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Despite the economic boom of the past few years, the 
situation remains precarious for young people in Myanmar. 
Even with a good education, many young men and women 
remain unemployed. SAD helps young people in Myanmar to 
stand on their own two feet. On a three-month course, the 
young people develop their own business ideas and acquire 
business know-how. The aim: to gain a foothold as a self- 
employed entrepreneur, thereby creating jobs.
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“The problem is the international 
companies that have been crowding 
into the country since 2010,” says 
Thant Zin Oo. “On the one hand, 
the opening of the country is a huge 
opportunity for us. But on the other 
hand we have to compete with 
businesses from China, Thailand 
and Vietnam.” The 30-year-old 
from Myanmar set up a company 
with friends five years ago. The four 
business partners were working in 
the same furniture factory when 
they made the decision to set up 

Deco Art Interior Design. The 
companyproduces interior fittings 
for restaurants, shops and gyms, as 
well as made-to-measure furniture for 
children’s rooms and living rooms.

Myanmar – a Booming Country

The four young entrepreneurs 
made the most of Myanmar’s 
social change, which began with 
parliamentary elections in autumn 
2010. After decades of political and 
social isolation, the southeast Asian 
country set itself on the road to 
reform. Multinationals flocked to this 
economic foothold – they wanted to 
be part of it when the next Asian Tiger 
emerged. Despite the economic boom, 
and growth of 8.5 percent in 2014, 
the country faces serious challenges. 
Almost 40 percent of 25 – 64 year-
olds are without regular paid work. A 
quarter of Myanmar’s 54 million people 
face a daily struggle to survive. For 
young people, the step from school 
to work often does not work out. They 
remain unemployed, or choose the 
path of migrating to neighbouring 
countries for work.

Self-employment as 
the Only Opportunity

Deco Art Interior Design is in an 
industrial zone just outside Yangon. 
The company produces around-
the-clock on the two floors of their 
premises. It is cramped 
and the air is dusty. The 

“On the one hand, the 
opening of the country is 

a huge opportunity 
for us. But on the other 

hand we have to 
compete with businesses 

from China, Thailand 
and Vietnam.”

From a four-man business 
to 30 employees: 
Deco Art mainly 

employs young people 
from rural areas.

person responsible for personnel 
management, Thant Zin struggles with 
high staff turnover. He has trouble 
finding well-trained specialists, and 

keeping them long-term. In addition, 
the competitive environment means 
that the need for marketing and more 
sales has increased. Even though he 
studied economics, Thant Zin Oo lacks 
experience. “I notice that I just don’t 
have the necessary knowledge for 
managing a business professionally. 
We don’t have a clear strategy, we lack 
internal processes and structures. Our 
marketing falls short compared to our 
competitors. For example, we only find 
new clients by word-of-mouth.”

SAD Training for Young Entrepreneurs

Thant Zin heard about Empowering 
Youth 4 Business (EY4B) from a close 
friend. SAD provides training for young 
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company’s four founders share 
the work. Two partners deal with 
production, another is responsible for 
purchasing, logistics and finances. 
Thant Zin Oo manages the company 
and does the marketing. For these 
young economists, the economic 
development is both a blessing 
and a curse. “In my old job as an 
employee, I had no future prospects. I 
saw the opening of the country as an 
opportunity to start my own business.” 
His success shows he was right. Deco 
Art started out as a four-man business 
and they now have 30 employees. In 
particular, the company gives work to 
young people from rural areas. Thant 
Zin Oo explains with some pride, “The 
country’s opening and growth brought 
a real need for interior fittings. As a 
company, we have been able to benefit 
from that, and to grow continually.”
At the same time, growth means an 
increase in competition. Deco Art works 
with simple materials, mainly plywood 
and chipboard. “We have trouble 
finding high-quality raw materials, for 
example, fittings, such as hinges for 
cupboard doors or fixation elements 
for table legs. There, the international 
companies with their imported goods 
have a clear advantage.” As the 
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entrepreneurs in partnership with the 
local Centre for Vocational Training 
(CVT) in Yangon. In interactive courses, 
the young people learn how to start a 
business, or how to optimise an exis-
ting small company. They develop their 
own business ideas and improve their 

economic knowledge, for example in 
the areas of bookkeeping, marketing 
and market analysis. In strategy games 
and group work, the young people 
reinforce their social skills. People who 
finish the course with a feasible busi-
ness idea also receive start-up funding. 
SAD has adapted the programme to the 
educational level of the young people, 
and to the needs of the local market. It 
trains local people as trainers so that 
they can run the courses indepen-
dently. It has also set up a mentoring 

In 2010, Thant Zin Oo (2nd from left) 
founded the interior fittings company Deco 

Art Interior Design with three friends. The 
company produces interior fittings for 

restaurants, shops and gyms. While his 
partners deal with production and logistics, 

Thant Zin Oo takes responsibility for 
personnel management and marketing. 

On the SAD course Empowering Youth 
4 Business, he increased his business 

know-how with the aim of professionalising 
Deco Art’s structures and processes.

The young people 
benefit from the 

experience of 
established small 
business owners 

in a mentoring 
programme.

programme that puts the young people 
in direct contact with established small 
business owners so that they can be-
nefit from their experience. The project 
is evaluated continually with regard to 
all target groups, so that it can improve 
continually. The results of the evalua-
tion form the basis of future enterprise 
development programmes in Myanmar 
and internationally. 

Creativity and Strategy 
against Competition

In summer 2015, Thant Zin Oo attended 
the EY4B course Even before the cour-
se had finished he started overhauling 
his business model. He formulated a 
vision and a mission statement. “The 
well-structured modules on strategic 
aspects of business leadership were 
very helpful. Together with other parti-
cipants, I developed a business plan. 
That meant I could put what I learnt 
into action straight away.” Thant Zin 
found the playful method particularly 
instructive, for example, the ILO Start 
and Improve your Business game (see 
pictures). He was also interested in the 
module on personnel management. 
He learnt how important directives are 
for personnel management and how 

to recruit new staff, as well as how 
to write job adverts and employment 
contracts. “Now I know that I can use 
incentives to retain staff, for example, 
social security, health insurance or 
supplements for working nights or at 
the weekend.” 
The programme gave Thant Zin Oo the 
entrepreneurial knowledge required 
to better position Deco Art. After the 
course, he employed an accountant to 
introduce a billing system and get a 
better overview of income and expen-
diture. Thant Zin also developed a bu-
siness plan and intensified marketing 
activities. He set up a Facebook page, 
got a brochure printed and is now 

setting up a network of shop-owners. 
And what does he want in the future? 
“The biggest risks at the moment are 
high rents and inadequate water and 
electricity supplies.” The electricity 
cuts out every day. To deal with these 

“We provide the 
highest quality and 

workmanship with every 
single plank, nail 
and component.”
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The opening up of Myanmar’s political and 
economic climate is an opportunity for 
many young entrepreneurs. Thant Zin Oo 
and his partners have been able to skilfully 
make use of the country’s economic growth 
with Deco Art. Since 2010, their workforce 
has increased from four people to 30. In 
particular, disadvantaged young people 
from rural areas have benefitted from the 
company creating more jobs. On the SAD 
course, he has acquired knowledge and 
strategies for retaining staff long-term. 

In the ILO Start and Improve your Business 
Game, people participating in the SAD 
training courses set up a hat business that 
produces paper hats. The winner is not 
the person who produces the most hats 
but rather the person who navigates the 
challenges of the world of business most 
effectively. The young people learn to deal 
with fluctuating paper prices and the needs 
of different target groups. They monitor 
their budgets and plan marketing activities 
to increase or diversify sales by using 
expensive pinking shears to make luxury 
hats for a sophisticated clientele.
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Projekt
Empowering Youth 4 Business – Promoting 
young entrepreneurs and small businesses 
in Myanmar 

Dauer
2015 – 2018

Partnerinnen und Partner
Centre for Vocational Training (CVT); 
Puma Energy Foundation, Canton Bern, 
Hirschmann Foundation, Canton St. Gallen, 
Canton Glarus

problems, Thant Zin wants to further 
refine the business plan, enlarge the 
company and import fittings directly 
from abroad. “In the future I would like 
to be an importer for furniture accesso-
ries here in Myanmar.”

Significant Barriers for Young 
Female Entrepreneurs  

Hin U Phyu is 26-years-old, and 
took over her father’s Chinese res-
taurant last year. The business has 
seven members of staff including 
Hin U Phyu’s father.

The young restaurateur is happy 
that she can count on his support, 
because the barriers for the bu-
siness’s success are even higher 
for her as a woman than they were 
for him. Hin U Phyu isn’t referring 
to her customers, who still like 
visiting the restaurant. She exp-
lained that it is instead because 
it is difficult for a woman when 
she needs papers from the public 
authorities.

If she goes with her father, she 
notices how the government 
employees favour men over wo-
men. Women have to stand back 
and wait, or they won’t be taken 
seriously. Hin U Phyu has a similar 
problem with her employees. If 
she asks them to do something, 
they might nod their heads but 
then not do it. That never happe-
ned to her father. Hin U Phyu has 
now solved the problem by using 
incentives to reward employees 
who do their work conscientiously. 
She gives them t-shirts or cinema 
tickets.

At the SAD courses, Hin U Phyu 
met other young female entre-
preneurs who are in a similar 
situation. She has realised how 
important networks can be. On 
the one hand, she can learn from 
other people’s experiences, and 
on the other, she can share her 
knowledge. That is why she was 
happy to contribute her story to 
SAD’s teaching materials.

One of the course modules focu-
ses specifically on the challenges 
facing young female entrepre-
neurs, presenting opportunities 
and possible solutions. Young 
business women get the floor and 
can talk about their working day 
and how they deal with or resolve 
gender-specific problems.
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