
SAVING FOR A DREAM
Young people in Cambodia join Saving for Change groups to build a future.  

When one of her regular customers rocks 
up on a motorbike, Da Sophea knows what 
to do. It takes her a few minutes to throw 
together one of her specialties: bok la hong, 
a papaya salad. Sophea prepares it quickly, 
grating and pounding papaya, squirting in 
some lime juice, adding a pinch of chili and 
salt, sugar, and tomato —never forgetting 
a little fish sauce. 

Sophea sells bok la hong and other 
prepared food at a table in front of her 
parents’ house, where she lives, on a busy 
road outside Samroang, near the Cambodia-
Thai border. This particular client says she 
comes every day. She and others are 
keeping Sophea in business. While she 
works, Sophea is thinking about the 
future. How, she asks herself, can she 
turn a simple table on the side of the road 
into a real store, to make real money?

TRAINING LEADS TO INSPIRATION
The road to retail has not been a straight 
one for Sophea, now 18 and single. She 
says she left school a few years ago, and 
got training as a tailor. “I just had no talent 
for it,” she says. She struggled to find a 
path in life. 

Her older sister encouraged Sophea to join 
a Saving for Change (SfC) group organized 
by one of Oxfam’s partners in the area, the 
Youth Council of Cambodia (YCC). Saving 
for Change groups usually consist of about 
15 people who make small deposits, 
sometimes just a dollar or less, and amass 
a fund they then loan to each other. 
Members borrow money from the group’s 
fund to deal with emergencies or to start 
or expand businesses. They pay back the 
loans at a modest interest rate, (3 percent). 
At the end of each year, the group 

disperses its assets. Each member gets 
his or her savings plus a share of the 
interest the group has earned.

With her first loan, Sophea grew and sold 
cassava, earning a small profit. Feeling 
optimistic, she took out a second loan of 
$150 to open her food stand. On a good 
day her business can gross about $50, 
and she’s now saving between $10 and 
$15 a week.

In 2015, Sophea attended a special 
business training program for Saving for 
Change group members. She learned  
how to do market research, how to identify 
products to sell, and how to build a 
customer base.

“That’s when things started to change,” 
Sophea says. After the training, she began 
to think hard about her business. “I was 

ABOVE: Da Sophea borrowed $250 to buy lumber to build a store, part of the plan to expand her business that she developed 
while in a special training program for entrepreneurs. Patrick Brown / Panos for Oxfam America
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inspired by the training, and learned how 
to manage capital and expenses.” She 
developed a plan, and borrowed another 
$250 from her group to invest in the 
construction of a new building, where she 
will run an expanded business with more 
products and, she hopes, more customers. 

ALTERNATIVES FOR YOUTH
The Youth Council of Cambodia is promot-
ing Saving for Change with help from 
Oxfam as a way to provide alternatives for 
young people. The organization is helping 
to run 50 groups in the area, and hopes 
to add 25 more this year.

Nearly all the families in this part of the 
country are farmers, growing rice and 
cassava. It’s a tough way to make a living. 
“Migration is a big issue here for youth,” 
says Rom Teut, who works at YCC. Teut adds 
that the government is struggling to provide 
a decent education for an overwhelmingly 
young population —roughly half are under 
25. “Apart from growing rice, there are not 
a lot of opportunities… Most youth drop 
out of school and migrate to Thailand to 
work in factories, or construction.” 

Some participants see group membership 
as a good alternative to migration or other 
bad options. Plen Soben, a 25-year-old 
married mother of a little girl, runs a small 
shop and says she started a Saving for 
Change group herself.

“I tell young people to join an SfC group; 
the interest rate is low so it’s easy to pay 
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Do one more thing today 
Learn more about young entrepreneurs in Cambodia, and the ways Oxfam helps 
people access basic financial services like loans and a place to save money, 
and assists individuals in defending their basic human rights as workers. It’s all 
part of our mission to help people make a decent living—and work their own 
way out of poverty: oxfamamerica.org/economic-well-being. 

back a loan,” she says. “I tell them they 
will learn to manage money, and learn to 
save more. And if a lot of people here keep 
saving, it will reduce poverty.” Soben says 
financial independence will make young 
people “less likely to become gangsters or 
drug addicts or just spend all their money 
without saving anything.”

FULFILLING A DREAM
Back at Da Sophea’s food stand, she is 
looking at the lumber she bought for her 
new store. It’s stacked under a tree next 
to her parents’ house. To her, it is no mere 
pile of wood. It represents the future, her 

future. “I want to have a career, not just 
depend on my parents,” she says. She 
has enlisted her father, Da Taoeum, 60,  
a retired rice farmer, to build the shop for 
her. He plans to start construction soon.

“I’m very proud of her, and will help her 
dream come true,” he says.

Da Sophea (right) and her father, Da Taoeum, are building a store Sophea will run. It’s part of her plan to expand her 
business financed by loans from her Saving for Change group. Patrick Brown / Panos for Oxfam America
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