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Disclaimer
This study is part of a study report entitled From Education to

Employment: Navigating Gender Barriers in Cambodia's

STEM Sector (forthcoming 2025).

The views expressed here are based on a preliminary analysis 

prepared by Sathya Chea, Saokeo Khantey You, and Yuki 

Kanayama and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 

Cambodia Development Resource Institute or the Asia 

Development Bank. The authors are responsible for any 

unintentional errors or mistakes.



Introduction
Leaking Pipelines in STEM

• Women are more likely to leave STEM fields at 

every step from high school to labour market and 

even after getting their first job

• Female students made up only 17 percent of the 

total number of students pursuing STEM related 

degrees (Kao et al. 2022), compared to Thailand (52 

percent) and Malaysia (48 percent).

• Although studies have been conducted to identify 

personal and societal factors influencing STEM 

enrolment in higher education, they tend to offer a 

broad overview and generalise the evidence from 

education to inform policies on careers (Eam 2022; 

Ung et al. 2021; UNICEF 2023).

• Thus, more evidence is needed to bridge the gaps 

and inform policies.



Research Objectives

1. Explore the current patterns of women engaging in STEM in 

post-secondary education and careers.

2. Identify the main factors influencing female students’ 

decisions to pursue or avoid STEM majors in higher education, 

as well as the reasons for their continued participation in STEM 

careers after graduation.



Methodology

Analysis of existing 
data: General 
population census of 
Cambodia 2019

01
Quantitative: 2024 
Survey (300 female 
and 300 male STEM 
graduates)

02
Qualitative: 55 interviews 
with STEM and non-
STEM university 
students, graduates, 
representatives from 
universities, digital and 
green firms, and NGOs

03



Patterns in STEM Education
Age Group Total Number Number of Females Share of Females (%)

Engineering (inc. ICT)

36 – 40 4,762 685 14.38%

31 – 35 7,539 1,274 16.90%

26 – 30 11,803 2,051 17.38%

18 – 25 24,906 4,855 19.49%

Natural Sciences (inc. Math)

36 – 40 1,535 408 26.58%

31 – 35 1,863 675 36.23%

26 – 30 2,448 1,133 46.28%

18 – 25 4,034 2,114 52.40%

Agriculture

36 – 40 1,587 404 25.46%

31 – 35 2,643 886 33.52%

26 – 30 3,635 1,390 38.24%

18 – 25 5,976 2,637 44.13%

Health Sciences

36 – 40 2,634 952 36.14%

31 – 35 5,643 2,496 44.23%

26 – 30 9,372 5,071 54.11%

18 – 25 9,970 6,041 60.59%

Non-STEM

36 – 40 40,915 13,570 33.17%

31 – 35 59,699 24,567 41.15%

26 – 30 85,784 42,279 49.29%

18 – 25 141,418 79,860 56.47%

As the number of women with 

post-secondary education 

increases over time, the 

proportion of women in STEM 

fields also increase. However, 

women remain under-

represented in engineering 

fields.

Source: General 

Population Census 

of Cambodia 2019



Main Economic Activity by Majors

Patterns in STEM Careers

Source: General Population Census of Cambodia 2019

• Male and female STEM 

graduates are equally likely to 

start jobs in STEM.

• Women are less likely to work 

and more likely to be unpaid 

family workers, unemployed, or 

inactive.



Reasons for (not)Pursuing STEM majors

Preferences

Family and 
relatives

Social norms

Lack of 
information

Scholarship 
and reputation

Support from 
universities



Reasons for Pursuing STEM majors

Source: Graduate survey 2024

Perceived Difficulty in Studying STEM

Details on Challenges of Studying STEM



It was during June and July. Some university went to hand out 

flyers at my school. My sister saw the flyers and asked me 

what I liked and wanted to pursue in higher education. I was 

still not sure, but I applied for marketing since it was an option 

and it’s available in every university. It’s not that I applied for 

marketing because it was a trend. I actually wanted to apply 

for food chemistry as I was so good at chemistry at that time. I 

even taught chemistry to my classmates. However, when my 

sister asked me what job I would do with food chemistry, I 

couldn’t answer.

(S14.M, a male non-STEM student)



F1: I like chemistry. But university here doesn’t offer

chemistry major, so I chose accounting. I can’t go to

Phnom Penh. I wasn’t allowed to. In here, I can study

and work at the same time.

M1: I want to study civil engineering, but the university

doesn’t offer this major. I wanted to go to Phnom Penh,

but my father was sick at that time, so I couldn’t go. So

I chose to study accounting here. I will run my own

business when I graduate.

(S13.F & S13.M, non-STEM students)



We don’t have any specific policy to promote students. As I 

mentioned, all our rooms are full and we cannot accept any more 

students. If we were to add two more classes, I believe the class 

would be full as well. Students will get a commission if they can 

invite a friend to come and study with him/her. This is the main 

policy that our school has. We do not have any specific policy or 

scholarship for females. We don’t even have scholarships for 

students.

(U03, Male, Representative from a Private University)



Why not STEM jobs?

1. Pursuing multiple degrees simultaneously can create 

flexibility in career choices but may also result in graduates 

leaving STEM fields.

2. Employment-related decisions are also shaped by market 

constraints, as some positions requiring heavy lifting, 

irregular shifts, or site visits are often perceived as less 

suitable for women compared to men. 

3. Geographic disparities and social norms further limit 

opportunities for women, leading some to exit STEM 

pathways. 

4. In a longer term, women are more likely to report that they 

abandon their jobs to take care of the families.



I did not think about it. But maybe I won’t work if there are shifts like that. 

If working at night, I can stay till around 7 PM or 7:30 PM, because if it 

gets later than that, I cannot stay as well. If for Saturday or Sunday, I will 

not work. It will be my “me time” when I can get to stay with my family. If 

the shift is up until 7-8 PM then that is fine.

(G06 F, a female STEM graduate working in a non-STEM job)

We face difficulty in recruiting either males or females in terms of their 

skills and attitude. Attitude is not a problem for women, but they have 

some concerns about their capacity because our company needs to 

work all the time. Sometimes, we work during the night shift, which is 

difficult for women. Moreover, there’s no woman who wants to work in 

our company like before. 

(F07, a male representative, digital firm)



I actually do think about this. What happens when I have a baby and the company 

only offers a 3-months maternity leave? What will I do after that? So, my idea is 

that I will probably open a small business or I work for the government instead. 

That is due to the fact that I think no one is there to take care of the baby in the 

future. Another option, I can hire a nanny to look after the baby... 

(G02F, a female STEM graduate working in STEM job)

They went to work there. Most of the girls got a job and work there. There are still 

people who dropped out and people who got married and have a family right after 

they finished their university. Some of them went back to the provinces, got 

married and did not work any jobs. Some of them dropped since year 1-2 

because they passed the exams to become teachers.

(G15F, a female STEM graduate working in non-STEM job)



Recommondations

1. Online platforms for information sharing and more details

2. Information to be shared to both students and parents/guardians

3. More engagement from private universities and the private sector

4. More and earlier major and career counseling and especially at 

private schools

5. Private universities should help promote women in STEM.

6. More engagement for private firms

7. Promote more STEM activities in provinces

8. Equity for gender equality

9. Establish quality and affordable childcare facilities



Thank you for your attention!
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