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INTRODUCTION

Myanmar is an emerging economy with a growing 
manufacturing sector.1 In 2015, its gross domestic 
product (GDP) was US$66.9 billion, of which 
manufacturing accounted for 34.4 per cent, up from 
26.5 per cent just four years earlier.2 Export-oriented 
manufacturing in Myanmar is driven largely by one 
critical sector: textiles, clothing and footwear (TCF).3

Among the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), Myanmar is the third smallest TCF exporter, 
totalling US$732 million, only about 2 per cent of the 
ASEAN TCF export leader, Viet Nam.4 Myanmar’s 
TCF exports, nevertheless, almost doubled in the 
last five years and accounted for 75 per cent of 
total manufacturing exports in the country in 2015. 
Myanmar’s main export destination market is the 
European Union (EU) and Japan representing 45 per 
cent and 28 per cent of TCF export value in 2015, 
respectively. 

Myanmar remains largely an agriculture-based 
economy, however it is an increasingly attractive 

1 This brief was prepared by Linda Vega Orozco, and benefited from important contributions from Jared Bissinger, Rory Mungover, Gary Rynhart and 
Phu Huynh, and is based on ILO: ASEAN in transformation: How technology is changing jobs and enterprises (Bangkok, 2016).

2 IMF: World Economic Outlook Database (Apr. 2016); Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar: 2015 Myanmar Statistical Yearbook (Nay 
Pyi Taw, 2015).

3 Other important manufacturing sectors include food and beverages employing 388,700 workers, or about 16.4 per cent of total manufacturing jobs. 
4 UNCTAD: UNCTADStat Database (2016); It is worth noting that according to other sources such as UN Comtrade, Myanmar’s TCF exports were 

reportedly higher in 2015, totaling US$1.6 billion. 
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manufacturing location due to low wages relative to 
other ASEAN countries, duty free exports to the EU 
and the United States in many sectors, and strategic 
geographic location between China and India, two big 
potential export markets.

Myanmar has a total labour force of almost 22 million 
women and men.5 Agriculture is the dominant sector 
of employment, accounting for approximately 54 per 
cent of all workers. Conversely, the manufacturing 
sector employs more than 2.3 million people, about 11 
per cent of total employment. Notably, the TCF sector 
provides almost 800,000 jobs, about one third of 
total manufacturing employment in Myanmar (figure 
1). Women represent almost 83 per cent of the total 
workforce in the TCF sector.6

Figure 1. Total employment in TCF sub-sectors 
(thousand) and share of total manufacturing 
employment (per cent), Myanmar
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Source: P. Huynh: Employment and wages in Myanmar’s nascent sector 
(Bangkok, ILO, 2016). 

This brief highlights the key findings relevant to 
Myanmar from the ILO report ASEAN in transformation: 
How technology is changing jobs and enterprises. 
That report presents research across the ten ASEAN 
Member States based on surveys of both enterprises 
and university and technical vocational education 
and training (TVET) students.7 These surveys were 
complemented by interviews and case studies 
conducted on five major manufacturing and services 

5 Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security and ILO: Myanmar labour force, child labour and school to work transition survey 2015 (Yangon, 
2016). 

6 P. Huynh: Employment and wages in Myanmar’s nascent garment sector, op. cit.
7 In total, 4,076 survey responses from enterprises in the manufacturing and services industries were collected, of which 300 responses were from 

Myanmar (about 7 per cent). Additionally, more than 2,700 university and technical vocational education and training students were also surveyed, of 
which 104 responses were collected from Myanmar (about 4 per cent).

sectors. This Myanmar brief focuses on technology 
dynamics that could impact the TCF sector as the 
largest manufacturing sector in terms of contribution 
to exports, and its potential to drive export-oriented 
industrial growth in the future. 

TECHNOLOGY UPTAKE AND 
ENTERPRISE AND STUDENT 
OUTLOOK

ASEAN enterprises as a whole are not leaders in terms 
of technology adoption and innovation. By comparison, 
firms in Myanmar lag significantly further behind the 
regional average (figure 2). 

Figure 2. Which of the following does your 
enterprise currently do?
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Source: Adapted from ILO: ASEAN in transformation: Perspectives of 
enterprises and students on future work (Bangkok, 2016).

For example, the ILO survey reveals that a limited 
number of enterprises in Myanmar delegated 
responsibility for protecting data and investing in 
research and development (R&D). In addition, only 
1 and 2 per cent of firms in Myanmar delegated 
responsibility for upgrading technology and 
protecting data. These indicators are significantly 
lower than the ASEAN regional average. 
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Figure 3. What is currently the single biggest 
barrier your enterprise faces to upgrade its 
technology?
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Source: Adapted from ILO: ASEAN in transformation: Perspectives of 
enterprises and students on future work, op. cit.

Enterprises in Myanmar face a number of barriers 
to upgrading technology (figure 3). The first is 
awareness: around one in three firms surveyed in 
Myanmar cited that they did not need to upgrade 
technology. Enterprises in Myanmar also cited high 
fixed capital costs and lack of skilled operators to 
operate the technology as the second and third 
biggest barriers to upgrade technology, respectively. 
Similarly, firms across ASEAN cited high fixed capital 
costs and lack of a skilled workforce to operate the 
technology as the two the leading obstacles. These 
findings highlight that most enterprises in Myanmar 
do not consider upgrading technology a priority. 
This is related to the fact that production is labour-
intensive and wages are relatively low compared to 
other ASEAN countries, and technology is perceived 
as being expensive. Nevertheless, these findings 
could change in the long-term as average wages in 
Myanmar increase while technology costs decline. 

Figure 4. Which type of skills are currently the 
most critical for your enterprise?
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Source: Adapted from ILO: ASEAN in transformation: Perspectives of 
enterprises and students on future work, op. cit.

The survey also gathered insights into the most 
critical skill requirements for enterprises (figure 
4). ASEAN firms overall cited a mix of technical 
skills combined with core skills such as teamwork 
and communication as the most important areas. 
By comparison, Myanmar enterprises listed multi-
tasking, teamwork, university qualifications and 
technical knowledge as the most important. These 
results highlight the significance of balancing skills 
development in technical areas with fostering core 
skills that remain essential regardless of imminent 
technological advances in the workplace.
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Figure 5. Which do you perceive are the 
biggest opportunities facing your enterprise up 
to 2025?
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Source: Adapted from ILO: ASEAN in transformation: Perspectives of 
enterprises and students on future work, op. cit.

Looking ahead to 2025, enterprises across ASEAN 
foresee the biggest opportunities arising from 
expanding markets, both domestically and within 
the region, as well as technological innovations 
(figure 5). Notably, about three in four firms in 
Myanmar reported the biggest opportunities 
resulting from rising domestic demand. Enterprises 
in Myanmar also saw opportunities arising from 
more skills among local workers, falling trade and 
transport costs and technological advances. It is 
worth noting that only 4 per cent of enterprises in 
Myanmar cited opportunities resulting from growing 
exports beyond ASEAN, compared to 15 per cent 
across ASEAN countries. This could be associated 
with Myanmar’s prolonged period of limited global 
market integration.

Figure 6. What is your main field of study?
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Source: Adapted from ILO: ASEAN in transformation: Perspectives of 
enterprises and students on future work, op. cit.

The students surveyed in Myanmar came from a 
diverse range of academic fields (figure 6). The 
leading disciplines were business, commerce and 
finance (20.7 per cent for men and 21.7 per cent 
for women) and information, communications and 
technology (ICT) (22.4 per cent for men and 19.6 
per cent for women). The proportion of students 
pursuing business, commerce and finance was 
lower than the ASEAN average of 29.5 per cent, 
while the proportion of students doing ICT was 
higher than the ASEAN average of 15.1 per cent. 
Worth noting is the proportion of women studying 
science, mathematics and statistics accounted for 
13 per cent, compared to only 3.4 per cent of men. 
Enrolment of Myanmar women in this technical 
field of study is significantly higher than the ASEAN 
female average of 6.1 per cent. In contrast, the 
proportion of men studying engineering was 13.8 
per cent, which is lower than the ASEAN male 
average of 15.8 per cent, but higher than enrolment 
of Myanmar women which totalled 8.7 per cent. 
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Figure 7. What is the most important factor for 
a company’s reputation?

ASEAN Myanmar
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Source: Adapted from ILO: ASEAN in transformation: Perspectives of 
enterprises and students on future work, op. cit.

The student survey also asked respondents the 
most important factor for a company’s reputation 
(figure 7). One in four students in Myanmar cited 
positive impact on people’s health and well-being 
as the most important factor for a company’s 
reputation, which is significantly higher than the 
ASEAN average of one in ten students. Predictably, 
around one in three students across ASEAN and 
one in four students in Myanmar cited economic 
success and job security as the most significant 
aspect. Additionally, about one in four students 
across ASEAN and in Myanmar also highlighted the 
company’s treatment of staff. 

Technology trends, disruptors and 
impacts

TCF manufacturing in Myanmar is characterized by 
labour-intensive, low-skilled production. The TCF 
sector in Myanmar operates under the Cut, Make and 
Package (CMP) production system, the entry stage in 
the international value chain whereby manufacturers 
carry out labour-intensive production, like cutting 
fabrics and sewing textiles and apparel. Through CMP, 
international buyers (retailers and merchandisers) 
provide inputs and product specifications to 
manufacturers that focus solely on the production 
process. 

Key technologies that are driving the TCF industry 
worldwide are related to product customization 
technology such as additive manufacturing, body 
scanners, wearable technology and computer-aided 
design (CAD). Other advances impacting the sector 
include smart apparel, nanotechnology, robotic 
automation and sewbots (automated sewing robotics).

Some TCF enterprises in ASEAN are redefining 
production methods through technological innovation 
in order to improve product quality and workplace 
productivity. Factories are adopting technologies that 
eliminate manual labour from the dangerous process 
of fabric cutting. Automated cutting machines are 
already being implemented in some ASEAN countries 
such as Cambodia, Indonesia and Viet Nam. For 
example, in 2015, automated cutting machines were 
introduced in a foreign-owned garment factory in 
Viet Nam. Each machine replaced 15 workers in the 
cutting section, and a break-even point for investment 
was reached in 18 months.

Over the short-term, advances in new technology 
may not transform Myanmar’s TCF sector to the same 
extent as in other ASEAN countries. Myanmar’s lower 
labour costs enable the country to be a competitive 
option for the TCF sector despite its lower productivity. 
Because Myanmar allows businesses to diversify 
their supplier network, Myanmar may not be affected 
by technological adoption as much as other ASEAN 
countries. As of 2015, Myanmar monthly wages were 
US$99, lower than other TCF manufacturers in ASEAN 
such Viet Nam at about US$182.8 China, a traditional 
TCF manufacturer that has long dominated global 
production and exports, is now regarded as a relatively 
more expensive location with average monthly wages 
at US$491.9 

It will take some time for Myanmar to adopt technologies 
in the TCF sector to the extent that it would redefine 
manufacturing processes in Myanmar. Nevertheless, 
over the medium- and long-term Myanmar could be 
impacted by technology uptake in the TCF sector 
in three ways. Firstly, technology uptake by TCF 
manufacturers outside Myanmar could reduce the 
relocation of labour intensive segments of production 
to Myanmar. Secondly, greater technological uptake 
by TCF manufacturers outside Myanmar could 
increase foreign competition for Myanmar’s existing 

8 Myanmar wage estimate from P. Huynh: Employment and wages in Myanmar’s nascent garment sector, op. cit.; Estimates for Viet Nam based on 
2013 national labour force survey. See: P. Huynh: Employment, wages and working conditions in Asia’s garment sector: Finding new drivers of 
competitiveness, ILO Asia-Pacific Working Paper Series (Bangkok, ILO, 2015).

9 Wages in China as of 2013 based on ILO: Strong export and job growth in Asia’s garment and footwear sector (Bangkok, 2015).
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TCF enterprises which could result in declines in the 
sector. Thirdly, if Myanmar’s TCF sector overcomes its 
current challenges, it could use technology to grow 
and improve the sector.

Firstly, relocation of TCF production to Myanmar 
would not occur if enterprises find it more cost-
effective to uptake technology instead of engaging in 
labour-intensive production in Myanmar. This would 
reduce the growth of Myanmar’s TCF sector due to 
less relocation of TCF production. Technology uptake 
through automation and robotics is already happening 
across Asia. China, for example, acquired 27 per cent 
of the world’s industrial robots in 2015.10 Automation 
through robotics has resulted in labour productivity 
gains in China’s TCF sector, which has increased 
TCF exports despite the declining number of workers 
employed in the sector since 2008. 

Technological adaptation also increases the chances 
that enterprises in destination countries might reshore 
TCF production, if the total cost of technology uptake 
is less than the costs of offshore production, shipping 
and duty costs and reputational risks. The relatively 
low levels of labour productivity in Myanmar, which 
results from a low-skilled labour force, outdated 
technology, and high costs of doing business, will also 
influence these decisions. Myanmar’s TCF sector has 
one of the lowest levels of labour productivity in Asia, 
with one worker in Myanmar producing only 65 per 
cent of the level of a worker in Cambodia, 36 per cent 
of that in Viet Nam and about 7 per cent of that in 
Thailand.11 Together these factors could result in less 
TCF production being relocated to Myanmar. 

Secondly, increasing automation of production in 
other countries will also create more competition for 
Myanmar’s existing TCF producers. If Myanmar’s 
TCF sector is slow to adopt technology, they may face 
increasing competitive pressures with other countries 
which could result in a slowdown of growth in the 
sector, or even declines if the competition is significant. 

Thirdly, over the long-term, Myanmar could pursue 
a growth strategy in the TCF sector to move beyond 
only CMP production through developing workforce 
skills and adopting new technologies. To achieve 
this, Myanmar would need to significantly improve its 
business enabling environment so as to incentivize 

technology adoption in the TCF sector. Infrastructure 
constraints, for example electricity failures that 
regularly interrupt TCF production, would need to be 
significantly reduced to encourage greater long-term 
investment by TCF enterprises. If adopted, technology 
could reduce the number of manual workers such 
as sewers and cutters, and increase the number of 
technicians in Myanmar’s TCF sector.

Even though new technologies might not impact 
the TCF sector in the short-term, Myanmar should 
concentrate on providing vocational training and skills 
development to address the current labour productivity 
issues in the sector. As Myanmar’s economy continues 
to open and the TCF sector develops, enterprises 
will increasingly demand technical skills from their 
workforce. Constructive and forward looking social 
dialogue between employers and workers will be 
critical in preparing for and adapting to these changes.

SUMMARY

Over the short-term advances in new technology may 
not impact Myanmar’s TCF sector to the same extent 
as other ASEAN countries. This is primarily due to its 
competitive labour costs, offering the lowest wages 
among ASEAN, coupled with relatively high technology 
investment costs, and the fact that Myanmar’s TCF 
sector has fewer jobs to lose than other ASEAN 
neighbouring countries. Myanmar is increasingly 
attractive for labour intensive manufacturing in order 
to reduce production costs. 

Nevertheless, over the long-term technology uptake 
in other countries could result in less relocation to 
Myanmar. Increased competition with TCF-adopting 
foreign competitors could pressure Myanmar’s existing 
TCF sector, however if the sector can overcome 
some existing challenges, technological adoption in 
Myanmar may benefit the sector. Myanmar should 
concentrate on addressing its labour productivity 
issues by providing technical trainings to both 
workers and supervisors. This should involve close 
collaboration between policymakers, employers and 
training institutions to expand the range of trainings 
on technical skills to improve efficiency in the sector. 

10 International Federation of Robotics: World Robotics 2016 Industrial Robots (2016).
11 McKinsey Global Institute: Myanmar’s moment: Unique opportunities, major challenges (San Francisco, 2013); P. Huynh: Employment, wages and 

working conditions in Asia’s garment sector: Finding new drivers of competitiveness, op. cit.
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Promoting academic pursuits in science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM) is important, 
particularly among young women. Also key is to foster 
strong core skills such as multi-tasking, teamwork 
and technical knowledge which will be increasingly 
instrumental in Myanmar’s dynamic TCF sector.

For more information please contact

ILO Bureau for Employers’ Activities (ACT/EMP)
Route des Morillons 4
CH-1211 Geneva 22, Switzerland 
Email: actemp@ilo.org 

ILO Country Office for Myanmar
No.1 (A), Kanbae (Thitsar) 
Road, Yankin Township,
Yangon, Myanmar
Tel: +95 1 233 6538
Fax: +95 1 233 6582
Email: yangon@ilo.org


