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 	 Over the past three decades, practical 
policy reform has been part of 
Cambodia’s political stability and 
economic success. 

 	 There are also examples where policy 
changes were introduced and effectively 
implemented, and demonstrate 
strong capabilities for mobilisation, 
organisation, management, and 
implementation. 

 	 Actualising new policies and strategies 
are important but overcoming the 
constraints for effective implementation 
is even more pronounced in the current 
context as breakthroughs are urgently 
needed to lay the foundation for long-
term development.

 	 This can be promoted in three ways. 

-	 First is the need to improve inter-
ministerial cooperation and 
collaboration. Efforts should be 
focussed on changing management 
processes, and prioritisation of 
embedding data in policy making, 
implementation and monitoring.

-	 Second is the need to mobilise 
support, enthusiasm and compliance 
of stakeholders relevant to the policy 
change.

-	 Third is the need to promote 
meritocracy and performance within 
the public service.

Overcoming Constraints 
for Effective Policy Implementation

Key messages
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The government already has in place a 
framework of strategies, laws and action 
plans that could be successful in facilitating 
a new growth strategy. The challenges 
identified in previous background papers 
are already comprehensively addressed 
within the government’s existing policy 
framework. The Pentagonal Strategy 
Phase One, announced in August 2023, is 
organised in such a way as to integrate and 
sequence needed reforms in order to realise 
“a new growth model that is built on skills, 
technology and innovation” (RGC 2023, 
17). Annex 1 maps the progress of the 
Pentagonal Strategy’s implementation with 
the list of existing laws, strategies, policies 
as well as action plans that are already in 
place. 

Strategies that are more concerned with 
the quality than the quantity of economic 
growth require a higher level of attention 
on the government’s part. The task of 
government, as set out in the Overview 
Report, can be subdivided into three 
categories. The first category of government 
action is a proactive investment in particular 
sub-sectors. This pro-active investment 
is essential to ensure that new capital 
formation - including infrastructure, human 
capital and investment in the establishment 
of new productive industries- is oriented 
towards boosting factor productivity in a 
manner that promotes higher quality and 
more diversified forms of growth. 

The second category of government action 
defined in this study is the implementation 
of policies that ensure that such growth is 

green, resilient and inclusive, protecting 
existing environmental resources, such 
as soil fertility and biodiversity, and 
societal resources, such as families 
and communities. Forms of economic 
activity that strip these resources are 
unsustainable in the long run. Thus, the task 
of government is to introduce policies such 
as environmental protection laws, social 
security schemes, family-friendly workplace 
regulations and affordable urban housing 
policies to support and renew ecological 
and societal systems. 

The third task of the government is to 
regulate its own activities so as to promote 
stable, predictable and fair systems of 
governance, from fiscal policy to service 
delivery, policing and the judicial system. 
This requires the regulation of government 
institutions to ensure they are properly 
staffed with skilled officials and operate 
with integrity. It also requires that different 
institutions are capable of coordinated 
effort to ensure that different plans and 
strategies work coherently together rather 
than at cross-purposes. 

Earlier papers of this study have discussed 
needs with respect to investing in higher 
quality growth, and promoting the green, 
resilient and inclusive aspects of growth. 
This background paper examines the 
question of governance and the challenges 
of implementation.

1. Introduction
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The Pentagonal Strategy Phase One 
document notes that the Royal Government 
of Cambodia (RGC) is aware of a number 
of challenges with respect to policy 
implementation. The document specifically 
refers to “gaps in the implementation 
activities of ministries/institutions, which 
have not been properly aligned with the 
policy objectives of the RGC.” Other areas of 
focus mentioned in the document include 
“Challenges related to the capacity and 
quality of institutions”; “the effectiveness of 
inter-ministerial/institutional coordination in 
introducing and implementing actual policy 
measures and action plans under their 
respective jurisdiction”; and challenges in 
“outreach and dissemination… affecting the 
effectiveness of participation and support 
for the implementation of these strategies”. 

In the remainder of this background paper, 
we discuss each of these three problems 
and offer recommendations.

2.1. Challenges related to the 
capacity and quality of institutions

When Cambodia first entered the era 
of high growth back in the early 2000s, 
severe shortages of qualified technical, 
professional and administrative personnel 
still existed as a legacy of the preceding 
decades of war. The political settlement at 
the end of the war was to merge pre-existing 
administrations, combined with a tendency 
towards labour intensive employment and a 
desire to provide jobs to promote political 
stability to create a large, low-tech and 
highly centralised public administration. 
Today, a new generation of well-trained 

professionals exist, and substantial 
recent increases in civil service pay and 
training make government service more 
attractive as a career option. However, the 
entrenchment of hierarchies within the civil 
service, and a culture that prioritises loyalty 
over innovation, means that the best trained 
and most competent personnel often lack 
decision-making power within institutions 
and find it difficult to implement solutions 
that challenge rigid systems. At the same 
time, the concentration of budgets, power 
and other resources in Phnom Penh 
deters ambitious public servants from 
pursuing careers in provincial or district 
level of government. This is leading to 
a lack of qualified professionals at sub-
national levels, where public servants are 
often disincentivised from working. These 
problems are compounded by limited 
oversight and transparency.

Addressing these challenges will require 
not only improving the clarity of roles 
and responsibilities but also adopting 
performance-informed budgeting and 
better aligning human resource deployment 
to support cross-sectoral reforms. The 
lack of staff training and clarity on roles, 
particularly in provincial administrations, 
results in inefficiencies in public service 
delivery, especially in sectors like agriculture 
and infrastructure.

To modernise public administration, a 
national committee was established in late 
2023 to guide ministries and institutions 
in conducting functional reviews aimed at 
enhancing operational efficiency without 

2. Key implementation constraints
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increasing government costs. These 
reviews encompass national, decentralised, 
and sub-national agencies, targeting the 
streamlining, adjustment, merging, or 
abolition of specific organisational units 
within each agency to align their services 
with their mandates and structures better. 
Key areas of focus for the reviews include:

 	 Resolving overlaps in mandates and 
improving the prioritisation of activities, 
resource allocation, and human resource 
management.

 	 Addressing challenges in cross-
ministerial cooperation.

 	 Responding to complaints from service 
recipients, including citizens and 
businesses.

 	 Exploring the potential of new 
technologies to enhance public 
administration efficiency.1 

2.2. The effectiveness of inter-
ministerial and institutional 
coordination 

The effectiveness of inter-agency 
coordination is a further area identified 
in the Pentagonal Strategy as requiring 
improvement. There are three key aspects to 
this: the importance of data; the importance 
of prioritisation; and the importance of clear 
distribution of roles and responsibilities.

Data
The collection of adequate data that is 
robust, reliable, accessible and timely is 
the foundation of effective coordination 
because it facilitates inter-institutional 

1	 RGC, “Instruction No. 01 on the Review of Functions 
and Structure of Line Ministries and Institutions.”

discussions and agreements. Adequate 
data is essential for framing the 
problem, articulating solutions, tracking 
implementation, and evaluating the extent 
to which goals have been achieved. 
Sharing data across institutions thus 
facilitates the emergence of a common 
understanding of problems and progress. 
Where implementation programmes are 
public facing, the participation of the public 
in generating data can assist in promoting 
accountability and in legitimising policy 
interventions. 

Although Cambodia has made strides in 
developing data systems, several challenges 
still persist. The country’s data governance 
framework is fragmented, leading to issues 
with data quality, sharing, and accessibility. 
To address these challenges, the 
government must strengthen the capacity 
of institutions such as the National Institute 
of Statistics (NIS). Providing the NIS with 
greater autonomy and resources would 
enable it to become the central authority for 
data collection, analysis, and dissemination. 
Furthermore, the development of a legal 
framework that promotes standardised 
data practices, data sharing, and the use 
of advanced technologies like artificial 
intelligence would help to ensure that data 
is not only high-quality but also widely 
usable across institutions. Collaboration 
with non-state actors would further enrich 
the data ecosystem by providing diverse 
perspectives on key policy challenges. 
Finally, linking data systems with monitoring 
and evaluation frameworks, particularly 
the National Strategic Development Plan 
(NSDP), would enhance the ability to track 
performance, promote accountability, and 
support evidence-based policymaking.
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An example of a programme that has been 
highly successful in Cambodia because of a 
well-executed data collection programme is 
the ID-Poor programme (De Riel 2017; Kaba 
2018). This programme has been widely 
praised internationally for its transparency 
and robustness, and for the level of public 
support it has achieved. The programme 
aimed to create a comprehensive register 
of poor families in Cambodia to serve 
as the basis for social security and anti-
poverty service delivery by the government. 
As initially set up, the programme combined 
two modes of data collection: technical and 
participatory. In the technical phase, trained 
evaluators at a local level used interviews 
with household heads to establish the 
status of the household with respect to a 
set of metrics related to income, assets, 
debt, education, and health. This was 
followed up with a participatory phase in 
which communities discussed the results 
of the technical assessment and gave input 
as to the accuracy. The combination of the 
two phases established the register, which 
has subsequently been elaborated and 
regularly updated. The data it provides is 
widely accepted by the public, and by local 
and central government as the foundation 
of social policy for poverty reduction (ibid). 
It was vital to the effective roll-out of the 
government’s COVID-19 response.

Similar bottom-up approaches to data 
collection could be used to inform strategies 
for tracking the impacts of climate change; 
supporting and formalising small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs); better 
understanding the detrimental effects of 
migration on families; and promoting better 
housing. 

Prioritisation
The process of prioritisation entails a series 
of steps. The final goal is established, and a 
theory of change by which the goal can be 
achieved is articulated. This theory of change 
provides the basis for analysing in specific 
detail the process by which change will be 
achieved over time. This then lays the basis 
for breaking down the overall implementation 
process into a coherent series of steps, each 
of which provides a platform for the next, and 
each of which has a substantive and clearly 
articulated outcome. 

Prioritisation improves coordination by 
providing clearer information on what 
is required to achieve a goal, over what 
timeframe, and who needs to be involved 
in making it happen. An example of where 
this has been achieved in detail, laying the 
basis for success in a complex long-term 
reform process is the RGC’s public financial 
management (PFM) reform programme. 
This programme set out a series of reform 
“platforms” at the outset, which needed to 
be achieved for the next stage of reform. 
The clarity with which the process was laid 
out allowed for clear articulation of interim 
goals, and this in turn allowed detailed and 
robust monitoring of progress. Although 
not all the PFM goals have been achieved, 
there is transparency and consensus within 
government, and between government 
and development partners, as to areas of 
progress, and areas where more needs to 
be done. This in turn promotes trust, shared 
understanding and common effort (World 
Bank 2023).
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Effective prioritisation is essential to 
achieving Cambodia’s reform goals. The 
government should shift from an output-
based to an outcome-based approach, 
ensuring that each prioritised reform 
directly contributes to measurable national 
development outcomes. A key tool for 
this is Performance-Informed Budgeting 
(PIB), which links budget allocation to 
the achievement of prioritised outcomes, 
incentivising line ministries to focus their 
resources on high-impact initiatives. 
Prioritisation also requires a clear 
assignment of roles and responsibilities 
across institutions to ensure that different 
agencies are aligned and working toward the 
same goals. This is particularly important 
in the context of Cambodia’s ongoing 
reforms, such as decentralisation and 
human resource management, which must 
be coordinated with national development 
priorities. 

Clear distribution of responsibilities
Whereas PFM reform has largely operated 
under the auspices of the Ministry of 
Economy and Finance (MEF), other types 
of reform programmes require complex 
interactions over time between different 
government agencies. Again, clearly set out 
and detailed priorities can assist in creating 
agreements between government agencies 
over distributions of responsibilities, 
resource requirements and jurisdictional 
issues. These kinds of agreements can 
lay the basis for productive cooperation. 
A recent successful example of this in 
Cambodia is the government’s COVID-19 
response (Hyder and Ly 2020; Mugali et al. 
2024; Tao et al. 2022) .

Cambodia’s COVID-19 response combined 
four goals: reducing and delaying 
transmission; minimising serious disease 
and reducing deaths; ensuring ongoing 
essential health services; and minimising 
social and economic impact. The first three 
of these goals fell largely under the remit 
of the Ministry of Health, particularly in 
terms of testing, vaccinating and treating 
COVID-19 cases. However, the COVID-19 
response also required the involvement of 
other agencies, for example: the Ministry of 
Education in closing schools; the Ministry of 
Religion and Cults in overseeing restrictions 
on religious festivals; the Ministry of 
Transport in imposing border restrictions; 
the Ministry of Information in promoting 
public health messages; and local 
authorities in distributing assistance on the 
basis of the ID-Poor register. All activities 
were coordinated by the COVID-19 National 
Steering Committee, chaired by the prime 
minister and including representatives 
of all key ministries. Each province also 
established a Provincial Steering Committee 
to oversee local level implementation. This 
allowed a high degree of coordination, 
facilitating effective prioritisation of actions 
and resources in line with technical advice 
received from other countries who had 
already weathered the virus. It also allowed 
consistent messaging to the public, 
contributing to a high degree of compliance 
with government advice. 

The COVID-19 response is a special case, 
since the scale of the emergency and the 
threat that it posed were extreme. It is not 
possible to convene a national committee 
chaired by the prime minister for every policy 
innovation. However, the lessons of the 
COVID-19 response can provide guidance. 
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First, the COVID-19 response shows that 
where there is strong leadership with a 
high level of political will, ministries can 
work together effectively. There is a need 
to develop a culture within the government 
whereby the formal appointment of leaders 
with specified powers, who head inter-
agency implementation programmes, 
is taken more seriously in counterpart 
ministries. Second, the COVID-19 response 
built on earlier effective programmes, 
including the HIV response of the 1990s and 
the SARS and bird flu responses of the early 
2000s. These programmes had developed 
pools of expertise within the Ministry of 
Health, and particularly the Department 
for the Control of Communicable Diseases 
and had also built strong relationships with 
international partners that could provide 
technical assistance. This shows the 
importance of retaining competent and 
experienced staff within the public service, 
and empowering them to take the lead in 
advising on issues arising within their area 
of expertise. In the socio-economic sphere, 
the COVID-19 response built on the ID-
Poor register to rapidly transfer resources 
to families most likely to be in need, again 
emphasising the importance of accessible, 
reliable and up-to-date information. The 
successful integration of data, depth of 
technical expertise, international advice, 
and domestic political mobilisation should 
be studied to draw lessons for other kinds 
of policy implementation.

2.3. Outreach, dissemination and 
change management

Implementing reform programmes requires 
interacting with constituencies of people 
who will be affected by the change. For 
reforms, the key constituencies will be the 

government officials themselves whose 
day-to-day ways of working will be affected 
by said reforms. For reforms to support 
public services, it is the wider community of 
citizens who will notice that things are now 
working differently.

Whether the constituency of stakeholders 
is internal to the government or comprises 
the wider community, their cooperation 
will almost invariably be required for 
reforms to be successful. Public officials 
and citizens alike need to be convinced 
that it is worth their time to learn the new 
system, and to engage with it, rather than 
attempting to avoid or subvert it. Where 
the constituencies concerned are public 
officials, apprehensions may relate to 
whether it will affect their status in the 
public service hierarchy - including the 
extent to which their jobs could be made 
redundant altogether; whether they will have 
the expertise and competence to manage 
the new system; and possibly whether it 
will close off or expose any informal and/
or illegal money earning opportunities they 
may be engaged in. These are reasonable 
concerns for public officials to have, and for 
public servants to engage enthusiastically 
in learning and using new systems and 
technologies requires these concerns 
be lessened by information, training and 
outreach programmes. 

A successful example of this within 
the Cambodian government was the 
deployment of the Financial Management 
Information System (FMIS) within the 
MEF. This entailed the simplification of 
money transactions within the ministry 
and between the ministry and provincial 
treasuries. Records of transactions were 
changed from paper receipts to electronic 
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records. This greatly improved the speed, 
transparency and accuracy of finances, 
while also enhancing accountability 
since users needed to be logged in to 
move money and hence the individuals 
authorising individual transactions could be 
easily traced. 

The introduction of FMIS initially caused 
some concerns within MEF departments. 
There were concerns that jobs would be cut 
as a result of the reduced need for clerks 
and that this would affect the budgets 
and status of different departments. 
There were also apprehensions about 
the capacities of provincial treasury staff 
to use the new system. This led to some 
resistance to the implementation of the 
project. Change management programmes 
and their corresponding teams greatly 
assist companies in implementing new 
processes, systems, and strategies. When 
the resistance to FMIS became evident, a 
change management team was convened 
to try to mobilise greater enthusiasm 
for the project. This was to some extent 
successful, and once the FMIS system went 
live, provincial staff in particular came to 
see considerable advantages in the online 
system compared to the manual system. 
Introducing a more systematic change 
management programme at an earlier 
stage could have advanced the project 
more quickly (Hughes et al. 2017).  

Where reforms affect citizens, even more 
concerted efforts are required to explain 
and promote policies, mobilise participation 

and support, and receive feedback on 
progress. The COVID-19 vaccination 
programme in Cambodia offers an example 
of success in this respect. Cambodia was 
able to swiftly vaccinate 95 percent of 
its population through a combination of: 
clear prioritisation of different population 
groups dependent upon vulnerability levels 
as vaccines became available; effective 
tracking of vaccines delivered through 
digital databases; and clear and consistent 
messaging on the dangers of COVID-19 and 
the benefits of vaccination. Through these 
means, the government was able to identify, 
communicate with and deliver services to 
the population quickly and effectively. 

The management of SMEs in Cambodia 
offers a contrasting example. The majority 
of enterprises in Cambodia (87 percent) are 
informal as of 2023, despite government 
efforts to convince business owners of the 
benefits of registration. In contrast with 
COVID-19, where the case for vaccination 
seemed to have been largely accepted 
unquestioningly by the population, business 
owners continue to be sceptical about the 
benefits of formalisation. The financial and 
time costs of registration are cited as barriers 
to formalisation, as is the unpredictability 
of the tax system. These issues need to be 
addressed, and public perceptions of them 
need to be tackled in order to make strides 
in business formalisation in Cambodia. 
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Following the above analysis, the paper 
makes the following recommendations:

1.	 The government needs to follow through 
on its commitment to promote a culture 
of meritocracy within the public service, 
promoting the most effective officials.

2.	 The government needs to find ways to 
improve inter-ministerial cooperation 
and collaboration significantly, and three 
areas are paramount to this effort:
a.	 Emphasising the role of robust, timely 

and accessible data and evidence 
in policy making, implementation 
and monitoring. The availability 
of adequate data as a basis for 
discussions can promote a shared 
understanding of problems and a 
greater commitment to solutions 
across agency boundaries. The utility 
of the ID-Poor register as a vehicle for 
promoting multi-sectoral approaches 
to poverty reduction and disaster 
response is an example.

b.	 Conducting analytical work to 
produce a theory of change for every 
policy intervention that can inform 
prioritisation. Detailed analyses 
of the change processes, and the 
prerequisites for each stage, can 
help in developing a timeline for 
reform with intermediate goals 
clearly stated. This in turn promotes 
accountability and helps to achieve 
a sense of momentum towards 
the ultimate goal. The platform 
approach of MEF’s Public Financial 

Management Reform Program is a 
successful example of this.

c.	 Analysis of change management 
processes can also assist in clearly 
establishing areas of jurisdiction and 
responsibility between institutional 
partners at different stages in the 
process, as well as highlighting 
where leadership is most likely to be 
effective. An example where strong 
leadership and close collaboration 
was successful was the RGC’s 
COVID-19 response. The challenge 
is to build collaboration into the 
functioning of government in a more 
routine manner, and at lower levels in 
the political hierarchy.

3.	 A key aspect of successful policy 
information is mobilising the support, 
enthusiasm and compliance of 
stakeholders. This requires an 
assessment of who is likely to be 
affected by the policy, and what level 
of input is required from them. The 
COVID-19 vaccination programme was 
highly effective at identifying vulnerable 
sections of the population and rolling 
out vaccines to them as they became 
available. The programme was also 
very effective in presenting a unified 
public message about the benefits of 
becoming vaccinated. Evaluating the 
likely attitudes of stakeholders inside 
and outside the public service and 
establishing a change management 
plan at an early stage is essential to 
successful implementation. 

3. Recommendations
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