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Introduction
The garment industry is one of the largest global industries 

in the world. The Cambodian garment industry is one of the most 
important contributors to the nation’s economy and accounts for a 
significant proportion of formal employment of the labors force. 
Revenue from garment exports accounts for roughly 80% of the 
national export revenue.1 In September 2017, there are 1692 factories 
that are providing a total of 972,900 jobs in Cambodia.2 In 2015, 
the garment and footwear sectors value-added represented 11% of 
the economy and the sector contributed nearly 2 percentage points 
of the country’s 7% GDP growth. The sector’s development has 
been driven by exports, with heavy dependence on the EU and US 
markets.3 The garment factory workers are female totally 86%, they 
are come from low-income rural area.4 Some estimates suggest that 
one-quarter of all Cambodian women and men between the ages of 
18 and 29 are working in garment factories. A study published in 
nutrients implemented a lunch provision model at a garment factory in 
Cambodia, shown that specifically tailored to consider caloric needs 
and target macro- and micro-nutrient deficiencies among its workers. 
Findings showed large-scale lunch provisions had the “potential to 
improve the food security of workers” at a cost of less than US$1 per 
person per day.5 Concerns about the inadequate nutrition of garment 
workers were raised in many years ago.6,7 Inadequate nutrition of 
garment workers has become an interesting topic and has been linked 
to the mass fainting’s that are often reported from the factories.8 In 
spite of that, the data on the inadequate nutrition of garment workers 
are still scarce because factory tried to hide about that news. Lack 
of living standard and saving might be effective for garment worker. 
Most of garment worker live in the group and eating together, so the 
expense of food is the extreme budgeting. Sometimes their family 
sent food from their homeland in order to save. Some of them also 
try to thrift by skipping meals.9 There are many discussion about this 
problem, including theories about the correlation between workers’ 

food intake, health, and welfare. Despite of speculation, this paper 
was written to provide on the issues identified worrying of inadequate 
nutrition on garment workers. This paper presents a situation of the 
burden of inadequate nutrition of garment worker in Cambodia. The 
attempt to improve of understanding of some factor that influence of 
Cambodian garment sector and effect of workers’ wellbeing.

Method 
The study obtained by the secondary research on databases, 

multiple method was applied, including data from the best factories 
Cambodia project of the International Labor Organization (ILO) 
corporate with Agence Francaise de Development (AFD), Angkor 
Research and Consulting Ltd., Data from the researcher at Justus 
Leibigh University Giessen in Germany, the report from Finds 
Garment Worker Malnourish by Cambodia Daily, and sample 
documents from internet to examine the problem of inadequate 
nutrition status of garment worker in Cambodia. 

Result 
The result in the study was published by the researcher at Justus 

Liebig University Giessen in Germany surveyed at a factory in 
Phnom Penh, found that garment workers were underweight 31.4% 
and anaemic 26.9%, and this increased the risk of exhaustion and 
fainting.10 According to the report Finds Garment Worker Malnourish 
by Cambodia Daily estimated that the hundreds thousands of 
Cambodian garment workers ingest just half of the recommended 
daily calorie intake for adults occupied in manual labor. The average 
1,598 calories per day were found on garment worker, which is 
less than the recommended amount for a worker who is working in 
garment industry.11 In 2016 workers worked at four factories Nike, 
Puma, Asics, and VF Corporation were hospitalized more than 500 
workers. Among 500 workers were reordered over 3 days saw 360 
workers most serious episode and collapsed on the factory floor. The 
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Abstract

Background: Cambodia garment industry is one of the leading economic sector and 
offering many job to labor market. However, it has attracted much attention due to a poor 
nutritional status among workers. 

Method: The study obtains with the secondary research data, multiple methods were 
applied including data from the better factories Cambodia project of International Labor 
Organization (ILO) corporate with Agence Francaise de Development (AFD), Angkor 
Research and Consulting Ltd., data from the researcher at Justus Leibigh University 
Giessen in Germany. 

Result: The result of the survey shown that garment workers were underweight 31.4% and 
anemic 26.9%. About 2/3 of the participator in the interview said that they didn’t always 
have access to safe and nutritious food. And 18% of the participator also said that the 
severally food insecure and no hygiene. 

Conclusion: Inadequate nutrition of garment workers in Cambodia has influence to health 
for workers’ wellbeing. The improper diet leads to inadequate nutrition which causes 
health-related problem. 

Keywords: inadequate nutrition, garment worker, anemic, calorie, underweight, 
malnutrition 
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incident confirmed that part of the pattern of fainting among 600,000 
strong garment workforce in the years.12 The results from the baseline 
survey of Better Factories Cambodia project also noted that workers 
have experience of high levels of anxiety and unpredictability about 
food security. About 2/3 of the participator in the interview said that 
they didn’t always have access to safe and nutritious food. 18% of the 
participator also said that the severally food insecure and no hygiene. 
Anemic can cause to the wide ranging of health problem for garment 
workers. Anemic leads to chronic fatigue, tiredness, weakness, and 
difficulty to concentrating on work and low productivity.13 

The inadequate nutrition in the older adult can lead to the serious 
health such as a weakened immune system, muscle weakness, and 
high risk of hospitalization.14 In Cambodia, inadequate nutrition is the 
problem for people who live in rural area and garment workers. Both 
vulnerable people are easy to get an impact on their health because 
they live in poverty.15 The minimum wage increased from 61$USD per 
month to 153$USD. But worker required paying a monthly distribution 

to a national health care plan for 9% of their salary. Garment factory 
not happy with this distribution, they feel like they have had to give 
up an essential part of their salary increase. Even though the national 
health insurance could save worker’s money when they need medical 
care but garment workers are not satisfied anymore. The garment 
worker spend little money on their daily food around 9$ a week or 
about 1.53$USD per day.16 Salary has stretch to cover renting house, 
transportation, water, clothes, electricity, and other cost. In addition, 
the workers are under pressure to transfer of salary back to their 
families at homeland, which has a substantial anti-poverty effect.17 

In Figure 1 shows that they not satisfy with their food and have to eat 
with saving.4,17 The main problem of inadequate nutrition for garment 
workers are poverty. The state of being extremely poor leads garment 
workers to eat less food and cheap food without nutritious. The most 
common food insecurities were worrying about having sufficient 
food, and not being able to eat preferred food. The majority of worker 
experience no food security; with each the proportion in figure1 they 
experienced by a maximum of only one quarter of worker 27%. 

Table 1 Monthly worker food intake, compare to recommended 3000 calorie food basket

Food type
Current 
monthly 
quantity (kg)

Calorie 
value 
(Kcal)

Cost 
(US$)

Needed for 
healthy diet 
(Kg)

Calorie 
Value 
(Kcal)

Cost 
(US$)

Rice and noodle 7.8 22355 4.75 13.8 49567 8.81

Meant 2.8 4210 11.5 4.5 6880 19.5

Fish 3.1 3822 6.25 5.8 7485 11.06

eggs 1.2 1116 1.85 3.1 2838 4.8

Milk 0.5 335 0.31 0.6 402 0.38

Bean 0.9 892 1.2 2 1845 2.75

Vegetable 4.6 2880 6.63 7.9 4147 11.5

Fruit 2.2 1148 1.99 4 2157 3.75

Oil 0.5 4500 1 0.7 6300 1.4

Sugar 1 3980 1.05 2 5907 1.58

Drinks   2700 9.38   2700 9.38

Spices 0.5 neg 0.13 0.5 neg 0.13

Totals   47938 46.3   90291 75.3

Discussion 
The suitable food intake of garment worker 

The amount of micronutrients and dietary fiber that garment 
worker took seem insufficient. The limited extent of the accessible 
food composition didn’t enough with respect to protein quality and 
composition of calories.19 According to research by the Indonesian 
government, suggest that garment worker should take 3000 calories 
daily. Garment factory labor is described as strenuous and physically 
demanding labor, especially in terms of the long hours worked by the 
vast majority in the sector.20 Additionally, the environment the workers 
are usually described as hot and humid, taking a larger toll on the 
workers’ bodies and health. The Table1 for a healthy lifestyle while 
performing moderate to healthy physical work is recommended. The 
3000 calorie food basket was made up of common eaten by garment 
workers in Cambodia specifically.21 The following table shows and 
compares the empirical findings. The issue of wage becomes apparent 

when evaluating the differences between the actual foods eaten and 
the required amounts of nutrition. The study shows that a 3000-calorie 
diet should cost an estimated 75$USD. In actuality, the average 
Cambodian garment factory worker is only spending 46$USD on 
their food consumption. The salary 153$USD is enough for their food, 
but the problem they tried to save to transfer money for their parents. 

Raising awareness and behavior for improving garment 
worker 

The awareness raising and behavior change for improving garment 
workers’ nutrition to inform workers and factory management staff 
about health services, information of health care, or the project’s 
activities to promote positive healthy behavior among workers. The 
frequent adoption of this approach is unsurprising, as garment worker 
factory generally have a very low level of education. They come from 
rural areas where access to health information is limited.22 Factory 
management would make sure garment workers are less tired can take 
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rest in order to gain energy for productivity. As productivity improves 
worker’s health, the factory would take them less work absent due 
to illness. Worker feels that their employers care about them. The 
productivity would be the increase because worker feels good about 
their employer.23 The awareness raising and behavior change for 
improving nutrition such as training, Peer education, and Health fair 
or Health event should apply for garment worker. 

Figure1 Proportion of workers experiencing Food Insecurity Access Scale 
condition (data from Garment workers’ Health and nutrition status, and food 
provision in factories a study from selected enterprises in Cambodia).18

Training: Training was adopted to improve the health-related 
knowledge of workers and was the most common sub-approach. 
Worker training is considered necessary for improving workers’ 
personal and professional lives through the direct provision of 
knowledge and skills to workers. It promotes strengthening habits 
of eating, hygiene food, and food preparation to prevent inadequate 
nutrition.24 In order to enhance workers’ personal and professional 
development and increase skilled workforce for employers, GAP 
Inc. initiated the PACE program and worked with CARE as the lead 
implementing organization. CARE conducted Training of Trainers 
(ToT) for selected staff in the factories. These individuals then shared 
their knowledge with other workers during lunch breaks, so that the 
training did not interrupt work schedules. In each factory, the project 
conducted ToTs for 33 days long (CARE 2014a). The project divided 
the eight training topics into three modules by their level of relative 

importance for workers.25 World Education had a different strategy to 
make their training widely accessible to workers (ILO 2012a). 

Peer education: Peer education was usually used to supplement 
training and peer education for raising awareness. This approaches 
supplemented each other in the sense that the workers selected to 
receive training or education on selected health topics would then serve 
as peer educators to disseminate their acquired knowledge to their co-
workers, usually in the form of conversation during lunch breaks or 
during other free periods of time. While the staff of implementing 
organizations and in a formal manner often delivered the training, 
peer education was usually provided by the trained workers and in 
an informal setting at a convenient time.26 In replacement of peer 
education, CARE has started to establish ‘nurse-staffed resource 
centers’ in some garment factories. The resource centers were 
displayed with health education materials and videos where workers 
could visit during lunch breaks. There was the provision of a nurse 
staying standby for one hour a day in each resource center for workers’ 
inquiries. Since some health topics are too sensitive for workers to 
discuss with anyone else, the resource centers might be helpful for 
workers to locate the information they need by themselves.27 

Health fairs or health event: Health fairs and events have gained 
popularity as a way to reach large numbers of workers with 
information at one time.28 inadequate nutrition is cited as a key 
contributing factor to the “fainting spells” in Cambodian factories. 
Nutritional deficiencies (both quality and quantity) are all the more 
dangerous for pregnant women.29 Many brands are concerned about 
fainting and anaemia among workers in their supplier factories, and 
various stakeholders have come together to understand the problem 
of fainting and its relationship to nutrition. HER project by CARE 
has provided hygiene and nutrition training to food vendors outside 
of factories; the Solidarity Center’s research into worker spending 
described workers’ struggles to pay for food or other important items. 
The Arbitration Council Foundation study investigating the causes of 
strikes found that a key issue was the distance workers had to walk to 
buy food and rules against eating on site.30

Conclusion
In order to counteract malnutrition among garment workers, 

intervention on factory level, such as food at work and awareness 
program. Low salary minimum 153$, they need to depend on food 
vendor surrounding factories with few options for healthy food 
because it’s cheap.31 The garment worker are required to inform 
them about necessity of sufficient, safe, and healthy food, which 
prerequisite an adequate month of disposable income.32 Raising 
awareness of nutrition should be applied immediately to garment 
worker. By training, peer education, and health event will help 
garment worker know more how to take care and prevent themselves 
from inadequate nutrition. Inadequate nutrition of garment worker 
in Cambodia also needs the solution on any levels such as improve 
worker condition, increase more salary for garment worker, improve 
health quality and sanitation for garment worker. It requires worker 
change their habit and start to eat healthy food with macro-nutrition.33 
Enable environment also needs to be clean in the factory. The factory 
should care much about worker’s hygiene and check the qualities food 
of vendor who sold food surrounding factories. Solving the crisis of 
inadequate nutrition of garment worker in Cambodia will need also 
to increase food production and worker needs to have enough food 
to eat.34 
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