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REFLECTIONS

Pok Panhavichetr, Executive Director of Cambodian 
Women’s Crisis Center

“The compilation of case studies in this book is a rich resource for the Cambodian 

Women’s Crisis Center (CWCC). The organization can disseminate it and share with partner 

organizations and communities for providing a clear understanding of the significance 

of women’s economic empowerment. This book also reflects the efforts of CWCC’s staff 

to assistwomen’s participation in the community, and the fact of the community. Indeed, 

CWCC has implemented various activities to reduce poverty, eliminate violence against 

women and children by increasing employment in the community which supports 

the actual community-based development, especially for women. CWCC’s projects 

have been implemented to make the community, especially women, be conscious of 

their concerns. It enables them to be engaged for their benefit and advantage of the 

community. This book highlights the best practices of CWCC to strengthen women’s 

economic potential through saving money. 

The Cambodian Women’s Crisis Center (CWCC) would like to thank the students who 

compiled the case studies and published this book in Khmer and English, which 

made it possible for CWCC to distribute publicly, and with our donors. In particular, 

CWCC can share this with Action of Poverty (AOP), national and international partner 

organizations, supporters, and people in the community who are aware of community-

based development and how to empower women in the economy. All the work that 

the students have done supplements the activities of CWCC, focused on the Women’s 

Economic Empowerment Project in Kampong Thom.

Taking this opportunity, I would like to thank the Australian NGO Cooperation Program 

(ANCP) for funding The Cambodian Women’s Crisis Center (CWCC) through Action of 

Poverty (AOP) to implement the Women’s Economic Empowerment Project (WEP) in 

Kampong Thom Province.”



Saving for Future Change, Women’s Economic Empowerment Project (WEP)6

Dr. Anna Marie A. Karaos, Lecturer, Department of 
Sociology & Anthropology School of Social Science, 
Ateneo De Manila University. 

“The social and economic development of many communities in rural Asia has been 

attained and sustained through the empowerment and participation of women. This 

has been clearly demonstrated in the amazing stories that have been captured in 

this photobook as told by the participants and implementers of the Women Economic 

Empowerment Project (WEP) of the Cambodia Women’s Crisis Center. Thanks to the 

authors of this photobook and the women and men who shared their stories, we are able 

to better appreciate the struggles women face under the grip of poverty and domestic 

violence as well as the successes they achieve when they summon the courage to learn 

new skills and strategies to empower themselves. The insightful realizations articulated 

by the participants of the WEP as detailed in this photobook are a testament to the 

transformative power of capacitating women to become leaders in the social and 

economic upliftment of their families as well as of their communities.”  

Clarissa Cecilia R. Mijares, Lecturer, Department of 
Sociology and Anthropology, School of Social Sciences, 
Ateneo de Manila University; Coordinator, Asian 
Peacebuilders Scholarship Programme. 

“The work of women has mostly been undervalued in terms of social recognition and 

especially monetary compensation. The stories featured in the photobook articulates that, 

but it is to be noted that the material featured here resonate a very proactive community 

commitment towards actualization and development. I commend the proponents of the 

Women Economic Empowerment Project (WEP) of the Cambodia Women’s Crisis Center 

for the uplifting the morale and lives of women and their families. Much appreciation for 

the authors and mediators of this project. Thank you for providing a space where stories 

can be shared, where the everyday is presented as transformative and a step towards 

a better life. Theses narratives deserve to be known. Hopefully, the participants of WEEP 

feel some sense of validation and are acknowledged for the courage of having come 

forward with their personal triumphs over adversities. If only for that, the project would 

have already been a success – a reminder that amid conflict and personal struggles, 

there are people who care, and hope abounds.”
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1. 
INFOGRAPHIC ABOUT THE PROJECT

TRAINING TOPICS 
Leadership skills, Financial Literacy, Federation Management, Business 
Management and Value Chain, Fundamental Entrepreneurship, Vocational 
Training and Livelihood, Mainstreaming gender-based violence, Human 
trafficking, and Safe migration. 

SAVING GROUP 
24 Saving groups, 879 members, 789 female members, 90 male members, 
3 Cluster-based Federations with 24 committee members (20 women)

TYPES OF SMALL BUSINESS AND LIVELIHOOD 
cultivating cassava, cultivating mushroom, cultivating rice, raising pig, raising 
chicken, selling cashew plants, selling fertilizer, selling sugar can juice, selling 
fish, grocery shop, bakery shop  
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2.
INTRODUCTION

There are more than 15 million people in Cambodia.  Women account for 51.3 percent and 
men constitute 48.7 percent of the total population. Women aged 15 to 59 years, about 81.9 
percent, are represented in the labor force in rural areas (Ministry of Planning, 2019). 

According to the Asian Development Bank (2014), the country has 13.5 percent of its population 
living below the poverty line. In addition, Cambodia is ranked 117 out of 162 countries for the gender 
inequality index. There is a gap between women and men participating in the labor force. Women 
represent 76.3 percent, and men represent 88.9 percent (UNDP, 2020). Women’s participation 
in economic activities is still limited. In terms of skill, capacity, and resource management, the 
opportunities available to them are still less than those available to men, with barriers to access, 
including time availability and access to information, production resources, finances, and technology 
(Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 2020). Meanwhile, violence against women is a concern in Cambodia. 
Approximately 18 percent of ever-married women aged 15 to 49 have reported to have experienced 
physical or sexual assault from an intimate partner (Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 2020).

Kampong Thom province has a total population of 795,615, of which 403,721 (50.7%) are women. 
The livelihood of people depends on three main sectors- agriculture, handicraft, and services.  



Saving for Future Change, Women’s Economic Empowerment Project (WEP) 9

The majority of the population depends on agriculture and raising poultry. However, there is out-
migration as people find job opportunities in urban areas and outside the country. Furthermore, the 
percentage of domestic migration is higher than in other countries (Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 2020).

Source: https://www.stat.go.jp/info/meetings/cambodia/pdf/06com_rd.pdf

Therefore, the Cambodian Women’s Crisis Center (CWCC) approached Action on Poverty (AOP) for 
financing to undertake a three-year initiative called the Women’s Economic Empowerment Project 
(WEP) to roll out in Santuk, Prasat Sambour, and Prasat Balaing District, Kampong Thom Province. 
The project focuses on development based in the community, especially lifting villagers from the 
poverty line. ‘Saving for Change’ is a community-based approach for women’s empowerment. 
It not only empowers them to participate in the project but also creates a “platform” for them to 
discuss among their networks solutions for dealing with the challenges they face (CWCC, 2018).

The overall objective of the WEP is to empower women to become economically self-sufficient by 
promoting Saving Groups and Women’s Small Businesses.  There are three outcomes under the 
scope of this project objective: 

• Saving schemes are established and functioning as social safety nets for vulnerable women 
in the target areas to address the financial crisis and all forms of violence.

• Women members of business groups have the capacity and confidence to run/operate their 
chosen income generation activities/businesses.

• Girls of underprivileged families living in the target areas are empowered through 
access to vocational/professional training.
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3.
THE 3-YEAR IMPLEMENTATION 
AND ITS ACHIEVEMENTS

The project has supported and reached 24 saving groups in the community. There are 
879 members (787 women and 2 girls) in 24 different saving groups in three different 
districts. There are 5 members with disabilities (2 women), and 77 belonging to ethnic 
minority groups (68 women). Although the project struggled to conduct the monitoring 
and coaching amid the pandemic last year, they engaged with participants in monthly 
and annual meetings via digital technology, such as Zoom or Google meet. About 19 out 
of 24 saving groups can manage the saving as well as provide very fundamental support 
to the group. Meanwhile, 5 groups demand technical assistance from the project. Apart 
from the saving groups, there are three federations with a total of 24 committee members 
(20 women) who monitor the operations of the saving groups. Moreover, the project has 
provided funding to help with the small business operations of 21 individual businesses 
and 12 group businesses.

There is a collaboration with local authorities to raise awareness and encouragement 
among saving group members and parents in communities about priority education 
for girls and boys. In addition, the WEP project disseminates the CWCC and other 
organizations’ scholarship and vocational skill training opportunities to participants in the 
saving group (CWCC, 2021). 
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3.1. The impact of the Women’s Economic 
Empowerment Project on women’s decision-making

CHHAM BUNTHAT

Chham Bunthat is 37 years old. He has been working with 
the Cambodian Women’s Crisis Center (CWCC) since 
2015. He demonstrated his potential and commitment to 
advancing gender equality in the community, so he was 
promoted to be a project officer in 2016. In the following 
years, he got a chance to be involved in several projects 

in Kampong Thom Province, including the Women’s Economic Empowerment Project. 
The project has been rolled out to three districts in Kampong Thom province since 2018. 

Before project implementation, gender norms and roles have existed in the community. 
Women did not have any specific occupation, so they depended on their husbands to 
generate income for their families.  Consequently, it sometimes led to domestic violence, 
especially economic and verbal violence in some households. In addition, they adopted 
a very traditional way to keep their money in the piggy bank. However, there is a risk of 
keeping the cash in a piggy bank. “For example, it can be stolen easily by someone, or 

the husband would take the money and commit physical violence against the wife if she 

tried to protect the money.”  

In my viewpoint, although the project focuses 

on forming women’s groups for economic 

sustainability in the family and eliminating 

gender-based violence in the community, men 

also need to play a crucial role with women, for 

lifting their families from the poverty line and 

happiness.
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In the beginning, the project invited women from each village to the meetings, promote 
understanding of Saving for Change and formed the saving groups. Hence, they had a 
chance to enrich their knowledge on how necessary the saving group is. Bunthat said,  
“ I found that women have improved their attitude and knowledge by switching from their 

traditional mindset of saving money in piggy banks, to depositing their money in the 

saving groups, so they can get interest and collect their money back at the end of the 

year.”  Furthermore, the project provided training related to livelihoods to all members in 
the saving groups without discriminating on gender identity, disability, and ethnicity. The 
training included managing a small business, growing vegetable, and raising poultry. As 
a result, women could gain an advantage from the project, such as they felt the courage 

to run their small business and gained the ability to manage it. The project has also 
contributed to reducing gender-based violence, human trafficking, and violence against 
children in the village. It has continued to strengthen each member’s attitude about 
the harm of gender-based violence and labor exploitation, safe migration, and child 
protection. “In the follow-up meeting, I determined that some women shared matters of 

domestic violence in their network.”

This photo was taken before the pandemic crisis by CWCC’s staff in Kampong Thom Province.
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The project also enhances women’s self-confidence so they can lead in the family. “ I 
found that there is some progress in women’s decision-making to supervise the family’s 

income plan. Sometimes I recognized that their ability to manage finances in the 

households is stronger than their husbands’. In addition, some women became role models 

in their families and their communities.” Consequently, their potential leadership is expected 
to continue and support the village and commune.  “I believe that some women in the future 

may have an opportunity to work at the commune or district level. Similarly, they may get 

space to work in decision-making at the commune level”.

In the project, there are about 24 saving groups that are still active in 3 districts in Kampong 
Thom Province. “In my observation, some women gave up their ideas to get a loan from 

microfinance because they knew that they pay the high-interest rates with the complex 

process of applying for a loan, providing support documents and collateral.  After all, they 

experienced that the saving group lets them spend less time getting the loan while providing 

the lowest interest rates.”

Saving for Future Change, Women’s Economic Empowerment Project (WEP)
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3.2. The impact of the Women’s Economic  
Empowerment project in the village

CHOUB REAM

Choub Ream is 56 years old, a village chief in Chhuk Stung 
village, Kampong Thom province. She has been elected as 
the village chief for four mandates since the 2012 commune 
election. 
 
The project is different from other projects. It was 

designed to foster community development because it contributes to establishing financial 
sustainability for the family, by creating job opportunities in the community. In addition, 
it engages both women and men to participate in the saving groups. It gave villagers 
an understanding of its benefit so they could receive profits from it. “ The project’s staff 

empowered women to be courageous, especially self-reliant earnings, and also to be able 

to manage the family’s income. Furthermore, they can obtain an advantage when they are 

involved in the project by receiving the technical support on how to expand their small 

business and other techniques and skills to raise chickens, frogs, and pigs.”  
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Furthermore, the village chief was happy to have the chance to work in partnership with 
the Cambodian Women’s Crisis Center, to roll out the Women’s Economic Empowerment 
Project. It empowers everyone in the community, and mainly, women and their families 
can understand the challenges of taking a loan from a microfinance institution, which 
involves a complex procedure and method and charges a higher interest rate.  “ I felt 

better when villagers recognized the project, so they are also active to participate 

in the project and saving groups. Thus, they reduce the cost of getting a loan from 

microfinance. Similarly, it reduces the need for authentication of land titles and other 

verification’ papers from the local authorities.” 

The project plays a critical part in eliminating domestic violence in the community. It 
assists the local authority as the reduction means that it does not have to intervene in 
as many cases since the project began. “I have noted that the members have improved 

their attitude when they have participated in the project. Previously, there were several 

verbal arguments between husbands and wives, for example, they used offensive words 

to curse each other in their families.”  

According to the Annual Report of CWCC (2021), there are members of saving groups 
who have reported 25 incidents to local authorities (sexual abuse: 2, domestic violence: 
23) in addition, 7 cases were reported to the CWCC, while 18 incidents of domestic 
violence were resolved through communal mediation.
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3.3. From ground-zero to being 
a self-independent woman

Pin SreyPos is 28 years old, and she is a young woman 
who enthusiastically has engaged with the saving group 
for three years. She is a leader in the saving group, and 
more recently, she was also elected to be a secretary of the 
Cluster-Based Federation at Santuk district. The Women’s 
Economic Empowerment Project established the Cluster-
Based Federation in the three districts, and there are three members in each district. Its 
role is to supervise, assist, and provide capacity strengthening to 24 saving groups in the 
district in Kampong Thom province. She applies her leadership and her responsibility with 
clarity in the saving group. In addition, she leads her group by example to each member. “ 
As a leader, I show my honesty, transparency and act as a role model to each member in 

the saving group. Moreover, if there is a conflict or a problem in the saving group, I invite 

each member to address the solution together without criticizing or practicing gossip. 

Thus, everyone feels confident and trusts each other in the saving group.” 

Sreypos is married and has two children. Before getting involved in the project, she and 
her husband were living with their parents. Her husband is a farmer, but she didn’t have 
any specific work to do. “ Previously, I struggled to earn money, so I depended on my 

husband to feed us. Yet, I sometimes had verbal arguments with my husband. From day to 

day, we felt anxiety, and our arguing worsened when we met each other because I didn’t 

have any particular job to do.”

 

All work must begin from the bottom up, and as 

long as we are honest, it will return fruitfully to 

us at a particular time. Even if it takes a while, 

there is a waiting time for it to come.

PIN SREYPOS
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The project empowers women not only with livelihoods and families’ economy but also 
with motivation. Similarly, women have their commitment to overcome obstacles and reach 
their goals. “ My husband had low education, and I didn’t have any real career. Conse-

quently, I lost hope, and I sometimes didn’t have enough food to eat, and I didn’t have 

proper clothes or even any property. Furthermore, I thought that my life was going to be 

lived in poverty forever. Therefore, I participated in the project, and especially in the saving 

group. I didn’t expect that my life would improve remarkably.” 

The saving group is a network that connects 
women and men in the community. It cre-
ates a space for villagers, primarily so that 
women can share their experiences, learn, 
and get to know each other. “ My cousin en-

couraged me to join the saving group. In the 

beginning, I didn’t know the purpose of the 

saving group, and I didn’t know what I was 

supposed to do. I thought about working in 

the community as a social worker. When I be-

came a member, I could participate in many 

training sessions. Similarly, I paid attention to 

all exercises so that I could understand the 

saving group and another type of livelihood. 
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Finally, I was elected to be a leader in the saving group because I am a vocal person. Yet, 

I was so nervous to be a leader because my whole life, I just stayed at home and took 

care of the children. Nevertheless, I have continued to get more experience; many people 

contact me to do something else. When I have the courage to do something, other projects 

will seek my support. So, I don’t have any free time anymore.”  

 
The project supports members in the saving group by improving their financial literacy, small 
entrepreneurship, and vocational training. Each member can continue to apply the theories 
into practice in their livelihood. Additionally, it builds the personal confidence of women to 
be active in the community. Sreypos is an example, and she feels confident and inspired 
to be part of the project. “ The project empowers me to speak up, so I can communicate 

with everyone. Besides, my husband and I have gotten along well since I have joined the 

project. We have had farms, and we have cultivated either cashew plantations or rice fields 

for the last three years. In addition, what makes me proud of the project is that it has paid 

attention to supporting women. The project enables women to get more confidence, and 

as a result, they can lead in their families.” 
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3.4. The Women’s Economic Empowerment Project 
transforms a submissive woman to be a leader 

No matter what we do. If we work hard, be 

creative, and have the will to do something, we 

will receive positive results in the future.

Sin Thol is 38 years old. She has been a leader of the 
saving group for two terms. Additionally, she is a deputy 
of a Cluster-Based Federation in Srok Prasat Sambour, 
Kampong Thom province. “My responsibility is to facilitate 

the monthly, quarterly meeting, and develop a report 

after the meeting. As the deputy of the Cluster-Based 

Federation, I must keep accurate records of all deposits and loans in the financial book. 

I also review the supporting documents if a member needs to get a loan in the saving 

group. I also develop the schedule as well as follow up with everyone to join the meeting. 

However, there have been challenges to gather members to the meeting amid Covid-19. 

Therefore, we can only routinely meet with 5 to 6 members at a time”. 

SIN THOL
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Thol didn’t have an opportunity to access higher education, she only completed primary 
school. However, she commits herself to grasp the advantage of each training session in 
the project.  Similarly, she is always open to learn new knowledge from the project and 
the saving group. “ I knew that I had little education, so it was hard to lead members who 

had higher education than me at the beginning. Nevertheless, I have learned step by 

step, how to manage the logbook and saving group. So far, I have practiced enough to 

handle it after three years of work experience.”    

 
There is a gender stereotype that expresses that woman have nothing to do in the 
community. Furthermore, women didn’t know how or where to exchange their ideas, 
experiences, and knowledge, particularly the foundation of financial literacy and ways 
to save money. “ Women experienced difficulties not only in running small businesses, 

but also in the processing of loans from microfinance companies. They were also limited 

in the knowledge of how to save money. Plus, there was an absence of promoting the 

basics of saving money and its benefits to the community. I also observed that some 

women could spend money as much as they could earn it.” 

Thol gets motivation from the project, including the training sessions, secure finance, 
leadership opportunities, and personal confidence. “ I feel secure because I can deposit 

money in the saving group and get interest from it. Likewise, I also receive vocational 

training related to raising poultry, entrepreneurship, and leadership skills. More specifically, 

I used to be a passive person, yet I have become a person who now speaks out.”
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3.5. Women’s Economic Empowerment Project 
creates an opportunity for diversity 

I strived to participate in all the training 

sessions, so my determination has overcome my 

shyness and given me the courage to speak up.

SEANG VANNA

Seang Vanna is 37 years old, and she has been a member 
of the saving group in the Prasat Sambour district since 
2016. She has run her small grocery shop for 10 years 
at home. Vanna used traditional practices in running her 
small business because she had a very limited budget, 
so it was hard to make a sustainable income. “ I had 

insufficient cashflow, so my small business was not flourishing.  In addition, the income 

from selling at home could not support my living.” 

 
The project established the saving groups in the target community. In the beginning, it 
created a prototype of the saving group in one community, after that it was rolled out 
in other communities. “ I didn’t realize what the saving group was because the project 

officer just invited me to participate in the meeting, then I just joined it without paying at-

tention. However, I just followed the instructions to deposit the money in the saving group 

monthly. Therefore, I saved the money until our group reached the target, and the group 

decided to distribute the money back at the end of the year. Surprisingly, I retained some 

money, so I could use it to invest in my small business. Finally, I realized that I could gain 

more income.” 
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Vanna began to be interested in the project because she could obtain many advantages 
from the project. “ After joining the project, I began to participate tentatively in the saving 

group because I can receive other lessons besides financial literacy, such as gender-

based violence, human trafficking, other vocational training. Previously, I didn’t know the 

definition of gender-based violence and other definitions. Furthermore, I could expand my 

small business. For instance, I can buy paddy by converting it into rice to sell it.”
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3.6. A male member’s viewpoint on the Women’s 
Economic Empowerment Project 

Hean Him is 40 years old and moved to live in Kampong 
Thom 30 years ago. He has been selling goods in his 
grocery store for about one year. He also has a rice field for 
cultivating during the rainy season. He has been a member 
of the saving group for one year. 
 

If there is an opportunity, but there is a lack of effort, 

it will certainly not be successful. Similarly, it is like 

a community where only men participate in the 

development. Yet, women do not get the opportunity 

to participate like men, so the community cannot 

lead to real development.

HEAN HIM
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Before joining the project, he was not different from the female members about having 
difficulty to find a way to generate income to support the family. “ I struggled to find funding 
or get a loan to make my business sustainable. Furthermore, I still used the old techniques 
to attract customers.” Yet, he has been satisfied after joining the project. “I could learn about 

vocational training and entrepreneurship. I want to express that I can get a better result 

by utilizing the knowledge. Hopefully, the project can continue to provide more experience 

and education to the community.” 

 
Him found himself involved in the project because he wanted to contribute his support 
to increase community well-being besides gaining interest from the saving group. “I love 

my community, so I must collaborate with women for making sustainable income in the 

saving group, especially in the community. Therefore, we can create many opportunities 

by depositing money with the saving group. Moreover, we can collaborate with women in 

other communities so it can empower us toward a prosperous future.” 
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4.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 

Aside from informing the authors of the project’s progress and impact, the focus group 
discussions and semi-structured interviews also highlighted several points to improve 
the project in the future.  

4.1. Capacity development to the saving groups 
and the Cluster-based Federation

• The participants from the three focus group discussions expressed the need to 
have continuous support from CWCC to improve the function of the saving group. 

• The female members also requested for more awareness of women’s empowerment 
through the project. It should focus on prevention of gender-based violence, 
human trafficking, and vocational training. 

• The WEP project team managed to overcome the difficulties during the pandemic 
to implement the project using technology. Yet, the local villagers are struggling 
to access the meeting by using the online platform. Therefore, the project 
should continue to find a way to develop some material training of information 
communication technology (ICT) to coach the participants. 

• The WEP shall sharpen the knowledge of participants with what they learned 
from the project. So, the WEP project team should continue to provide refresher 
training annually to the members of the saving groups.  

4.2. Technical support to the saving groups 
and the Cluster-based Federation

• Using the “Saving for Change” to improve the livelihood in the community, the 
WEP project is found to work for community-based development. To support this 
improvement, it would be helpful to create a training manual as a resource that 
contained all the project documents in one place.

• The WEP should continue to engage more men to participate in the project. More 
especially, the project should empower them to understand how to prevent gender-
based violence, promote gender equality for the social well-being of all people in 
the village.
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5. CONCLUSION 

Although Cambodia has a high percentage of women involved in the labor force in the 
rural areas, the country struggles to advance gender equality. In particular, gender-based 
violence is still apparent, and people continue to live below the poverty line. 
 
Therefore, the Women’s Economic Empowerment Project adopted the “Saving for Change” 
strategy for women’s empowerment. It also contributes to community-based development by 
creating job opportunities for the local villagers.  More specifically, it has reached 24 saving 
groups in Santuk, Prasat Sambour, and Prasat Balaing District, Kampong Thom Province. 
The project enables villagers without discrimination in terms of gender identity, ethnicity, 
and disability, to engage in all the lessons. Moreover, it also provides the small grant to 
individuals and groups to run the small business after joining the training. 

This storytelling reflects the achievement of the project in a different dimension. It 
describes the project’s impact on the women’s personal development, the collaboration 
between women and men in the saving group, and women’s decisions in households 
and their futures. In addition, it also contributes to community development by working in 
partnership with the local authorities to reduce domestic violence.  

6. SCOPE AND LIMITATION  

The project evaluation aims to improve and promote the Women’s Economic Empowerment 
Project (WEP) of Cambodia Women’s Crisis Centre (CWCC) through participatory evaluation 
and incorporating capacity development of the CWCC staff. The outputs of the evaluation 
entail producing a photobook and presenting the feedback to the CWCC staff. In addition, the 
evaluation team engaged the CWCC staff at the beginning, to review the questionnaires and 
identity the participants. There are two methodologies utilized for verifying any positive impacts 
from the project focus group discussion and semi-structured individual interviews, which were 
conducted online using Google Meet. The evaluation could engage gender identity, ethnic 
minority, disability, power in the focus group discussion and semi-structured interviews by 
applying an intersectionality and gender lens for involving them. 

All interviews, focus group discussions, meetings were conducted virtually and taking 
photography was followed the guidelines of the Ministry of Health because of restrictions 
during the Covid-19 pandemic crisis in Cambodia.
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