting for this piece of research. We would also like to acknowledge 
Carol Strickler and Pou Sovann who carried out the baseline evaluation on which many findings of this research 
are based. We also acknowledge the support of our partners, the Building and Woodworkers Union Federation of 
Cambodia, Legal Support for Children and Women, and Cambodian Women for Peace and Development.

CARE looks forward to engaging with the private sector and government stakeholders on this exciting project. 
Together we can work towards ensuring that the women who are contributing much to building Phnom Penh are 
protected and productive, valued and committed, and with the gender equality they deserve.

Joanne Fairley
Country Director
CARE International in Cambodia
21 December 2016
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report is intended to complement research by Carol Strickler and Pou Sovann, which provides a comprehensive 
overview of the key issues faced by female construction workers in Cambodia (Strickler & Sovann, 2016). The 
report builds on this research by discussing the implications for businesses in the Cambodian construction sector. 
It corroborates several of the findings on labour standards, and concludes that investments in improved working 
conditions can lead to the following broad benefits for employers: a more productive and more versatile workforce; 
and fewer labour and skills shortages. In particular, it is found that mutual gains for employers and employees are 
possible in the following areas:

 1. Both employers and employees benefit from more stable work contracts. Common ground can be         
 sought through consultation and dialogue, in order to address market failures and promote mutually  
 beneficial labour arrangements. Develop recommendations to inform the development of practical  
 workplace policies and other mechanisms to provide protections for women workers

 2. Both employers and employees benefit when the skillset of the construction workforce is broadened, 
 due to productivity gains. Gender stereotypes currently prevent female construction workers from   
 performing certain tasks and gaining relevant and useful skills, so addressing these stereotypes could 
 lead to mutually beneficial results.

 3. Improving worker welfare more generally can also lead to productivity gains. This report focusses   
 on innovations that could generate significant welfare gains for workers at low cost to employers, such 
 as: subsidized meals at the workplace; better toilet facilities and separate bathrooms for men and  
 women; gradual introduction of paid annual leave; on-the-job training, etc.

In addition to the above, the report explores the legal and institutional framework that governs labour standards 
in the Cambodian construction sector. A brief examination of the Cambodian Labour Law finds it to be quite far 
advanced towards legal best practice. However, the Law remains largely unenforced in the Cambodian construction 
sector, and construction workers are unaware of their rights under the prevailing legal framework. The report also 
provides an overview of nascent Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives in Cambodia and the steps needed 
to promote better working conditions in the construction sector from the investor side. It concludes that it is in the 
interest of companies to keep abreast of developments in all of these areas, in order to develop appropriate responses 
as the sector evolves and matures.

Lastly, the report examines the role of civil society, government and the trade unions in industrial relations within the 
construction sector. There can be no substitute for policy in guaranteeing minimum labour standards and preventing a 
“race to the bottom” between construction companies, which leads to unfavourable outcomes for workers – currently 
the weakest link in the supply chain – and downward pressure on wages. Better enforcement of the Labour Law and 
new quality standards in the construction sector (i.e. a building code) would constitute a significant improvement 
on current practice. Civil society and trade unions also have an important role to play in lobbying for social dialogue, 
increasing awareness of women’s issues in the sector, promoting different forms of professional training (especially 
for women), and disseminating information about the Labour Law.

A brief summary of the recommendations contained at the end of this document are provided below:

Recommendations for industry

• Allow women equal access to equipment and facilitate their engagement in a broader range of tasks. 

• Adapt equipment and building materials so that they are less heavy and can be used by women.

• Research possible combinations of wages and benefits that could incentivize workers into making 

a long-term a commitment to the firm. 
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• Establish regular dialogue with workers on working conditions and the work itself. 

• Invest in professional training schemes and/ or collaborate with TVET institutions to ensure that 

training provides the skills that are needed by industry. 

• Ensure compliance with the Labour Law in order to avoid possible fines or other punitive measures.

• Introduce paid annual leave in order to improve capacity to plan for worker absences.

• Consider introducing meals at the workplace and improving toilet facilities for women. 

Recommendations for civil society and trade unions
• Focus on forming partnerships with construction companies and adopt a conciliatory approach. 

• In the absence of regulation, adopt an educative approach that seeks to shift attitudes. 

• Advocate for collective labour agreements and a minimum wage for the sector. 

• Raise awareness among employers of the extent of their legal liability.

• Train women in unfamiliar tasks and motivate them to perform these tasks at the workplace. 

• Advocate for the introduction of an industry-wide training scheme. 

• Help to strengthen partnerships between construction companies and TVET institutions.

• Push for “voluntary” compensation wherever compliance with the Labour Law is considered “too costly”. 

• Continue raising awareness and promoting internationally defined minimum labour standards and 

best practices. 

• Carry out further research on the construction value chain. 

• Encourage investors to work towards a fairer distribution of value along the value chain through 

CSR initiatives.

• Be aware of the expected economic slowdown and adapt interventions accordingly. 

Photo: CARE/Charles FoxPhoto: CARE/Charles Fox
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INTRODUCTION
This report seeks to shed light on the market conditions (and failures) that currently lead to undesirable outcomes for 
construction workers and construction companies, and to identify areas in which current practices could be changed, 
to the benefit of workers and employers alike. Research was mainly qualitative in nature and recommendations have 
been geared towards the private sector and civil society, in order to guide future efforts to improve labour standards 
in Cambodia.

The major hypothesis guiding this research was that a lower level of investment in female construction workers 
(compared to their male counterparts) leads to suboptimal output from the female fraction of the construction 
workforce. If employers are profit-driven, then the decisions that lead to suboptimal allocation of resources and 
output must be based on information deficiencies. The findings from this research can be used to improve the flow of 
information to employers. Information from female construction workers themselves is particularly valuable, as they 
are in the best position to evaluate whether their human capital is being used to its full potential. 

This report is intended to complement research on working conditions in the Cambodian construction sector, 
commissioned by CARE and prepared by independent consultants Carol Strickler and Pou Sovann (Strickler & Sovann, 
2016). Whereas the previous research provides a comprehensive overview of the key issues faced by female construction 
workers in Cambodia, this report examines the business implications

Recommendations have been grouped into two main categories, identified as areas where there are mutual gains to 
be had: namely, productivity and turnover. Investment in improved working conditions for workers – and especially 
for female workers – can make construction teams more productive and more versatile. It can also help to address 
a major issue faced by construction companies and sub-contractors: the periodical labour shortages and persistent 
skills shortages that affect their ability to deliver quality constructions to a predefined deadline. Companies that 
address these issues can expect to become more competitive in a sector that is increasingly saturated, following a 
recent boom. 

In addition to the above, the report explores possible legal issues and the institutional framework surrounding labour 
standards in the Cambodian construction sector. It is in the interest of companies to keep abreast of these issues in 
order to develop appropriate responses as the economy evolves. Civil society and workers’ unions have a crucial role 
to play here, to ensure that workers’ interests are represented as the construction sector matures. The report therefore 
also includes recommendations to civil society and unions, and looks to stimulate collaboration and coordination 
between all stakeholders on the issue of labour standards. 

Photo: CARE/Charles Fox
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1. METHODOLOGY

Background research helped to inform the 

analysis, which is otherwise based on primary 

evidence from interviews. Due to the paucity of 

existing literature on female construction workers 

in Cambodia, parallels with other countries’ 

experience in promoting improved working 

conditions for women in the construction sector 

have been examined in order to explore whether 

lessons learnt elsewhere could apply in the 

Cambodian context. Analysis of the Cambodian 

construction sector – based on secondary literature 

and previous research work carried out by EMC – 

has been undertaken in order to account for the 

possible impact of macroeconomic trends on the 

construction labour market. Additionally, a review 

of the Cambodian Labour Law 1997 allowed for a 

comprehensive evaluation of the gap between the 

prevailing normative legislative framework and 

the conditions on the ground. 

Qualitative interviews with both female 

construction workers and their employers allowed 

for a comparison of their respective responses and 

the identification of gaps and inconsistencies. 

It was not possible to present the analysis in monetary terms due to information gaps, resource constraints and the 

associated difficulties in quantifying costs and benefits. However, the findings can be used to make a strong case 

for investing in improved working conditions for female construction workers and also constitute a strong basis for 

further research.

2. FINDINGS

i. WOMEN IN CONSTRUCTION: INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

Cambodia is not the exception in having a male-dominated construction sector. This is the norm across countries. 

Data from 77 countries, collected by the ILO for the year 2010, finds that only 1 per cent of women work in 

construction, compared to 11 per cent of men (Figure 1) (World Bank, 2012). By contrast, occupations considered 

to be “female”, such as those in communication services, retail outlets, hotels and restaurants, attract a much larger 

proportion of female workers. Such segregation is not a phenomenon that is limited to developing-country contexts. 

On the contrary, a 2012 report on Gender Equality and Development by the World Bank, makes clear that “higher 

incomes do not always translate into less industry or occupation segregation, either in cross-sectional comparisons 

or over time” (World Bank, 2012). 

INFORMATION FOR THIS RESEARCH WAS GATHERED IN 
THE FOLLOWING WAYS: 
• Desk research. A comprehensive review of 

available literature was carried out, including 
existing research on female construction workers 
in Cambodia and worldwide, as well as on the 
Cambodian construction sector. 

• Review of legislation. The Cambodian Labour 
Law 1997 was reviewed and analysed.

• Semi-structured interviews with fifteen (15) 
employers in the construction sector. Quantita-
tive information was sought where possible and 
substituted by qualitative assessments when 
necessary. 

• Semi-structured interviews with fifteen (15)    
female construction workers. Quantitative infor-
mation was sought where possible and substitut-
ed by qualitative assessments when necessary. 
Findings were triangulated with the results of 
CARE’s baseline assessment.

• Qualitative interview with AmCham CSR Work-
ing Group and other CSR actors. The relevant 
interview(s) were unstructured in order to maxi-
mize the amount of information extracted from 
the respondent(s).
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Figure 1 - Worldwide Employment Segregation by Gender (World Bank, 2012)

 

Several factors contribute to the current gendered nature of construction work. There is a widespread perception 
consistent across countries that construction work is for men, that women are not capable of working in the 
sector, and that the work is not appropriate for them. Sexism in the workplace is common and this has proved an 
insurmountable obstacle to several initiatives that seek to recruit and retain more female construction workers, even 
in developed countries with more resources at their disposal than Cambodia. Poor working conditions for women, 
a persistent gender wage gap, high turnover and awkward/ inflexible working hours (which are incompatible with 
family life) make increasing women’s share of employment in the construction sector difficult. As a result, “in most 
countries, construction jobs are undertaken almost exclusively by men” (ILO, 2001).

Women employed in the construction industry often work under poor conditions. In many developing countries 
including Cambodia, women work on construction sites together with their families. In some cases women’s labour 
and that of their children is sold by their husbands (male construction workers) to their employers at a discount rate. 
Women thus find themselves in low-skilled, informal jobs, receiving lower pay than men, for similar or identical tasks. 
The ILO describes the situation in India as follows (ILO, 2001): 

In India it is estimated that up to 30 per cent of the construction workforce are women. They are integrated into the 
building workforce at the bottom end of the industry, as unskilled workers or head-load carriers. Access to training is 
denied to them (Shah, 1996). Discrimination in pay is widespread. A survey of 2,600 construction workers in five cities 
found open inequality in pay with women earning 10-20 per cent less than men for similar work (Vaid, 1999). Moreover, 
women are often employed as part of a family work unit, as the piece-rate system encourages workers to engage their 
wives and children to increase output, and in these circumstances women may work but may not (directly) receive any 
payment at all. In the survey noted above, no female workers were on the payroll of any contractor, although they 
comprised from 23 per cent (Hyderabad, Delhi) to 34 per cent (Mumbai, Pune) of the construction workforce. Not 
surprisingly, no site had separate rest areas for females or nurseries for children and no women had received maternity 
benefit payments (Vaid, 1999).

Women seek work in the construction sector despite gendered discriminations in the workplace due to a lack of other 
options, since many have few skills and even fewer employment options. A number of jobs in construction require 
relatively low levels of training and/ or education, so developing-country construction industries can easily become 
one of the principal means of “absorbing the excluded” (ILO, 2001). As we shall see below, the employment of 
female construction workers in Cambodia follows a similar pattern, and much remains to be done to improve working 
conditions for women under these circumstances.



Labour Rights for Female Construction Workers6

From the perspective of gender equality and worker welfare, there are clear reasons to improve the working conditions 
of women in the construction sector. However, the Cambodian context is one of scarce resources, lack of government 
capacity to enforce labour standards, and pervasive, constraining gender norms, assumptions and stereotypes. These 
factors limit the usefulness of normative approaches. 

However, investing in better working conditions for women in the construction sector is also an investment in human 
capital, which has the potential for generating economic gains.  Such change would be driven from within the sector 
itself. Initial desk research sought to identify “best practice” case studies that indicate how such investments can 
generate economic benefits for the construction industry as a whole, and especially for employers. 

Over the course of fieldwork, it was found that only the first of these had significant traction with Cambodian 
employers. In the Cambodian context, construction companies and their clients, the investors, seem to be relatively 
less concerned with social issues. Factors like sector image, creativity, diversity and morale are all considered to be 
marginal compared to the “harder” competitive advantages of cost, quality and delivery times. The shortage of skilled 
labour, however, had a direct impact on all three of the aforementioned “hard” components and was a significant 
area of concern for employers. There are therefore lessons to be learnt from recent efforts in developed countries to 
address skills shortages by recruiting and training more women. 

That said, discrimination and stereotyping persist even in developed countries, despite “many examples of skilled 
and productive tradeswomen who are well able to perform all of the tasks traditionally done by men” (ILO, 2001). 
For example, research in the UK found that “the construction workplace is a competitive and conflictual environment 
where women are overtly and covertly discriminated against by men, who use structural systems to undermine their 
participation” (ILO, 2001). Persistence of sexism as a social and cultural phenomenon leads to outcomes that are 
inefficient from an economic point of view, as women are discouraged from joining the pool of construction workers, 
from investing in careers in the construction sector, and from performing certain tasks once they are working in 
construction. Findings from this research confirm these hypotheses and provide stark evidence of how preconceived 
notions about what women can and cannot do prevent employers from increasing the productivity of their workforce 
by investing in better working conditions for female workers. More detail on these findings will be presented in 
Section 5 below.  

ii. THE CONSTRUCTION SECTOR IN CAMBODIA

A recent boom and an imminent slowdown

Before presenting the findings from primary research, it is important to examine the Cambodian construction sector 
from a macroeconomic perspective. Recent trends and expected developments in the sector could have a direct 
bearing on initiatives that seek to impact employment relations, especially for women. According to the World Bank, 
the construction sector was responsible for about 17 per cent of Cambodia’s total GDP growth in 2015 (World Bank, 
2016). This growth is mainly due to the ubiquitous development of luxury high-rise residential and commercial 
buildings in Phnom Penh. Although the number of approved construction projects has been declining over the past 

Efforts in developed countries, in particular, have found that the following benefits can result 
from an increased participation of women in the workforce: 

(i) a reduction in the skills shortages that periodically impact firms’ performance; 
(ii) an improvement in the image of the construction sector; 
(iii) a service offering that is better adapted to the demands of clients with a higher degree 
of social awareness; 
(iv) improved decision-making processes;
(v) enhanced creativity through a more diverse workforce; 
(vi) improved morale among workers.
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few years, their total value has been growing, suggesting that investors are increasingly focusing on high-end luxury 
developments (see Figure 2). The developments are both initiated by and targeted at foreigners, as locals currently 
constitute a very limited market for this kind of real estate. According to Seng Bonna, Director of Bonna Realty 
Group, “foreign investors make up 60 to 70 per cent of condominium presales” (Phnom Penh Post, 2015). Recent 
figures from the World Bank suggest that construction and real estate account for up to 62 per cent of total (fixed 
asset) foreign direct investment (FDI) projects (see Figure 3).

Figure2. Average cost per m2 vs.no.of approved construction 
             projects

Figure 3. Construction and real estate share in total (fixed asset) 
             amount of approved foreign investment projects.

Investment into the Cambodian real estate sector by foreign nationals and foreign residents seems to be driven 
by speculation, and there are good reasons to believe that a bubble has developed. In a recent interview, Matt 
van Roosmalen, the Head of the Cambodia Office of Emerging Markets Consulting made the following observations: 
“One of the signs that there could be a bubble is people seem to buy for the capital appreciation and not for cash 
flows, so not for rent. They’re looking to flip, which is not a great sign. They have low rent yields, a lot of them are 
sitting empty” (CityLab, 2016). The implications are clear: although foreign developers and buyers stand to lose a 
substantial portion of their investments when the bubble bursts, the most serious repercussions will be felt by those 
currently employed in the construction sector, including Cambodian construction workers and staff in supporting 
positions, who stand to lose their jobs as the number and value of construction projects dries up.

Female construction workers are already the most vulnerable to losing their jobs in the event of an economic downturn 
due to employers’ preference for male workers (see below). An adversarial approach to relations between female 
employees and their employers – i.e. pushing for labour standards that could be perceived as costly or unnecessary 
by employers – could have unintended consequences for female construction workers. The best approach to avoid 
unintended negative outcomes for female workers would be to focus on forming partnerships with government, 
construction companies and trade unions (including trade union federations) and to adopt a peer education approach 
that seeks to shift attitudes. Although women could benefit from a greater awareness of their rights under the Labour 

Law, there is still limited enforcement of the law. It is important, therefore, not to create unrealistic expectations 

among female construction workers, which could backfire if they are out of sync with the reality on the ground.

Photo: CARE/Charles Fox
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Intense competition and high turnover

The construction sector is notoriously cyclical and volatile. Evidence from our interviews with employers suggests 
that the Cambodian construction sector follows a boom-and-bust cycle that is similar to those experienced in most 
other countries. Employers cited uncertainty regarding their future pipeline of projects as the main reason why they 
did not wish to hire workers on a long-term basis. Several also informed us that their fall-back plan, when faced with 
a slowdown in the construction sector, was to lay off workers.

Table 1. Employers perspectives on cutting labour costs during economic downturns.

Employer 1
We would like long-term contracts to cover contracted projects, but we do not want to keep 
workers on when we have no projects.

Employer 2 When the number of projects decreases, we will reduce the number of workers.

Employer 3
We hire workers according to the duration of a project. When we don’t have a project, we 
cannot hire workers. 

Employer 4
We prefer to hire on a short-term basis, because sometimes we do not have projects. In 
the case of a slowdown, we will have to lay off workers.

It would seem that employers are willing to accept a high turnover of workers, with all the attendant disadvantages, 
in order to avoid payroll expenses during lean years. Their survival strategies are thus explicitly premised on the 
precarious working conditions that prevail in Cambodia. In theory, the Labour Law stipulates that workers with 
contracts of unspecified duration cannot be laid off “without a valid reason relating to the worker's aptitude or 
behaviour”. According to the law, workers that lose their jobs are entitled to compensation (severance pay or 
indemnity), which is supposed to disincentivize employers from dismissing workers as a means of dealing with 
fluctuations in their revenues. However, in reality, low enforcement of the Labour Law means that workers are treated 
as the “weakest links” in the supply chain and discarded when no longer needed. 

Evidence also suggests that price-competition between construction companies and between sub-contractors 
generates downward pressure on wages and labour standards in the Cambodian construction sector. Given the absence 
of a building code and relatively low quality demands, the tendency is for construction companies to compete purely 
on cost. No minimum wage has been set for the construction sector, and companies tend to disregard the statutory 
benefits specified in the Labour Law, so workers find themselves bearing the brunt of companies’ cost-reduction 
measures. 

Further research is warranted on the extent to which margins are shared along the construction value chain. Given 
the relatively high prices of Phnom Penh real estate, one might reasonably assume that value is being captured 
at some point further up the value chain to the detriment of those working on the construction sites. Investors 
should be encouraged to accept a fairer distribution of value along the value chain, which, for workers, could mean 
wage increases and better labour standards. Civil society and unions should consider lobbying the private sector to 
implement voluntary corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives, through existing channels such as work being 
undertaken by the AmCham CSR Committee.

Corporate Social Responsibility

CSR Asia defines CSR as, “a company’s commitment to operate in an economically, socially, and environmentally 

sustainable manner balancing the interests of diverse stakeholders”. Certain key issues in CSR include human rights, 
labour standards and working conditions, employee relations, and respecting workers’ rights. For the construction 
industry specifically, CSR initiatives could include improved workplace safety, technical human resources development 
and improved relations with the community, in addition to eco-friendly designs.

CSR is still a relatively nascent concept in Cambodia. Many businesses and stakeholders are not yet fully aware of 
CSR as an important strategic tool to increase a company’s competitiveness. However, there is growing evidence 
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that CSR can play a strategic role in helping companies gain a competitive advantage in their industry by building 
a committed workforce, increasing productivity and cost efficiency, improving risk management, and improving 
company reputation. Certain benefits gained from implementing CSR initiatives include enhanced reputation, 
improved governance, investment, employee retention, and higher productivity levels.

The AmCham CSR Committee is pushing companies in Cambodia to engage in CSR initiatives. This includes dialogue 
with members to see what they desire to get out of CSR. However, at the moment, the only types of companies that 
have expressed interest in CSR are those that are already in the public eye and are involved in the consumer-facing 
industry, such as banks, restaurants, and property management companies. There is less of a pull factor for companies 
in the construction industry to initiate CSR activities. In addition, the concept of what constitutes CSR is still limited 
amongst companies. According to a survey taken by AmCham members, 40 per cent were making donations as part 
of a CSR activity; most of that 40 per cent consisted of cash donations.

There are several challenges in persuading construction companies to adopt CSR initiatives. First, CSR is a new 
concept and the sector lacks a “pioneer” company to lead the way on CSR initiatives and influence Cambodian 
practices. Second, CSR does not usually bring immediate short-term financial gains to the company. According to Ian 
Jones, the Executive Director of Agile Development Group, a design and development firm, it is difficult to persuade 
entrepreneurs to change their mind-set. Helping companies to understand the financial returns that they would make 
out of implementing CSR initiatives is important. Third, there is not currently push from construction investors for 
CSR. If investors were more well-versed and conscious of CSR practices, they could push construction companies to 
respect workers’ rights and improve working conditions, akin to the pressure applied by international clothing brands 
on garment factory conditions. In order to commence CSR initiatives, the first step is to ensure the company is legally 
compliant in all of its activities. 

Labour rights in Cambodia

While Cambodia’s Labour Law 1997 stipulates decent conditions and protections for workers across most sectors in 
Cambodia, there is a significant gap between what is provided in the law and what is implemented in practice. This 
is certainly the case in the construction sector.

Article 9 of the Labour Law distinguishes regular workers from casual workers. It states that regular workers are “those 
who regularly perform a job on a permanent basis” whereas casual workers “are contracted to: perform a specific 
work that shall normally be completed within a short period of time; perform a work temporarily, intermittently, and 
seasonally”. Due to the fixed duration that is common in the construction sector, construction workers could in theory 
be considered casual workers. According to Article 10, casual workers “are subject to the same rules and obligations 
and enjoy the same rights as regular workers” unless stipulated otherwise. Article 67 further defines contracts of a 
fixed duration as contracts “of daily or hourly workers who are hired for a short-term job and who are paid at the 
end of the day, the week, or fortnight period”. Most construction workers are hired for the duration of a construction 
project and are paid on a fortnightly basis, and could therefore be considered to be on fixed contracts.

That said, it is important to take note of Article 65, which states that labour contracts (of unspecified duration) can 
be either written or verbal, and Article 67, which states contracts of fixed duration must be written; otherwise they 
automatically obtain the status of a permanent contract. Low literacy rates become crucial in this context: almost 
half of female construction workers are illiterate, whilst a further 43 per cent can only read or write a little (Strickler 
& Sovann, 2016). Contracts in the construction sector are in general, and for this reason, verbal. Under the Labour 
Law, this could be taken to mean that construction workers are all on permanent contracts by default, and are 
therefore eligible for the rights conferred to them by contracts of an unspecified duration. This article is of particular 
importance for construction workers. 

Table 2. Comparison of Labour Law provisions and actual practice in the construction sector below sheds further light 
on the sorts of rights that construction workers are in theory supposed to enjoy, according to the Labour Law, as well 
as a short summary of the actual situation on the ground.



Labour Rights for Female Construction Workers10

Table 2. Comparison of Labour Law provisions and actual practice in the construction sector

Article 12: Except for the provisions fully expressing under this law […] no employer shall consider on account 
of race, colour, sex, creed, religion, political opinion, birth, social origin, membership of worker’ union or the 
exercise of union activities, to be the invocation in order to make a decision on hiring, defining and assigning 
of work, vocational training, advancement, promotion, remuneration, granting of social benefits, discipline or 
termination of employment contract.

There is a clear distinction between the types of tasks carried out by female and male construction workers. 
Women are frequently not allowed to perform the same tasks as men as they are believed to be limited in physi-
cal strength, abilities, and skill level. Women are often tasked with “lighter” work, such as carrying construction 
materials such as sand, lime, bricks, tiles, etc. (73 per cent), tying/carrying iron rods (36 per cent) and cleaning 
the area of materials and garbage (29 per cent). Men are tasked with “physical” work. The lack of responsibilities 
conferred to women is in contravention of Article 12; employers discriminate against women, believing they are 
physically weaker and thus incapable of performing more skilled work, which limits their opportunity to rise fur-
ther in the company’s ranks and to be paid on par with men. Further, the types of tasks assigned to women have 
repercussions on the opportunities afforded to women. Most of the subcontractors and supervisors interviewed 
preferred to hire men over women since they are allegedly able to carry out more valuable tasks than women 
(Strickler & Sovann, 2016).

Article 106: …for work of equal conditions, professional skill and output, the wage shall be equal for all workers 
subject to this law, regardless of their origin, sex, or age. 

Given that women are not allowed to perform the same tasks as men, they are not given an opportunity to prove 
that they would provide similar levels of output as men. They are therefore precluded from enjoying the rights 
contained in Article 106. Due to the limited work female construction workers are allowed to do, they only earn 
about $3.50 to $5.00 per day, or $2.50 less than male workers. Furthermore, almost 90 per cent of of female con-
struction workers report that they do not get paid the same wage as men for the same work performed (Strickler 
& Sovann, 2016). In addition, women who were in positions of team leaders or     supervisors with the same 
responsibilities as men were paid less than their male counterparts. 

Article 74: … no layoff can be taken without a valid reason relating the worker’s aptitude or behaviour.

Article 74 applies to contracts of unspecified duration. Based on interviews with female construction workers, it 
appears that female construction workers are unaware of their right not to be laid off without a valid reason. Five 
out of 15 respondents stated they would like to work permanently in construction. These respondents are at risk 
of being laid off when they are no longer needed.

Article 89: If the labour contract is terminated by the employer alone, except in the case of a serious offense 
by the worker, the employer is required to give the dismissed worker, in addition to the prior notice stipulated in 
the present Section, the indemnity for dismissal as explained below:
Seven days of wage and fringe benefits if the worker’s length of continuous service at the enterprise is between 
six and twelve months

If the worker has more than twelve months of service, an indemnity for dismissal will be equal to fifteen days 
of wage and fringe benefits for each year of service. The maximum of indemnity cannot exceed six months of 
wage and fringe benefits. If the worker’s length of service is longer than one year, time fractions of service of six 
months or more shall be counted as an entire year.

No workers mentioned ever being offered severance pay after dismissal. This article was not explored in previous 
research into female construction workers (Strickler & Sovann, 2016).

Article 139: If workers are required to work overtime for exceptional and urgent jobs, the overtime hours shall 
be paid at a rate of fifty percent higher than normal hours. If the overtime hours are worked at night or during 
weekly time off, the rate of increase shall be one hundred percent.

According to the CARE’s research, some women interviewed stated that they are paid the same regular wage if 
they worked on Sunday, which is in clear contravention of the law (Strickler & Sovann, 2016).
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Article 161: Each year, the Ministry in charge of Labour issues a Prakas determining the paid holidays for work-
ers of all enterprises. 

Article 162: In case that the public holiday coincides with a Sunday, workers will have the following day off. 
Time off for holidays cannot be the reason for reducing monthly, bi-monthly, or weekly wages. 

Article 163: Workers paid by the hour, the day, or by the amount produced shall be entitled to an indemnity 
equal to the wage lost as a result of holidays as defined in Article 161. This indemnity shall be paid by the em-
ployer.

According to CARE’s research, almost no workers were paid for time taken off during the holidays (Strickler & 
Sovann, 2016).

Article 166: … all workers are entitled to paid annual leave to be given by the employer at the rate of one a 
half work days of paid leave per month of continuous service.

None of the women interviewed by EMC stated that they receive paid annual leave. Eight out of 10 women inter-
viewed in CARE’s research stated that they did not receive paid annual leave. According to CARE’s research, the 
concept of paid annual leave was difficult for women to understand (Strickler & Sovann, 2016).

Article 254: Victims of work-related accidents shall be entitled to medical assistance (benefits in kind, medical 
treatment and medicine as well as hospitalization) and to all surgical assistance and prostheses deemed neces-
sary after the accident.

Slightly less than half of the women interviewed by EMC and by CARE stated that their company covers health-
care costs in case of work-related accidents (Strickler & Sovann, 2016). 

Article 242: All enterprises and establishments covered by Article 238 of this law and employing at least fifty 
workers shall have a permanent infirmary on the premises of the establishment, workshop, or work site. The infir-
mary shall be run by a physician assisted by one or more male or female nurses, based on the number of workers.

Infirmaries were not identified in EMC’s interviews or in CARE’s research (Strickler & Sovann, 2016).

Article 244: When there are more than 200 workers, the infirmary must include, in addition to medicines and 
bandages, areas for hospitalizing the injured and sick before they are transferred to a hospital or isolated if 
necessary. 

Areas for hospitalizing were not identified in EMC’s interviews or in CARE’s research (Strickler & Sovann, 2016).

Article 283: In every enterprise or establishment where at least eight workers are normally employed, the work-
ers shall elect a shop steward to be the sole representative of all workers who are eligible to vote in the enter-
prise or establishment.

Although the law requires workers to elect a shop steward, none of the women interviewed by EMC were aware 
of this requirement for a workers’ representative. Only 20 per cent of women surveyed by Strickler and Sovann 
stated that they were part of a union and 15 per cent did not know if they were a member or not (Strickler & 
Sovann, 2016).
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Article 182: … Women shall be entitled to a maternity leave of ninety days.

Article 183: During the maternity leave as stipulated in the preceding article, women are entitled to half of 
their wage, including their perquisites, paid by the employer… However, the wage benefits specified in the first 
paragraph of this article shall be granted only to women having a minimum of one year of uninterrupted service 
in the enterprise. 

Article 184: From one year from the date of child delivery, mothers who breast-feed their children are entitled to 
one hour per day during working hours to breast-feed their children.

None of the women interviewed in EMC’s survey stated that they receive paid maternity leave. 74 per cent of 
women interviewed in CARE’s research stated they were allowed to take maternity leave but only one woman 
indicated she would be allowed paid maternity leave (Strickler & Sovann, 2016). No women indicated that they 
are allowed to take an hour off each day to breast-feed children in EMC’s interviews. Only 39 per cent of women 
in CARE’s research stated that they were allowed to breast-feed at work (Strickler & Sovann, 2016).

Article 186: Managers of enterprises employing a minimum of one hundred women or girls shall set up, within 
their establishments or nearby, a nursing room and a day-care centre. If the company is not able to set up a day-
care centre on its premises for children over eighteen months of age, female workers can place their children in 
any day-care centre and the charges shall be paid by the employer.

None of the women interviewed indicated that a nursing room or a day-care centre was set up by their employ-
ers, nor that the employer paid for day-care for workers’ children if they could not establish a centre. This ques-
tion was not covered in CARE’s baseline survey (Strickler & Sovann, 2016). 

As Table 1 above demonstrates, the rights of construction workers (as stipulated in the Cambodian Labour Law) 
are often not respected in practice. This could in theory have legal repercussions on the employer. A Joint Prakas 
No. 659 issued in June 2016 by the Ministry of Economy and Finance and the Ministry of Labour and Vocational 
Training, specifies the “monetary fines” applicable to “those who violate the Labour Law”. Fines specific to each of 
the provisions listed above are detailed in an annex to the Prakas, including the basis for calculation of the fines. 
Although the fines are not currently being collected in a systematically, there is nothing to prevent the authorities 
from collecting the fines in the future, and it is unclear whether and to what extent this could be done retroactively. 
It is therefore in the interests of employers to ensure that they are in compliance with the law in order to avoid 
possible fines or other punitive measures in the future.

It is also important to draw attention to Article 48 of the Labour Law, which states that, if a subcontractor is 
not fulfilling its obligations to workers, the main contractor is ultimately legally responsible. This means that 
construction companies could in theory be held liable for violations of the Labour Law, even if they do not contract 
the construction workers directly. Civil society and unions have a role to play in raising awareness among employers 
of the extent of their legal liability. If construction companies were better informed, they may choose to minimize 
their exposure to risk by placing more pressure on their sub-contractors to respect the Labour Law and institute 

decent working conditions.

Photo: CARE/Charles Fox
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iii. THE ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF IMPROVING WORKING CONDITIONS FOR FEMALE CONSTRUCTION WORKERS

This research demonstrates that there are two main reasons why investment in better working conditions for female 
construction workers could generate economic benefits for employers. The first (and most important) is that female 
construction workers are currently not fulfilling their potential. Better working conditions could help boost their 
productivity and thus raise the overall productivity of any given construction team. The second reason is that 
better working conditions could reduce employee turnover and thus eliminate costs associated with finding workers 
and integrating them into the construction team. The findings presented in this section will outline the economic 
benefits associated with improved working conditions, subdivided into these two areas. 

Productivity 

Female construction workers interviewed for this project were asked to describe the tasks that they carry out on a 
routine basis at the construction site. As can be seen below (Figure 4), tasks carried out by the interviewees include 
“cleaning”, “carrying” (steel, cement, bricks, concrete, wood) and “tying steel”, all of which are low-skilled tasks 
requiring no professional qualifications (Findings from CARE’s baseline assessment have been replicated in Table 3 
for comparison). 

The respondents considered that they were not working to their full potential, estimating on average that they work 
at only 80 per cent of their capacity. Two of the women mentioned that they possess the skills needed to “lay bricks” 
(considered a “skilled” task) but were not doing so at their current work place, due to restrictions imposed by their 
employers. This overall picture was confirmed by (male) employers, who claim that women only do “easy”, “unskilled” 
or “light” work. The reasons cited by employers include: “women do not have the capacity to work as men do”; 
“women do not have energy like men”; “women do not have enough power to work”, “female workers lack skills”. One 
exception to this, which largely invalidates the aforementioned stereotypes reproduced by the employers, is the case 
of female migrant workers from Thailand, who are considered “skilled” and do the same work as men. 

Figure 4. Typical tasks carried out by female construction workers.

Photo: CARE/Charles Fox
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Table 3. FWS's construction work tasks from CARE's baseline assessment report (Stricker & Sovan, 2016).

Type of construction work and tasks (Multiple answers)  Responses (R=452) N=286

1 Carry /hand over construction materials 209 46 73

2 Tie iron rods; carry and collect iron rods 102 23 36

3 Clean the area / pick up materials, waste, garbage 82 18 29

4 Install /place ceramic tiles 27 6 9

5 Dig the hole 19 4 7

6 Applied colour paint/mixing paint 5 1 2

7 Help prepare mould/frame for cement stairs/steps 3 0.7 1

8 Prepare drainage system (toilet, bathroom) 2 0.4 0.7

9 Help prepare bathroom/kitchen fixtures, and wall 2 0.4 0.7

10 Store keeper 1 0.2 0.3

Female construction workers were also asked whether they are forbidden from carrying out certain tasks, and whether 
they believed they could carry out these tasks to at least the same standard as their male counterparts. Figure 
5 below specifies the tasks that women cited most frequently as being out of bounds to them. Over half of the 
respondents (53 per cent) believed that they could carry out these tasks if they were permitted to by their employers. 
However, lack of confidence (e.g. fear of heights), size and weight of building materials, lack of skills/ training and 
lack of equipment were all cited as major impediments to women’s successful performance in traditionally “male” 
tasks. Addressing these four issues could go a long way towards increasing gender equality in the workplace and 

boosting women’s productivity.

Figure 5.Tasks Forbidden to Women             Figure 6. Women’s perception on their own abilities      
                  compared to men.
          Which tasks are women not allowed to perform?

Additional evidence was gathered on unequal access to equipment, in particular, as this has been identified as one 
of the main explanatory factors behind women’s consistently low scores on productivity measures when compared to 
men, both across economic sectors and across countries (World Bank, 2012). The vast majority of respondents (73 
per cent) claimed that certain equipment on the construction site is reserved for men only. This includes machines 
for cutting steel, wood and tiles, as well as cement-mixing machines and safety belts (for working at heights). When 
asked why they were not allowed to use this equipment, the most common response was that female construction 
workers lack the skills necessary to operate the equipment. Other reasons include the weight of the equipment and a 
widespread lack of confidence among women. Some respondents even went so far as to say that the restriction was 
an arbitrary decision on the part of the construction site managers (2 respondents). 64 per cent of the respondents 
believed that women should, in principle, have access to the same equipment as men. Interestingly, several expressed 
their belief that this would raise their productivity, allowing them to “do the same work as men” and “be more 

Could women perform these tasks to the 
same standard/better than men?
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productive in those tasks”. A significant minority of respondents, however, had internalised the notion that specific 

equipment is suitable only for men, claiming that “women cannot do these tasks”, or that “it is very dangerous for us”.

Figure 7. Women’s perception on their own productivity Figure 8. Difference in productivity:                
             compare to men      explanations from female respondents. 

 

Professional training is another, perhaps even more important, means through which one can tackle gender inequality 

and discrimination in the workplace. 

The first of these problems was captured through our initial survey of employers, in which slightly less than half of the 

respondents (i.e. 40 per cent of male employers) claimed that female construction workers “have lower productivity 

than male workers”. The reasoning behind this statement was often specious or based on gender stereotypes, for 

example: “they don’t have as strong a commitment to their work as men do” or “they are emotionally weak”. This 

attitude appears to be in internalized by female construction workers themselves. In general, female construction 

workers believe that men are more productive than they are (80 per cent of respondents) and they attribute the 

gender wage gap to this difference in productivity. However, rather than resorting to gender stereotypes to explain 

the difference in productivity, female construction workers provided common-sense explanations for the differences 

(e.g. “men are more skilful” and “men can do a greater variety of tasks”) and then provided suggestions as to how 

these differences could be addressed. In particular, women believed that with the better training, they could become 

more productive and their wages would increase as a result. For example:

Table 4. FCW’s perceptions on the link between productivity and wages.

FCW 4
I want a higher salary, but I do not have the ability to produce more work. If I get training, I can do more 
work. I want to have an equal salary to men.

FCW 9 I want to get training because I want to be skilled, to get better paid. 

FCW 12
If the company provided training and paid me during the training period, I would do it, because I would 
get a higher salary once I was able to do more work.

Training women can help to address three distinct, but interconnected problems related to 
gender, namely: 
•   the perception amongst employers and male co-workers that women are less skilled than men; 

•   women’s own perception that they are less skilled than men and their resulting lack of self-confidence; 

•   real differences in skills between men and women that stem from unequal access to resources and opportunities.
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There are other reasons to believe that the ostensible difference in productivity between men and women is not 
inevitable and could be addressed through gender-mainstreaming in the construction sector, both at the policy 
level and at the level of individual construction companies. The notion that “men are stronger” was by far the most 
prevalent explanation for gender inequality in the construction industry, according to our interviews with both 
employers and female construction workers. However, this idea is based on two flawed assumptions that have been 
overturned in countries with better working conditions for construction workers: the first is that men can carry heavy 
loads without suffering long-term physical damage; the second is that all tasks in the construction sector require 
brute strength. Adapting equipment and building materials so that they are less heavy and can be used by women 
can result in economic benefits for employers in two ways: first, by allowing women to become involved in a greater 
variety of tasks, thus improving their skill set and boosting their productivity; second, by improving health and safety 
conditions for men, thus boosting job satisfaction and productivity across the board.

In tasks where physical strength is not currently indispensable (e.g. tying steel, laying bricks, laying tiles) the 
available evidence makes it clear that the inclusion of women can boost productivity in several ways. Women are 
often found to be better at tasks that require “patience and precision”, like placing and sealing ceramic tiles or “tying 
steel” (Strickler & Sovann, 2016). The employers interviewed for this research project did not hesitate to praise 
women for their skill in tying steel, and female respondents even went as far as to quantify their advantage in this 
task, as can be seen from the excerpts below: 

Table 5. Tasks in which FCW have a competitive advantage

Empoyer 3
Women do light work and achieve good levels of quality (e.g. cleaning, tying steel). Men do not 
want to do light work.

Empoyer 7 Normally women can tie steel better than men

Employer 12
The company likes using female workers to tie the steel because she can do it faster than male 
workers […] Construction work still needs female workers because using female workers in some 
light work can save us money, such as in tying steel, as female workers have more expertise in this.

FCW 9 Women are better at laying bricks, but they do it at a slower speed.

FCW 11 Women are 60% better than men at tying steel

FCW 11 Women are around 20% better than men at tying steel.

These findings demonstrate that female construction workers can specialise in specific tasks and achieve                        

productivity gains for their employers. At the moment, the variety of tasks that women can perform are severely                           

limited by perceptions on what they are and are not capable of doing, as well as restrictions on their access to 

training opportunities, whether formal training or on-the-job apprenticeships. It follows, that significant economic 

gains could be had by training women and thus broadening the range of tasks that they are able to perform. 

Evidence also suggests that, due to the disadvantage they face in the workplace, women are more eager to prove 

themselves once they get an opportunity to do so. The productivity of men, by contrast, may suffer from the sense 

of entitlement that comes with occupying a privileged position in the gender hierarchy. Over half of the employers 

(53 per cent), for example, cited the fact that women “do the work that male workers do not want to do” as a 

significant benefit to hiring female workers. Two employers mentioned that women are more committed to health 

and safety in the workplace, and that hiring more women “translates to fewer losses resulting from accidents 

and property damage on the site”, whilst a third claimed that women “work faster because they have a higher                                                  

commitment to their work”. From the perspective of female construction workers, men can be “lazy and less 

productive”, whereas women are “more careful”, “have more attention to detail”, “care more about work” and are “ more        

focused on work”. These observations were confirmed by four of the employer interviewees, who stated that  

“women concentrate on work more than men during working hours” (2 respondents) and that “women are more 
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committed to the job than men” (2 respondents). One employer and three female construction workers also mentioned that 

men were more likely to get drunk after work, leading to absences or reduced productivity on the following day. In general, 

male absences were attributed to drunkenness or exhaustion whereas female absences were mainly due to lack of work.  

Figure 9. Absences by gender    Figure 10. Reasons for absence

The data collected does not allow us to calculate a precise percentage increase in productivity that could be 

generated by removing the abovementioned barriers that women face at work. However, based on the respondents’ 

own estimates, the female construction workers interviewed are currently working at 80 per cent of their capacity; 

one can thus provide a rough estimate of 25 per cent as the potential increase in productivity, based on women’s 

own perceptions. 

Turnover

Turnover is the other main area in which there could be economic benefits to improving working conditions for female 

construction workers. The Cambodian construction sector is characterised by high labour turnover. Only 26.6 per cent 

of female construction workers interviewed had been working for their current employers for more than a year, whilst 

over half (53 per cent) had been working for their current employers for less than six months. This is consistent with 

the findings from CARE’s research, which found that 41 per cent of women had been working in construction for less 

than a year, whereas only 22 per cent had been working in construction for more than two years (Strickler & Sovann, 

2016). The majority of interviewees from the employers’ side (86 per cent) hire workers on an informal basis, without 

a written contract, and both employers and female construction workers confirmed that wage payment is calculated 

based on a daily rate and disbursed on a fortnightly basis. 

Employer interviewees often complained of the high turnover and intermittent labour shortages that they face as a 

result of these informal labour arrangements, as in the following examples:

Obvious productivity gains to be had from investing in the female construction workforce could 
therefore include: EWER ABSENCEO BETTER ATTENDANCE AMONG FEMALE WORKERS; 
 •   more versatility in the workforce following training that would broaden women’s skillsets;

 •   better allocation of labour following the elimination of arbitrary restrictions on the range tasks that   

                 can be performed by women; 

 •   increased productivity following the removal of arbitrary restrictions in access to equipment; 

 •   improved morale, resulting from higher levels of confidence among FCWs.
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Table 6. Employer’s perceptions: Labour shortages.

Empoyer 1

The owner wants to have a contract but the workers don’t want to sign, because they can stop 
working anytime they want and they can work for other companies that offer them higher wages. 
There is a general lack of skilled workers in Phnom Penh. 

There is a lack of unskilled workers during the farming season, which means we have to pay an 
additional $1/day per worker per day. Sometimes, we are forced to operate at break-even point 
(only covering costs). 

Empoyer 2
There is a shortage of labour, particularly during rainy and harvesting seasons. Labour costs are 
adjusted according to the market price. We prefer to hire long-term because workers become more 
skilful.

Employer 4
Yes, we do face labour shortages of 4-5 workers during the farming season. Workers return to their 
homeland, to the rice field.

Employer 6 Sometimes it is difficult to find workers. 

Employer 9 Workers want to have freedom, so they don’t want to have a contract. 

Employer 11
Mostly workers work only 1 or 2 months, then they stop working or they find work in another 
construction site.

This research, however, revealed a particularly striking disconnect between these views from employers and the 
responses from female construction workers. Over half of the female respondents were casual/ seasonal workers 
(53 per cent), but the majority of them (60 per cent) wanted to work in the construction sector on a permanent 
basis. However, most of them expressed the opinion that working conditions (especially job security and wages) 
in the construction sector were not sufficiently attractive for them to sign long-term contracts with their current 
employers. In particular, those who engaged in farming activities during the rainy season viewed their land as a 

social safety net, allowing them to produce rice for themselves and their children as a guarantee against malnour-

ishment and starvation. When asked to specify the wage levels that would convince them to make a long-term 

commitment to their current employers, the average salary demand was about $194.32 per month (which is close 

to the wage level that the female respondents reported as being the norm for their male colleagues, of $8.50 per 

day or $212.50 per month). It would seem that closing the gender wage gap could reduce turnover for employers, 

by helping them retain their female workforce on a permanent basis. All that would be needed would be for them to 

offer the same wage as they currently pay their male employees, and to reassure workers that their jobs were secure.

Further probing revealed that the female respondents would actually be willing to lower the salary demands cited 

in the previous paragraph, as long as they were provided with certain benefits. Better accommodation, paid leave, 

professional training, health insurance and coverage of healthcare costs in case of accidents were the benefits most 

frequently cited by the respondents as suitable substitutes for wage increases. 73 per cent of respondents claimed 

that they would sign a long-term contract with their employers if the company invested in professional training 

for them. Other desirable benefits cited by the respondents include paid maternity leave, separate toilet facilities, 

childcare services, meals, and utilities (see Figure 11). It could conceivably be the case that providing such 

benefits would be cheaper for employers than meeting the salary demands mentioned in the preceding para-

graph, as many might generate economies of scale when applied to the whole of the female workforce. Further  

research might be warranted, from the employers’ perspective, in order to evaluate the best combination of  

wages and benefits that could succeed in convincing female construction workers to make a long-term 

commitment to their firms. In the meantime, it seems reasonable to refute the popular assumption among employers 

that high turnover in the construction sector is the fault of the workers, and not on prevailing working conditions.
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Figure 11. Benefits considered by FCW to be suitable substitutes for wage increases.

The economic benefits of reducing worker turnover for Cambodian construction companies is hard to estimate in 
monetary terms. However, it is conceivable that worker turnover could be reduced from 2-6 months to the average 
duration of a project. This report recommends further engagement with the private sector to gauge more accurate 
costs and benefits associated with hiring workers on a long-term basis, bearing in mind both the wages and benefits 
needed to convince workers to commit to the construction companies, and the risks associated with the slowdown 
in the construction sector.

iv. ECONOMIC COSTS OF IMPROVING WORKING CONDITIONS

The cost of improving labour standards for female construction workers depends on the extent to which working 
conditions are improved. As mentioned above, Cambodian Labour Law is based on international best practice, meaning 
that full formalisation and compliance with the law would place a significant additional burden on companies that, 
currently, do not even comply with the most basic provisions of the law. Evidence from interviews suggests that 
employers are unable to estimate the additional cost associated with formalisation (e.g. social security charges, 
administrative costs, transaction costs, costs associated with worker benefits, and so on) because they have never 
attempted to formalise their labour contracts or hired workers on a formal basis. 

This research focuses on exploring the costs of improving working conditions for women in certain priority areas, 
rather than the cost of full formalization and compliance with the Labour Law. There are some “low-hanging fruit”, 
i.e. improvements that are easy to implement that could bring significant social and economic benefits to both 
employers and workers. 

Cost-free innovations

Some of the recommendations would be cost-free or almost cost-free for employers to implement. 

Allowing women to perform the same tasks as men and to have equal access to equipment would be cost-free, if we 
assume that women are capable of being as productive as men in performing those tasks and using the equipment. 
Civil society and unions could play a fundamental role in motivating women to try new tasks, and to train them in 
advance so that employers are not discouraged by decreases in productivity as women accustom themselves to their 
new roles. Progress made in this area could dispel the assumption that women are incapable of performing the same 
tasks as men. 

Another low-cost innovation would be to establish regular dialogue with workers on both working conditions and 
the work itself. Evidence suggests that companies can become more efficient if managers take into account feedback 
from workers and attempt to address issues raised. For example, workers can give managers a better sense of whether 
they actually trust the safety equipment that is being provided to them (e.g. harnesses for working at heights). Once 
the managers receive the feedback, they can attempt to determine whether there is a problem regarding perception 
of the equipment or an actual deficiency in the equipment, then address the problem accordingly. If workers feel 
safer, they are more likely to perform efficiently. 
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A similar argument can be made regarding living conditions at the construction sites. As stated in CARE’s research, 
“there is little separation between workplace and living site” in the Cambodian construction sector (Strickler & 
Sovann, 2016). Problems related to sanitation and hygiene, sexual harassment and domestic violence, to name just a 
few examples, can spill over into the working environment and have consequences for performance. Regular dialogue 
can help employers identify and address these issues in collaboration with workers and improve productivity in a 
sector where delivery times are a crucial measure of company performance.

Low Cost Innovations

Some innovations mentioned by female construction workers could lead to a substantial improvement in workers’ 
day-to-day lives without becoming an unbearable financial burden to construction companies. Meals at the workplace 
were cited by the interviewees’ as a desirable benefit, which could conceivably be provided by firms’ at a relatively 
low cost, given the prevailing food prices in Cambodia and the opportunities of achieving economies of scale for a 
large workforce. Another improvement that would make a major difference in the lives of women would be improved 
toilet facilities. Many construction sites have rudimentary toilet facilities, which are “public” and shared by both 
men and women (Strickler & Sovann, 2016). Respondents reported that there are sometimes “not enough toilets and 
bathrooms for all the workers” and that “most toilets [are] not very clean”. Lack of privacy was also a major concern 
for girls and women due to the risk of sexual harassment or gender-based violence. Interviews with employers 
suggested that they were unaware or unwilling to deal with these issues, with one respondent suggesting that 
“female workers do not mind using mixed toilets”. Employers should be made aware of the great positive impact that 
would be generated from a rather modest investment in this area. 

Another area of great interest is that of professional training. As mentioned, 73 per cent of the female construction 
workers interviewed for this project claimed that they would sign a long-term contract with their employers if 
the company invested in professional training for them. However, professional training poses specific problems to 

construction companies and their workers, which have been well summarised by the ILO as follows (ILO, 2001): 

The high turnover of workers poses a considerable barrier to formal training in the construction industry. Workers are 
reluctant to invest in their own training because of insecurity of employment and high levels of unemployment; 
contractors are reluctant to invest because there is a good chance they will lose trained workers to other firms (or other 
countries). The contractors’ reluctance is also based on the fact that training costs money, which (at least in the short 
run) will raise the price of their bids and could make them uncompetitive. The cyclical pattern of construction output 
adds to the problem – nobody wants to train in a recession and nobody has time to train in a boom. A further difficulty 
is that the majority of owners (clients) build only once, which means that they will not contribute to training costs that 
will benefit only future owners.

One solution to the above that has been implemented in most developed countries is to introduce compulsory 
contributions towards an industry-wide training-scheme, thus overcoming the collective action problem that results 
from poaching and price-competition. Such a scheme, however, would depend on cooperation by the relevant national 
trade union federation, and would have to include most private actors in order not to create market distortions. 
Avenues towards the successful introduction of an industry-wide training scheme should be explored by civil society, 
the Building and Woodworkers Trade Union Federation of Cambodia (BWTUC) and relevant government counterparts. 
Efforts should also build on the on-going dialogue about reform of the technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET) system, and attempt to strengthen partnerships between construction companies and TVET institutions. Closer 
collaboration between all these stakeholders could lead to training that makes workers – and female construction 
workers in particular – more productive and more competitive in the Cambodian labour market. 

The last “low-cost” innovation that merits a mention in this section concerns paid annual leave. Given the current 
situation, employers would probably view paid annual leave as equivalent to paying a worker who is not actually 
working or, in other words, as a squandering of resources. However, annual leave gives employers a say in when the 
worker is absent from the construction site, and can therefore help employers address the labour shortages that they 
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face during the farming season. Annual leave can also reduce absenteeism: workers may be absent less frequently 
if they are forfeiting precious days of annual leave (limited to 20 a year) instead of just a day’s wages. Although 
these benefits do not completely compensate for the cost of introducing paid annual leave, employers should be 
made aware of them so that paid annual leave is not perceived to be nothing more than a unilateral concession from 
employers to employees.

Closing the Gender Wage Gap

The most obvious way to improve working conditions for women would be to close the gender wage gap that currently 
prevails in the Cambodian construction sector. Data gathered for this research project allows us to estimate the size 
of that gap, according to both types of respondent: female construction workers and employers. Unsurprisingly, 
the gender wage gap reported by employers, at an average of $0.58 (or 9 per cent of the average male wage), was 
significantly lower than that reported by the female construction workers themselves, which was $2.61 (or 31 per 
cent of the average male wage). The gaps reported by the female construction workers are more or less consistent 
with those reported in CARE’s baseline assessment, which found that most female construction workers earn between 
$3.75 and $5.00, whereas men earn between $5.00 and $7.50 for unskilled work, and between $7.50 and $10.00 for 
skilled work. 

The cost of closing the gender wage gap can be easily calculated by multiplying the additional labour costs per female 
worker by the total number of female workers in the firm. The total cost (as a percentage of payroll costs) would vary 
from company to company, depending on the number of female construction workers employed by any given company 
at any given time. If we consider a company with 50 per cent female workers, paid $5 per day, and 50 per cent male 
workers paid $7.50 per day, the total cost of reducing the gender wage gap would be 20 per cent of current payroll 
costs. As women are in fact a minority in most companies’ workforces, this percentage would presumably be lower in 
many cases, if we assume that $2.50 per day is an accurate estimation of the prevailing gender wage gap. 

Evidence collected from interviews with female construction workers suggests that even a more modest improvement 
in working conditions could incentivise women into working harder and better. When asked what kind of wage 
increases would encourage them to work harder and better, figures cited generally fell within the range of $0.75-
$1.25 per day. Female construction workers also cited the benefits below as factors that could substitute for wage 
increases and would encourage them. In other words, even if the gender wage gap is not eliminated entirely, wage 
increases and benefits could lead to increased productivity among the female workforce. 

Figure 12. Gender Wage Gap according to FCWs and employers.

Evidence collected from interviews with female construction workers suggests that even a more modest improvement 
in working conditions could incentivise women into working harder and better. When asked what kind of wage in-
creases would encourage them to work harder and better, figures cited generally fell within the range of $0.75-$1.25 
per day. Female construction workers also cited the benefits below as factors that could substitute for wage increases 
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and would encourage them. In other words, even if the gender wage gap is not eliminated entirely, wage increases 
and benefits could lead to increased productivity among the female workforce.

Figure 13. What would incentivize you to work harder / better?

One challenge that would have to be addressed when advocating for wage increases is the issue of backsliding. 
Given the absence of formal contracts in the Cambodian construction sector, a wage increase or benefit that is 
granted one day could be withdrawn the next if the company experiences financial difficulties or the worker leaves 
the construction site to work on his or her farm. There are only two ways of addressing this issue: if wage increases 
are industry-wide, one might expect workers to defend their gains and collectively reject backsliding; otherwise, 
wage increases would have to be formalized in legal contracts with individual workers, within the law itself, or 
in a collective labour agreement with legal force. As there is unfortunately little prospect of the law always being 
enforced fairly and efficiently, to the benefit of workers, there is a role for civil society, trade unions and the 
workers themselves to promote industry-wide attitudinal changes in wage expectations. There could also be scope for 
promoting a collective labour agreement modelled on the garment industry.

Higher-cost innovations

Other innovations that have been mentioned above but which employers may perceive as too costly are briefly 
discussed in this section. To begin with, this report considers it unlikely that employers in the construction sector 
would be willing to implement the provisions in the Labour Law regarding maternity leave and the provision of 
childcare services at the workplace. Maternity leave of 90 days, at half-pay, would almost certainly be considered 
unacceptable to employers that are currently unwilling to provide their workers with 20 days paid annual leave. 
That said, one of the employers interviewed for this project did report a “voluntary” contribution of $150 to female 
workers who were “dismissed” because they were pregnant. Pending full implementation of the Labour Law, such 
“voluntary” practices should be encouraged. The establishment of “nursing rooms” or “day-care centres” compliant 
with the law seems equally unrealistic in the Cambodian context. However, employers could consider some form of 
smaller contribution towards childcare. 

Improving workers’ job security, also appears to be a massive challenge given the weak legal framework and 
employers’ prevailing attitudes towards the workforce, who are regarded as dispensable. It is unlikely that employers 
will be willing to commit to keeping their workers on the payroll once their pipeline of projects has dried up. The 
Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training and other relevant authorities, as well as international organizations 
like the ILO, and civil society and unions must maintain efforts to address precarious working conditions and 
ensure that workers basic rights’ are respected, in line with internationally defined minimum standards. 
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CONCLUSION 
Previous research commissioned by CARE provides a comprehensive overview of the key issues faced by female construction 
workers in Cambodia (Strickler & Sovann, 2016). These include their demographic characteristics such as: high levels of 
illiteracy or semi-literacy, migrant status and low-income backgrounds. Both the research commissioned by CARE and 
this research covers women’s position as construction workers such as: the lack of skills adapted to construction work; 
low wage-levels and a persistent gender wage gap; the prevalence of gender stereotypes among fellow construction 
workers and male employers; the lack of written contracts and the precariousness of working arrangements between 
employers and employees; low levels of awareness and low enforcement of the Labour Law; the non-existence of 
paid sick leave, paid annual leave and paid maternity leave; the lack of compensation for work-related accidents and 
illnesses; limited on-the-job training opportunities; inadequate health and safety provisions in the workplace; sexual 
harassment and gender-based violence; low awareness and membership of unions; and the absence of formal complaints 
mechanisms. 

Low levels of regulation, limited collective bargaining, the absence of a minimum wage, low barriers to entry, and 
high levels of competition between construction companies (and their sub-contractors) already has a direct impact on 
working conditions, particularly wages. Although it is helpful to work with employers to find areas of common ground, 
some of these problems must be addressed through government regulation, policy intervention and institution-building. 
This should include: greater enforcement of the Labour Law; the introduction of a building code; more outreach from unions.

In other areas improvements could come from within the private sector itself, as business interests are, in some cases, 
more closely aligned with those of workers. In particular, this report has explored the potential for increased productivity 
and lower turnover amongst the female portion of the construction workforce through a number of activities aimed at 
optimizing their output. 

This report has also taken a brief look at nascent CSR initiatives in the Cambodian construction sector and the potential 
for building upon these. 

Although it is important to continue promoting workers’ rights and supporting workers, stakeholders 
should be aware and prepare for a possible economic slowdown that would have direct repercussions on 
the construction sector. If construction companies decide to lay off workers, there is reason to believe that 
female construction workers will feel a greater and more immediate impact than their male counterparts. 

It is important to recognise that workers lack leverage in their dealings with construction companies, and will probably 
continue to do so in the near future, given the low-regulation environment that prevails in the Cambodian context. 
Collective action can increase workers’ leverage, as has been demonstrated in the garment sector (the only sector where 
workers currently enjoy a minimum wage). A conciliatory approach between the private sector, civil society and trade 
unions will best avoid unintended negative repercussions on construction workers. There are areas of common ground 
and “low-hanging fruit” that provide the most fertile ground for all interested parties to work together. 

Activities that will optimize the productivity of female construction workers include: ER 
ABSENCEO BETTER ATTENDANCE AMONG FEMALE WORKERS; 
 •   broadening the range of tasks that female construction workers are allowed to perform by   

           addressing Gender stereotypes regarding women’s capabilities; 

 •   up-skilling women so that they can become a more versatile asset for their employers; 

 •   mediating between construction workers and employers in order to find contractual arrangements  

      that are less precarious, more stable, and more lucrative for both parties; 

 •   helping employers to find the most cost-efficient ways to significantly improve the living and   

      working conditions of their female workforce; 

 •   introducing and institutionalizing social dialogue between workers and their employers; 

 •   addressing the collective action problem that generates a “race to the bottom” mentality in the   

      private sector, to the detriment of the weakest links in the supply chain: the construction workers  

      themselves. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendations for industry
 • Allow women equal access to equipment and facilitate their engagement in a broader range of tasks.   
  These changes could make the female portion of the workforce more productive and more versatile,  
  thus improving the performance of the firm.

 • Adapt equipment and building materials so that they are less heavy and can be used by women.   

  This can result in economic benefits for employers in two ways: first, by allowing women to become  
  become involved in a greater variety of tasks, thus improving their skill set and boosting their  
  productivity; secondly, by improving health and safety conditions for men, thus bossting job  

  satisfaction and productivity across the board.

 • Research possible combinations of wages and benefits that could incentivize workers into  

  making a long-term a commitment to the firm. This would reveal the most cost-effective way in 
  which to invest in workers, rendering them more productive and reducing turnover at the lowest 
  possible cost to the company. 

 • Establish regular dialogue with workers on working conditions and the work itself. Companies 

  can become more efficient if managers take into account feedback from workers and attempt to
  address the issues raised. Problems related to sanitation and hygiene, sexual harassment and
  domestic violence can spill over into the working environment and have consequences on 
  performance. Regular dialogue can help employers identify and address these issues in collaboration 
  with workers, and improve productivity in a sector where delivery times are a crucial measure of 
  company performance.

 • Invest in professional training schemes and/ or collaborate with TVET institutions to ensure 

  that training provides the skills that are needed by industry. Employers are currently prevented  
  from addressing skills gaps by investing in professional training schemes due to a collective action  
  problem. Collaboration with TVET institutions or an industry-wide training scheme are two possible   
  ways of solving the collective action problem. Publicly funded and functional technical and vocational 
  schools could plug the skills gap at a low cost to the private sector. 

 • Ensure compliance with the Labour Law in order to avoid possible fines or other punitive measures. 

  Although fines are not currently being collected in a systematic way, there is nothing to prevent 
  the authorities from collecting the fines in the future and it is unclear whether and to what extent 
  this could be done retroactively. Greater regulation and industry oversight is an almost certain 
  eventuality as the sector matures.

 • Introduce paid annual leave in order to improve capacity to plan for worker absences.   

  Although paid annual leave could be considered costly, it could reduce absenteeism and improve   
  employers’ capacity to plan for worker absences.

 • Consider introducing meals at the workplace and improving toilet facilities for women. 

  Both would be low-cost and high-impact measures that would benefit woman directly. Women are   
  often responsible  for cooking and meals at the workplace could free up time for work or childcare.   
  Women also suffer disproportionately from inadequate toilet facilities. 

Recommendations for civil society and trade unions

 • Adopt a conciliatory approach. The focus should be on forming partnerships with construction 
  companies rather than pushing for more adversarial measures. Given low levels of enforcement of 
  the Labour Law and limited worker protections, polarising employers could have unintended 
  consequences for target beneficiaries.
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 • Adopt an educative approach that seeks to shift attitudes. This is the first step towards change in 
  the absence of regulation. Industry members should be encouraged to “police themselves” and made 
  to understand the benefits of pre-empting intrusive and burdensome government interventions. 
  Employers, and both male and female workers, should be encouraged to challenge gender norms and 
  stereotypes to recognise the potential value of female workers.

 • Advocate for a collective labour agreement and a minimum wage. Collective labour agreements    
  are provided for in the Labour Law and are the most effective way of ensuring that employers respect 
  minimum labour standards. A good example has been set in the garment sector which already has a 
  minimum wage.

 • Raise awareness among employers of the extent of their legal liability. Once construction   
  companies are better informed, they may choose to minimize their exposure to risk by complying   
  with the Labour Law and placing pressure on their sub-contractors to do the same. 

 • Train women in unfamiliar tasks and motivate them to perform these tasks at the workplace.   
  Civil society and the trade union federation can help women to acquire skills and build confidence.   
  They can also help to ensure that employers are not discouraged by decreases in productivity
  as women accustom themselves to their new roles. 

 • Advocate for the introduction of an industry-wide training scheme. By relying on compulsory   
     contributions, industry-wide training-schemes can overcome the collective action problem that 
  discourages employers from investing in workers. Such a scheme, however, would have to depend 
  on effective coordination by the national Trade Union Federation and relevant  government actors,
  and would have to include most private actors in order not to create market distortions.

 • Help to strengthen partnerships between construction companies and TVET institutions.   
  Closer collaboration could lead to training which makes workers – and female construction workers in 
  particular – more productive and more competitive in the Cambodian labour market.

 • Push for “voluntary” compensation wherever compliance with the Labour Law is considered  
  too costly”. Pioneer companies could be used as examples of where this has been done successfully.  

 • Continue raising awareness and promoting internationally defined minimum labour   
  standards and best practices. The Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training and other relevant   
  authorities, as well as international organizations like the ILO, and civil society and unions must
  maintain efforts to address precarious working conditions and ensure that workers’ basic rights are    
  respected in line with internationally defined minimum standards.

 • Carry out further research on the construction value chain. Given the relatively high prices of   
              Phnom Penh real estate, it would seem that a disproportionate share of added value is being captured  
  at a given point in the chain, to the detriment of those working on the construction sites. Research  
  on this issue is the first step towards addressing unfair distribution of value.

 • Encourage investors to work towards a fairer distribution of value along the value chain.       
  Civil society and unions should lobby the private sector to implement voluntary corporate social
  responsibility (CSR) initiatives (through existing channels such as work being undertaken by the
  AmCham CSR Committee) as a means of improving labour standards and increasing wages for workers.
  Given the limited take-up of CSR in Cambodia, there is potential for pioneering companies to gain
  reputational advantage by investing in innovative CSR programmes.

 • Be aware of the expected economic slowdown and adapt interventions accordingly.                              
  Efforts should not be focussed on costly innovations that would be immediately dropped if   
  companies’ run into financial difficulties. 
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