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Abstract 

 
Cambodia has been a significant origin country for migration since the 2000s. This 

is because it exhibits a distinct migration pattern characterized by robust south-

south migration flows and a notable rural to urban migration trend. This study 

analyzed the migration factors underlying both domestic and international 

migration patterns in Cambodia. The data were obtained from a comprehensive 

survey conducted among a sample population. Various variables, including age, 

gender, education level, marital status, rural origin, wealth, and second language 

proficiency were investigated in order to assess their impact on migration decision-

making. The findings highlight several key migration factors influencing 

Cambodian migration. Age, education level, second language ability, wealth, 

home-town origin and marital status all emerge as significant determinants. 

Remarkably, however, gender does not exert a substantial influence on either 

domestic or international migration patterns, deviating from the common trend of 

feminization observed in numerous migration contexts.  

 

Keyword : Cambodia, International Migration, Domestic Migration, Migration 

Theory, Migration Factors 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 

 

1.1. Study Background 

In this globalization era, individuals are free to move freely across diverse 

urban centers and international landscapes, embracing the inherent liberty to 

choose their desired geographic transitions. This growing mobility trend 

exemplifies the expanding horizons and opportunities available to people. 

Migration carries significant social and economic implications for both the 

countries of origin and the destination communities. Thus, understanding the 

dynamics of migration is crucial to policymakers, international organizations, and 

researchers to navigate the challenges and hardships of embracing immigrants in 

societies.  

There are around 281 million international migrants in the world in 2020. 

However, more domestic migrations are happening in the world. It is crucial to 

emphasize that only a small fraction of the global population falls into this category, 

highlighting the fact that the majority of people still primarily reside in their 

country of origin. Most people do not migrate across borders; much larger numbers 

migrate within countries, with the most recent estimate of 740 million people as of 

2009 (IOM, 2021; UNDP, 2009). One of the large migrations happens in Asia; they 

send people to other countries. The motivation for emigrants can vary from 

working and studying to marrying, but the key motivation is that people are 

looking for several ways to seek a better quality of life for themselves and their 

descendants.  
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Cambodia has exhibited a consistent migration pattern. Since 1960, the net 

migration① trend has been observing a negative trend with notable fluctuations. 

However, after 2000, Cambodia has experienced a consistent negative net 

migration trend. This applies not only to international migration but also to internal 

migration. Domestic movement among Cambodians remains significant amount.  

The unique international migration pattern of Cambodia is that the majority of 

migration occurs within the Southeast Asia region, mainly in Thailand. Moreover, 

more people migrate to less developed regions rather than developed regions. 

Therefore, South-South migration prevails in Cambodia. This differs from 

neighboring countries like the Philippines, where the majority of people migrate to 

developed countries like the United States or the United Arab Emirates (UNDESA, 

2020). Cambodia's migration patterns present distinct characteristics compared to 

its neighboring countries.  

The economic benefits of migration for Cambodia are significant and should 

not be overlooked. The remittances received from migrant workers constitute a 

substantial portion of the country's Gross Domestic Product (GDP). This 

underscores the vital role that remittances play in contributing to Cambodia's 

economic growth and stability. Cambodia has experienced a notable upward 

trajectory in personal remittances since 2009, with a minor setback during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, there has been a robust resurgence in 

remittances from Cambodian migrant workers. According to a report by Khmer 

Times, the remittances from Cambodian migrant workers escalated from $1.15 

billion in 2021 to $1.25 billion in 2022, positioning them as the third highest 

 
① Definition of net migration by the World Bank is “the number of immigrants minus the 

number of emigrants, including citizens and noncitizens.” 
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among ASEAN countries in terms of their contribution to the national GDP, 

surpassed only by the Philippines and Vietnam (World Bank Open Data, 2023; 

Mathew, 2023).    

The phenomenon of migration is not limited to international movement alone, 

as domestic migration is also occurring at a significant rate in Cambodia. In 2013, 

approximately 4.1 million individuals, which accounted for nearly a quarter of the 

Cambodian population, went through internal migration, which surpasses the 

number of international migration (UNESCO, 2018). The reason for domestic 

migration can vary from encompassing factors such as employment opportunities, 

educational pursuits, and familial considerations. One indicator from the World 

Bank can be an increase in urban population. Cambodia's urban population has 

spiked since 1980 until now. Another important indicator to consider is the 

occurrence of internal displacement cases within Cambodia. Although the number 

of individuals internally displaced due to various disasters exhibits some 

fluctuations, the period spanning from 2009 to 2020 reveals an average of 6.8 

thousand people relocating to their hometowns due to displacement (World Bank 

Data, 2022).  

Cambodia still has a highly rural and agrarian society; approximately 75% of 

people lived in rural areas in 2021. Furthermore, as of 2012, about 67% of 

employment is concentrated in the primary sector, emphasizing the significance of 

agriculture and related activities in the country's economy (World Bank Data, 2022; 

UNESCO, 2018).  

Moreover, according to the Policy on Labor Migration for Cambodia 2019-

2023 (2018), Cambodia faces a lower proportion of its population within the 

working-age group in comparison to neighboring countries like Thailand and 
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Vietnam. However, the nation is currently experiencing the early stages of the 

demographic dividend, characterized by a youthful population and a high fertility 

rate. This demographic trend is projected to continue until 2045, while other 

countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, and Vietnam have already 

reached their peak working-age population and are now witnessing a gradual 

decline. As a result, expectations point to a potential ongoing trend of migration for 

both the domestic and international job market. Within Cambodia's labor market, 

disparities between urban and rural areas create an imbalance between labor supply 

and demand. The existing inadequacy of employment interaction services and 

information distribution channels hinders effective connections between job 

seekers and available recruitment opportunities. In response to these prevailing 

trends and circumstances, labor migration has emerged as an inevitable and vital 

strategy for Cambodia's sustainable economic growth and efficient human resource 

development. Recognizing this, the Cambodian government has formulated 

policies to harness the potential of labor migration as a means to drive broader 

social and economic development in the country. Consequently, the significance of 

investigating migration factors lies in its alignment with governmental efforts to 

address the intricacies of population structure within Cambodia. 

Thus, the key to motivating migration in Cambodia can vary, the pursuit of 

better employment opportunities, higher wages, and improved living standards 

stands as a driving force behind Cambodian migration. They are driven by the 

desire to escape poverty, unemployment, or underemployment in their home 

regions. The attraction of new jobs within the urban sector holds particular appeal, 

as it presents the possibility of attaining a higher income compared to rural areas, 
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aligning with the principles of the Todaro model, which emphasizes income 

differentials as a key determinant of migration decisions. 

 

 

1.2. Purpose of Research 

Numerous studies have explored the factors that motivate individuals to 

choose migration, encompassing economic benefits, opportunities for a better 

quality of life, access to education, political considerations, religious reasons, and 

various other determinants. Despite migration's crucial importance in Cambodia, 

proved by its received remittances and the government's efforts to enforce 

migration policies, there are relatively limited abilities of actual data-driven studies 

that distract a comprehensive understanding of the drivers behind migration 

decisions in comparison to neighboring countries like the Philippines, Indonesia, or 

Vietnam.  

Thus, to address this gap, this paper seeks to find the actual factors that impact 

Cambodian's decision to migrate internationally and domestically. To achieve this 

objective, two regression models have been constructed, including various 

variables based on the Living Standards Measurement Study done from 2019 to 

2020 by the Cambodia National Institute of Statistics (Cambodia National Institute 

of Statistics, 2021). Based on the regression model, this paper will find a 

correlation between the independent variables: gender, marital status, education 

level, age, origin, wealth, and language ability. The first model seeks to analyze the 

impact of domestic migration, and the second model seeks to analyze the impact of 

international migration. Through this analysis, this study endeavors to find 

correlations between the aforementioned independent variables and migration 
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patterns. By explaining the causal factors behind Cambodian migration patterns, 

this study will allow a comprehensive understanding of the determinants of 

migration decision-making in the context of Cambodia. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 

 

2.1 . Historical Background of Cambodia Migration 

Examining the modern history of Cambodia from 1975 to 1979 under the 

Khmer Rouge regime provides valuable insights into the migration dynamics 

within the country. Khmer Rouge is a radical communist party that aims to follow 

the vision of a classless society based on an agrarian economy. Cambodia 

underwent a tragic ordeal, represented by notorious "Killing fields," in which the 

Khmer Rouge regime perpetrated a brutal massacre, massive genocide, forced 

migration, and forced labor on collective farms in Cambodia. The devastating 

consequences of the Khmer Rouge regime led to the loss of an estimated 7.9 

million lives in Cambodia. This resulted in Cambodia's demographic changes in 

many ways (Chan, 2015; Walque, 2004; Holocaust Memorial Day Trust, 2023). 

The Khmer Rouge regime caused massive domestic and international 

migration. Khmer Rouge targeted urban dwellers, particularly those residing in 

Phnom Penh, compelling them to relocate forcefully to labor camps in rural areas 

with the aim of bolstering rice production (Iwanowsky and Madestam, 2016). 

Furthermore, the number of international refugees increased during the Khmer 

Rouge due to the regime's systematic execution of intellectuals, urban residents, 

monks, and their families. These widespread killings prompted many individuals to 

seek refuge outside the country, predominantly in nations such as the United States 

and Thailand. Moreover, the genocidal acts perpetrated against minority ethnic 

groups, such as the Cham, served as a driving force for international migration 

(Zimmer et al., 2006; Chan, 2015).  
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In the aftermath of the Khmer Rouge regime, an anticipated outcome is the 

repatriation of individuals or subsequent generations who were forcefully relocated 

to rural areas as they gradually returned to urban centers. Additionally, there is an 

influx of individuals who are returning from overseas locations. 

 

 

2.2. Migration Theories  

To understand what motivates people to move outside of where they were 

born, the concept of migration theories has been studied by various scholars for 

several decades. In an earlier stage, Lee's (1966) migration theory introduced the 

push and pull factors of migration. He did not distinguish between international 

and domestic migration, and thus, there were no restrictions on the distance of the 

move. In Lee's article, Lee suggested that every act of migration involved the 

factors associated with the area of origin, factors associated with the area of 

destination, intervening obstacles, and personal factors. The migration could be the 

result of the comparison between factors of origin and destination, regarding 

obstacles such as cost of transportation, households, and personal factors like 

intelligence, sensitivities, awareness of an individual's situation in origin, and 

knowledge of the situation in the destination. Lee also mentioned that migration 

tends to happen when there are plus factors at the destination that tends to be 

positive, meaning perceived opportunities in the destination is higher with more 

advantage. Or, if there are dominant minus factors in origin, then individuals will 

choose to migrate, such as individuals who failed economically or socially.  

Piore offered an economic perspective on international migration, focusing on 

the dual labor market theory. He highlighted the contrasting industrial structure 
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between capitalist and third-world countries, represented by the existence of 

primary and secondary (third-world) labor markets. The former provides favorable 

working conditions, secure employment, and relatively high wages, while the latter 

offers insecure, poor working conditions, low-paying jobs, low possibility of 

advancement, and informal work. Due to this labor structure, Piore contended that 

a significant proportion of migrant workers tend to gravitate towards opportunities 

within the secondary labor market. Moreover, both individual migrants and 

governmental recruitment agencies tend to exploit the seemingly limitless reservoir 

of labor from underdeveloped nations to fulfill labor demands in developed 

economies. Despite the challenging conditions in the secondary labor market, 

individuals still choose to embark on the migration journey, primarily driven by the 

economic motive of augmenting their income to support their families back home. 

Piore emphasized that many migrants initially perceive their migration as a 

temporary movement aimed at attaining economic objectives before eventually 

returning to their countries of origin. Thus, he coined the term "target earners" to 

characterize migrant workers, signifying their intent to work diligently to achieve 

specific economic goals and subsequently repatriate to their home countries. Hence, 

if migrants establish permanent residency, it can be construed as an outcome of 

failed migration intentions. (Licht, 1981; Osberg, 1982; Alonso, 1981).  

Massey's (1990) cumulative causation migration theory underscores the 

significance of social and economic structural changes as drivers of migration. He 

argued that individual migration is facilitated and intensified by the establishment 

of migrant networks based on social ties, such as kinship, friendship, and shared 

origin. The formation of migrant networks leads to cumulative causation in 

migration, as each new migrant lowers the migration costs for a specific group of 
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non-migrants. Subsequently, this cycle continues, with more network ties forming 

and inducing additional individuals to migrate. The presence of migrant networks 

mitigates the risks and uncertainties related to the economic well-being of new 

migrants. Consequently, migration emerges as a complex social and economic 

phenomenon that revolves around the formation and expansion of networks. These 

migrant networks serve as crucial social institutions that facilitate the connection 

between sending and receiving societies, thereby generating economic benefits for 

households due to sustained earning differentials. As migration persists, it 

gradually reshapes the social context governing the costs and benefits of migration; 

thus, the arrival of each new migrant not only reduces migration costs for a distinct 

group of non-migrants but also encourages their international movement, 

consequently reducing costs for yet another set of individuals. The tenacity and 

self-sustaining nature of these migrant networks, irrespective of social and 

economic fluctuations, imbue international migration with a robust endogenous 

momentum (Massey, 1990; Massey and España, 1987). 

De Haas (2021) undertook an innovative approach to unify various migration 

theories into a cohesive framework known as the aspirations-capabilities 

framework. He introduced two central concepts: migration aspirations and 

migration capabilities. Aspirations are an individual's general life aspirations and 

perceived potential destinations' opportunity structures, encompassing factors like 

education, culture, information, and images to which people are exposed. 

Capabilities refer to the individual's ability to realize positive liberties, such as 

income and education, as well as negative liberties, including human rights, 

migration policies, and the obstacles they face. The interplay between aspirations 

and capabilities significantly influences individuals' decisions to migrate. By 
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considering both social and economic circumstances, De Haas emphasized a 

comprehensive approach to understanding migration motivations, moving beyond 

the traditional focus on single push and pull factors. 

Through an extensive examination of migration theories proposed by diverse 

scholars, it becomes evident that the determinants of migration are intricate and 

encompass a comprehensive interplay of economic and social dimensions. 

Economic factors, such as disparities in income between the origin and destination 

regions and the availability of employment opportunities to sustain households, 

play pivotal roles in migration decisions. Concurrently, social factors present a 

multifarious landscape, encompassing individual aspirations for improved 

education, living standards, favorable migration policies, and the influence of 

migrant networks. 

 

 

2.2.1. Cambodia Migration Rational based on Todaro Model  

Within the context of migration theories explored, this paper would highlight 

Todaro's migration theory as it presents a comprehensive framework encompassing 

both economic and social aspects relevant to rural-urban migration in developing 

countries. The model's incorporation of costs and benefits, specifically considering 

economic disparities, such as higher wages and improved job prospects in 

destination areas, are significant catalysts driving migration decisions. Moreover, 

by expanding this model to encompass the full spectrum of relevant economic 

factors, a more nuanced understanding of migration dynamics is facilitated, 

allowing for seamless integration of social factors such as educational aspirations, 

anticipated living standards, expenses associated with destination adaptation, and 
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other pertinent considerations.  

The Todaro migration model is a prominent theoretical framework that 

explains the decision-making process underlying an individual's migration from 

rural to urban areas. The model assumes that individuals engage in rational 

decision-making, considering the anticipated costs and benefits of migration. 

Todaro (1969) explained the rural-to-urban migration by the disparities in 

labor opportunities between rural and urban areas. Rural residents are motivated to 

move to urban centers due to the expectation of attaining higher wages in the urban 

labor sector. As per Todaro's analysis, workers tend to migrate from low-

productivity rural jobs to higher-productivity modern industrial jobs in urban areas. 

Todaro viewed rural-urban migration as a two-step phenomenon. The initial stage 

involves rural workers seeking employment or experiencing periods of 

unemployment, while the subsequent stage encompasses the eventual acquisition of 

more permanent urban industrial jobs. Within the Todaro Model, rural workers 

decide to migrate when there exists an 'expected' real income differential and a 

probability of securing employment in the urban sector. This interplay of wage 

differentials and employment opportunities influences migration decisions, 

determining the feasibility of migration from rural to urban areas. 

 According to Todaro's initial assumption, during the early stages of 

industrialization, the majority of the population resided in rural areas. As the 

process of industrialization advanced, there was a greater likelihood of securing an 

industrial job and experiencing relatively lower rates of unemployment. Thus, the 

rural-urban migration provoked urban labor growth from the migration of rural 

labors. As industrialization matured, it is inevitable that, at some point, the urban 

industrial sector will reach a state of stability and require fewer employees than 
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before, leading to a deceleration in the growth of the urban labor force. In the event 

that the proportion of urban industrial jobs exceeds the natural rate of urban 

population growth due to anticipated real income growth in the urban sector, this 

may motivate rural-urban migration (Todaro, 1969). 

Harris and Todaro (1970) introduced the Harris-Todaro migration model in an 

extension of Todaro's model. The Harris-Todaro migration model provides a 

theoretical framework that accounts for the impact of urban wage disparities and 

rural-urban migration on the equilibrium of the labor market. This model posits that 

rural-urban migration is likely to occur when the expected urban wage surpasses 

the anticipated rural wage while also considering the likelihood of obtaining 

employment in urban areas and the costs related to migration. Moreover, this 

model can expand to include international migration. In the context of international 

migration, individuals may choose to migrate when the expected wage differential 

between their home country and the destination country exceeds the migration 

costs. Factors influencing the expected wage differential include disparities in labor 

productivity, technology, human capital, as well as government policies and 

regulations.  

The present study endeavors to investigate the applicability of both the Todaro 

Model and the Harris-Todaro Model within the context of Cambodia. It postulates 

that individuals may decide to migrate to another country if they perceive that the 

benefits of higher wages and improved living standards outweigh the costs 

associated with leaving their homeland and adapting to a new culture and 

environment. Subsequently, the application of the Harris-Todaro migration model 

within the Cambodian context assumes paramount importance in comprehending 

the drivers of rural-urban migration. By specifically considering wage differentials 
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between rural and urban areas, I can effectively identify the factors that motivate 

individuals to migrate from rural to urban regions. The model can also be applied 

to explain the driving forces behind internal migration from rural to urban areas. 

For instance, individuals may be enticed to migrate to urban centers if they 

perceive that the advantages of urban living, such as enhanced access to education, 

healthcare, and higher wages, outweigh the costs associated with migration, 

encompassing financial and social expenditures incurred in relocating to a new 

place. 

Furthermore, the Harris-Todaro migration model bears applicability to the 

case of Cambodia's international migration. International migration from Cambodia 

may be incentivized by wage disparities between Cambodia and destination 

countries, in addition to other factors such as political instability or limited job 

prospects. The model posits that individuals will only embark on migration if the 

anticipated benefits, including higher wages and improved living standards, surpass 

migration costs, comprising financial outlays, social ramifications, and the 

potential risk of unemployment in the destination country. 

Overall, the integration of the Todaro Model and the Harris-Todaro Model in 

the context of Cambodia augments the comprehensive analysis of migration 

determinants, encompassing both international and internal migration patterns. As 

outlined in Chapter 3, this study will proceed to empirically examine the factors 

influencing migration by conducting regression analyses on Cambodia's migration 

data. 
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2.3. South-South Migration  

Hujo and Piper's (2007) study emphasizes the importance of South-South 

migration. Most of the previous studies showed individuals belonging to the most 

impoverished strata of society manifest comparatively diminished proclivity for 

engaging in international migration in contrast to those endowed with greater 

material and financial assets. This statement is usually based on South-North 

migration, which is questioned in the case of South-South migration. Many 

researches proved that South-South migration differs from South-North migration. 

Notably, in developing regions like East Asia and the Pacific, Latin America and 

the Caribbean, and the Middle East and North Africa, South-South migration flows 

tend to surpass South-North migration flows. This phenomenon can be explained 

by the relative advantages offered by South-South migration, including shorter 

distances between origin and destination countries, which reduces transportation 

costs, the presence of established networks based on ethnicity and communities, 

and middle-income countries attracting migrants from neighboring low-income 

countries. These factors make South-South migration a more viable and attractive 

option for individuals seeking better economic opportunities. 

Similarly, Pholphirul (2018) provided similar migration factors using a case of 

South-South migration in ASEAN countries. Within ASEAN, there is significant 

intra-region labor migration, with migrant-recipient countries like Thailand and 

Malaysia and sending countries like Cambodia, Philippines, and Indonesia. 

Pholphirul highlighted economic factors as key drivers of labor migration, whereby 

individuals move from countries with relatively low economic growth and wages 

to those with higher economic growth and wages. Additionally, labor migration 
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also addresses the disparities between countries with high unemployment or excess 

labor supply and those with low unemployment, as migrants fill the labor demands 

in sectors experiencing a shortage of skilled workers. He also mentioned social 

factors as major migrant-receiving countries like Thailand becoming more towards 

aging societies and a shift from an agricultural-based economy to one centered on 

manufacturing and services can attract migrants. The migration dynamics within 

ASEAN contribute to a win-win scenario for both recipient and sending countries, 

fostering sustainable economic growth for the region as a whole. 

Bylander (2017) found that the international migration pattern in Cambodia 

formed based on the poorest and middle of income households, which was the way 

to upward mobility in rural areas. In his research, he examined the pattern of the 

poorest Cambodians moving to Thailand in usually undocumented and informal 

ways. In this case, he found that the cost of migration to Thailand is low, makes it 

easier for Cambodians to migrate undocumented, and the migration network in 

Thailand is strong. The middle of the income migrants tend to move to Malaysia 

more for official jobs. This suggested to the poorest Cambodians that migration to 

Thailand is a rational strategy. This suggested that family connection, location of 

the destination, and wealth status of immigrants can affect the decision-making 

process of international migration. 

 

 

2.4. Feminization of Migration  

There has been a recognition trend of females in the global migration pattern, 

especially significant in Asia, where an increasing number of women are migrating 

internationally for work and other reasons. This phenomenon has garnered 
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recognition and attention due to its notable departure from historical migration 

patterns, which were predominantly male-dominated. 

 Marinucci (2007) explained the "Feminization of migration" has gained 

popularity in recent years, reflecting the changing roles and increasing number of 

female migrants. Women are no longer seen as passive agents in the migration 

process, but as active participants, they are moving across the world. There are pros 

and cons about female migration. More women are now migrating, either 

independently or as part of family units, in search of better opportunities and 

improved living conditions. This trend challenges traditional gender roles and 

highlights women's agency in decision-making regarding migration. However, 

women's migration experiences may differ from those of men, and their 

participation in international migration can lead to solidify traditional gender roles 

and identities. Also, female migrants often face vulnerabilities, including 

exploitation, abuse, and discrimination.  

Brooks and Simpson (2012) also highlighted Southeast Asia as a significant 

center for the feminization of migration, particularly in the context of low-end jobs 

and the domestic work sector. Growing demand for service employment in 

neighboring Asian countries has led to a transformation in female labor in the 

traditional working sector for women to enter the service workforce. The key 

factors driving female migration are mainly monetary benefits, also including 

escaping from domestic violence or accessing better living conditions.   

Hence, in Chapter 3, the study explores the gender and marital status of 

individuals to find the relationship with migration.  
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Chapter 3. Research Objective and Methodology 
 

 

3.1 . Research Objective   

This research study investigates the underlying migration factors driving both 

domestic and international migration in Cambodia. Specifically, the study aims to 

examine the impact of gender, marital status, age, second language proficiency, 

rural origin, and wealth on individuals' decision-making process regarding 

migration. By analyzing the interplay of these variables, the study seeks to enhance 

our insights into the determinants that shape migration patterns in Cambodia. 

 

 

3.2 . Data Analysis 

The study uses a regression method with variables to see relations between the 

variables. This study uses Living Standards Measurement Study – Plus Survey 

2019-2020 data from the World Bank, done by the Cambodia National Institute of 

Statistics (NIS). This survey attempted to conduct private interviews with all the 

adult household members (aged 18 and older) in each sampled household as part of 

a nationally representative survey sample.  

This dataset is based on conducted interviews, thus many of them are simple 

yes and no question bases or simple answers with range. In order to conduct the 

regression analysis, it is necessary to reformat the variables by assigning 

abbreviations and creating new variable representations. The rationale behind this 

process is outlined in Table 1 below. 
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Table 1. Explanation of Variables 

Type of 

Variable 

Variables Abbreviation Explanation 

Dependent 

variables 

International 

Migration  

To examine international migration patterns. 

1= Yes, 2=No 

Domestic 

Migration  

To examine Domestic migration patterns. 

1= Yes, 2=No 

Independent 

variables 

Female  

To examine gender determinants of the migration 

pattern.  

0=Male 1=Female   

Age 
To examine whether younger/older status has an 

impact on migration pattern.  

Marital Status  

To examine whether marital status have an impact 

on migration pattern.  

1= Married/Living Together 

2=Divorced/Separated 

3= Widowed 

4=Never Married 

Rural Origin  

To examine rural origin has an impact on 

migration pattern. 

1=Urban, 2=Rural  

Wealth 

(Electricity) 

To examine wealth condition has impact on 

migration patterns.  

* Electricity spending amount per month is used 

as a proxy for household income or expenditure in 

this research, assuming that higher electricity 

payments are related to household wealth. 

Second 

Language 

(Language 

Speaking 

other than 

Khmer) 

To examine other language usage have an impact 

on migration patterns. 

0 = No, 1 = Yes 

Education 

Level  

To examine education level (school year) has 

impact on migration patterns 

Source: Table created by the author based on data from Cambodia National 

Institute of Statistics 

 

Due to this characteristic of database, this study only provides the mean and 

standard deviation, and exclude minimum and maximum values.  
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Dependent Variables 

 Obs Mean Std. Dev. 
Percentage 

(%) of 1=Yes 

Percentage 

(%) of 

2=No 

Domestic 

Migration 
3,931 0.131 0.338 13.13 86.87 

International 

Migration 
3,931 0.088 0.283 8.78 91.22 

 

The data above summarize the dependent variables associated with 

Cambodians’ migration patterns. Specifically, the mean value of 0.088 indicates 

that the majority of the interviewees have not engaged in international migration. 

This is further supported by a standard deviation of 0.283, showing a moderate 

degree of variability in international migration experiences among the sample. 

Likewise, for domestic migration, a mean of 0.131 reveals that the majority of 

interviewees had not engaged in internal migration. Nevertheless, even though the 

sample is small, I utilized the migration data to determine what motivates people to 

migrate.  

The survey data reveal that 13.13 percent of the interview participants 

reported engaging in domestic migration, while 8.78 percent reported engaging in 

international migration. These figures highlight a significant prevalence of 

migration within the sample. Furthermore, when considering average migration 

prevalence among the interviewees, which stands at approximately 11 percent, it is 

evident that a substantial portion of the Cambodian population has experienced 

some form of migration. Extrapolating these findings to the wider population 

indicates that a substantial proportion of individuals have undergone migration in 
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Cambodia. 

 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables 

 Obs Mean Std. Dev. 

Female 6,351 0.520 0.5 

Age 6,351 29.107 20.757 

Age2 6,351 1277.994 1523.916 

Marital Status 4,559 1.961 1.325 

Rural Origin 6,351 0.701 0.458 

Electricity 6,351 42850.26 80577.32 

Second Language 6,135 0.174 0.379 

School Years 4,898 6.072 3.693 

 

Among the independent variables examined, gender status shows that 

approximately 52 percent of participants are classified as female, whereas a 

standard deviation of 0.5 reveals a moderate level of variability in the gender 

composition of the sample. The age variable indicates that the most prevalent age 

at which individuals experienced migration was around 29.1 years. Regarding 

marital status, the mean value does not hold substantial interpretive significance 

due to the categorical nature of the responses which ranged from 1 to 4; 

furthermore, examination of the frequency distribution shows that the majority of 

respondents reported being either married or single. The mean value of 0.70 for the 

origin variable reveals that the majority of interviews are from rural rather than 

urban areas. This underscores the significance of rural to urban migration as a 

prevailing trend within the data set. Electricity usage shows that few interviewees 

are from prestigious or high-status backgrounds, as evidenced by the relatively low 
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mean value. Second language ability exhibits a mean value of 0.174, indicating that 

few individuals speak a second language. The mean value of 6.072 for school years 

suggests that not many highly educated people choose to migrate.  

 

 

3.3. Research Methodology 

There are two models in this study. The first model (Model 1) uses domestic 

migration as its dependent variable. The independent variable of Model 1 is female, 

age, age2 (which allows for the examination of non-linear effects of age on 

migration), rural origin, second language proficiency, education, and wealth.  

Model 1.  

 

 

The second model (Model 2) uses international migration as its dependent 

variable and same independent variable as Model 1.  

Model 2 
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Chapter 4. Regression Result and Implications 

 

 

4.1. Regression Result and Findings  

Table 4 presents the results of the regressions. The analysis of the regression 

results provides valuable insights into the factors influencing domestic and 

international migration in the given dataset. By examining the coefficients and 

associated p-values, I can better understand the relationships between various 

independent variables and the two types of migration.  
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Table 4. Regression Analysis of Domestic and International Migration  

Dependent variables Domestic Migration 
International 

Migration 

Independent Variables 1 2 

Age 0.068** 0.171*** 

 (2.29) (3.84) 

Age ² -0.001*** -0.003*** 

 (-3.32) (-4.84) 

School Years -0.079*** -0.168*** 

 (-4.01) (-6.98) 

Language -0.331* 0.927*** 

 (-1.83) (5.25) 

Rural 0.241* 0.259 

 (1.69) (1.48) 

Electricity -0.266*** -0.230*** 

 (-3.73) (-2.66) 

Female -0.262 -0.677 

 (-0.87) (-1.51) 

Male married/living together 0.233 0.529* 

 (1.01) (1.83) 

Male divorced/separated 0.368 1.468** 

 (0.60) (2.43) 

Male widowed 0.691 2.466*** 

 (1.00) (3.37) 

Female married/living 

together 
-0.535 -0.257 

 (-1.61) (-0.53) 

Female divorced/separated 0.199 -0.748 

 (0.27) (-0.91) 

Female widowed -1.023 -2.337** 

 (-1.28) (-2.43) 

Constant 0.622 -1.660 

 (0.69) (-1.40) 

Observations 2,716 2,716 

t statistics in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Based on the regression results, several variables exerted statistically 

significant effects on both domestic and international migration within the context 

of Cambodia.  

Firstly, with respect to age, for domestic migration, the coefficient for age is 
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0.068 with a t-statistic of 2.29. This suggests a positive relationship between age 

and domestic migration, with a p-value of 0.017. This implies that as individuals 

grow older, their likelihood of engaging in domestic migration increases. Similarly, 

with international migration, the coefficient for age is 0.171 with a t-statistic of 

3.84. This shows a significant positive relationship between age and international 

migration (p < 0.001). For both domestic and international migration, the positive 

coefficients imply that as individuals get older, their likelihood of engaging in 

migration increases. 

Moreover, the negative coefficients for the age-squared (age²) variable in 

domestic and international migration indicate a curvilinear relationship between 

age and migration. This suggests that as the squared value of age increases, the 

likelihood of engaging in domestic migration decreases. Both domestic and 

international migration reveal highly significant negative coefficients (p < 0.001), 

suggesting the same result with respect to age.  

School years, representing educational level, significantly but negatively 

affect domestic and international migration. The negative coefficient suggests that 

as the number of school years increases, individuals are less likely to undertake 

migration. The significant p-value further strengthens the evidence for the 

relationship between education level and domestic and international migration. 

The variable of language, which reflects languages spoken (other than 

Khmer) significantly and positively has an impact on international migration. The 

coefficient is -0.331, suggesting a negative relationship between language 

proficiency and domestic migration. However, the coefficient is not statistically 

significant. For international migration, the coefficient for language is 0.927 with a 

t-statistic of 5.25. This indicates a positive and significant relationship between 
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language proficiency and international migration. This suggests that individuals 

with higher language proficiency are more likely to engage in international 

migration. These findings imply that language plays a more significant role in 

influencing international migration than domestic migration in Cambodia, and that 

individuals who speak other languages are more likely to migrate internationally.  

The rural variable shows that in the context of domestic migration the 

coefficient is 0.241 with a t-statistic of 1.69. This suggests a positive relationship 

between residing in a rural area and domestic migration. However, the coefficient 

is not statistically significant at the conventional level. Thus, there is insufficient 

evidence to conclude that rural origin has a significant effect on domestic migration 

within Cambodia. Similarly, in the context of international migration, the 

coefficient for rural is estimated to be 0.259. Again, this is not statistically 

significant at the conventional level. Nevertheless, this reveals a positive 

association between rural residence and both domestic and international migration. 

Rural origin does not have a significant impact on domestic or international 

migration in the context of Cambodia, but there is a slightly higher chance that 

individuals from rural origins will move domestically.  

The electricity variable shows that the coefficient is estimated to be -0.266 

with a t-statistic of -3.73. This suggests a highly significant, but negative 

relationship between access to electricity and domestic migration. This implies that 

households with access to electricity, which serves as a proxy for wealth, exhibit a 

reduced likelihood of migrating within the country. Similarly, the coefficient for 

electricity in the context of international migration is estimated to be -0.230, 

indicating a negative effect. This suggests that having access to electricity is 

negatively associated with both domestic and international migration. This implies 
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that wealthy individuals are less likely to engage in migration.  

The gender variable was not statistically significant for domestic or 

international migration. However, both results show a negative coefficient, 

suggesting a potential negative relationship between gender and migration.  

The marital status variable reveals important insights. For domestic 

migration, males’ marital status, which includes being married or living together 

(married/living together), being divorced or separated (divorced/separated) and 

being widowed (widowed) does not have a significant effect. However, for 

international migration, the coefficients and p-values for marital status yield 

different results. Being married or living together significantly and positively 

affects international migration, implying that such individuals are more likely to 

engage in international migration. Similarly, being divorced or separated and being 

widowed significantly and positively affect international migration. This suggests 

that divorced, separated or widowed individuals are more inclined to undertake 

international migration than those with other types of marital status. 

By contrast, female variables indicate insights into the relationship between 

marital status and migration decisions in both domestic and international contexts. 

For domestic migration, the coefficients for females who are married/living 

together, divorced/separated and widowed are -0.535, 0.199, and -1.023, 

respectively. However, none of these coefficients is statistically significant at 

conventional levels, showing that marital status alone does not play a significant 

role in influencing domestic migration decisions among females. However, for 

international migration, the coefficients for the same marital status categories 

exhibit different patterns. Being married/living together has a coefficient of -0.257, 

but this is not statistically significant. Being divorced/separated exerts a strong 
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negative effect on international migration with a coefficient of -0.748. However, 

being widowed also exerts a significant negative effect on international migration, 

with a coefficient of -2.337. The coefficients for female marital status variables 

reveal mixed associations with domestic and international migration. However, the 

statistical significance is limited, with only the coefficient for “female widowed” 

being significant for international migration. This implies that being widowed 

among females may have a stronger influence on international migration than on 

domestic migration.  

Based on the statistically significant coefficients (p-values < 0.001 or < 0.05), 

several variables are significant in relation to domestic and international migration 

decisions in Cambodia. 

For domestic migration, the significant variables are age, age squared (age²), 

education level, and wealth. These play a role in influencing an individual’s 

decision to migrate within the country. In the case of international migration, the 

significant variables are age squared (age²), education level, second language 

ability, and wealth.  

Marital status was also found to significantly impact international migration, 

but its effect differs between males and females. Among males, all marital status 

categories, including married, divorced/separated, and widowed indicate significant 

associations with international migration. Specifically, single males are more likely 

to engage in international migration (p < 0.001). 

Conversely, for females, both being married and single show a lower 

probability of participating in international migration. The coefficients for these 

categories are not statistically significant, suggesting that marital status alone does 

not strongly influence female international migration. However, significance is 
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observed for widowed females, indicating that the loss of a spouse may be 

associated with a higher likelihood of international migration. The findings 

highlight the gender-specific nature of the relationship between marital status and 

international migration. While marital status is influential for males, particularly in 

the case of being single, its impact on female international migration is less 

pronounced, except for females who have experienced the loss of a spouse. 

 

 

4.2. Implications 

Based on the results, I analyzed the factors that impact Cambodians’ migration 

decision-making based on the Todaro Model. Figure 1 depicts the migration 

decision-making process of individuals.  
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Figure 1. Schematic Framework for Analyzing Migration Decision-Making Process 

 

Source: Author recreated Figure based on Todaro, Michael, and Smith, Stephen. 2011. 

Economic Development 11th Edition, Prentice Hall. 

 

Age, education level, home-town origin and wealth can be considered push 

factors for migration decisions. Such factors refer to the conditions or 

circumstances in an individual’s place of origin that drive them to seek 

opportunities in domestic or international destinations. These create a compelling 

force that motivates individuals to leave their home towns to explore better 

prospects elsewhere. By understanding and analyzing these push factors, I can gain 

insights into the underlying dynamics of migration and the reasons behind 

individuals’ choices to pursue opportunities in different locations. 

Age can be seen as a push factor for both domestic and international migration. 
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As individuals grow older, they may face limited job prospects, economic 

constraints, or reduced opportunities for advancement, motivating them to migrate. 

Similarly, the negative effect of age squared suggests that as age increases, the push 

to migrate may decrease due to factors such as established social networks or 

family ties. 

Education level acts as a push factor, particularly for international migration. 

Higher levels of education provide individuals with better job prospects and socio-

economic opportunities in their home country, reducing the push to migrate in 

search of better conditions abroad. 

Individuals’ home-town origin can also affect the domestic migration decision-

making process. This can explain the rural to urban migration pattern in Cambodia.  

Access to electricity, which serves as a proxy for wealth, influences domestic 

and international migration decisions. The negative effect indicates that individuals 

living in households without access to electricity, which reflects lower socio-

economic status and limited development, are more likely to be forced to migrate 

within the country in search of better living conditions and economic opportunities. 

Notably, gender does not appear to be significant in the migration decision-

making process. However, a potential negative relationship is implied between 

gender (female) and both domestic and international migration. This shows that 

females may be less likely to engage in domestic migration than males. 

Marital status, specifically for males, plays a role in international migration 

decision-making. The significant coefficients suggest that being single is associated 

with a higher likelihood of engaging in international migration. This could be 

attributed to factors such as fewer family responsibilities, greater flexibility, or a 

stronger desire for economic opportunities abroad. However, for females, marital 
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status does not seem to have a significant impact on their migration decisions. The 

majority of females, regardless of marital status, exhibit a lower propensity for 

international migration. Notably, being widowed appears to be a significant factor 

in international migration, suggesting that their unique circumstances may 

contribute to their migration decisions.  

Moreover, according to the data set, the principal reasons interviewees gave for 

moving to a domestic living location were other family reasons, work, marriage, 

and their own studies. Thus, it is primarily matched with regression results other 

than marital status. 

Hence, individuals consider migration with respect to the above variables and 

other costs, including transportation costs, cost of living, social costs, and 

opportunity costs, with returns to migration. Through this cost and benefit decision-

making process, individuals evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of 

migration. This enables them to make informed choices based on their unique 

circumstances and aspirations.   

 

 

4.3. Further Discussion  

Despite research results suggesting that gender and female marital status may 

not have a significant impact on migration, female migration in Cambodia is on the 

rise. As shown in Figure 2, more than 50 percent of the international migrant 

population are women. Notably, Thailand stands as the primary destination for a 

large number of female migrants, highlighting the prevalence of the south-south 

migration of women in Cambodia (UNDESA, 2020). 
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Figure 2. Cambodia International migrant stock at mid-year, females 

(%)

 

Source: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 

Division (2020) 

 

Similar to international migration, female domestic migration is also dominant. 

An increasing number of Cambodian women are pursuing employment and 

educational opportunities in various locations, including Phnom Penh, and other 

urban and rural areas within Cambodia, and internationally. According to a report 

by the Cambodian Ministry of Planning in 2013, data from the Cambodian Rural-

Urban Migration Project (CRUMP) reveal a significant level of female migration. 

Among migrants to Phnom Penh, 56.9 percent are women, while the garment 

industry and tourism sector have become prominent employers of female migrants 

(Kingdom of Cambodia Ministry of Planning, 2013). A significant number of 
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female individuals undertake migratory movements to Phnom Penh, with the 

primary motive being the pursuit of viable employment prospects. The prevailing 

occupations of these migrant women are garment industry laborers, proprietors of 

small-scale enterprises, domestic service workers, as well as service and 

entertainment industry employees. It is worth noting that female migrants generally 

earn lower incomes compared with their male counterparts, except in the garment 

industry (UNFPA, 2012). Therefore, this result suggests that, unlike the above 

research, females have migrated more within Cambodia.  

The research shows that the migration patterns of women differ according to 

age groups. Younger women (aged 15-24) primarily migrate to urban areas for 

work, education, and marriage. Conversely, women aged 25-34 migrate for work 

and marriage, while those aged 35 and above mainly migrate for employment. This 

report highlights that a significant proportion of young, unmarried women with a 

moderate level of education choose to migrate to urban areas in Cambodia. By 

contrast, a higher number of men migrate to urban areas for educational purposes 

(UNFPA, 2012). 

This trend suggests that, on a larger scale, women are actively involved in 

migration processes and play a significant role in shaping migration patterns. 

Whilst the specific relationship between gender and migration may not be 

statistically significant in the analysis presented, it is crucial to acknowledge the 

influence of gender dynamics and factors that contribute to the feminization of 

migration such as employment and education opportunities, family reunification, as 

well as social and cultural factors. Further research and exploration of additional 

variables are necessary to gain a comprehensive understanding of the complex 

interplay between gender and migration dynamics, as more nuanced realities may 
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not be captured by the statistical results presented. 
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Chapter 5. Limitation of the Study 
 

 

Even though this study touched on determinants of migration decisions, some 

key limitations should be acknowledged.  

Firstly, the data used in this study solely consists of immigrants who were 

returning to their hometowns. This sample may not be representative of the entire 

population of migrants, as it excludes individuals who did not return to their 

hometowns or permanently settled in their destination countries. Consequently, the 

findings may not fully capture the experiences and motivations of all migrants. 

Also, since this data is collected on a sample population, it cannot represent the 

whole population.  

Secondly, the study's reliance on self-reported data may introduce limitations. 

Respondents' recall bias or social desirability bias could impact the accuracy and 

reliability of the reported information. 

Lastly, the data used in this research were collected within a specific time 

period, from 2019 to 2020. This temporal restriction may limit the generalizability 

of the findings, as migration patterns and motivations can vary over time. Future 

research should consider utilizing data from multiple time periods to capture 

temporal variations in migration trends. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

 

 

This study aimed to identify the factors that affect Cambodians' decisions to 

migrate internationally and domestically. Cambodia displays a unique pattern of 

south-south immigration from the poorest region; therefore, this study aimed to 

find related variables which affect individuals’ rational migration decisions. To 

achieve this, it examined migration patterns in Cambodia and identified several key 

factors that influence migration decisions. The findings indicate that age, education 

level, second language ability, wealth, home-town origin and marital status all play 

significant roles in shaping migration patterns in Cambodia. 

 Older individuals are motivated to migrate due to limited job prospects and 

economic constraints, which peak when they are in their late 20s, while higher 

education levels provide better opportunities within the country; thus, moderately 

educated individuals tend to move to another country to find work. Related to this, 

second language proficiency opens up more opportunities for international 

employment, also influencing international migration decisions. 

Wealth, as shown by access to electricity, significantly affects migration. 

Those living in households without electricity, which reflects lower socio-

economic status, are more likely to migrate to seek improved living quality and job 

opportunities. Additionally, home-town origin affects rural to urban migration 

within Cambodia, driving rural individuals to move to urban centers by providing 

modern jobs and infrastructure that offer them better life prospects. Marital status, 

particularly for males with respect to international migration, influences migration 

decisions as being single is associated with a greater propensity to migrate 
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국문초록 

 

캄보디아는 2000 년대 이후부터 꾸준히 국제 이주가 증가한 국가이며, 

국내 이주도 증가하고 있다. 특히, 캄보디아는 남-남(South-South) 

이주와 도시화에 따른 농촌에서부터 도시로의 이주 경향을 특징으로 

하는 뚜렷한 이주 패턴을 보인다.   

본 연구는 캄보디아의 국내 및 해외 이주 의사 결정에 미치는 주요 

요인을 분석하고자 한다. 이에 따라 연령, 성별, 교육 수준, 결혼 여부, 

출신지, 부의 척도, 제 2 외국어 구사 능력 등의 변수들을 조사하여, 

다양한 변수들이 이주 의사결정에 미치는 영향을 평가하였다. 이 연구에 

따르면 연령, 교육 수준, 제 2 외국어 능력, 부의 척도, 출신지, 결혼 

여부가 캄보디아인들이 이주를 결정하는 데 중요한 결정요인으로 

등장한다. 그러나, 성별은 캄보디아의 국내 및 국제 이주 패턴에 

통계적으로 유의미한 결과를 보이지 않아, 이주에 크게 영향을 미치지 

않는 것으로 파악되었고, 최근 많은 이주 사례에서 관찰되는 이주의 

여성화(feminization of migration)의 일반적인 추세에서 벗어난 결과라 

할 수 있다. 

 

주요어: 캄보디아, 해외 이주, 국내 이주, 이주 이론, 이주 추진 요인 
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