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Introduction

Gender-equitable opportunities in entrepreneurship can promote
both equity and growth objectives. Nevertheless, gender gaps in
entrepreneurial outcomes persist in Southeast Asia. A recent
World Bank report shows that gender gaps in entrepreneurship in
Southeast Asia differ by business size. Women are just as likely
as men to run micro-businesses, defined as businesses with fewer
than five employees. However, women’s micro-enterprises make
profits that are 24 percent and 11 percent lower than men’s
microenterprises (in the same sector) in Cambodia and Vietnam,
respectively. Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are defined
as businesses with between five and 100 employees. Women are
less likely than men to own SMEs, suggesting gendered barriers
to starting up an SME or growing a micro-business into one.
Women who do succeed in setting up an SME are seen to perform
on a par with their male counterparts: in fact, gender gaps in SME
performance are not statistically significant in Cambodia or
Vietnam.
 
World Bank (2022) demonstrate that gender gaps in
entrepreneurial outcomes are linked with gender gaps in
entrepreneurial inputs, including time for own labor, hired labor,
skills, and capital. These input gaps are in turn shaped by gender
norms, market failures, and legal distortions that influence the
inputs available to women and their preferences when allocating
limited resources. While available quantitative data provide
evidence of the links between gender gaps in entrepreneurial
inputs and outcomes, they cannot fully explain which underlying
factors are driving gender gaps in inputs. Consequently, new
qualitative data was collected in Cambodia and Vietnam from
March to May 2022 to delve deeper into the challenges that
female entrepreneurs face and to help shed light on the underlying
factors that constrain women’s entrepreneurial outcomes.
 
The objective of this book is to showcase the stories of female
entrepreneurs in Cambodia and Vietnam. This book is organized
around recurring themes that emerge. Through the stories and
voices of female entrepreneurs, this book sheds light on the
challenges that female entrepreneurs face and the underlying
factors, such as gender norms, that shape women’s preferences
and constrain their choices.
“World Bank. 2022. Enterprising Women : Toward Equal Business Opportunity in Southeast Asia. Washington, DC. © World Bank.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/37935 License: CC BY 3.0 IGO.”



SECTION 1

BARRIERS TO
STARTING A
BUSINESS: 

GENDER NORMS

This first section tells stories of women
entrepreneurs who struggled to start a
business in the face of gender norms
rooted in the expectation that they would
get married and take care of household
duties rather than running a business. 

Women share stories of how their families,
and parents, in particular, did not support
their ambitions for entrepreneurship and
the particular challenges that this lack of
support posed. Despite the influence of
gender norms and lack of emotional
support from family members, these
women persisted in their vision to open a
business.



"They say women should be inferior to men, [that] women
will have to depend on men. From money to work,
everything will have to be decided by men. For the money,
they think that only men can make money. Women are not
capable of anything. People said many things at that time.
They said, "You’re just a woman. What can you do?"

People said this and that—a lot—but I was determined to
rise above my challenges. I cannot be inferior to men
forever. I need to excel. I am not working for them. I am
working to help my family, parents, and the people who
have raised me. I need to do something to help them live
better and be less miserable. If we keep depending on the
father or the husband in our lives… we will never be able
to go out there and take part in social activities. We would
only be able to stay home, cook, wash clothes, take care
of the kids, and do what men tell us to do. I told myself to
stop. I can’t obey. I can’t follow orders. I need to make
men look at me with respect."

– Huyen, Traditional Brocade Tailor

Traditional Brocade – Sa Pa, Lao Cai Province, Vietnam

Huyen, 30, of the Giáy minority and a mother of two,
started her business in tailoring and selling traditional
brocade in 2012 out of necessity to support her parents
and brother. For the past eight years, Huyen's business
has depended mainly on tourists who visit Sa Pa. Due to
COVID-19, Huyen had to close her store, pause her
business operation, and run it from her own home. 

Huyen described her struggles when she first started her
business, and how she fought to start her own
microenterprise while living in a male-dominated
community. 



"Since I was young, our society predetermined that
women must stay at home and take care of the
household. I never dared to think that I might consider
cooking as a career because I was afraid I would end
up in the kitchen forever. I loved cooking, but I didn't
want it to become my responsibility. I wanted it to
become the choice that I am happy to make.

Later on, I observed that there weren't many women
working in an upscale kitchen. I always wondered where
I could realistically begin, since I am small (physically). I
knew being in the kitchen is difficult because it is hot,
heavy, and stuffy. Those beliefs are why I didn't want to
do anything about it and left it hanging for so long. It
wasn't until I turned 34 that I decided to do what I love.
The beliefs surrounding being a woman explain why I
hesitated so long to choose cooking as a career. 

Now I am satisfied, very satisfied in what I do. What we
have achieved so far wasn't simply about money,
rather, it was about recognition—and a conversation—
that we had never heard before."

– Rotanak, Private Chef

Private Chef – Kandal Province, Cambodia 

Rotanak, also known as Chef Nak, 38, a mother of two,
started her venture as a private chef four years ago,
aiming to preserve the cultural cuisines in Cambodia.

Chef Nak shares how gender norms and stereotypes
about the type of work suitable for women made her
delay her dream of starting her business. 



“There were my family and my mom’s friends; they all
think I’m wasting my Master’s degree and my
education in the United States because I do something
that looks very silly. They see people come to my class
and laugh and be silly; you know, directors, managers,
being silly. A lot of them think that I waste my
education. And that I’m a workaholic, so I don’t get
married, stuff like that. 

So most stigma is from family and relatives. Being busy
when you are a woman at marrying time, at marrying
age, is harder. I see that… I don’t see many people like
me… now that I think about it. Most of my friends who
own and run a business are males.”

– Van Tran, Founder of an Improv House

Improv House – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Van Tran, 33, started her business, Improv House, one
and a half years ago, at the start of the COVID-19
pandemic. Her lessons teach students across all age
groups about the art of improvisation through acting.

When starting this enterprise, Van Tran faced a
challenge in getting emotional support from her family
members and friends due to the cultural expectations
faced by most Vietnamese women in her age group
face, such as that they will choose to get married
instead of starting their own venture. 



"The first few years, I had issues with my family,
father, and mother. Basically, they believe that if you
are a woman, you need to get married, have a
family, get a job, and get a salary. It’s easier than
having your business and you know [business]
income is unstable. How far can you go? How much
can you do? So for me, for the first three years, I
didn’t get support from my family or even my friends.
They doubted me. They said, “Can you do it? Is it
worth it?” 

My family said, “You should get married and focus
on getting family,” and I said, “I’m not going to get
married. I have my dreams and what I want to do...
I’m going to keep doing it.” So yeah, it was hard in
the first few years.

I have never given up. I have my goal. I know what I
want. I know what I don’t want. No matter what
people say, I just stick at it."

– Phanh Ny, Jewelry Designer

Handmade Jewelry – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Phanh Ny worked four different jobs before she had
enough money to start her current business. At 38,
Phanh Ny designs and sells handmade jewelry
focusing on self-love. 

It wasn't an easy journey for Phanh Ny especially
when she first started her business. She had to fight
gender norms and the traditional mindset of her
family.



"We started without letting our parents know. So
we kept telling them that we were still working for
this or that company. But in the meantime, we
were actually running the café. So there’s a
reason for that: we went to good universities and
had good jobs. So quitting your job and merely
starting something like a café, to my parents,
would be nonsensical. We knew they’d try as
hard as possible to stop us.

When they see us running a business, they say,
“Why do you have to do this? It’s a hard job.
Why don’t you work in an office, dress well, and
find a man to marry?” 

I never regret doing this. So our parents found
out that we had a coffee shop one and a half
years after we opened. So during that time,
there's a part that we still regret, “are we lying to
them?” but on the other hand, we’re just like,
we’re so happy that we can do it now."

– Ha My, Owner of a Café

Café – Hoi An Ancient Town, Vietnam

Ha My, 29, opened her café six and a half years
ago in one of Vietnam's most famous tourist
cities—Hoi An. 

Due to cultural norms and the traditional mindset
of her family on gender, she decided to hide her
business from her parents for some time to
ensure they would not stop her.



"I quit my job and started a bakery. So my mom said,
“You spent zillions studying at university and then
working for a big multinational corporation. I was so
proud of you that time. Now you’re a baker. You do
baking and sell pastries, small pastries for people like
those in the market. I’m worried if you can still
manage your career with this or if you will end up
unemployed… You are a girl. You are a woman; you
will have a baby later. You will have to take care of
your family. Your husband will look down on you if
you don’t have a [regular] job.”

Right now, if you go to Kinh Do or Duc Phat, Tous
Les Jours, or Paris Baguette, you’ll say, wow... how
can they make such a success of it? Because you
know their starting point is like mine. Their starting
point is baking. They’re bakers. They have to do this.
So that’s what I told my mom, and she stopped
complaining about my choice.” 

– Dana, Owner of a Healthy Bakery Store

Healthy Bakery – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Dana, 28, started selling her healthy pastries two
years ago, at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

She shared a similar story of how gender norms in
Vietnam posed a challenge for her in starting her
micro-enterprise, especially in getting emotional
support from her own family members. Regardless of
such challenges, she still managed to thrive in her
business.



"It was very difficult because I had just finished high
school then. I didn't know what to do. I wanted to
continue studying but didn't know which major to
pursue. In addition, my family wasn't supportive. I
didn't have any support. I only got verbal
discouragement from them. 

At that time, some friends put in a few orders for
bags that I then made. They said these are good—
and creative. I was happy, and I no longer cared
about my family. The last story I will share was a bit
sad. I saved up to get paints for the bags, and it was
all enough. Earlier, I’d not been staying at home; I’d
stayed on the mountain with my grandma. When I
came back home, my grandma burned it all, and said
she thought it was all trash."

– Tang Aor, Tote Bag Maker

Tote Bag – Battambang Province, Cambodia

Tang Aor, 23, started her business empty-handed,
without any financial or emotional support from her
family. 

Regardless of the pressure, Tang Aor fought her way
through by pitching her idea in a business
competition and received a small amount of funding
to buy a sewing machine. 

She shares a story of how family expectations were
the main challenge.



"When I first started, there was a challenge from my
parents. They don’t want their daughter to work so
hard.....My parents don’t want me to work so hard so they
don’t want me to start a business...Every time I want to
start up something for myself, they just say “Girls should
settle with a stable job." It’s like women should stay at
home and do family chores. Not go outside and find some
work and fight for it.

They have a comparison... like look at other women, they
have a rich man, a rich husband. They can support
everything for them. They don’t have to work hard like you.
They don’t have to run the business. They can easily have
a house because when they get married and their parents
can give them a house or a car. They don’t have to work
hard.

It's difficult—not being supported by family, but I know I
have to do everything by myself."

 – Vy Nie, Owner of a Graphic Design Agency

Graphic Design Agency – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Vy Nie, 28, started her business during the COVID-19
pandemic after her opportunity to study abroad was
stripped away by the pandemic.

When she first started her business, Vy Nie faced
challenges finding sufficient funding to start her venture.
Above all, she also faced emotional pressures from her
parents, who held a traditional belief in women's role in her
society.



SECTION 2 

BARRIERS TO
GROWING A
BUSINESS: 

GENDER
STEREOTYPES,
ATTITUDES AND
SOCIAL NORMS

This section demonstrates how gender norms
and attitudes affect various aspects of women's
business operations. 

Gender norms emphasize women's
responsibilities for household duties and dictate
the types of work that are appropriate for
women, and gender attitudes can be permissive
to harassment or impose stereotypes about
women's abilities. These norms and attitudes
impede women's ability to hire workers, gain the
trust of employees and customers, and
networking opportunities. They also lead to
bullying and harassment when working with
men and shape women's ambitions to grow
their businesses.



"There were some [challenges] because I am a
woman. Sometimes when I talked to people about
technology, they were surprised. Unless they knew me,
they would think... "she is a woman." When they
started to know me better, they trusted and believed
that I could do it. One time, I went to bid for a project to
put together a system for an office. When I went to see
them, they were like... "a woman in IT."

Some companies look at me and think… she is a
woman, she might not be able to do it, especially
putting together a server system, installing
configuration or setting up a standard phone line,
sometimes they ask for... you know... they asked for
another technical team, so sometimes I have to bring
someone [a male colleague] because I do not have the
confidence to go alone."

– Veasna, Owner of a Computer Store

Computer Store – Phnom Penh City, Cambodia

Veasna, 39, started her business selling computer-
related software and hardware after she quit her job as
a marketer. Over the course of 12 years, Veasna has
transformed her microbusiness into an SME. 

Veasna shares her struggle as a businesswoman in a
male-dominated business, including the lack of
perceived trust from clients.



"The first barrier would be the whole notion of women in
tech. Normally people lack confidence when they invest
in women in tech. They think that… oh, it should be a
male business, not a woman’s one, especially since I
am a woman with a non-tech background, with only a
business background. There was a barrier in the mind
of the investors when they first listened to my project. 

I don’t change their mind. I take the time to prove my
ability. At first, we had some difficulties managing the
tech team. I showed them my knowledge in terms of
project management."

– Van Nguyen, Owner of an Academic Support Platform 

Academic Support Platform – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam 

Van Nguyen, 33, a founder of OSLA IVY, a tech-
enabled platform to support Vietnamese students
studying abroad by connecting them with academic
mentors.

Van Nguyen shares how operating in tech, a male-
dominated sector, has posed challenges including a
lack of trust on the part of investors.



"Being a woman, when meeting with partners, is
hard because they won’t have much faith in me.
They think that women can’t do it. So for some
partners, I had to wait two years before they
entrusted us with their customers... first because
I’m an ethnic minority. Second, I am under-
educated. Third, I am a woman. So they don’t
really trust me.

Some companies took two years to examine if we
can do it well before they sent customers to us.
Most of the time, the men are in charge. So it’s
hard for them to trust us. They have to observe us
for quite a long time."

– Chanh, Owner of a Traditional Homestay

Traditional Homestay – Sa Pa, Lao Cai Province, Vietnam

Chanh, 32, runs a traditional homestay in one of
the most famous tourist locations in Vietnam—Sa
Pa. It is challenging for women in Chanh's
community to start their own business ventures
due to expectations that women should get
married, stay home, and look after children. 

It took Chan two years to persuade her parents-
in-law to give her permission to start her business,
and she had to work a few jobs and took multiple
bank loans to start her business. Despite the
success in opening her own business, Chanh
shares her story of facing prejudices as a
businesswoman because of her marginalized
identity.



"For example, this building. I built it by myself,
meaning I designed it by myself. I designed it in my
mind. I paid for the men [construction workers] to
come and build the house, but I gave them the idea.
Most local construction workers here are men. When
they see me as a woman, sometimes they harass me
a little bit. They harassed me. They talked like…
Some men touched me. Then I thought, “Wow, this is
a big problem for the girls if they work in some
restaurants or hotels. They’re young, they're scared.
Then some men would easily harass them.” 

But I’m a woman. I’m strong. I was like, “What did
you do to me?" Sometimes I just talk back to them
and they see my attitude. They cannot do any wrong
to me. But I see men around here, they see
women...maybe to them I’m a single woman from the
South, easy to harass or something like that."

– Thom, Owner of a Sourdough Bakery

Sourdough Bakery – Hoi An Ancient Town, Vietnam

After 15 years of working as a social worker, Thom,
37, decided to quit her job during the COVID-19
pandemic and started her own bakery business in
Hoi An. Despite the pandemic, Thom manages to run
her business smoothly given the demand for food as
a necessity in her location. 

However, when she first started her business, Thom
faced many gender-related challenges including
bullying and harassment.



"I am a woman who sells and buys seeds for my rice
mill. Before I gained enough experience and
knowledge in this field, I needed to work and
communicate with men. The delivery truck drivers are
men and most of the sellers are men. When you are
inside their circle, sometimes they do not value me.
Sometimes, they looked down on me and insulted me,
such as saying women cannot do it. They sometimes
made fun of us with gestures and behavior that
disrespected me as a woman.

In this rice mill business, men tend to gather at night.
They discuss their business and drink. We are not
aware of some business deals during discussions
because we cannot join them. Sometimes, during
those drinking sessions, they make deals or do
transactions. 

So it is easier for them compared to us. For us, there is
not much we can discuss.

I told myself that I would make it happen no matter how
hard it would be. Even if some people didn’t give any
value or respect to me; I told myself to try hard to
overcome those words. I make myself stronger, try to
extend my connections, and make more profits."

– Sok Lim, Owner of a Rice Mill

Rice Mill – Battambang Province, Cambodia 

Sok Lim was born into a family of farmers. Following
her parents' footsteps, Lim, 36, a mother of two, has
been operating a rice mill for more than eight years. 

In Cambodia, the rice milling business is a male-
dominated industry. Sok Lim shares challenges she
has been facing as a woman in this business from
prejudices to networking. 



"Men have more energy and a better network
and connections. Because they don’t have
many family duties such as taking care of
children, they have enough time to make the
connection and do marketing. 

It is easier for men than women. Women need
to take care of children and their husbands,
cooking, and family. We, as women, need to
take care of our family and business at the
same time. Men might do it better because they
have enough energy, and they only focus on
operating the business."

– Botum, Owner of a Khmer Restaurant 

Khmer Restaurant – Siem Reap Province, Cambodia

Botum, 42, decided to start her restaurant
business almost ten years ago to find flexibility
in taking care of her kids.

Botum shares how gender roles and traditional
norms have restricted the time she has
available to network and do marketing. This
causes challenges for her to grow her business.



"I don’t think it’s necessary to expand. Like I
said, I need time to take care of the family. I’ll
have to sit all day if I have a big store. If I have to
sit all day to watch the store, who will take care
of the family? That’s what women need to think
about when making money. 

We [women] also have family affairs too. I sell
banh mi all morning, prepare the ingredients in
the afternoon, cook, and take care of the family.
Everything sweeps me away. Every day is the
same."

– Phuong, owner of a Banh Mi Stall

Banh Mi Stall – Hanoi City, Vietnam

Phuong, 48, has been selling banh mi (filled
baguettes) on the same corner in Hanoi for 23
years.

Phuong does not want to expand her business,
as she prefers to keep it manageable, with the
belief that women should spend time taking care
of their own families. 



"I am expanding my business, and the first challenge is
finding the right staff who love my business to manage
my branches. 

I still do not know their ways of thinking when they
apply to a place that is led by a woman, or maybe
because my start-up size is too small, I do not know
what they are thinking when they know that this place is
led by a woman, but the most important thing is to keep
showing them my ability to lead.

You know, maybe it is about culture… maybe because I
am a Muslim (Cham). Some want to apply to a place
with a certain standard and consisting of different
departments. Some... I don’t know if this is right or
wrong... maybe they think because I am a Muslim and
they question my leadership skill. I think that might be
their main perception.

In any case, although they may well have that sort of
preconception about us, if we really were weak in the
way they perceive us, I would never have been able to
grow to the point I’ve reached today."

– Asy, Owner of Organic Grocery Store

Asy, 40, started her business eight years ago with the
aim of providing safer foods for her family and
customers. 

Operating in Phnom Penh with a few branches, Asy
aims to expand. She shares her struggles in hiring
workers due to her marginalized identity.

Organic Grocery Stores – Phnom Penh City, Cambodia



"There are many challenges. For example, because my profit is
too low, I cannot hire more workers. I charge a very cheap price,
so the profit is too low. I cannot afford more people. It’ll be better
for my health if I have more people. 

Also, I have to think about things like designing [the space] and
how the machines should be assembled. I also have to take care
of the cooking for the family. I have to make sure to have the
meals ready on time and go to the market. If I do not have time,
then I have to ask the neighbors [to buy groceries for me].
There’s a small bike selling food in the area. I can only select
what they have; If I have a headache or feel dizzy, I have to take
some medicine and get back to work quickly. I don’t have time to
rest.

It’s tough, basically. You have to take care of everything."

– Bay, Owner of a Laundromat

Laundromat – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Bay, 53, a mother of two, started a
laundromat business three years
ago using her own savings and
loans from two banks to buy
washing and drying machines.
While facing challenges in paying
debt during the COVID-19
pandemic, Bay is also struggling to
hire more workers due to the lack
of funding.

Bay also shares her struggle being
a woman in business, having to
run all aspects of her venture while
trying to manage her daily
housework.



SECTION 3 

BARRIERS TO GROWING
A BUSINESS:

FINANCIAL
MANAGEMENT, ACCESS
TO LOANS, AND
BUSINESS FORMALITIES

This section elaborates on challenges that women
entrepreneurs face in managing their finance and
accessing bank loans, impeding their ability to hire
more workers or improve other aspects of their
businesses.

Women describe their difficulties in trying to access
loans from the banks. Women cite issues with lack of
collateral, lack of proper financial reports, the absence
of gender-specific loan schemes, and how gender
may influence higher interest rates.

Female entrepreneurs also share challenges with
business formalities including registering their
businesses and tax-related implications, due to a
language barrier or difficulties finding accurate
information. Difficulties in formalizing their businesses
can prevent some women from expanding their
businesses including getting additional help. 



"Because our business was at an early stage, the
bank did not trust us much. The second challenge
was that I took a loan using just my name, which was
difficult. They used my business challenges to
impose additional conditions with a high-interest rate,
which made it very difficult. 

It took a very long time. It took two or three months
until I got the loan.

I received a loan from a bank without using my land
registration. I only got half of what I asked for. It took
a very long time. They put extra conditions because I
am a woman, and I am doing this on my own—they
use that as extra conditions to add more interest."

– Channy, Banana Chips Manufacturer

Channy, 33, started her banana chips business at
home three years ago as a way to take better care of
her family compared to her previous job, in which
she had to constantly travel for work. 

Channy started her business with her savings and
gradually transformed from a microenterprise to an
SME with 12 employees currently. Channy wants to
continue to expand her business nationwide through
bank loans, but she has faced challenges in
accessing them due to her gender.

Banana Chips – Battambang Province, Cambodia



"When running a business, especially as a deaf woman,
I had problems in communication. I cannot listen well. I
could only catch a few words when listening, which cast
doubt on the investors when I met them. Investors doubt
my ability, whether I am really that good, or whether I
can do it. Also, I am a leader looking for solutions for
other people. So they are doubtful. They have a
prejudice against women doing business.

I do have plans to take loans. But I am not sure how I
will access any. They usually communicate via phone.
They will not text or chat via Zalo to instruct us on the
procedures. I will have to go to the bank, for example.
Meet them. Talk to them. I don’t always have an
interpreter to come with me. There was a conference for
disabled people where they talked about giving loans. I
joined and asked questions. But honestly, before we left,
I asked for their [the bank] contacts, but they didn’t seem
willing. They just answered for the sake of getting the job
done. They don’t want to support me."

– Thuy Luong, Owner of a Laundry Mart 

Laundromat – Hanoi City, Vietnam

Despite the struggles she had faced in starting her
business due to a strong family belief in gender norms,
Thuy Luong, 30, started her laundry business two years
ago, as a hearing-impaired person, to support individuals
with a disability. Thuy Luong learned sign language to
communicate with her six deaf employees. 

Thuy Luong has the ambition to expand her business;
however, she has faced challenges due to the lack of
inclusive institutions. Banks and training institutions do
not always make adaptations to communicate effectively
with individuals with hearing disabilities. As such, she
struggles to improve her business skills, understand loan
conditions, and negotiate with loan officers.



"I do not know about other countries, but in
Vietnam, in order to get a loan, the bank needs to
verify your cash flow and ability to pay back to the
company. They will request, at the simplest level,
your monthly payroll. But when you are the owner
of a private business, how can you get that? You
can’t print the payroll and sign it yourself. To have
such a payroll, you need to register as a company
to issue payroll and pay monthly salary via the
bank.

So people who run business models like me would
not know where to get the loan from. They wouldn’t
be able to take loans from the bank unless they
have something as collateral for the bank
otherwise they cannot get the loan. There is no
way they can say, “Here is my business plan. Can
you give me a loan for this much money? And I will
pay installments within this timeframe.” That is
challenging for Vietnamese women. There are no
supporting schemes for women in this respect."

– Phuong, Owner of a Nail Salon

Nail Salon – Ho Chin Minh City, Vietnam

Six years ago, Phuong, 34, a mother of a three-
year-old, decided to start her own nail salon
business after many years of working as a nail
technician for others. 

During COVID-19, Phuong was forced to close
her nail salon for many months and decided to
start selling food to cope with her daily needs. 

She has now resumed her nail salon business.
Phuong wants to expand her business by hiring
more workers, but getting enough funding is a
challenge. Phuong intends to take a bank loan;
however, doing so has been challenging for her,
given that her business is not registered. 



Mushroom Farm – Battambang Province, Cambodia 

Ros, 56, started growing mushrooms at
her home eight years ago to cope with
daily expenses. This business allows
Ros to stay at home to facilitate taking
care of her kids and doing household
chores. 

Ros wants to expand her business by
hiring more workers. However, getting a
loan from a bank to expand her
business was a difficult experience for
her.

"Getting a loan from the bank is difficult as we had
nothing [no collateral]. Umm... The loan depends on our
business too. We didn't have anything, so they didn't give
us much. We asked for 1,000,000 riels (USD250), but
they gave us 200,000 riels (USD50) because we did not
have anything that could earn their trust."

– Ros, Owner of a Mushroom Farm



"I do want to take some loans from the bank, but the
thing is, I don’t have any collateral to give to the bank.
Yeah, so the bank requires a lot to provide loans to me.
So because I don’t have anything to give back, it’s not
easy for me. They need to do a lot of investigation as
well before they do that. So it’s not easy for small
businesses to get loans from the bank. That’s the fact.

They don’t have anything special for women… for
businesswomen. If I really want to expand my
business, then I’m going to get loans. But maybe the
most… the easiest resource is my parents, not from the
bank."

– Mai, Owner of a Bakery

Bakery – Hoi An Ancient Town, Vietnam 

Due to the loss of tourists and expatriates in her
community during the COVID-19 pandemic, Mai
introduced a new product using the savings from her
previous jobs and profits from her current
microbusiness. Targeting Vietnamese customers, she
started selling prepackaged sweet treats outside Hoi
An as a way of coping with the pandemic. 

Mai aims to expand her business by getting loans from
the bank. However, Mai expresses her struggle in
doing so due to the lack of collateral and the absence
of specially-designed loans for businesswomen who
own small businesses.



Local Snack Store – Battambang Province, Cambodia 

Rachana, 32, a mother of two,
quit her full-time job and started
a local grocery store to find
flexibility in managing her time
to take care of children,
parents, and household work. 

Rachana wants to expand her
business by getting a bank
loan; she shares her view of
the struggle to get such loans
and how her gender may make
it harder to access financial
support.

"In the future, we also need more funds because we want to
become a big distributor or even exclusive distributor of one or
two products with a good market. So, we might need support
from a bank or any organization. Sometimes, when we have
problems, we borrow from our relatives and parents, and when
we sell our products and earn a profit, we pay them back... I
really need the funds. If I depend solely on the profit I made from
current sales it is not enough because I need to take it to restock
my products.

It is hard [to get a loan]. First, we need to have property
documents to keep at the bank in exchange for the loan.
Secondly, as it is a woman requesting a loan, they require a lot.
They will ask for many documents including a financial report,
and my knowledge is very limited. It is very challenging, but I will
try to understand it."

– Rachana, Owner of a Local Snack Store



"I may take a loan. I may borrow money to
expand the business... It depends on the
products. Some products only require little
capital, so people take small loans. People only
take big loans if they open a big shop. 

There are no loans without interest. It’s an
inevitable requirement from the bank. Every
bank will charge a certain amount of interest...
you have to accept it... They can’t let you take
the loans without collateral. They will always
require it.

II think it’d be great if there’s an organization
that can lend me money at a lower interest rate
or provide long-term loans with lower interest
than current banks. I will take it if there is."

– Linh, Owner of a Sweet Soup Stall 

Sweet Soup Stall – Hoi An Ancient Town, Vietnam 

Before COVID-19, Linh, 55, owned a tie-making
shop on a busy tourist street in Hoi An - Old
Town. When COVID-19 first hit Vietnam and
international tourists were no longer allowed to
visit, Linh closed her tie-making business and
started a new business selling sweet soups for
local tourists, to make ends meet. When
lockdowns were imposed, Linh decided to
pause her sweet soup business for eight
months and borrowed money from relatives to
cover her daily expenses.

Linh has now resumed her sweet soup
business. She wants to expand her business to
attract more customers but getting a loan from
the bank is a challenge.



"I don’t dare to take a loan because I do not
have any solid business to get the loan. It is
scary to just think about getting a loan.

I am scared because I will not have enough
money to pay them, and I am scared that they
might seize my home because we need to use
my asset as collateral. I used to take a loan
when my husband and I had our jobs but I
have paid off all the loans. There was a
complicated loan case in my village, and in the
end, their land and home were seized from
them."

– Srey Da, Rattan Basket Maker

Srey Da, 38, a mother of three, and a former
construction worker - started making rattan
baskets during the COVID-19 pandemic when
her husband lost his job and fell ill. Srey Da
runs her business at home to take care of her
children, husband, mother, and household
chores. 

In the future, Srey Da wants to have her own
store but would not dare to take a bank loan to
expand her business due to the negative
experience she observed among her
neighbors.

Rattan Basket – Siem Reap Province, Cambodia 



"Like now, we want to take loans from the bank. But
our capacity is limited... people who start their own
business instead of working for someone else who
can receive a monthly salary through their account,
like freelancers or people who sell things online, will
face many challenges when taking a loan. Because
when you want to take a loan, you will need a lot of
documents for the bank to ensure your capability to
pay back. 

Usually, people who do start-ups by themselves will
not have such proof, like real estate, or how much in
the bank account or insurance. Also, young people…
they will not have that as proof. So that is from my
experience running this business. Unless they have a
special start-up fund or join a [business plan]
competition, it’ll be easier. It'll be difficult if it’s just you
coming to the bank or an organization to ask for
loans. That’s something I experienced. It’s hard to get
a loan. Even opening a credit card account already
requires a lot of proof. So I think young people in
Vietnam will not be able to get a loan from the state-
owned bank. "

– Uyen, a Florist

Uyen, 28, a mother of one, has been running her
artificial flower business for six years with seven full-
time employees. With her products categorized as
nonessential goods, her company was heavily affected
in several ways, including a shrinking customer base
and supply chain disruptions. 

Uyen has the ambition to expand her business;
however, accessing funding support through a
business loan still remains a major problem for a young
entrepreneur like Uyen.

Floral Shop – Hanoi City, Vietnam



"I thought about it [getting a loan]… maybe I will be
more self-confident in the future. I am still at a fragile
stage, so maybe I will when I am doing better.

I think it will be difficult. You know this, when you want
a loan, you need proper paperwork so that the bank
feels comfortable. We need a clear business plan to
get a good investment, but I am not good with that
yet. But yes, I am planning to.” 

– Champa, Recycled Bag Maker

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, Champa lost her
job in the tourism sector and decided to pursue her
business via her long-lost passion – producing bags
using recycled garments. 

Champa wanted to hire one employee to expand her
business but was unable to do so for lack of funding.
She describes her struggles in getting a loan from the
bank to grow her business.

Recycled Bag – Siem Reap Province, Cambodia 



"The hardest challenge would be… now I have some
troubles with finance. If I had stronger capital or saved up
more, I would have gone faster. For example, I could
decorate my shop better. I could hire more people to work
for me. If I had stronger finance, I could create faster
progress for the shop. To afford more people, I will need to
double or even triple the current orders we have to afford
more headcount.

I used to ask around about it [a loan]. I asked about the
funding sources, but to get a loan, you will usually need to
use your family’s assets as collateral. I don’t have a plan to
take a loan. I don’t dare to do it. As far as I remember, you’d
need two things. First is the collateral. Second is the orders
you have to get prior to approval for the loan. However,
before you take on an order, you will need enough machines
and know how much you can produce—before you accept
the order in the first place—it is a vicious cycle. These two
demands do not align with each other. It’s contradictory. So
it’s really hard for me. I will need money to buy machines so
I can take on large orders, which I can then use to get
approval for loans from the bank. However, these conditions
do not align."

– Thuy, Owner of a Souvenir Store

Souvenir Store – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Thuy, 38, a mother of two, started her business by making
canvas bags for tourists. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
Thuy made slight changes to her business by turning her
previous business into a souvenir store—selling traditional
gift sets. 

Thuy's ambition is to open her stores nationwide, but she is
facing challenges with capital, and that in turn makes it
difficult to hire more workers. Thuy is afraid of getting a loan
from the bank, and instead has decided to wait for her
business to grow while still suffering from the reduction in
customer numbers due to COVID-19.



Khmer Sculpture – Phnom Penh City, Cambodia

Theary, 38, a mother of two, started a business out
of a need to spend more time with her children.
She sells Khmer-design sculptures made from
copper. She started this business using her own
saving and funding she gathered from a tongtin (a
community-savings scheme). 

As Theary plans to expand her business, she
shares her struggles in registering her business.

"Actually… I met with some companies about
registering my business, but I got mixed opinions
from people… like when I asked about how to
register... they would say... my business is still
small... don’t do it as there are complications with
tax and you will be very busy with submission of
your tax report.
 
Another would say I should register because I can
get a loan or sponsor. It is a good idea, but when I
met some other companies, they would say that
even though there are no tax problems, I will still be
busy with the report. I do not know if I should do it or
stay this way.

I think there are limitations to the legal information I
have received, for example, on how to process the
paperwork."

– Theary, Khmer Sculpture Manufacturer



"I think, in general, a lot of women don’t even open a
company. They’ll just sell their stuff online. They are just
doing the work without the company. When they meet a
client who says, “OK, I want a VAT [receipt],” they will use
a VAT service or try to find a way to get the VAT service.
They don’t follow the administrative policy... because as
soon as you get your business license and registration
done, you are caught up in accounting, tax, and a lot of
work. Either you do the work or don’t do the work, you’ll
have to declare unless you want troubles later on...
sometimes you have to run here and there to finish the job
and by then, you spend more time on the thing that does
not support your business instead of focusing on business,
such as talking to people, selling the tea or documenting
the tea. You will just spending time running around, sorting
out whatever your tax issue is, or your accounting issue, or
where to get the money to pay the fines [incurred] if you
report your tax slightly late."

– Amy, owner of Organic Golden Leaf

Organic Golden Leaf – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Amy, 32, started selling her organic tea products at the
beginning of 2020. She works with farmers in the rural
areas of Vietnam to source tea and flowers.

Amy shared her struggles in expanding her venture,
specifically in registering her business and dealing with
tax-related issues. She emphasizes how such issues may
be the reasons why some female entrepreneurs purposely
keep their businesses running on a small scale—to avoid
such hassles.



"Yeah, that’s a big challenge, managing tax and
stuff. For example, every time there are changes
in the legal procedures that we have not been
updated on, we are liable to pay a fine.
Sometimes there are changes that we can’t yet
comprehend. It’s very difficult, not only for my
Co-op but also for others. They encounter similar
challenges. I understand my responsibilities, but
when there’s a change in the legal procedures,
I’m just a business owner… when the
government issues new legal procedures, we’re
very likely to… if we are not aware… likely to be
fined.

The first challenge is language. The changes…
we can access the information about the
changes but there are things we find difficult to
understand ... mostly about the languages. 

– Lan Sung, Owner of a Traditional Brocade
Store

Recycled Brocade Store – Sa Pa, Lao Cai Province, Vietnam

Lan Sung, 34, grew up in a household with 11
siblings. To meet her family's financial needs,
Lan Sung started a business using recycled
garments from different ethnicities to make
brocade products. When she first started her
business, Lan Sung faced many prejudices
related to gender norms in her community.
Despite such challenges, she still managed to
grow her business over the past 10 years by
taking multiple loans from local banks due to
favorable loan conditions in her community. 

Lan Sung shares the challenges she is facing in
operating a business, one of which includes the
difficulty in understanding tax-related
information, which is not translated into her
ethnic minority language. 



"I’m worried about how big we will grow, as we
grow really fast. We have so many students but
lack human resources. It’s hard to recruit right
now.

First of all, it’s about the salary. The salary in Da
Nang is a bit lower than in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh
City, so some really talented teachers want to go
to Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City to work for
perhaps double the salary. 

I tried to increase teachers’ salaries to keep them
here because the salary in Ho Chi Minh City is
much higher. But I’ll tell you what: it has a
consequence. If you want to increase the salary of
the English teacher, you have to increase the
cost, the fee and the course fee. Your students
may get a shock [when they see] the increased
price and increased fee. So this challenge leads
to another challenge."

– Suong, Owner of an English Teaching Center

English Teaching Center – Da Nang City, Vietnam

Suong, 27, built up her enterprise from small
English classrooms to a learning institution. Her
business still continues to thrive despite COVID-
19, as she managed to change the behavior of
her students, transitioning from offline learning to
an online learning environment. 

Suong has a big ambition. She wants to hire more
workers. However, she is facing challenges in
recruiting more people, as the human resources
in her city are limited given the wages she can
offer. Offering higher wages to her employees
means she will have to increase the cost of her
classrooms, which can potentially affect her
business.



SECTION 4  

BARRIERS TO
GROWING A
BUSINESS:  

COVID-19

This final section tells stories of how the pandemic has
impacted many women-owned businesses, especially
those that operate in tourist-based locations or sell
products and services classed as nonessential.
Throughout the pandemic, the Cambodian and
Vietnamese governments had ordered multiple
lockdowns as health safety measures, during which
many businesses had to pause their operation for
months, and the supply chains for many businesses
were also disrupted.

Women talk about the loss in their revenue, the effect
on their supply chains, and their different methods of
coping with the situation. Common coping
mechanisms included scaling down their business,
reducing the salary of their workers, selling their
assets, shifting business focus, or starting a temporary
business.

Women also share how COVID-19 brings new
opportunities and how it may impact their mindset in
growing their businesses.



"The current challenge is COVID-19, which impacts us
financially. In our business, we do not just use our own
money, but we also get a loan from the bank... I have
had to pay the interest on the loan monthly. It is difficult.
We have had to use our savings and sell our assets to
cover the payment.

There have been many changes since COVID-19. We
provide monthly rentals to tourists who could not travel
back to their country. For Khmer tourists, we provide
private packages. We changed to this strategy simply
because we didn't have the clients. When our business
is back to normal, we might not continue doing so. 

Even if we do so, we can't provide the service at such a
low price since we can't cover our expenditure on
workers."

– Eang, Owner of a Homestay

Eang, 35, a mother of two, decided to quit her job five
years ago after she had her first child. Eang used all
her personal savings to start a homestay business in
Siem Reap, Cambodia's main tourist city. 

For the past two years, her business has been
impacted by the pandemic. She decided to close her
business for two years and sell her collateral to cope
with the revenue loss and pay off interest on her loan.
When she first reopened her business, she shifted her
business strategy from a homestay to a rental room and
offered different discounts and packages to local
tourists as a way to adapt to the economic situation.

Homestay – Siem Reap Province, Cambodia



Traditional Vietnamese Dress – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

Tu Mun, 36, a mother of two, started
making traditional Vietnamese
dresses (Ao Dai) and established a
local brand five years ago. Tu Mu left
her full-time job as a technical
specialist in a textile company to
pursue her dream. Three years into
her business, Tu Mun's venture was
severely affected by the COVID-19
pandemic. While Tu Mun was forced
to take multiple breaks due to
lockdowns, she took those breaks as
opportunities to develop her business
strategies and her mindset.

"We took a break because of the lockdowns. So we had no
income. From July, I think. July, August, September, October,
and November. I was back in November. Four months. There
was no demand. The demand for fashion was minimal. People
mainly spent money on food. They did not want to spend
money on clothes. I still paid the staff enough to support them,
not the full salary.

I am working on my inner self. I joined a meditation class
where I learned to motivate myself to do things. The pandemic
was the period when I learned about all these [techniques].
During the lockdown, I also spent my free time restructuring
the business. Restructure just a few things. There were not a
lot of changes. Just rethink my strategy."

– Tu Mun, Traditional Vietnamese Dress Maker



"Just five days after I started the business, the
pandemic broke out. The government ordered a
lockdown of all businesses. I had to close my
business for three months. It was only three
months later that everything resumed.
However, because of the pandemic, the
business went very slowly. It was very difficult.
The number of customers was reduced. People
were afraid of being infected so they did not
leave their homes.

People didn’t make a lot of money like before.
They were more cautious about spending so
they would cut down their portions. People
would simply eat less. Few people ate out.
Broken rice is mainly served for breakfast, and
many people decided to skip breakfast and only
eat lunch. So it affected us a lot." 

– Nhanh, Owner of a Broken Rice Stall

When COVID-19 first hit Vietnam, Nhanh, 40, a
mother of two, lost her job as a hotel
receptionist. Driven by economic necessity,
Nhanh used her own savings and loans from
her friends to start a business selling a
traditional Vietnamese breakfast—broken rice.
Five days after her business first opened,
Nhanh was forced to temporarily close down
her stores due to the pandemic. 

Nhanh describes her struggles during the peak
of the pandemic and the aftermath of the
lockdowns, especially changed consumer
behaviors.

Broken Rice Food Stall – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam



"Social distancing limited everything—the people who
come to Vietnam as tourists, and many expats who live in
Vietnam. My regular clients also left Vietnam for good,
because they wanted to return to be with their families for
a short period, a longer period, or maybe forever. So that
caused many problems in maintaining my business
during the past two years. Also, I can’t go to the
community. It was tough to be able to work to create new
textiles or new products... very hard, and my shop had to
close for… It’s a different period, but you know… one
time for two months, and then another two... The whole of
Vietnam was frozen, which, you know… there was
nothing we could do. But even [now] in the time after that
period, we’re very… unstable.

But initially, most people who bought my clothes were
international clients. We did have some Vietnamese who
became my supporters but very few. The number of
people buying my clothes locally was not many. However,
in the past two years, they [local consumers] have been
increasing a lot, and I’m thankful for that because, you
know, especially during the pandemic time, we can’t
travel. We don’t have people coming into Vietnam like
tourists or travelers, and also many expats leave
Vietnam. So I was so lucky to get support from local
communities, which largely saved my business."

– Thao, Owner of a Sustainable Fashion Store

Sustainable Fashion – Hanoi City, Vietnam 

Thao, 43, started her fashion brand to produce a clothing
line with a sustainability mission. She works with different
ethnic minority groups to make traditional textiles to
improve the economic status of the minority people.

Thao describes challenges she faced throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic, and a new opportunity, because
the pandemic has brought local consumers closer to her
brand.



Traditional Wedding Service – Siem Reap Province, Cambodia

Sna quit working as a butcher
13 years ago, and followed her
passion by starting a traditional
wedding business.

The COVID-19 pandemic took a
severe toll on her business. Her
service is classed as a
nonessential one. San shares
the challenges she faced during
COVID-19, how she coped with
the loss of her revenues, and
how it has affected her vision in
expanding her business.

"COVID-19 affects the traditional wedding service and salon
business because it is not categorized as a necessity for customers.
It has reduced our income by 80 percent. We only earn 20 percent.
It is a complete loss for us within the 2–3 years of COVID-19. We
sold our home and some lands we bought before COVID-19 to
resolve this challenge... I am afraid to go forward and expand to a
large scale. It [the pandemic] would also reduce our capacity to
proceed with our plan to strengthen our business. Our physical and
mental capacity becomes lower. When everything decreases, it
affects the overall performance.

If COVID-19 still remains...umm... It will be like when we face a
problem, we have to solve that problem. We want our work to go
forward, but if the situation keeps on going like this, we will have to
solve what we face. We no longer consider it a problem. We will
solve it in accordance with the situation."

– Sna, Owner of a Traditional Wedding Service



"COVID-19 affected many businesses, including ours.
Because of the national policy, my business had to stop the
operation for a long time; we had to pause all of our activities.
Couples did not have plans to host big weddings. It affected
our revenue and profit a lot as well as the number of teams.

I had to stop for around six months… quite a long time to
reflect on the past journey. We cut down working hours to
cope with the pandemic and cut down some staff.

As COVID-19 caused so much damage to our lives and
businesses, we had time to reflect and think of coping
strategies. For us, it was a time to reflect on whether my
business was on the right track.

I also spent time writing new plans for the new period when
COVID-19 eases down and everything gets better. So when
we go back to work, we can start working on new plans, new
pathways and meeting the demands of a new era. That was
also a period where my team and I had to wait, reflect and
think about what my business will have to do in the future. At
that time, my team and I also thought of new models and new
goals for ourselves. We can adapt and develop our business
differently."

– Capu Phuong, Wedding Planner

Wedding Planner – Da Nang City, Vietnam

Capu Phuong, 30, a mother of two, started her wedding
planning business five years ago. During her pregnancy, due
to time constraints, she paused her business for two years to
take care of her family. Upon returning to business two years
later, her business was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.
She was forced to take multiple breaks, reduce the number of
staff and working hours to cope with the pandemic. Despite
the hardship, Capu Phuong used the downtime during the
pandemic to restrategize her business, aiming to come back
stronger when the pandemic comes to an end.



Khmer Souvenir – Siem Reap Province, Cambodia

For the past 22 years, Sokha, 43,
has been running a business, selling
traditional souvenirs in Siem Reap.
When she started her business as a
single mother, Sokha struggled to
get funding; she had to rely on her
mother’s name and collateral to get a
loan. 

Sokha had been running a
successful business until the
beginning of the pandemic, when
she was forced to scale down her
business to cope with the loss.

"I have been facing so many challenges since we are now
running out of customers. The business has dropped to zero.
There are days when I do not even earn a dollar. From
earning money to earning none, it is a waste of time.
Nowadays, it is so hard for me even to survive. It is just hard
because we do not have any income, yet we have to spend
considerable sums on rental.

I had to do some cutting back. Back then, when I had a lot of
customers, I had six workers and now we reduced to two
people. However, if today’s situation persists, I will need to
downsize my business instead of expanding it. At first, I
considered expanding my business in the future, but given
the current situation—and if it continues to be like this in
years to come—I will have to downsize my business."
 
– Sokha, Owner of a Khmer Souvenir Store



"COVID-19 disrupted the supply chain. Factories closed
down. They stopped producing. Material costs
increased significantly. So did logistics costs. So the
price of the products from companies we worked with
went up. The cost of export also increased. So for some
projects, we had to stop, and some projects did not
achieve the desired results.

COVID-19 brought difficulties but also opportunities. It
helped businesses to realize that they had to go online.
When all the [offline] stores had to be in lockdown, there
were many challenges in delivering and selling their
products. Switching to an online business allowed them
a new distribution channel.

Our company became more well-known, and many
other businesses came to us to seek support when they
wanted to bring their products to e-commerce
platforms."

– Thu, Founder of an E-Commerce Consultant Agency

E-Commerce Consultant Agency – Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam 

Thu, 29, started her business four years ago by
providing consultant services to local companies looking
to expand their markets on e-commerce platforms such
as Amazon. 

Though COVID-19 has impacted her business operation
in many different ways, Thu also describes how the
pandemic prompted many businesses to go online. This
in turn has created a stronger demand for her services.



"I started my business right before the pandemic, so the
business was just so quiet… so quiet, and to an extent that
made my family wonder if my business was any good. In the
past, they were supportive because they saw that I got many
orders, but during the pandemic, my business has not been
great, and my family started to think that my business was bad
again. The COVID-19 pandemic took away the emotional
support I got from them, you see, back then they actually had
given me a lot of emotional support. 

If we talk about the good points, I had more time to develop
myself, so I was not depressed about the pandemic because I
had time to improve myself. Before, I was not good at anything
specifically, so everything was new to me, including managing
and marketing, but the pandemic gave me opportunities to
study, and now I understand a lot about management, and I
have been practicing with what I am doing as well. When there
was no COVID-19, I had to go to school and spend money to
travel far away, but during the pandemic I was able to study
online and work simultaneously. Those are the positive points
that help me develop myself."

– Kherb, Banana Leaf Bag Maker

Banana Leaf Bag – Battambang Province, Cambodia 

Kherb, 35, started her business two years ago by using dried
banana leaves to make handbags.

Kherb is living with her parents. When she started her
business, she faced challenges in getting emotional support
from her parents, who would not allow her to run a business
until she fulfilled her daily household duties. Her parents have
now permitted her to work on her business because she has
proved that her venture can generate income. 

Due to COVID-19, Kherb is now facing challenges from the loss
of sales to the loss of emotional support from her family.
However, she continues to fight for her business, using time
from a slow-down in activities during the pandemic to improve
her business skills.



"I used to think about opening a big restaurant, but
due to COVID-19, everything, including my dream, is
gone.

There are so many losses and so many changes to
my business. The revenue has reduced a lot. For
example, before, on a daily basis, I earned so much.
Now it is not consistent. 

The business has changed. My life has changed.
Sometimes, I feel weak. I feel depressed, but I still
work hard and keep going... Even though I am
disappointed in myself, I still manage to stand up. I
have a small business and have to raise him [her
son]. I cannot stop. I need to stand up and work hard
for his future. Even if I depend on just myself or earn
just a little, I will keep on going and will not let
anything stop me."

– Sokhim, Owner of a Food and Drink Stall

Food and Drink Stall – Siem Reap Province, Cambodia 

Sokhim, 27, a mother of one, lost her job in the
tourism sector at the start of the pandemic. To
cope with daily expenses, two years ago, she
opened a food and drink stall on a busy street in
Siem Reap to attract local tourists, given the
decline in foreign visitors to Cambodia. This new
business demonstrates Sokhim's resilience—her
ability to continue support her family despite the
effects of the pandemic. 

Sokhim shares how the aftermath of the pandemic
affects her mindset and her commitment to go
forward.



The narratives shared in this book are stories of women with grit,The narratives shared in this book are stories of women with grit,
persistence, and courage to fight gender constraints and other barriers—persistence, and courage to fight gender constraints and other barriers—
battling for equal economic opportunities from opening to growing theirbattling for equal economic opportunities from opening to growing their
businesses. Women also show their ability to survive, pivot, and staybusinesses. Women also show their ability to survive, pivot, and stay
resilient during the pandemic, while some even take advantage of such aresilient during the pandemic, while some even take advantage of such a
challenging time to grow and restrategize their businesses.challenging time to grow and restrategize their businesses.

One way to contribute to economic growth and local development wouldOne way to contribute to economic growth and local development would
be to address the gendered barriers to opening and growing a business,be to address the gendered barriers to opening and growing a business,
such as those featured in these stories, and thereby harness the potentialsuch as those featured in these stories, and thereby harness the potential
of female entrepreneurs. Policies to facilitate women's access to financing,of female entrepreneurs. Policies to facilitate women's access to financing,
ensure adequate information campaigns regarding business registrationensure adequate information campaigns regarding business registration
and tax requirements, and promote inclusion for individuals withand tax requirements, and promote inclusion for individuals with
disabilities and those who speak minority languages, would address somedisabilities and those who speak minority languages, would address some
of the challenges highlighted through these stories. Shifting gender normsof the challenges highlighted through these stories. Shifting gender norms
will be critical to improve women's ability to equitably start and runwill be critical to improve women's ability to equitably start and run
businesses in the long term. Well-designed parental leave policies,businesses in the long term. Well-designed parental leave policies,
including paternity leave, can help shift norms about the distribution ofincluding paternity leave, can help shift norms about the distribution of
childcare responsibilities, while interventions to engage men and boys inchildcare responsibilities, while interventions to engage men and boys in
dialogue about gender roles can lead to a more equitable division ofdialogue about gender roles can lead to a more equitable division of
household labor (World Bank, 2022).household labor (World Bank, 2022).  

Despite the challenges and uncertainty almost all the women who sharedDespite the challenges and uncertainty almost all the women who shared
their stories with us are committed to go forward—looking ahead withtheir stories with us are committed to go forward—looking ahead with
hope. Their passion and dedication to their businesses are inspirations forhope. Their passion and dedication to their businesses are inspirations for
many. For our part, we hope their narratives will bring courage to othermany. For our part, we hope their narratives will bring courage to other
female entrepreneurs to continue fighting for equal economicfemale entrepreneurs to continue fighting for equal economic
opportunities.opportunities.  

LOOKING
AHEAD

“World Bank. 2022. Enterprising Women : Toward Equal Business Opportunity in Southeast Asia. Washington, DC. © World Bank.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/37935 License: CC BY 3.0 IGO.”




