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Executive summary

This research on reintegrating Cambodia’s return migrants due to the Cambodian-Thai
border conflict aims to assess the economic and social impacts resulting from the mass
return of Cambodian migrant workers from Thailand. Specifically, it seeks to examine
how the sudden influx of returnees, estimated at more than half a million, affects local labour
markets, household incomes and livelihoods, and social cohesion. The research also examines
the extent to which returnees have successfully reintegrated into society and explores the
coping strategies adopted by returnees and their households to manage the economic and social
impacts of return.

The research analyses survey data collected from 852 returnees in Banteay Meanchey,
Battambang, Pursat, Siem Reap, Takeo, and Oddar Meanchey—provinces with some
of the largest number of returnees. The sampling approach was a stratified three-stage
sampling design in which villages were primary sampling units (PSUs), households were
secondary sampling units (SSUs), and returnees were tertiary sampling units (TSUs). Within
each selected PSU, a complete listing of households with returnees was compiled and used
as the sampling frame for household selection. Each returnee was then randomly selected per
sampled household. The target population were all individuals who had returned to Cambodia
from Thailand from May 2025, but before December 2025, and who were resident in Cambodia
at the time of the survey. Key subgroups of interest were gender (female vs male), age (youth
vs adult), employment status (employed or otherwise), and household livelihood (poor vs
non-poor). Data collection was conducted between 7 December 2025 and 14 January 2026.
Interviews were conducted both in person and by phone.

To examine the level of reintegration success, the research team constructed a
Reintegration Index (RI), calculated as a weighted average of four dimensions: economic,
social, psychological, and institutional reintegration. These dimensions were selected to
capture the multidimensional nature of reintegration, recognising that successful reintegration
extends beyond employment and income to include social inclusion, psychological well-being,
and access to services and institutional support. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was
used to derive dimension weights from the underlying correlation structure of the indicators.
For each dimension, a sub-index was first created by averaging standardised indicators, where
all variables were normalised to a 0—1 scale to ensure comparability. In other words, equal
weights were given to each indicator. Reintegration outcomes were grouped according to
predefined index thresholds: Poor (0.00-0.39), Vulnerable (0.40-0.59), Moderate (0.60—0.79),
and Successful (0.80—1.00).

Key findings

The level of reintegration was moderate, with an average RI score of 0.639. While most
returnees have re-established themselves within their communities, important vulnerabilities
persist, particularly in economic stability and institutional access. Male returnees experienced
slightly more successful reintegration outcomes than their female counterparts. Similarly,
younger returnees tended to adapt and reintegrate more effectively than older individuals. The
analysis found no significant differences in reintegration outcomes between returnees from
households with and without an Equity Card, nor between those from households with and
without members with disabilities.

Of the four dimensions of the reintegration outcomes, surveyed returnees were most
successful in social reintegration, with an average score of 0.910. This high score suggests
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that returnees generally experienced positive acceptance within their communities and were
able to re-establish social ties and a sense of belonging after returning. The findings indicate
that most returnees did not face discrimination or social exclusion as a result of their migration
experience.

Experiences of economic reintegration were moderate, with an average score of 0.609.
The findings suggest that, on balance, returnees were able to re-establish livelihoods and regain
a sense of economic stability to a reasonable extent, though important gaps remain. Moderate
economic reintegration among returnees was largely attributable to several challenges they
reported encountering after return.

* The first challenge is securing stable and decent employment. Despite about half of the
surveyed returnees being engaged in wage employment at the time of the survey, only 40
percent reported earning at least the monthly minimum wage of USD210. This gap suggests
that access to employment alone does not necessarily guarantee adequate or stable income.
Many returnees may be concentrated in informal, temporary, or low-productivity sectors
where wages are lower, and labour protections are weaker. Specifically, most employed
returnees reported being engaged in the manufacturing and construction sectors, accounting
for 40 percent and 38 percent, respectively. As a result, even those who are employed
may continue to face financial insecurity and difficulties in meeting their household needs.
In addition, both employed and unemployed returnees at the time of the survey reported
facing difficulties in seeking employment. The three most cited constraints were the lack of
information about available job opportunities, insufficient skills or qualifications required
for existing positions, and the limited availability of stable and secure jobs. Employment-
related fraud and exploitation was also cited.

* The second challenge is that employment opportunities are particularly limited in
returnees’ home provinces. As a result, many returnees are compelled to migrate internally
to larger cities and more economically dynamic provinces (e.g., Phnom Penh, Kampong
Speu, Preah Sihanouk) in search of better job prospects. This internal migration often
involves additional financial and social costs, including relocation expenses, separation from
family members, and the need to establish new social and professional networks. For some
returnees, this also represents a difficult adjustment after having returned with the expectation
of reintegrating into their home communities. The survey results further indicate geographic
differences in reintegration outcomes. For instance, Takeo recorded the highest RI score of
0.756 among the surveyed provinces. This relatively strong performance was largely driven
by higher levels of economic reintegration, particularly in terms of employment. As one of
the more economically active provinces, Takeo offers greater access to job opportunities,
especially in manufacturing and garment factories, which likely facilitated returnees’ ability
to re-enter the labour market and stabilise their livelihoods.

* The third challenge is the repayment of household debts. Seventy percent of returnees
reported having household debts. Following their return, reduced or unstable income has
made it difficult for households to meet their regular repayment obligations. Average income
earnings dropped by 37 percent to USD270 after returning. In addition, the loss or decline of
remittance income, combined with limited access to stable and adequately paid employment,
has further constrained their repayment capacity. As a result, some households may face
increased financial stress and risk of default. Approximately 83 percent of returnees reported
that their households found it either “very difficult” or “difficult” to meet loan repayment
schedules.

Life after Return: Understanding Reintegration Success and Pathways of Cambodia’s Return Migrants



The level of psychological reintegration was also moderate, with an average index score
of 0.653. A key factor contributing to this moderate score is the perception of livelihood
outcomes following return. Only 50 percent of returnees reported that their current livelihood
was either “unchanged” or “better” compared to their situation while working in Thailand.
This means that half of the surveyed returnees perceived a deterioration in their economic
conditions, which can significantly influence confidence, life satisfaction, and outlook. When
asked how hopeful they were in the future, 79 percent said they were either “somewhat” or
“very” hopeful.

Experiences with institutional reintegration was the least successful, with an average score
of 0.381. The low level was largely attributable to low access to training programmes, low
access to education among school-age children, and low access to social protection. Only 33
percent of the surveyed returnees reported being covered by any form of social protection, such
as the Equity Card, the National Social Security Fund (NSSF), or private insurance. In addition,
a similarly low proportion, around 30 percent of returnees with school-age children, reported
that their school-age children were currently enrolled in school. Only 5 percent of returnees
reported participating in training courses to upgrade their skills since returning. When asked
about their intention to participate in future training courses, 65 percent of surveyed returnees
expressed interest. In contrast, 23 percent reported that they were not interested in attending
training, while 12 percent were uncertain. Among those who indicated interests, vocational
training courses in agriculture and animal husbandry and vehicle and mechanical repairs
were the most frequently reported. It should also be noted that the types of training courses
differ significantly between male and female returnees. That is, female returnees were more
interested in training courses in agriculture and animal husbandry, beauty and personal care,
business, trade and sales, and food and beverage services, whereas male returnees indicated
interests in vehicle and mechanical repairs, agriculture and animal husbandry, and construction
and engineering.

Despite high levels of awareness about existing government support measures for
returnees, utilisation of the support remained relatively limited and uneven across
measures. The job-matching and placement call centre (1297) by the Ministry of Labour and
Vocational Training (MLVT) and the on-demand issuance of key administrative and legal
documents by the Ministry of Interior (MOI) were the most frequently accessed services
relative to loan restructuring and special conditions on new loans by commercial banks and
financial institutions.

Regarding returnees’ future career plans, the survey results indicate that the majority
intend to remain in Cambodia. Specifically, 32 percent of surveyed returnees reported plans to
work in their home province, while 33 percent expressed intentions to start their own businesses.
Only a small proportion indicated plans to migrate again. Approximately 3.2 percent reported
that they would return to Thailand for work, while 3.4 percent expressed intentions to migrate
to other destinations, particularly Japan and South Korea, which are often perceived as offering
better employment prospects and formal migration pathways. The most frequently cited reason
for intending to remain in Cambodia was the desire to stay close to family and home, reported
by 80 percent of returnees who planned to stay. In contrast, among those considering returning
to Thailand, the primary motivations were economic in nature, particularly the opportunity to
earn higher incomes and secure more stable employment.
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Regarding returnees’ needs for policy and programme support from the government and
development partners to facilitate reintegration, the most frequently expressed demand
was for access to short-term vocational training programmes. Returnees particularly
highlighted their interest in practical, skills-based courses in areas such as agriculture, agro-
processing, electrical and electronic trades, and food and hospitality services, combined with
a one-time cash grant of KHR400,000 to KHR500,000 (USD100-125). These sectors might
be viewed as offering viable pathways to employment or self-employment within their local
communities. In addition, a temporary pause on debt repayments was mentioned as a form
of support.

The survey results indicate that the level of reintegration among returnees from vulnerable
households, defined as those from households holding an Equity Card or households
with at least one member with disabilities, was moderate, with an average index score
of 0.642. Social reintegration was the most successful, whereas institutional reintegration was
the least successful. Economic and psychological reintegration was moderate. Returnees from
these vulnerable groups tended to face challenges similar to those observed among the broader
sample of returnees. Although more than half were engaged in wage employment or self-
employment at the time of the survey, overall employment levels declined following return.
This was accompanied by a substantial reduction in earnings, with average wages falling by
approximately 37 percent compared to pre-return levels. At the same time, financial pressures
remained significant. Around 70 percent of returnees from these groups reported that their
households had outstanding loans, and among them, 87 percent indicated that repayment would
be “difficult” or “very difficult.”

Recommendations

Short term

Itis necessary to preventemployment-related fraud and exploitation, particularly in construction.
This includes strengthening oversight and enforcement mechanisms to protect workers from
deceptive recruitment practices, false job promises, excessive recruitment fees, unpleasant
working conditions and environment, and other forms of labour exploitation. Preventive
measures should include stricter regulation and monitoring of recruitment agencies, clear and
accessible information for job seekers on their rights and legitimate employment channels,
and effective grievance and reporting mechanisms. Raising awareness among workers—
particularly returnees and vulnerable job seekers—about common forms of employment scams
and available support services is also essential to reduce their risk of exploitation and promote
safe, fair, and transparent employment practices.

» It is also crucial to expand and strengthen job-matching and placement services—such
as the existing call centre (1297) initiative by the MLVT—to better connect returnees
with available employment opportunities. The lack of information about job vacancies
was identified as one of the most common challenges in the job search process, indicating
significant gaps in labour market information flows. The job placement campaign should
be expanded by strengthening the engagement of local authorities to ensure a more
effective outreach approach, rather than relying primarily on social media postings. Clearly
identifying the roles and responsibilities of local authorities is essential for improving
social accountability and ensuring social capacity.

Life after Return: Understanding Reintegration Success and Pathways of Cambodia’s Return Migrants



* Expanding access to relevant skills development is critical to improving returnees’
employment prospects and supporting sustainable reintegration. Re-skilling and up-skilling
programmes should therefore be continued and expanded through accessible, short-term
vocational training courses. Priority training areas might include agriculture and animal
husbandry, beauty and personal care, business, trade and sales, food and beverage services,
vehicle maintenance and mechanical repairs, and construction and engineering.

* The high levels of household debts highlight the ongoing financial vulnerability of returnees
and their households. This debt burden places significant pressure on household finances
and may constrain their ability to meet essential needs, invest in productive activities, or
rebuild their livelihoods. Thus, it is important to consider targeted support measures, such
as debt restructuring or debt relief initiatives, to help ease immediate financial pressures.
Given that the government has introduced and implemented loan restructuring initiatives,
but awareness and utilisation of these services remain limited, there is a need to strengthen
communication and outreach efforts. Expanding the dissemination of information could
help ensure that returnees and their households are fully informed about available support.

Medium to long terms

* Given that most surveyed returnees relocated internally to larger and more economically
dynamic cities and provinces in search of better employment opportunities and considering
the suggestive evidence that reintegration outcomes vary significantly across geographic
locations, these patterns point to persistent regional disparities in access to jobs and
livelihood opportunities. These findings underscore the importance of promoting more
balanced local economic development and expanding decent job opportunities, particularly
in provinces with limited economic activity and fewer employment prospects. It is also
aligned with the findings suggesting that most returnees are oriented towards long-term
reintegration within Cambodia rather than pursuing further migration. Thus, strengthening
domestic employment opportunities, supporting micro and small business development,
and expanding access to finance and skills training—particularly in crop cultivation, animal
raising, and entrepreneurship skills—are crucial to help returnees achieve sustainable
livelihoods and reduce the need for future migration.

* Given the high levels of household debts and the low levels of savings observed among
returnees, strengthening financial literacy support can be an important complementary
intervention. Providing targeted training on debt management, budgeting, and savings
strategies could help returnees better manage their financial obligations and rebuild their
economic resilience after return.

* Increase targeted support for female returnees, particularly in the areas of job matching and
placement, as they are more likely than male returnees to be unemployed or outside the
labour force. In addition, providing access to finance and targeted skills training can support
female returnees in pursuing self-employment opportunities. Priority areas may include
food and beverages, crop cultivation, and animal raising. Promoting entrepreneurship and
flexible work arrangements is essential, as these options better accommodate women’s
caregiving responsibilities.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Context and rationale

The large-scale return of Cambodian migrant workers from Thailand following the 2025
Cambodian-Thai border conflict represents one of the most significant episodes of sudden
return migration in recent Cambodian history. More than 910,000 Cambodian migrants, about
9 percent of the total labour force, in Thailand returned within a short period, placing immediate
pressure on local labour markets, household livelihoods, and public services (MLVT 2025).

For many households, migration to Thailand had long served as a key livelihood strategy,
providing wage income and remittances that supported daily consumption, debt repayment,
education, and housing. The abrupt disruption of this migration corridor, therefore, raised
urgent concerns regarding income loss, rising indebtedness, unemployment, and the broader
social and economic stability of affected households and communities. For instance, HRW
(2025) highlighted that interviewed returnees faced joblessness, indebtedness, or even hunger.

Returnmigration, particularly wheninvoluntary or crisis-induced, presents complex reintegration
challenges. Reintegration is not limited to securing employment; it also encompasses social
acceptance, psychological well-being, access to public services, and institutional support.
While returnees may benefit from renewed proximity to family and community networks, they
may simultaneously face declining earnings, limited local job opportunities, and accumulated
household debt.

Despite the magnitude of the return, systematic empirical evidence on the reintegration
experiences of Cambodian returnees remains limited. Only a few studies—IOM (2025), HRW
(2025), and Central (2026)—have provided assessments of the phenomenon using quantitative
survey data. While these studies offer valuable early insights, their scope is often constrained.
In addition, MLVT (2025) provides administrative evidence, particularly on the employment
status of returnees. Together, these studies offer an important but still partial understanding,
underscoring the need for more comprehensive research to capture the full range of impacts.

Therefore, this research addresses this gap by examining the economic, social, psychosocial,
and institutional dimensions of reintegration among returnees across selected high-return
provinces. Understanding the multidimensional nature of reintegration is essential to inform
targeted, evidence-based policy interventions that can promote sustainable livelihoods.
Moreover, by constructing a multidimensional Reintegration Index and analysing variations
across demographic and socioeconomic groups, the study aims to provide an investigation of
reintegration outcomes and the factors shaping them.

1.2. Research questions and objectives

The research is guided by the following main research questions:
1. To what extent have returnees successfully reintegrated following their return?

2. How has the mass return affected household income, employment, debt burdens, and
livelihood stability?

3. Are there significant differences in reintegration outcomes across demographic and
socioeconomic groups, including gender, age, and household vulnerability status?
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In line with these research questions, the study aims:

* To measure and analyse the multidimensional reintegration outcomes of returnees using
a composite Reintegration Index;

* To assess the economic consequences of return on employment, income changes, debt
burdens, financial vulnerability, and skills development and training;

» To examine social cohesion, psychological well-being, and access to institutional support
among returnees;

* To identify differences in reintegration experiences across key subgroups; and

* To identify evidence-based recommendations to strengthen policy and programme
support.

1.3. Limitations

There are several limitations. First, the survey sample includes only returnees aged 18 or older;
therefore, the findings do not capture the experiences of those below this age group. Second,
the sampling design may not be fully representative of the entire population of returnees,
particularly those who were harder to reach or less likely to participate in the survey. Finally,
the survey covers returnees who returned between May 2025 and the period immediately
preceding the second border clash on 7 December 2025. Of the 8,673 returnees listed, 276
returnees—about 3 percent—returned in December 2025 or later. As a result, the findings
may not fully reflect the experiences and reintegration outcomes of individuals who returned
after this event, whose circumstances may differ due to changes in border conditions, labour
markets, mobility patterns, and reintegration experiences.

1.4. Organisation of the report

Section 2 describes the methodology employed in the study, including the survey design,
data collection procedures, and analytical approach. Section 3 presents the demographic
characteristics of the surveyed returnees and further summarises their socioeconomic
conditions while residing and working in Thailand. Section 4 reports the results for indicators
of the economic reintegration dimensions, whereas Section 5 presents the results for indicators
of the social and psychological reintegration dimensions. Sections 6 reports the results for
indicators for the institutional dimension, respectively. Section 7 assesses overall reintegration
success by aggregating reintegration scores across all pillars. Section 8 concludes and provides
recommendations.

2. Methodology
2.1. Survey design

The sampling approach was a stratified three-stage sampling design where villages were primary
sampling units (PSUs), households were secondary sampling units (SSUs), and returnees were
tertiary sampling units (TSUs). Each returnee was randomly selected per sampled household.
PSUs from selected provinces were chosen with probability proportional to size (PPS)—size
being the number of households with return migrants. It should be noted that provinces were
selected based on the concentration of returnees and their levels of socio-economic development.
Within each selected PSU, a complete listing of households with returnees was compiled and
used as the sampling frame for household selection. The survey got 8,673 household listing
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from the target villages. At the final stage, one returnee was randomly selected from each
selected household for an interview.

The target population was individuals who had returned to Cambodia from Thailand between
May and November 2025 and who were 18 years or older and were resident in Cambodia at
the time of the survey. Key subgroups of interest were gender (female vs male), age (youth
vs adult), employment status (employed or otherwise), household livelihood (poor vs non-
poor), and households with members with a disability. Youth is defined as individuals who
are between 18 and 25 years of age. Poor households were those possessing equity cards (e.g.,
IDPoor).! The primary unit of analysis is the individual returnece. However, household-level
information was also collected to provide a broader understanding of the returnee’s living
conditions, family composition, and socio-economic context.

A household is defined as all persons who usually live together in the same dwelling and share
meals and resources. Household members include those who are currently present and those
who are temporarily absent but maintain close economic and social ties with the household,
such as migrants working elsewhere or returnees recently reintegrated. A return migrant is an
individual who had been working or residing in Thailand and returned to Cambodia in or after
May 2025 due to the Cambodian-Thai border conflict, and aged 18 years or older at the time of
the survey. The main reason for migrating to Thailand was to work or to look for work.

The survey collected information from 852 returnees across major provinces with some of the
largest number of returnees (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Sample size, total and by province
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1 The IDPoor is regularly used by the government and development partners to target social assistance (GIZ
2022). For instance, the IDPoor database was used to target poor and vulnerable households for COVID-19
cash transfers in 2020 (World Bank 2023). Despite not official, the IDPoor can sometimes be used a proxy
measure of poverty. Nonetheless, a limitation of using the IDPoor as a poverty measure is that it may suffer
from inclusion and exclusion errors, where some poor households are not identified while some non-poor
households are included.
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2.2. Data collection

Enumerator training took place on 29 November 2025, followed by a pilot test on 1 December
2025 (Figure 2). Data collection commenced on 7 December 2025, coinciding with the onset
of the second border clash between Cambodia and Thailand—a development that may have
influenced answers on certain questions. Data collection concluded on 14 January 2026.

Figure 2: Survey timeline

Enumerator Data collection New Year Data collection
training started holiday completed

29 Nov 2025> 1 Dec 2025> 1 Dec 2025> 1 Jan 2026 > 2 Jan 2026 > 14 Jan 2026>

Pilot-test Second border Data collection
clash resumed

The data management team (DMT) was responsible for selecting respondents and identifying
replacements in cases of non-response. The sample list was provided to the enumerators prior to
fieldwork. Enumerators were responsible for verifying the availability of selected respondents
or households based on the list. If any sampled cases were found to be unavailable, ineligible, or
unreachable after reasonable attempts, the enumerators can notify the DMT to request approval
for replacements, following the established substitution protocol. Overall, the non-response
rate was about 19 percent.

The DMT was fully responsible for overseeing and ensuring the quality of all data collected.
This included conducting daily reviews of submitted questionnaires to verify data completeness,
consistency across variables, and logical accuracy of responses. The DMT identified and
flagged any errors, missing information, or inconsistencies for prompt clarification with the
field coordinator. Regular feedback was provided to the field team to maintain data integrity
throughout the data collection period.

Respondents were fully informed about the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of
participation, and their right to decline or withdraw at any time. Informed consent was obtained
prior to each interview. No personally identifiable information was disclosed, and all data were
anonymised and stored securely, accessible only to the research team. Enumerators were trained
to conduct interviews respectfully and sensitively, ensuring confidentiality and minimising any
potential risk or discomfort.

2.3. Data analysis

The research team constructed a Reintegration Index (RI) to measure the multidimensional
reintegration outcomes of returnees. It is based on four dimensions: economic, social,
psychological, and institutional reintegration. For each dimension, a sub-index was first created
by aggregating standardised indicators, where all variables were normalised to a 0—1 scale to
ensure comparability. The dimension-specific sub-index was calculated as the arithmetic mean
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of its constituent indicators. The overall RI was then computed as a weighted average of the
four sub-indices. The weighted RI is defined as:

REL=w,E 4w S+ w, Pt w

where R is the reintegration index of returnee 7, calculated as the weighted average of four
sub-indices: economic (£), social (S), psychological (P), and institutional (/). w,, w, w,, and
w, are weights such that:

w,twtw, +w =1

For each dimension, the corresponding sub-index is computed as the average of indicators:
n
d
1
SRI,=— /Z; I,

where SR, represents the sub-index of dimension d; n, is the number of indicators under each
dimension; L, denotes indicator i under dimension d. See Annex 1 for a detailed description of
the indicators and variables used under each dimension.

Dimension weights can be determined using several approaches, including expert judgment,
policy or programmatic priorities, statistical techniques such as principal component analysis
(PCA), or a combination of these methods. Expert-based and policy-driven weighting schemes
allow alignment with normative priorities but may introduce subjectivity and inconsistency
across experts and contexts. In contrast, PCA provides a data-driven approach that derives
weights from the underlying correlation structure of the indicators, thus minimising arbitrariness
and enhancing objectivity. In this study, we adopt a PCA-based weighting scheme to construct
the composite reintegration index. PCA assigns higher weights to indicators that explain
greater variation in the data, reflecting their relative importance in capturing differences across
observations.

Reintegration outcomes are grouped according to predefined index thresholds (Table 1). These
thresholds provide a structured framework for categorising returnees into different levels of
reintegration success, allowing for clearer interpretation and comparison across groups.

Table 1: Classification of reintegration outcomes

Index value Classification
0.00-0.39 Poor
0.40-0.59 Vulnerable
0.60-0.79 Moderate
0.80-1.00 Successful

Three clarifications should be noted when interpreting the findings. First, the reported results
are based on sample estimates and should not be interpreted as representative of the entire
population of returnees. While the findings provide useful insights into the characteristics and
experiences of surveyed returnees, they may not be fully generalisable beyond the study sample.
Second, for multiple-response questions, percentage shares are calculated as the proportion of
total sample returnees, rather than the proportion of total responses. As a result, the percentages
may sum to more than 100 percent, since respondents were allowed to select more than one
answer option. Third, results from group comparisons are reported only when the differences
are statistically significant at the 5 percent level or below. In other words, only differences with
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a p-value of 0.05 or less are presented, indicating that the observed variation is unlikely to have
occurred by chance.

3. Profile of returnees

3.1. Demographic characteristics

Table 2 summarises the demographic characteristics of the surveyed returnees. Among the 852
returnees interviewed, 58 percent were male. The majority were married (approximately 80
percent), while 14 percent reported being single, with the remainder comprising other marital
statuses. Overall, educational attainment among returnees was low. Most had completed lower
secondary education or below (95 percent), and only 5 percent had attained upper secondary
education. There are no differences in educational attainment between male and female
returnees, nor between returnees from households with at least one member with a disability or
those from households holding equity cards. This distribution highlights the generally limited
formal education among returnees.

Table 2: Demographic characteristics of the returnees

95% Confidence

Interval
(&)
n % Lower Upper
Gender Male 496 58 55 62
Female 356 42 38 45
Marital status Single 117 14 12 16
Married 678 80 77 82
Living together 2 0.2 0.03 0.8
Divorced or separated 39 5 3 6
Widow/widower 16 2 1 3
Education None 77 9 7 11
Primary 491 58 54 61
Lower secondary 238 28 25 31
Upper secondary 44 5 4 7
Bachelor 2 0.2 0.03 1
Age (years) 18-25 165 19 17 22
26-33 256 30 27 33
34-41 269 32 29 35
40+ 162 19 16 22
Household with a Yes 90 11 9 13
member with disabilities No 762 89 87 91
Households with equity Yes 182 21 19 24
cards No 670 79 76 81
Interview mode Face-to-face 452 53 50 56
Phone/virtual 400 47 44 50
Interview timing Before the start of the 168 20 17 23
second clash
(7 December 2025)
After the second clash 684 80 77 83

Eleven percent of the surveyed returnees came from households that included at least one
member with a disability, while 21 percent were from households holding equity cards, such
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as IDPoor or other vulnerability cards. Interviews were conducted through both in-person,
phone, or virtual calls, with in-person interviews accounting for 53 percent of the total. Phone
or virtual interviews were primarily conducted with returnees who were residing or working in
cities or provinces other than their hometowns, where in-person interviews were not feasible.
This approach helped ensure broader geographic coverage and inclusion of returnees with
higher mobility. Eight in ten interviews were conducted after the start of the second border
clash between Cambodia and Thailand on 7 December 2025. This timing may have influenced
responses to certain questions, particularly those related to perceptions of remigration.

3.2. Migration history in Thailand

Most returnees had stayed in Thailand for an extended period, suggesting relatively deep
economic and social integration before their return. Approximately 60 percent of returnees had
lived and worked in Thailand for six years or more, and there was no significant difference in
the length of stay between male and female returnees.

Almost all returnees were economically active prior to their return. An overwhelming 97
percent were employed as wage workers, while the remaining 3 percent were self-employed.
This distribution indicates that migration to Thailand was predominantly driven by access
to wage employment opportunities rather than entrepreneurial activities. Male and female
returnees were equally active. Returnees were primarily employed in construction (41 percent
of surveyed returnees) and manufacturing (33 percent), making these two sectors the dominant
sources of employment. Smaller shares worked in agriculture (14 percent) and services (10
percent).

On average, returnees earned approximately USD424 per month while in Thailand.> Male
returnees earned about USD81 more per month than their female counterparts at USD496,
highlighting a gender gap in earnings. The earnings also varied by sector of employment.
Returnees working in manufacturing earned the highest average monthly income, at USD459,
followed by those employed in services, who earned around USD442 per month.® Despite
being the most common sector of employment, construction offered a comparatively lower
average monthly income of USD407. This suggests that while construction absorbed a large
share of migrant workers, it did not necessarily provide the highest financial returns relative to
other sectors.*

In addition to their monthly wages, returnees were entitled to a range of employment benefits.
The three most frequently cited benefits were overtime pay (reported by 63 percent of returnees),
housing allowances (58 percent), and allowances for electricity and water (43 percent) (Figure
3). Furthermore, about 42 percent of returnees reported receiving health insurance coverage.
There were no significant differences in the receipt of employment benefits between male and

2 Income data are often difficult to collect and can be subject to measurement error. In this study, the research
team took several steps to enhance reliability, including clearly defined reference periods and clear guidance
to the enumerators. Income questions were also cross-checked with types of economic activities to improve
consistency. In addition, collected income data were reviewed daily for completeness, consistency, and to
identify and address outliers.

3 A reasonable benchmark for the average monthly wage in Cambodia is about USD200-300, with variation
depending on job type, skills, sector, and location (NIS 2019, 2024). In 2026, for instance, workers in the
garment, footwear, and travel goods sector earned an average monthly salary of USD238, of which USD210
was the statutory minimum wage (MLVT 2025).

4 One returnee reported earning USD1,000 per month while working in the fisheries sector. Although this
may accurately reflect that individual’s income, it was excluded from sector-level comparisons due to the
insufficient sample size for fisheries employment.
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female returnees, suggesting broadly similar access to non-wage compensation across genders.
It should be noted that only about 26 percent of returnees reported having a written employment
contract while working in Thailand.

Figure 3: Employment benefits while working in Thailand
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4. Economic reintegration
4.1. Employment status

Wage employment

Among surveyed returnees, 52 percent were engaged in wage employment at the time of the
survey, making it the most common form of economic activity.> A further 10 percent were self-
employed, indicating a smaller but notable share involved in entrepreneurial or own-account
work. In addition, 7 percent were working as unpaid family workers, contributing to household
enterprises without direct monetary compensation. Approximately 22 percent of returnees were
unemployed but actively seeking work, whereas 9 percent were inactive (neither employed nor
looking for work).

Employment among returned migrants showed a gender disparity (Figure 4). At the time of the
survey, 62 percent of male returnees reported being employed, significantly higher than the 38
percent of female returnees who were employed. Rates of self-employment were comparable
between the two groups, with 11 percent of male returnees and 10 percent of female returnees
running their own businesses. Unemployment was slightly higher among female returnees
(24 percent) compared to 20 percent of male returnees. Notably, a substantial proportion of

5 MLVT (2025) reported that approximately 620,000 (64 percent) of the 910,000 returnees from Thailand had
been employed. Of those who were employed, roughly half worked in formal enterprises, while the remainder
were engaged in informal micro, small, and medium enterprises. This employment rate is comparable to that
observed in our survey, where 62 percent of the surveyed returnees reported being engaged in either wage
employment (52 percent) or self-employment (10 percent).
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female returnees became economically inactive after returning, with 20 percent reporting no
participation in the labour force, while only 1 percent of male returnees were inactive. These
differences suggest that female returnees face greater barriers to reintegration into the labour
market, due mainly to caregiving responsibilities and limited access to job opportunities.

Figure 4: Employment status after returning by gender
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Employment levels declined after return. Compared to their employment rate while working in
Thailand, overall employment fell by 38 percent upon return (Figure 5). A substantial share of
returnees experienced downward labour market transitions: approximately 21 percent moved
from employment in Thailand to unemployment after returning, while a further 8 percent
became economically inactive. At the same time, some returnees shifted into more precarious
or alternative forms of work. Around 10 percent transitioned into self-employment, and 6
percent became unpaid family workers. While these categories reflect continued economic
participation, they may also signal reduced job stability, lower earnings, or limited access to
formal employment opportunities compared to their previous work in Thailand.

Most returnees reported being employed in the manufacturing and construction sectors,
accounting for 40 percent and 38 percent of respondents, respectively. Together, these two
sectors absorbed nearly four out of every five returnees, underscoring their central role in
shaping migrants’ employment trajectories upon return. There are also gender disparities in
sectoral employment among returnees (Figure 6). Forty percent of male returnees reported
being employed in the construction sector compared to 31 percent of female returnees,
indicating the physically intensive and male-dominated nature of this type of work. Female
returnees were more likely to be employed in manufacturing and service-related activities.
The higher participation of women in manufacturing may be linked to their concentration
in labour-intensive industries such as garments and light assembly, where female workers
are often preferred for routine production tasks. Similarly, women’s greater representation in
services—such as retail, hospitality, and domestic work—reflects prevailing gender norms and
occupational segregation in the labour market.
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Figure 5: Changes in employment status after returning
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In addition, most returnees tended to remain in the same sector of employment while abroad
and after returning, indicating limited sectoral mobility. Those who worked in manufacturing
overseas, for example, were more likely to seek or continue employment in manufacturing upon
return, while former construction workers similarly moved to construction-related activities.
This pattern might suggest that returnees rely on the skills and experience they developed
while in Thailand. Sector-specific human capital—particularly in technical or manual
occupations—appears to shape post-return job choices and opportunities. However, it may
also reflect structural constraints, such as limited access to retraining, certification recognition,
or information about alternative employment pathways. The tendency to remain within the
same sector highlights both continuity and constraint in the reintegration process. While prior
experience can facilitate quicker re-entry into the labour market, low sectoral diversification
may limit upward mobility and reduce resilience to sector-specific shocks.
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The majority of surveyed returnees reported seeking employment outside their hometowns,
indicating a strong tendency towards internal labour mobility after return. Most were drawn
to major economic hubs, particularly Phnom Penh, as well as rapidly growing provinces
such as Kampong Speu, Preah Sihanouk, and Banteay Meanchey. Specifically, 33 percent
of surveyed returnees who were not in their home provinces were in Phnom Penh, followed
by Kampong Speu (14 percent), Preah Sihanouk (12 percent), and Banteay Meanchey (8
percent). This pattern suggests that local labour markets in returnees’ home areas may offer
limited employment opportunities, especially in terms of wage employment and higher-paying
jobs. The concentration of job search efforts in these areas highlights the continued pull of
established economic corridors and underscores the importance of spatial disparities in shaping
reintegration outcomes.

Self-employment

Self-employment activities were predominantly micro and operated by women, typically
involving only the returnees themselves or a very small number of workers. In other words,
most operated as solo entrepreneurs (36 percent) or with fewer than three employees (58
percent). These self-employment activities were concentrated primarily in agriculture (40
percent), manufacturing (31 percent), and services and retail trade (21 percent). Agricultural
activities included crop cultivation, livestock raising, and fisheries. Manufacturing activities
often involved small-scale production, such as food processing or handicrafts, typically carried
out with basic equipment and limited capital. Retail trade mainly consisted of operating
small shops, mobile vending, selling food, household goods, or other daily necessities. The
concentration in these sectors reflects relatively low barriers to entry and minimal start-up
costs. The survey data shows that start-up capital was generally modest, with most returnees
investing less than USD500 (64 percent) or between USD500 and USD1,000 (15 percent) to
establish their businesses. The sources of capital investment were mainly from savings, while
in Thailand (56 percent), borrowings from relatives and friends (21 percent), and loans from
moneylenders (14 percent).

When asked about their reasons for starting self-employment, 52 percent of returnees
reported that they were unable to find wage employment. Other commonly cited motivations
included support from family members (36 percent), which may have provided access to
labour, business knowledge, or informal financing; the desire for greater independence and
flexibility (28 percent); and the availability of personal capital that enabled them to start a
business (20 percent). Returnees also reported facing multiple constraints in operating their
self-employment activities, reflecting both demand- and cost-related pressures. The most
frequently cited challenge was low sales, reported by 37 percent of respondents. High input
costs were the second most common challenge, affecting 25 percent of returnees. In addition, 21
percent identified strong competition from other businesses as a major constraint, particularly
in saturated sectors such as retail trade and small-scale manufacturing, where many enterprises
offer similar products and services.

When asked about their plans, 42 percent of self-employed returnees expressed their intention
to continue and expand their current business activities, indicating a degree of optimism
and commitment to self-employment as a livelihood strategy as an alternative employment
opportunity (Figure 7). Another 25 percent reported plans to diversify into new products or
services, suggesting efforts to adapt to market conditions and increase income opportunities.
However, there were gender differences in business outlook. Self-employed male returnees
were more likely to consider ending their business, with 23 percent indicating plans to do so,
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compared to only 8 percent of female returnees. This may reflect differences in alternative
employment opportunities or risk tolerance between men and women. Female returnees may
be more inclined to maintain their businesses due to the greater flexibility offered by self-
employment, given their unpaid caregiving responsibilities. Twenty-eight percent of female
returnees reported that a desire for independence motivated them to start their own businesses.®
In addition, about 11 percent of self-employed returnees reported uncertainty regarding their
plans, highlighting the unstable and unpredictable nature of small-scale self-employment.

Figure 7: Plans for the business, overall and by gender
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4.2. Income earnings

4.2.1. Wage employment

Among returnees who were employed at the time of the survey, average monthly wage earnings
declined by 37 percent after return to USD270 (Figure 8).” This represents a contraction in
income relative to earnings while in Thailand and signals economic adjustment challenges
during the reintegration process. The decline in earnings was broad-based and consistent
across demographic and socioeconomic groups. Both male and female returnees experienced

6  InCambodia, women constitute the majority of owners of micro and small enterprises, with their representation
particularly high among micro firms (NIS 2023; TAF, 2025).

7  Given the interviews were conducted both in person and by phone and the sensitivity of questions regarding
income, the mode of interview can influence responses. Thus, the researchers tested potential mode effects
on reported wage earnings while working in Thailand and in Cambodia at the time of the survey. The results
indicate that interview mode did not produce statistically significant differences in reported wage earnings
while respondents were working in Thailand. However, a statistically significant difference emerges for
wage earnings reported in Cambodia. Specifically, returnees interviewed by phone reported a higher average
monthly wage (USD276) compared to those interviewed in person (USD237). The observed difference in
reported wage earnings, however, is unlikely to be attributable to the interview mode per se. Rather, it
appears to reflect underlying differences in respondent characteristics and employment location across the
two interview groups. For instance, male returnees reported higher average monthly earnings than female
returnees, and younger returnees tended to earn more than their older counterparts. Geographic mobility
also played an important role. Returnees who moved from their home provinces to seek employment in
Phnom Penh, Kampong Speu, and Preah Sihanouk reported higher wages than those who remained in their
home provinces or relocated to other areas. A large proportion of returnees working in these higher-paying
locations were interviewed by phone.
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reductions in wages, indicating that the income shock was not confined to a specific gender.
Similarly, wage declines were observed across all age groups, suggesting that neither younger
nor older workers were immune to the post-return income losses. The pattern also held across
livelihood status, affecting returnees from both poor and non-poor households.

This reduction is consistent with returnees’ self-reported wage earnings before and after return.
Among those who were employed at the time of the survey, 51 percent reported that their wage
income was either “much lower” or “slightly lower” compared to their earnings prior to return.
This indicates that a majority of employed returnees experienced a decline in income, even
when they were able to re-enter the labour market.

It should be noted that wage income was the primary source of household livelihood after
return, cited by 54 percent of returnees. This was followed by remittances from family members
(26 percent) and income from self-employment (8 percent).

Figure 8: Wage earnings before and after return, overall and by gender
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Note: Two observations with reported wage earnings of zero were excluded from the calculation to avoid downward bias in
the estimated average wage. These zero values reflect cases where respondents were employed in Cambodia but had not yet
received wage payments at the time of the survey. The enumerator did not ask the two respondents to estimate their average
monthly wages.

A gender gap in earnings persisted after return. On average, male returnees earned approximately
USD282 per month (median wage of USD300)—about USD46 more than female returnees.
This indicates that income disparities observed in overseas employment continued to shape
labour market outcomes upon reintegration.

The post-return wage differential suggests that male and female returnees are reintegrating
into different segments of the domestic labour market, potentially reflecting occupational
segregation, differences in working hours, or variation in access to higher-paying sectors.
Men’s greater concentration in construction and other physically intensive sectors—where
wages may be comparatively higher—could partly explain the observed earnings advantage.
In contrast, women’s higher representation in manufacturing and service occupations, which
often offer lower wages and less stable contracts, may contribute to their comparatively lower
earnings.
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4.2.2. Self-employment

Among returnees who were self-employed, average monthly profits were generally low,
indicating limited financial returns from these activities (Figure 9). About 70 percent reported
earning average monthly profits of USD300 or less, suggesting that most self-employed
returnees were engaged in small-scale or low-margin enterprises. Only a small minority were
able to generate higher returns, with few (4 percent) reporting monthly profits of USD500 or
more. Notably, 19 percent indicated that they had not made any profit since starting their self-
employment activities, highlighting the financial vulnerability and uncertainty associated with
these livelihood strategies.

Figure 9: Average monthly profits from self-employment, overall and by gender
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4.3. Remittance income

Approximately 94 percent of returnees reported sending remittances to their households while
working in Thailand, highlighting the central role of migration in supporting household income.
In contrast, only 44 percent continued to provide remittances after returning, representing a
substantial decline. This sharp reduction reflects the loss of stable earnings associated with
overseas employment and suggests that many returnees were no longer in a financial position
to support their households to the same extent.

On average, the amount remitted declined by 55 percent after return, falling to USD127 per
transfer in Cambodia compared to USD282 per transfer while working in Thailand (Figure
10).2 This substantial reduction reflects the loss of higher and more stable earnings previously
available through migrant employment. The proportional decrease in remitted amounts was
broadly consistent across different remittance frequencies, indicating that both frequent and
less frequent senders reduced the size of their transfers by similar margins. Moreover, the
decline in remittance amounts did not differ significantly by gender of returnees, age group,

8  The results of the statistical tests indicate that interview mode did not generate statistically significant
differences in the reported amounts of remittances, either before return or after return, suggesting that
remittance data were broadly consistent across phone and in-person interviews, and that the mode of data
collection did not systematically influence respondents’ reporting of remittance transfers.
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or household livelihood status (i.e., poor vs non-poor). This suggests that the reduction in
remittance capacity was widespread and affected returnees across demographic and socio-
economic groups, rather than being concentrated among specific populations. Remittances
play an important role in Cambodia’s economy and household welfare. In 2025, for instance,
remittances amounted to about USD2 billion (MLVT 2025). At the household level, evidence
shows that remittances are used mainly for household consumption and debt repayment,
followed by housing, education, and limited savings and investment (Marchetta and Sim 2021;
OECD 2017; Roth and Luca 2017).

Figure 10: Remittances before and after return
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Note: The number of eligible observations is 343, indicating returnees who had remitted before and after returning.
Returnees who reported sending remittances while working in Thailand but did not remit after returning were excluded from
the calculation. This restriction ensures that the comparison reflects changes in remittance amounts among returnees who
continued to remit in both periods, allowing for a more consistent assessment of the change in transfer values.

4.4. Barriers to employment

As previously noted, 22 percent of returnees were unemployed at the time of the survey, meaning
they did not have a job but were actively seeking employment. Among those who experienced
unemployment after returning, 51 percent reported being without work for three months or
shorter, whereas the remaining spent more than three months. The longest unemployment spell
was 7 months. This suggests that unemployment among returnees is not only prevalent but also
persistent for a substantial share of individuals. Prolonged joblessness may reflect challenges
in reintegrating into the domestic labour market, including limited availability of suitable jobs,
skills mismatches, or barriers in transitioning from overseas employment to local opportunities.

When asked about the challenges they faced in securing employment after returning, the
most reported barrier was a lack of information about available job opportunities, cited by 40
percent of returnees. This was followed by insufficient skills required for available positions,
reported by 29 percent, indicating a potential mismatch between returnees’ qualifications and
the demands of the domestic labour market. In addition, 26 percent of returnees identified the
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limited availability of stable or secure jobs as a key constraint. The reported challenges did not
differ significantly between unemployed male and female returnees, nor between younger and
older returnees. This suggests that barriers to securing employment were broadly similar across
gender and age groups, indicating that the constraints faced by returnees are widespread rather
than concentrated among specific demographic subgroups.

When asked about the types of assistance they would need to secure employment, access
to information on job vacancies was the most frequently cited, reported by 61 percent of
unemployed returnees (Figure 11). This highlights the importance of improving access to timely
and reliable labour market information to help returnees identify suitable job opportunities. [OM
(2025) found that most surveyed returnees were unaware of how to access support services,
underscoring the need for stronger information dissemination and outreach efforts. The second
most reported need was job placement services, cited by 56 percent, underscoring the value
of employment support mechanisms that can connect returnees with potential employers. This
was followed by demand for skills training (26 percent).

Figure 11: Assistance needed by unemployed returnees
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It should be noted that the level of confidence among unemployed returnees in their ability to
secure future employment was mixed. About 35 percent reported that they were either “not at
all confident” or “not confident” that they would find a job, indicating a significant degree of
uncertainty and discouragement among a share of unemployed returnees. At the same time,
45 percent of unemployed returnees reported that they were “confident” or “very confident” in
their ability to secure employment, suggesting that a comparable proportion remain optimistic
about their labour market prospects. The remaining returnees expressed neutral views, reflecting
uncertainty about their future employment prospects.

It is important to note that even returnees who were employed at the time of the survey reported
experiencing difficulties in securing employment after their return. This suggests that securing

Life after Return: Understanding Reintegration Success and Pathways of Cambodia’s Return Migrants



employment was neither immediate nor straightforward for many returnees, and that their current
employment may have been preceded by periods of job searching and uncertainty. When asked
about the challenges they faced searching for employment, 57 percent reported experiencing
difficulties in securing employment since their return. The most reported challenges include a
lack of information about job opportunities (49 percent of the sample returnees), insufficient
skills required for available jobs (39 percent), and limited stable jobs (24 percent).

4.5. Household debts

Seventy percent of returnees reported that their households had outstanding debts at the time
of the survey, indicating that debt repayment remained a significant financial obligation for the
majority (Figure 12). This high prevalence of indebtedness underscores the financial pressures
faced by returnees and their households.

Figure 12: The incidence of household debts
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Note: The percentages do not add up to 100 percent because the share of respondents who answered “Don’t know” is not
shown. On average, these responses accounted for approximately 4 percent of all answers.

Notably, the incidence of household debt did not vary significantly by the gender of the
respondent, suggesting that both male and female returnees faced similar levels of financial
burden. Likewise, there were no differences between returnees from households holding an
equity card and those without one, indicating that debt was common across different socio-
economic groups. Similarly, the presence of a household member with a disability did not appear
to be associated with a higher or lower likelihood of household debt. These findings suggest
that indebtedness was a common challenge among returnees, cutting across demographic and
vulnerability characteristics rather than being concentrated in specific subgroups. Borrowings
were mainly from commercial banks (46 percent of returnees reporting household debts),
microfinance institutions (30 percent), and moneylenders (24 percent). These sources typically
involve interest-bearing loans, with borrowing costs that can be particularly high when obtained
from informal lenders.
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This relatively high level of indebtedness aligns with the substantial difficulties reported by
returnees in managing their debt obligations. Approximately 83 percent of returnees reported
that their households found it either “very difficult” or “difficult” to meet loan repayment
schedules. In contrast, only about 12 percent described repayment as manageable, suggesting
that relatively few households were able to cope without significant hardship. Just 5 percent
reported that repayment was easy. It is noteworthy that there were no significant differences
in the reported level of repayment difficulty across returnees’ demographic characteristics or
socio-economic status, suggesting that challenges in meeting debt obligations were broad-
based and affected returnees broadly, regardless of their individual backgrounds or economic
standing. The absence of significant differences across demographic and socio-economic
groups likely reflects the systemic nature of the shock faced by returnees. The sudden return
disrupted income sources broadly, leaving many households with limited earning opportunities
and similar constraints in the domestic labour market.

The average outstanding debt was approximately USD5,175.° However, there was variation in
outstanding debt across loan quintiles. Returnees in the lowest 20 percent of the loan distribution
owed an average of about USD619, whereas those in the highest 20 percent had an average
outstanding amount of USD 14,831, indicating a wide disparity in borrowing levels. The median
outstanding debt was USD3,168, suggesting that while a smaller group of borrowers held very
large debts, most returnees owed more moderate amounts.

Figure 13: Outstanding debts among wage earners, by quintiles
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Note: The number of eligible observations is 301, indicating returnees who were engaged in wage employment and reported
that the household had outstanding loans. Also, two observations with reported wage earnings of zero were excluded.

9  The results of the statistical tests indicate that interview mode did not produce statistically significant
differences in the reported outstanding loan amounts, suggesting that household debt data were broadly
consistent across phone and in-person interviews.

18 | Life after Return: Understanding Reintegration Success and Pathways of Cambodia s Return Migrants



It is noteworthy that the average outstanding debt did not vary across income quintiles, indicating
that households, regardless of their income level, carried similar debt burdens. This situation
could be particularly concerning for low-income households, as they may struggle to meet
repayment obligations while also covering essential living expenses such as food, housing,
healthcare, and education. Persistent debt under these circumstances could exacerbate financial
vulnerability and limit their ability to save or invest in future needs. As shown in Figure 13,
there are no differences in the average outstanding loan amounts across wage groups. Returnees
in the lowest 20 percent of the wage distribution owed (USD4,499) as much as those in the
highest 20 percent (USD3,897). This suggests that debt burdens are not proportionate to income
and may place a disproportionate strain on lower-wage households. Returnees positioned in the
middle of the wage distribution reported an average outstanding loan amount of approximately
USDS5,896, suggesting that even those with moderate earnings carry substantial debt burdens,
highlighting the financial pressures faced by returnees across different income levels.

4.6. Assets ownership

Table 3 presents the levels of assets ownership among returnees and their households. Overall,
assets ownership was concentrated in basic productive assets and essential consumer goods.
For example, 60 percent of returnees reported that their household owned agricultural land.
There were no significant differences in agricultural land ownership between male and female
returnees, younger and older returnees, or between returnees from households with and
without members with disabilities. This suggests that access to agricultural land is relatively
evenly distributed across these demographic groups. However, agricultural land ownership
differed significantly by household socioeconomic status, particularly between returnees from
households holding an equity card and those without one, indicating disparities in productive
asset ownership between poorer and relatively better-off households.

Among returnees whose households owned agricultural land, landholding sizes varied. About
15 percent owned less than 0.5 hectares, while 33 percent owned between 0.5 and 1 hectare.
The largest share, approximately 40 percent, owned between 1 and 3 hectares, and about 10
percent owned 3 hectares or more. This distribution suggests that while land ownership is
relatively common, most households operate on small plots.

Ownership of transportation and communication assets was more common. About 80 percent
of returnees reported owning a motorbike, reflecting its importance for mobility, commuting,
and accessing employment opportunities and services. Around half of returnees owned a
bicycle, which may serve as an alternative means of transportation, particularly in rural areas.
Smartphone ownership was nearly universal among returnees, with almost all reporting access
to one. Moreover, there were no significant differences in smartphone ownership across
demographic and socioeconomic groups, indicating very high penetration and suggesting
strong potential for digital communication, access to information, and participation in online
economic activities.

In contrast, relatively few returnees reported owning livestock or agricultural tools and
equipment, such as fishing boats, tractors, or hand tractors. This limited ownership of productive
assets may constrain households’ ability to engage in higher-value agricultural activities or
diversify their livelihoods. Overall, the findings suggest that while returnee households generally
possess basic assets necessary for daily living and connectivity, ownership of productive assets
that could support sustainable income generation remains more limited.
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5. Social and psychological reintegration

5.1. Household and community acceptance

The survey findings suggest that returnees did not experience significant discrimination upon
returning to their communities and, overall, perceived a supportive social environment. Most
respondents expressed positive views about community attitudes towards them: 60 percent
reported being either “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with how their community treated them,
while 70 percent described their community as “somewhat” or “very supportive.”

These results point to a relatively strong degree of social acceptance and cohesion despite
the large-scale and sudden nature of return. Importantly, perceptions of community attitudes
were consistent across key demographic and socioeconomic groups. There were no statistically
significant differences in satisfaction levels between female and male returnees, younger and
older individuals, or between returnees from households with and without an Equity Card, as
well as those with or without members with disabilities.

5.2. Psychological well-being and stress factors

When asked to compare their current life situation with their circumstances while working
in Thailand, nearly half of returnees (47 percent) reported that their situation had become
either “much worse” or “slightly worse.” In contrast, 26 percent indicated that their livelihood
conditions remained unchanged following their return. Notably, a smaller but meaningful
share reported improvements: 20 percent stated that their situation was “slightly better,” while
7 percent considered it “much better” than before (Panel a, Figure 14).

Despite the reported decline in livelihood conditions following return, most returnees
expressed relatively high levels of life satisfaction and maintained an optimistic outlook
about their future. Specifically, 67 percent reported that they were either “satisfied” or “very
satisfied” with their lives since returning to Cambodia (Panel b, Figure 14). In addition, 79
percent indicated that they felt either “somewhat hopeful” or “very hopeful” about their
future in the country (Panel c, Figure 14).

Figure 14: Perceived life satisfaction and outlook
(a) Compared to your life before returning, how would you say your current life situation?
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(b) How satisfied are you with your life since returning?
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30%
20%
Very satisfied Dissatisfied
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(c) How hopeful do you feel about your future in Cambodia?
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Very hopeful 20% Not very hopeful

%

0%
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5.3. Health conditions

Approximately 62 percent of returnees reported that they did not suffer from any chronic
disease at the time of the survey (Figure 15). Nevertheless, a notable minority indicated the
presence of ongoing health conditions. Among those who reported having a chronic illness,
the most frequently cited condition was gastroenteropathy (15 percent), followed by fatigue or
general weakness (7 percent), joint disorders (6 percent), and female reproductive disorders (4
percent). Although the overall prevalence of chronic disease appears relatively limited, these
conditions may still affect individuals’ productivity, ability to engage in physically demanding
work, and overall well-being.
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Medical expenditures related to chronic diseases varied considerably, depending on the
severity of the condition and the economic circumstances of the affected returnees. Reported
expenses over the past 12 months ranged from zero—often because individuals chose not to
seek treatment or were unable to afford care—to as high as USD10,000 in more severe cases
requiring prolonged or specialised medical attention.

The primary source of financing for medical costs was respondents’ own income, cited by 67
percent of those who incurred expenses. This was followed by financial support from family
members or relatives (25 percent) and the use of personal savings (21 percent). Notably, a
proportion of returnees resorted to more distress-based coping strategies: 14 percent reported
taking out loans to pay for medical treatment, while 2.5 percent indicated that they had sold
assets.

Figure 15: Incidence of chronic diseases
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6. Institutional reintegration

Since the firstborder clash in May 2025, the government has announced and implemented several
support measures to assist returnees in addressing their immediate needs and facilitating their
reintegration. These measures have focused on providing humanitarian assistance, facilitating
safe return and transit, and supporting access to basic services and livelihood opportunities.
In addition to short-term relief, the government has also introduced programmes aimed at
promoting longer-term reintegration, including job placement assistance, skills training, and
coordination with local authorities to support returnees’ resettlement in their communities.

The Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training (MLVT) has introduced a dedicated call centre
(No. 1297) to support returnees in accessing employment opportunities and facilitate their
reintegration into the domestic labour market. This call centre serves as a centralised platform
to connect returnees with available job vacancies across different sectors and locations, helping
to address information gaps that often hinder effective job matching. Through this service,
returnees can obtain information on current job openings, receive guidance on application
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procedures, and access referrals to potential employers. In addition to job matching, the call
centre also plays an important role in linking returnees to other employment-related services
provided by MLVT, such as vocational training programmes, skills development opportunities,
and career counselling.

Loan restructuring is another initiative introduced by the National Bank of Cambodia (NBC)
to help returnees ease their debt burdens and restore financial stability. Under this initiative,
financial institutions—commercial banks and microfinance institutions—are encouraged to
offer more flexible repayment arrangements to affected borrowers. These measures may include
extending loan repayment periods, suspending principal or interest payments or reducing
repayment amounts to better align with borrowers’ current financial capacity.

This section highlights returnees’ engagement with the dedicated measures, examining their
levels of awareness, use, and overall satisfaction. It highlights how familiar returnees are with
these interventions, the extent to which they actively utilise them, and their perceptions of the
quality of the support received.

6.1. Awareness and uptake of reintegration programmes

Despite the range of support measures introduced by the government, overall awareness and
utilisation among returnees remained limited (Figure 16). Approximately 60 percent of returnees
reported that they were unaware of the loan restructuring programme introduced by the NBC,
indicating that a substantial proportion of eligible individuals may not have been able to benefit
from debt relief mechanisms intended to ease their financial burdens. Similarly, awareness of
skills development opportunities was particularly low: about 82 percent of returnees were not
aware of vocational training programmes offered by the MLVT.

Awareness of the job-matching call centre (No. 1297) operated by the MLVT was relatively
higher compared to other support measures. Approximately half of the returnees reported
being aware of the call centre and its services. Nevertheless, the fact that only about 50 percent
of returnees were aware of this service indicates that a substantial proportion of potential
beneficiaries remained uninformed about an important mechanism designed to connect them
with employment opportunities. Strengthening outreach efforts and ensuring that information
about the call centre reaches returnees promptly could further enhance its effectiveness in
facilitating labour market reintegration.

Figure 16: Awareness of government support measures
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Awareness alone does not necessarily translate into actual utilisation of the measures. While being
informed about available programmes is a critical first step, it does not guarantee that returnees
will access or benefit from them. Despite more than half of the returnees were aware of the
loan restructuring measure, only 10 percent had utilised the programme (Figure 17). Similarly,
utilisation rates remained relatively low for employment-related support services, including the
job-matching call centre and vocational training programmes. In contrast, administrative services
related to civil documentation—such as the issuance or replacement of national identification
cards and updates to resident or family books—recorded the highest utilisation rates. Among
returnees who were aware of these services, approximately half' had accessed them. The relatively
higher uptake likely reflects the immediate necessity of these documents for accessing public
services, securing employment, and completing administrative procedures.

Figure 17: Utilisation of government support measures

Loan restructuring
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Figure 18: Satisfaction levels of government support measures
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Note: Satisfaction levels for vocational training programmes and special support conditions provided by banks and financial
institutions were not reported because few respondents used these services. Specifically, the sample size for these measures
was fewer than 10.

Among returnees who utilised the programmes, more than half reported being either “satisfied”
or “very satisfied” with the support received, indicating generally positive perceptions of
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the quality and relevance of the services provided (Figure 18). Further analysis shows no
significant differences in satisfaction levels across key demographic and socioeconomic groups.
Satisfaction rates were comparable between male and female returnees, between younger and
older returnees, and between those from households with and without an Equity Card.

6.2. Access to training before and after return

Only 5 percent of returnees reported participating in training courses to upgrade their skills after
returning, compared to 37 percent who had attended training while working in Thailand. The
decline suggests that access to, or participation in, skills development opportunities became
significantly more limited following their return.

The primary reason for not attending any training or skills upgrading courses was a lack of
awareness of available opportunities, reported by 70 percent of returnees who did not participate
in training. In addition to limited awareness, competing responsibilities also constrained
participation. Approximately 27 percent cited family obligations, while another 27 percent
pointed to work responsibilities as reasons for not attending training. Furthermore, 23 percent
reported being too busy searching for employment, suggesting that the urgency of securing
income often takes precedence over longer-term skills investment.

When asked about their intention to participate in future training courses, 65 percent of surveyed
returnees expressed interest, indicating a demand for skills development opportunities. In
contrast, 23 percent reported that they were not interested in attending training, while a further 12
percent were uncertain. These findings might suggest that although a clear majority are open to
upgrading their skills, a notable share of returnees may require additional information, incentives,
or confidence in the relevance of training programmes before committing to participation.

Among those who indicated interest, approximately 30 percent expressed a desire for training
related to agriculture and animal husbandry, reflecting the continued importance of rural
livelihoods and the need to improve productivity and income in this sector. A similarly high
proportion (29 percent) preferred courses in vehicle and mechanical repair, suggesting demand
for technical skills that may offer income-generating opportunities in both rural and urban
labour markets (Figure 19).

In addition, training preferences differed significantly between male and female returnees
(Figure 20). Female returnees showed greater interest in training related to agriculture and
animal husbandry, beauty and personal care, business, trade and sales, and food and beverage
services. These areas are often associated with self-employment or small-scale enterprise
opportunities that can be pursued within or near their communities and may also offer greater
flexibility to balance income-generating activities with household responsibilities. Notably,
almost no female returnees expressed interest in construction and engineering, suggesting
potential barriers related to gender norms or working conditions.

In contrast, male returnees demonstrated stronger interest in training related to vehicle and
mechanical repairs, agriculture and animal husbandry, and construction and engineering. These
sectors are traditionally male-dominated and may be perceived as offering more stable or higher-
paying employment opportunities. Very few male returnees indicated interest in food and beverage
services or beauty and personal care, which are often viewed as female-oriented occupations.™
See Annex 2 for the specific types of training courses that returnees expressed interest in.

10 In 2023, 30 percent of women aged 15-64 were employed in service and sales occupations compared to 15
percent of men (NIS 2023).

Life after Return: Understanding Reintegration Success and Pathways of Cambodia’s Return Migrants



Figure 19: Types of training
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Figure 20: Types of training by gender
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7. Reintegration outcomes
7.1. Levels of reintegration

The survey results indicate that the overall level of reintegration among returnees was moderate,
with an average reintegration index score of 0.639. This suggests that, on average, returnees
have achieved partial progress in rebuilding their livelihoods and re-establishing their economic
and social stability after returning.

The results further indicate that reintegration outcomes varied significantly across certain
demographic groups, particularly by gender and age. Male returnees had a higher average
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reintegration index score of 0.649, compared to 0.626 among female returnees, suggesting that
men, on average, were able to reintegrate more successfully (Figure 21). Similarly, younger
returnees tended to achieve higher reintegration index scores than older returnees, indicating
more favourable reintegration outcomes among younger individuals.

However, the analysis found no significant differences in reintegration outcomes between
returnees from households with and without an Equity Card, nor between those from households
with and without members with disabilities. This suggests that these household characteristics
did not appear to be strongly associated with differences in overall reintegration outcomes.

Figure 21: Average reintegration index scores disaggregated by demographic and socio-
economic characteristics
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The surveyed returnees were most successful in the dimension of social reintegration, with
an average reintegration index score of 0.910 (Figure 22). This high score suggests that
returnees generally experienced positive acceptance within their communities and were able
to re-establish social ties and a sense of belonging after returning. The findings indicate that
most returnees did not face discrimination or social exclusion as a result of their migration
experience. Instead, they reported feeling supported and satisfied with their community’s
attitudes towards them (See Annex 3). Strong family networks, community solidarity, and
established local relationships may have facilitated this positive social reintegration.

The level of psychological reintegration was moderate, with an average index score of 0.653.
This suggests that while many returnees have adjusted to life after return, a substantial
proportion continue to face emotional, psychological, and livelihood-related challenges that
affect their overall sense of well-being and stability. A key factor contributing to this moderate
score is the perception of livelihood outcomes following return. Only 50 percent of returnees
reported that their current livelihood was either “unchanged” or “better” compared to their
situation while working in Thailand. This means that half of the surveyed returnees perceived
a deterioration in their economic conditions, which can significantly influence confidence, life
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satisfaction, and outlook. When asked how hopeful they were in the future, 79 percent said
they were either “somewhat” or “very” hopeful.

Figure 22: Average values of reintegration dimensions
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The level of economic reintegration among returnees was also moderate, with an average index
score of 0.609. This indicates that many returnees have faced difficulties in fully restoring their
economic stability and achieving financial security after returning. While some were able to
secure employment or resume income-generating activities, their overall economic situation
remained constrained. Several key factors contributed to this moderate level of economic
reintegration. First, income levels were relatively low, with many returnees employed in low-
paying jobs that might not provide sufficient or stable earnings. As highlighted in Section 4.1,
although 52 percent were engaged in wage employment at the time of the survey, only 40
percent could earn a monthly minimum wage of USD210. Approximately four in ten returnees
were engaged in construction activities, jobs that are typically project-based, temporary in
nature, and sensitive to fluctuations in economic conditions and investment cycles. Among
returnees with self-employment, 70 percent earned USD300 or less per month. Second, a
significant proportion of returnees continued to carry household debts. The median outstanding
debt was USD3,168, and there were no significant differences across income quintiles. Eight in
ten returnees reported that their households found it either “very difficult” or “difficult” to meet
repayment schedules (see Section 4.6), suggesting that the burden of loan repayments placed
additional pressure on already limited financial resources. Third, savings levels were generally
low, reflecting both the depletion of savings during periods of unemployment or transition and
limited capacity to accumulate new savings due to insufficient income.

The survey returnees were least successful in the dimension of institutional reintegration,
with an average index score of 0.381. Key contributing factors were low access to training
programmes, low access to education among school-age children of returnees, and low access
to social protection. Only 33 percent of the surveyed returnees reported being covered by any
form of social protection, such as the Equity Card, the National Social Security Fund (NSSF),
or private insurance. This low level of coverage suggests that a large proportion of returnees
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remain vulnerable to economic and health-related shocks, with limited access to formal safety
nets that could help mitigate financial risks. In addition, a similarly low proportion—around 30
percent—reported that their school-age children were currently enrolled in school. This raises
concerns about potential disruptions to children’s education following return, which may be
linked to financial constraints, relocation challenges, or difficulties in reintegrating into the
local education system.

It should be noted that the utilisation of government support measures had the highest indicator
score of all institutional indicators, particularly for the job-matching and placement call centre
and the on-demand issuance of key administrative and legal documents. These services appear
to have been more accessible and directly relevant to returnees’ immediate reintegration needs,
particularly in facilitating access to employment opportunities and enabling the completion of
essential administrative procedures. The relatively higher uptake of these measures may reflect
their practical importance in supporting returnees’ transition back into the domestic labour
market and public service systems. For example, access to updated identification documents,
family books, or residency records is often a prerequisite for securing employment, enrolling in
social protection programmes, or accessing other government services. Similarly, job-matching
and placement support can help address information gaps and connect returnees with available
employment opportunities.

The levels of reintegration success were broadly similar across returnees’ demographic and
socioeconomic characteristics, indicating that most groups experienced comparable overall
reintegration outcomes (Table 4). The main exception was observed in the dimension of
economic reintegration, where significant differences emerged between male and female
returnees, particularly in relation to employment outcomes. Male returnees were more likely
to be engaged in paid employment and tended to have greater access to income-generating
opportunities, which contributed to relatively stronger economic reintegration. In contrast,
female returnees may have faced additional barriers, including more limited access to formal
employment or greater household and caregiving responsibilities that constrained their
participation in the labour market.

Table 4: Average values of reintegration dimensions disaggregated by returnees’
demographic and socio-economic characteristics

Gender Age Equity Card Disability
Male Female Adult Youth No Yes No Yes
Economic 0.637 0.571 0.606 0.624 0.619 0.573 0.609 0.615
Social 0.902 0.920 0.909 0.912 0.913 0.896 0.909 0.911
Psychological 0.664 0.639 0.638 0.713 0.655 0.648 0.656 0.636
Institutional 0.383 0.380 0.373 0.417 0.362 0.453 0.379 0.403
Observations 496 356 681 171 670 182 762 90

7.2. Reintegration among vulnerable groups

The level of reintegration among returnees from vulnerable households—defined as those
holding an Equity Card or having a household member with disabilities—was moderate and
broadly comparable to the overall level observed in the full sample.”* A similar pattern is

11 The survey did not capture information on the types or severity of disabilities. This represents a limitation,
as it constrains the analysis of how varying forms and degrees of disability may influence reintegration
outcomes.
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evident across different dimensions of reintegration (Figure 23). Social reintegration appeared
to be the strongest dimension, reflecting relatively successful community acceptance and social
connectedness, while institutional reintegration remained the weakest.

Figure 23: Average values of reintegration dimensions among returnees from vulnerable
households
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The level of economic reintegration among these groups was also moderate. Approximately 58
percent of returnees from households with at least one member with disabilities reported being
employed at the time of the survey, compared to 57 percent of those from households holding
an Equity Card. The unemployment rates stood at 21 percent and 24 percent, respectively
(Figure 24).

Figure 24: Employment status among vulnerable groups
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Their employment levels also declined after returning, similar to the level for all surveyed
returnees. Before returning, nearly all returnees from these groups were engaged in wage
employment. However, after returning, only about half remained employed. Average monthly
wage earnings among returnees from households holding an Equity Card declined 37 percent
before and after return to USD267, compared to 34 percent among those from households with
at least a member with disabilities to USD276.

Similarly high levels of indebtedness were observed among returnees from these groups.
Specifically, 74 percent of returnees from households holding an Equity Card reported having
outstanding loans, compared to 66 percent of those from households with at least one member
with disabilities. The average loan size among returnees from these groups was approximately
USD4,000, with a median of USD2,500. These figures indicate a concerning level of debt, with
a subset facing significantly higher financial obligations, which may increase their vulnerability
to repayment difficulties. This is consistent with the finding that 86 percent of returnees from
households with a member with disabilities said their household would find it “very difficult”
or “difficult” to repay the loans on time, compared to 87 percent among those from households
holding an Equity Card.

Only about 4 percent of returnees from both vulnerable groups reported having attended any
skills training since returning, indicating low participation in post-return capacity-building
programmes. The main reasons cited for not attending included a lack of awareness of available
training opportunities, competing family responsibilities, and a prioritisation of immediate job
search and income-generating activities. When asked about their intention to attend future
training, 67 percent of returnees from households with an Equity Card expressed interest,
compared to 70 percent among those from households with a member with disabilities.
Training in agriculture and animal husbandry, vehicle and mechanical repair, and construction
and engineering were the most frequently cited areas of interest.

The level of psychological reintegration among these vulnerable groups was moderate, with
an average index score of 0.648 among returnees from households holding an Equity Card
and 0.636 among those from households with a member with disabilities. At the indicator
level, nearly half of returnees from both groups (about 47 percent) reported that their lives had
become “much worse” or “slightly worse” since returning, pointing to persistent challenges in
adjusting to post-return conditions.

Despite these difficulties, a notable degree of optimism was reported. Approximately seven in
ten returnees reported feeling “somewhat” or “very hopeful” about their future in Cambodia,
suggesting a generally positive outlook even in the face of hardship. In terms of health status,
65 percent of returnees from households with an Equity Card reported having no chronic
diseases at the time of the survey, compared to 63 percent among those from households with
a member with disabilities, indicating relatively similar health profiles across the two groups.
Furthermore, more than half of returnees from both groups reported being “satisfied” or “very
satisfied” with the public services they had received.

7.3. Migration intentions

The survey results indicate that only a small proportion of returnees expressed an intention
to migrate again in the future (Figure 25). Specifically, 3.2 percent reported that they planned
to return to Thailand, while 3.4 percent indicated an intention to migrate to other countries
(South Korea and Japan were the most common destinations besides Thailand). These low
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percentages suggest that most returnees did not view remigration as their preferred option at
the time of the survey.

Instead, the majority expressed a preference to remain in Cambodia and rebuild their livelihoods
domestically. About 32 percent reported that they intended to continue working in their home
provinces, reflecting a desire to reintegrate into local labour markets and remain close to their
families and communities. A slightly higher proportion (33 percent) indicated plans to start
their own businesses, highlighting interests in self-employment and entrepreneurship as a
pathway to economic stability.

Figure 25: Future career plans and migration intentions
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Further analysis indicates that future livelihood plans and intentions to migrate again did
not differ significantly across returnees’ demographic and socioeconomic characteristics.
Specifically, there were no statistically significant differences between male and female
returnees, younger and older returnees, or between those from households with and without an
Equity Card, as well as those with and without a member with disabilities.

As approximately 80 percent of the surveyed returnees were interviewed after the second
Cambodian—Thai border clash and given that such an incident could potentially influence
perceptions of safety, job security, and cross-border mobility, the research team examined
whether the timing of the interview affected respondents’ future plans and intentions to
remigrate. It was plausible that heightened uncertainty or political tensions might discourage
returnees from considering migration to Thailand or other destinations. To assess this, the
research team conducted statistical tests comparing respondents interviewed before and after
the second clash. The results indicate no statistically significant differences in reported future
career plans or intentions to migrate again between the two groups. This suggests that the
border incident did not materially alter returnees’ stated aspirations or mobility intentions at
the time of the survey.
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7.4. Reasons for returning to Thailand or staying in Cambodia

Among surveyed returnees who indicated that they might return to Thailand, the most frequently
cited reason was the opportunity to earn higher income, reported by 81 percent of respondents.
This reflects wage differentials between Thailand and Cambodia, which continue to serve as a
strong economic incentive for remigration. In addition, 59 percent of returnees highlighted the
prospect of securing more stable employment, suggesting that jobs in Thailand are perceived to
offer greater continuity and reliability compared to those available domestically. As shown in
Section 3.2, returnees could earn on average USD424 per month in Thailand compared to USD270
after return. More than half of respondents (52 percent) also pointed to the difficulty of finding
suitable employment in Cambodia, underscoring the limited availability of job opportunities and
the challenges returnees might face in reintegrating into the local labour market.

In contrast, among returnees who reported that they were likely to remain in Cambodia, the
most cited reason was the desire to stay close to their family and home, mentioned by 80 percent
of respondents. This highlights the importance of family ties and social support networks in
shaping returnees’ decisions to remain in their country of origin. Proximity to family may also
provide emotional support and reduce living expenses, all of which can contribute to a stronger
sense of stability and well-being despite potentially lower income prospects.

7.5. Types of programme support

Surveyed returnees were asked to identify the types of policy or programme support they would
need from the government or development partners that might facilitate their reintegration. To
ensure consistency in responses and minimise bias, enumerators randomly presented seven
specific policy and programme options to each respondent. The respondent was then asked to
select the one form of support they considered important for assisting their reintegration.

Figure 26: Returnees’ perceived types of support from the government or development partners
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As shown in Figure 26, several types of policy and programme support were commonly cited by
returnees as important for facilitating their reintegration. The most frequently selected option
was participation in a short-term vocational training course of three months or less, combined
with a one-time cash grant of KHR500,000 (USD125). This option was chosen by 23 percent
of surveyed returnees, making it the most preferred form of support. The training programmes
covered practical and market-relevant skills in sectors such as agro-processing, electrical and
electronic trades, and food and hospitality services. The strong preference for this support
reflects returnees’ interest in acquiring technical skills that can enhance their employability or
enable them to pursue self-employment opportunities. The inclusion of a modest cash handout
likely further increased its appeal, as it could help offset immediate financial constraints, cover
training-related expenses, or provide initial capital for small income-generating activities.

The second most frequently cited form of support was a short-term vocational training course
in agriculture, combined with a one-time cash grant of KHR400,000 (USD100). This option
was selected by about 20 percent of surveyed returnees, making it the second most preferred
reintegration support measure. This was followed by a preference for a one-time unconditional
cash grant of KHR500,000 (approximately USD125), which was also commonly cited by
returnees. In addition, about 10 percent of returnees chose a pause on all debt repayments.

It is important to note that the selection of preferred policy and programme support did
not differ significantly across returnees’ demographic and socioeconomic characteristics,
including gender, age group, or household livelihood status. In other words, male and female
returnees, younger and older individuals, or those from households with or without an Equity
Card expressed broadly similar priorities regarding the types of support they considered most
important for their reintegration.

8. Conclusions and recommendations

This study examined the economic and social consequences of the large-scale return of
Cambodian migrant workers following the Cambodian-Thai border conflict in 2025,
focusing on reintegration outcomes of returnees. Drawing on survey data from 852
returnees in Banteay Meanchey, Battambang, Pursat, Siem Reap, Takeo, and Oddar Meanchey
and applying a multidimensional Reintegration Index (RI), the findings provide an integrated
assessment of economic, social, psychological, and institutional reintegration. Data collection
was conducted between 7 December 2025 and 14 January 2026. Interviews were conducted
both in person and by phone.

Overall, reintegration outcomes were moderate, with an average RI score of 0.639.
While most returnees have re-established themselves within their communities, important
vulnerabilities persist, particularly in economic stability and institutional access. Reintegration
outcomes varied modestly across demographic groups, with male and younger returnees
achieving slightly stronger results. However, no statistically significant differences were
observed across household poverty status, as proxied by Equity Card ownership, or the presence
of household members with disabilities.

Social reintegration emerged as the strongest dimension, indicating that returnees were
largely welcomed back into their communities and experienced minimal discrimination.
This suggests that social cohesion at the community level remains resilient despite the scale
and suddenness of return. By contrast, economic reintegration was only moderate. Although
approximately half of returnees were employed at the time of the survey, income security
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remains fragile. Only 40 percent earned at least the statutory minimum wage of USD210,
and many were concentrated in low-paying employment in manufacturing and construction.
The decline in average monthly income (37 percent after return), combined with the loss of
remittances, has placed considerable strain on household livelihoods.

Debt burdens further compound this vulnerability. With 70 percent of returnees reporting
outstanding household loans and 83 percent describing repayment as “difficult” or “very
difficult,” financial stress represents a major barrier to sustainable reintegration. While
loan restructuring initiatives have been introduced, utilisation remains limited, highlighting
implementation and outreach gaps.

Psychological reintegration was moderate. Although half of returnees perceived their
livelihoods to be worse than when working in Thailand, a relatively high share expressed
hope for the future. This combination of perceived economic decline and forward-looking
optimism suggests resilience but also underscores the importance of tangible livelihood
improvements to sustain positive outlooks.

Institutional reintegration was the weakest dimension. Access to social protection,
training opportunities, and education for school-age children was limited. Participation
in post-return skills training was particularly low (5 percent), despite strong interest in
vocational programmes. Awareness of government support measures was relatively high,
yet service uptake—aside from job-matching through the Ministry of Labour and Vocational
Training (MLVT) call centre (1297) and administrative support from the Ministry of Interior—
remained uneven. This suggests that awareness alone is insufficient; accessibility, relevance,
and delivery mechanisms also matter.

Encouragingly, most returnees expressed intentions to remain in Cambodia, with many
considering self-employment or work within their home provinces. Only a small proportion
indicated plans to remigrate to Thailand or to alternative destinations, such as Japan or South
Korea. This indicates a strong orientation towards domestic reintegration, provided that viable
livelihood opportunities can be secured.

Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed to support the sustainable
reintegration of returnees:

Recommendation 1: Strengthen employment protection and information systems

» Enhance oversight of recruitment practices to prevent employment-related fraud, deceptive
job offers, and labour exploitation.

* Improve access to clear and reliable labour market information by expanding and
strengthening job-matching and placement services, including the MLVT call centre
(1297), to better connect returnees with available vacancies.

Recommendation 2: Address household debt and financial vulnerability

+ Strengthen communication and outreach regarding existing loans restructuring programmes
and special conditions for new loans for returnees.

* Explore targeted debt relief or temporary repayment pauses for highly vulnerable
households.

» Provide financial literacy training on budgeting, savings, and debt management to improve
household financial resilience.

Recommendation 3: Expand access to skills development and promote self-employment
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* Scale up short-term, practical vocational training programmes and tailor training courses
to reflect gender-differentiated interests and employment pathways. Female returnees
tend to express stronger interest in training programmes related to agriculture and animal
husbandry, beauty and personal care, business, trade and sales, and food and beverage
services. In contrast, male returnees are more likely to prefer courses in vehicle and
mechanical repairs, agriculture and animal husbandry, and construction.

* Consider pairing skills training with modest start-up grants between KHR400,000 and
KHR500,000 (USD100-125) to facilitate participation.

» Provide access to finance and targeted skills training to female returnees in pursuing self-
employment opportunities. Priority areas may include food and beverages, crop cultivation,
and animal raising. Promoting entrepreneurship and flexible work arrangements is
essential, as these options better accommodate women’s caregiving responsibilities.

Recommendation 4: Promote balanced local economic development

* Invest in job creation and private sector development in provinces with limited economic
activity to reduce the need for internal migration.

While this study provides important baseline evidence on post-return reintegration, there are
areas for further investigation:

Given that the cross-sectional design limits the ability to track changes over time and that
reintegration is an evolving process rather than a one-time outcome, panel data tracking
returnees over multiple years would help determine whether moderate reintegration
outcomes improve or deteriorate over time, particularly in relation to employment stability,
debt repayment, and psychological well-being. Although this undertaking may require
substantial resources, it merits serious consideration given its potential long-term benefits.

Given the high prevalence of indebtedness, further analysis of debt structures, borrowing
sources, and repayment strategies would be valuable. Research on financial literacy
interventions and their effectiveness in strengthening household resilience would also
inform medium- to long-term policy responses.

Further research is needed to examine the absorptive capacity of local labour markets,
especially in provinces with weaker economic performance. Comparative provincial studies
could explore why areas such as Takeo perform relatively better and whether specific
economic structures or industrial bases facilitate stronger reintegration outcomes.

Rigorous impact evaluations of existing programmes, such as job-matching services,
vocational training initiatives, and loan restructuring schemes, would provide evidence
on which interventions generate meaningful improvements in employment, income, and
financial resilience. Although this undertaking may require substantial resources, it merits
serious consideration, given its potential long-term benefits.
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Annexes

Annex 1: Indicators, variables, and corresponding questions used under each dimension of

the reintegration index

programmes

Dimensions Indicators Variables Corresponding Notes
questions
Economic Employment Employed or unemployed q3b_1
status
Income Monthly income/profits >= q3b 5
monthly minimum wage of q4 7
USD210
Skill confidence | Confidence in using skills q7b_4 “Don’t know”
acquired while working in responses coded 0
Thailand: neutral or confidence
Access to Has agricultural land q5_8
agricultural land
Access to Owned residential land or q5_11
residential land got permission from parents/
relatives to stay
Debt burden Not having loans or not q2_19 “Don’t know”
having loans from private q2 20 responses coded 0
moneylenders, commercial
banks, and MFIs
Household Whether the household has q2 22 “Don’t know”
savings savings and “Refused”
responses coded 0
Financial prospect | Unchanged or improved q6 7 “Don’t know”
responses coded 0
Social Perceived Community attitude towards q8c 1 “Don’t know”
discrimination returnees: normal or satisfied responses coded 0
Community Community support towards q8c 2 “Don’t know”
acceptance return migrants: normal or responses coded 0
supportive
Psychological | Life satisfaction | Life satisfaction since q9 2
returning: unchanged or
satisfied
Hope about the Somewhat hopeful or very q9 3 “Don’t know”
future hopeful responses coded 0
Health condition | Having no chronic health gq8a_10
problems
Satisfaction with | Satisfied or very satisfied q9 4 “Don’t know”
public services responses coded 0
Institutional Access to training | Attended training or upskilling q7a_ 1

Access to
education

School enrolment of school-
age children is 80 percent or
higher.

School enrolment rate =
Number of school-age children
currently attending school /
Number of school-age children

q8a 1 1qg8a 2 1

School enrolment

rate of returnees

with no children

or no school-age

children is coded
l.

Access to social | Health coverage q8a_6
protection

Use of support Use of government support, q8b 2
programmes such as loan restructuring or

call centre
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Annex 2: Specific types of training courses, overall and disaggregated by the gender of

returnees
Training type Total Male Female
Livestock 20.5 16.8 27.0
Motor repairs 10.6 10.5 0.5
Car repairs 6.7 5.7 -
Crop cultivation 59 5.1 7.4
Sales skills 5.8 0.9 14.2
Salon 5.6 1.7 14.7
Sewing 5.6 16.5 12.3
Other mechanical repairs 4.5 1.7 -
Other construction work 43 0.9 0.5
Electrical system 3.6 1.1 -
Metal work 3.6 0.3 -
Cooking 3.4 2.0 5.9
Entrepreneur skills 2.7 0.6 5.9
Tiling work 2.2 6.6 1.5
Other agriculture 2.0 2.8 0.5
Hair dressing 1.8 0.3 -
Baking 1.6 2.8 34
Farming 1.1 1.4 0.5
Coffee making 1.1 0.6 2.9
Air-conditioner repairs 1.1 0.9 -
Truck driving 1.1 5.7 -
Furniture work 1.1 0.6 0.5
Phone repairs 0.7 1.7 -
Electronic repairs 0.7 7.1 0.5
Hospitality 0.5 1.4 1.0
Foreign languages 0.5 0.6 0.5
Arts and music 0.4 0.3 -
IT 0.4 0.3 -
Plumbing 0.2 2.6 -
Observations 555 351 204
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CDRI Working paper series

WP 157) Mak Sithirith and Khath Bunthorn (May 2026). The Transnational Geo-Body of
the Cambodian—Thai Border Conflicts: Symbolic Geopolitics, Nationalism and
Externalisation of Domestic Securities.

WP 156) Mak Sithirith and Chhaing Marong (February 2026). The Role of Community Fish
Refuges (CFRs) in Promoting the Integration of Water, Land, and Aquatic Food
Systems: A Case Study of the CFRs in the Mekong Delta and the Tonle Sap Lake.

WP 155) Mak Sithirith, Sanjiv de Silva, Sok Sao, Chhaing Marong, Sean Vichet, Ang
Raksmey, Mam Kosal, and Deepa Joshi (January 2026). Decentralised Food System
Governance at the District Level in Cambodia: Studying the Performance of District
Technical Working Groups in Boeng Sneh (Mekong Delta) and Boeng Ream (Tonle
Sap).

WP 154) Nhem Davut, Chea Sathya, and Heng Sok Mean (December 2025). STEM Teachers’
Continuous Professional Development: Opportunities, Challenges, and Policy
Implications in Cambodia.

WP 153) Mak Sithirith (December 2025). Community-Based Water Management in Cambodia:
A Comparative Study of Farmer Water User Communities (FWUCs) and the
Indigenous Metuk System.

WP 152) I Younan An and Chhorn Dina (December 2025). Firm-Level Performance in
Cambodia: An Economic Census-Based Diagnostics.

WP 151) Chhorn Dina, Muth Sumontheany and Houy Sivly (October 2025). Building
Resilience in the Geoeconomic Fragmentation: The Role of Transitioning MFlIs to
Banks in Cambodia’s Financial Development.

WP 150) Veung Naron (November 2024). Enhancing the Collaboration between TVET
Institutions and the Private Sector in Cambodia: Implications for Skills Provision.

WP 149) Simona [ammarino, Muth Sumontheany, and Nith Kosal. (October 2024). 20 Years
of FDI in Cambodia: Towards Upper Middle-Income Status and Beyond.

WP 148) Ang Raksmey, Ananya Cumming-Bruce, Chhaing Marong, Bunnath Zoe Sidana,
So Lyhong and Ngin Chanrith. (September 2024). Barriers to Nutritious Food
Production and Consumption: Insights from Two Case Studies.

WP 147) Derek Richardson. (August 2024). 4 Bourdieuisan Analysis of How Citizen-led Aid
Organisations Provide Health Care Transnationally.

WP 146) Jessica Garber (August 2024). Negotiating Family and Personal Aspirations: Four
Young Cambodian Women Reflecting on Choosing a Major.

WP 145) Chea Phal, Nhem Davut, Chea Sathya, and Bo Chankoulika (June 2024). The Reversal
of Gender Gap in Learning: Why Boys Are Falling Behind in Upper Secondary Schools.

WP 144) Roth Vathana, Keo Socheat and Sim Sokcheng (May 2024). Profitability and
Technical Efficiency of Chilli Farms in Cambodia.

WP 143) Saing Chan Hang, Chea Phal and Song Sopheak. (November 2023). Assessing
Technology Readiness of Students and Teachers in Cambodian Higher Education
during COVID-19.

WP 142) Joakim Ojendal, Nong Monin, Sean Chanmony, Bunnath Zoe Sidana and Ngin
Chanrith. (November 2023). The Political Economy of Land-Water Resource
Governance in the Context of Food Security in Cambodia.

WP 141) Chea Phal, Tek Muytieng, and Nok Sorsesekha. (July 2023). Gender Gap Reversal in
Learning and Gender-Responsive Teaching in Cambodia.

WP 140) Roth Vathana and Benghong Siela Bossba (June 2023). Impacts on the Lives and
Livelihoods of Factory Workers during COVID-19: A Gender-sensitive Analysis.
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WP 139) Hing Vutha. (May 2023). The Effects of COVID-19 on the Export Industry and
Comparative Advantage of Cambodia.

WP 138) Heng Kimkong. (May 2023). Cambodia s Aspirations to Become a Knowledge-Based
Society: Perspectives of Cambodian University Students.

WP 137) Thy Savrin, Ly Tong and Ean Sokunthy. (May 2023). Cambodian Upper Secondary
School Education amid COVID-19 Pandemic: Challenges and Opportunities.

WP 136) You Saokeo Khantey, Alvin Leung, In Leavsovath, and Song Sopheak. (January
2023). A Quantitative Study on Entrepreneurial Intention of University Students in
Cambodia.

WP 135) Tek Muytieng, Nok Sorsesekha and Chea Phal (December 2022). Faculty Engagement
in Cambodian Higher Education Internationalisation.

WP 134) Chea Phal, Bo Chankoulika and Minami Ryuto (May 2022). Cambodian Secondary
School Teachers’ Readiness for Online Teaching During the Covid-19 Pandemic.

WP 133) Kao Sovansophal, Chea Phal and Song Sopheak (March 2022). Upper Secondary
School Tracking and Major Choices in Higher Education: To Switch or Not to Switch.

WP 132) Ang Len and Young Sokphea (October 2021). Civil Society Organisations and Youth
Civic Engagement in Cambodia.

WP 131) Veung Naron and Ven Seyhah (October 2021). Exploring Insights into Vocational
Skills Development and Industrial Transformation in Cambodia.

WP 130) Chea Phal, Hun Seyhakunthy and Song Sopheak (September 2021). Permeability in
Cambodian Post-secondary Education and Training: A Growing Convergence.

WP 129) Sry Bopharath, Hiev Hokkheang, and Benghong Siela Bossba (August 2021).
Vending in the city: unprotected yet better off.

WP 128) Sim Sokcheng, Keo Socheat, Sarom Molideth (August 2021). Pesticide Use Practices
in Cambodia s Vegetable Farming.

WP 127) Leng Phirom, Khieng Sothy, Chhem Rethy and Gregory Smith (May 2021)
De-framing STEM discourses in Cambodia.

WP 126) Chea Vatana, You Saokeo Khantey and Song Sopheak (May 2021) What Skills
Training Do Cambodian Garment Workers Need?

WP 125) Nong Monin (March 2021). The Impacts of Climate Change on Agriculture and
Water Resources in Cambodia: From Local Communities’ Perspectives.

WP 124) Chea Sathya, Song Sopheak and Hun Seyhakunthy (December 2020). Competency-
Based TVET in Cambodia: Promise and Reality.

WP 123) Eam Phyrom, Heng Sambath, Ravy Sophearoth, Tim Bunly, Song Sopheak (July
2020). Characteristics and Issues of Internship at Cambodian Private Firms: A
Scoping Study.

WP 122) Ven Seyhah and Veung Naron (July 2020). The Contribution Vocational Skills
Development to Cambodia’s Economy.

WP 121) Eam Phyrom, Ros Vutha, Heng Sambath and Ravy Sophearoth (July 2020).
Understanding Cambodian Deans Conceptions and Approaches to University
Accountability.

WP 120) Ros Vutha, Eam Phyrom, Heng Sambath and Ravy Sophearoth (Janyuary 2020).
Cambodian Academics: Identities and Roles.

WP 119) Ven Seyhah and Hing Vutha (October 2019). Cambodia in the Electronic and
Electrical Global Value Chains.

WP 118) Sothy Khieng, Sidney Mason and Seakleng Lim (October 2019). Innovation and
Entrepreneurship Ecosystem in Cambodia: The Roles of Academic Institutions.
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WP 117) Un Leang, Saphon Somolireasmey and Sok Serey (September 2019). Gender Analysis
of Survey on Cambodia’s Young and Older Generation: Family, Community, Political
Knowledge and Attitudes, and Future Expectations.

WP 116) Eng Netra, Ang Len, So Hengvotey, Hav Gechhong, Chhom Theavy (March 2019).
Cambodia's Young and Older Generation: Views on Generational Relations and Key
Social and Political Issues.

WP 115) Mak Ngoy, Sok Say, Un Leang with Bunry Rinna, Chheng Sokunthy and Kao
Sovansophal (May 2019). Finance in Public Higher Education in Cambodia.

WP 114) Mak Ngoy, Sok Say, Un Leang with Bunry Rinna, Chheng Sokunthy and Kao
Sovansophal (Apr 2019). Governance in Public Higher Education in Cambodia.

WP 113) Ear Sothy, Sim Sokcheng, Chhim Chhun and Khiev Pirom (Dec 2017). Rice Policy
Study: Implications of Rice Policy Changes in Vietnam for Cambodia’s Rice Policy
and Rice Producers in South-Eastern Cambodia.

WP 112) Roth Vathana, Abdelkrim Araarz, Sry Bopharath and Phann Dalis (March 2017). The
Dynamics of Microcredit Borrowings in Cambodia.

WP 111) Ear Sothy, Sim Sokcheng and Khiev Pirom (March 2016). Cambodia Macroeconomic
Impacts of Public Consumption on Education — A Computable General Equilibrium
Approach.

WP 110) Vong Mun (December 2016). Progress and Challenges of Deconcentration in
Cambodia: The Case of Urban Solid Waste Management.

WP 109) Sam Sreymom, Ky Channimol, Keum Kyungwoo, Sarom Molideth and Sok Raksa.
(December 2016). Common Pool Resources and Climate Change Adaptation:
Community-based Natural Resource Management in Cambodia.

WP 108) Ly Tem (January 2016). Leadership Pathways for Local Women: Case Studies of
Three Communes in Cambodia.

WP 107) Chhim Chhun, Buth Bora and Ear Sothy (September 2015). Effect of Labour
Movement on Agricultural Mechanisation in Cambodia.

WP 106) Chhim Chhun, Tong Kimsun, Ge Yu, Timothy Ensor and Barbara McPake
(September 2015). Impact of Health Financing Policies on Household Spending:
Evidence from Cambodia Socio-Economic Surveys 2004 and 2009.

WP 105) Roth Vathana and Lun Pide (August 2015). Health and Education in the Greater
Mekong Subregion: Policies, Institutions and Practices — the Case of Cambodia in Khmer:

WP 104) Sum Sreymom and Khiev Pirom (August 2015). Contract Farming in Cambodia:
Different Models, Policy and Practice.

WP 103) Chhim Chhun, Tong Kimsun, Ge Yu, Timothy Ensor and Barbara McPake (June
2015). Catastrophic Payments and Poverty in Cambodia: Evidence from Cambodia
Socio-Economic Surveys 2004, 2007, 2009, 2010 and 2011.

WP 102) Eng Netra, Vong Mun and Hort Navy (June 2015). Social Accountability in Service
Delivery in Cambodia.

WP 101) Ou Sivhouch (April 2015). 4 Right-Based Approach to Development: A Cambodian
Perspective.

WP 100) Sam Sreymom with Ouch Chhuong (March 2015). Agricultural Technological
Practices and Gaps for Climate Change Adaptation.

WP 99) Phay Sokcheng and Tong Kimsun (December 2014). Public Spending on
Education, Health and Infrastructure and Its Inclusiveness in Cambodia: Benefit
Incidence Analysis.

WP 98) Srinivasa Madhur (August 2014). Cambodia’s Skill Gap: An Anatomy of Issues and
Policy Options.

Life after Return: Understanding Reintegration Success and Pathways of Cambodia’s Return Migrants






Cambodia Development Resource Institute
© 56 Street 315, Tuol Kork, Phnom Penh, Cambodia
+85523881701/881916/883 603

< cdri@cdri.org.kh

@ www.cdri.org.kh




