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Abstract- This paper applies Media system dependency theory (MSD) to examine Internet Use in Cambodia. We observed 
the phenomena of Internet Use through the e-commerce activities and a field study were conducted. By interviewing Internet 
users, we found that the use behaviors are different from most of the users of developed/developing countries where Internet 
infrastructure is well-established. In Cambodia, wireless network is adopted and Facebook is a major social media that is 
widely accepted by users for communication, marketing, and identity shaping. Through the lens of MSD, we are able to look 
the Internet/social media use from a media perspective where media plays the role of fulfilling user’s needs of surveillance, 
social utility, and fantasy-escape. The social background of Cambodia is unique, as such, the media use behavior is 
completely different from what is observed in western countries and we conclude few unintended consequences of Internet 
use which go beyond the scope of our knowledge. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  
 
In 2017, Cambodia Internet users has reach 7.16 
million, 45%of the total population of 15.9 million 
[11]. Cambodia Internet users use mobile phones for 
their daily communication because the fixed line 
telecommunication service was not available for most 
of population. It was one of the first countries in the 
world in which mobile phone subscribers surpassed 
fixed-line subscribers [1]. Data collected in 
September 2016 shows that Cambodia’s phone 
market is saturated, with over 96% of Cambodians 
claiming to own their own phone, and more than 99% 
being reachable through some sort of phone [2]. The 
number of mobile subscribers in Cambodia reached 
19,92 million in 2016, exceeding the country’s 
population by almost 4 million and doubling the 2010 
figure [3]. The mobile phone penetration rate has 
reached 74% in 2017 [11]. In Asian-Pacific countries, 
the number of mobile social media users was set to 
reach 1 billion by the fourth quarter of 2015; and in 
Cambodia, it increased 108% from the previous year 
[4]. Over 98% of Internet subscriptions are from 
mobile devices [5]. Active social media users and 
active social mobile users have both seen a 1.5million 
increase each, to 4.9 million and 4.4million 
respectively in 2017 [11]. The United Nations 
Development Program report analyzed the 
demographics and phone use of 2,597 nationally 
representative youth aged 15-24 drawn from all 24 
provinces in Cambodia. Of the 2,597 youth, 96% 
declared that they had access to a phone, with 68% 
reporting that they owned a personal mobile phone 
and 72% had a mobile in their home [12]. By 2017, 
there are six mobile phone operators who continue to 
lower price, causing mobile phone use to become 
more affordable and market penetration to increase. 
The other two fixed-line operators are Telecom 

Cambodia (TC) and Camintel. [13]. Despite 
Cellcard’s high LTE speed score, overall 3G and 4G 
speeds in Cambodia were quite low. The average 
connection speed across all networks for Cambodian 
was 5.7 Mbps, which was the among the lowest of 87 
countries we examined in a recent global report. 
Cambodia overall has an availability score of 63.3%, 
putting it on par with fellow Southeast Asian 
countries Indonesia and Malaysia and well ahead of 
the Philippines [14]. Mobile speeds in Cambodia are 
still slow.  
Facebook has firmly established itself as the choice 
social media platform for Cambodian users with a 
total of 4.8million users recorded in 2017, amounting 
to a whopping 1.4 million growth since 2016. The 
year has also seen the rise of Instagram as another 
viable platform for the Cambodian audience with 
111,000 daily active users [11]. 
 
In this paper, we adopt the media dependency theory 
to examine the use of Internet in Cambodia. The 
theory posits that media use and audience shall be 
studied in the social system where contextual factors 
have to be taken into account. Cambodia’s unique 
social-economic environment is in particular need to 
be observed with a lens of how needs can be fulfilling 
under the circumstance that technologies are supplied 
highly from foreign resources. In the next session, we 
review the media dependency theory 
 
II. MEDIA DEPENDENCY THEOY 
FOUNDATION 
 
A. The Framework 
Media system dependency theory (MSD), or simply 
media dependency, was developed by Sandra Ball-
Rokeach and Melvin Defleur in 1976 [6]. Grounded 
in classical sociological literature, the theory posits 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-4, Issue-3, Mar.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

Internet use in Cambodia: A Media Dependency Theory Perspective 
 

101 

that media and their audiences should be studied in 
the context of larger social systems [7]. MSD ties 
together the interrelations of broad social systems, 
mass media, and the individual into a comprehensive 
explanation of media effects. In MSD, the more a 
person depends on media to meet needs, the more 
important media will be in a person’s life, and 
therefore the more effects media will have on a 
person. 
 
In Ball-Rokeach and Defleur’s conceptual model 
(1976), society, media, and audience influence each 
other and through the interactions, society and media 
together create cognitive, affective, and behavioral 
effects to the audience. In the case of Internet use, the 
media refers to the Internet and the audience is the 
Internet users. Internet is an interactive medium that 
users will be able to use the media to communicate 
with other users for a variety of purpose; thus it 
creates media effects to the users. Using MSD, a 
study compared the effects of using Spanish and 
English SNS on individuals' cultural orientations and 
attitude formation [8]. In a study compare older 
people and young people, results show young people 
make more actual purchases of online content than 
older people. Predictors of online content purchases 
include age group, online shopping habits, ownership 
of mobile applications and mobile devices, Internet 
referent dependency, and social media intensity 
dependency. New media referent dependency is more 
important than intensity dependency for predicting 
online content purchases [9]. 
MSD is also applied to system use intention study. A 
ubiquitous media systems (UMS) study shows that 
the overall effect of ubiquitous media systems 
dependency on individuals’ reasoned continuance 
usage decision. The results suggests the level of 
dependency towards a UMS raises the perceived 
positive attributes about the system [10]. 
Applying MSD, we observe the use behaviors of 
Cambodia Internet users. Our research questions are: 

1. How does the Internet use environment in 
Cambodia looks like? 

2. How the E-Commerce and other Internet 
activities is shaped? 

3. How the use of social media create 
opportunities and challenges to the users? 

4. How the government regulations helps or 
regulated the E-Commerce? 

These questions guide us to use the MSD perspective 
to analyze use behaviors. With the MSD, we are able 
to examine whether media (the Internet) create 
cognitive, affective, and behavior effects to users. In 
the following section, we describe the research 
method of this study. 
 
III. METHOD 
 
We conducted a semi-structure interview with five 
stakeholders of IT use in Cambodia. The 

demographics of the interviewees are listed in Table 
1: 

 
 
The interviews were conducted in July, 2017. We 
first introduce ourselves and explained the purpose of 
our interview is to understand current use of Internet 
in Cambodia. Each of the interview is about 30-40 
mins. We started with few questions that do with the 
use behaviors of Internet user and then we drew 
questions from the responses of the interviewees. 
After the interviews we acknowledge their time and 
efforts for answering our questions and we explain 
that the interviews will be used for academic use and 
we will provide the results of our study as a reward of 
accepting our interview. 
 
IV. RESULTS  
 
Data collection were conducted in July, 2017 at 
Phnom Penh. Through the lens of media dependency 
theory, we observe use behaviors that is unique to the 
Internet use in developing and developed countries. 
Here we list few phenomena: Undiversified use 
environment, undeveloped E-Commerce environment, 
E-service as a mean of marketing, and law and 
regulation to be ready. 

1. Undiversified use environment: In 
Cambodia, Internet use is mainly with the 
smart phones. The very limited 
infrastructure allows users only have access 
to Internet with wireless network. This 
limited their operation of the Internet with a 
relatively small digital devise. A business 
owner mentions that Facebook is the most 
important electronic service available in 
Cambodia digital market: 
“….we can subscribe Facebook only Internet 
service. With only 4-5 US dollars monthly 
fee, we can use Facebook and the Internet 
has no other websites for us to use. 
Facebook is the Internet; Internet is the 
Facebook…” 

2. Undeveloped E-Commerce environment: 
The Cambodia E-Commerce developed with 
a grass-root approach. We interview the 
biggest E-Commerce website owner: The 
Little Fashion. This a family business started 
with three brothers and one sister. They 
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initiated their business with some 
inexpensive clothes selling over the 
Facebook, the most inexpensive online 
platform for marketing and sales. Over time, 
they created small win so the E-commerce 
website was built under the IT graduate, one 
the three brothers, and now the business is 
running under their own website and 
Facebook as well. Since the IT environment 
is yet well-established, the issue most E-
commerce website cares the most can be the 
least with the Little fashion, the IT specialist 
said that: 
“…..I have to paid great attention to the 
system when we have just started our 
website, but now I can let my subordinates 
to take care of the transaction. As for 
security, we are not well-equipped for all 
possible approaches. For instance, if we set a 
strong passwords requirement, our website 
will become difficult to use. Our users will 
tend to forget the password so our website 
will become less popular. 

3. E-service as a mean of marketing: 
Facebook is the only way of marketing 
online. Due to the product features, 
Facebook is a widely use e-service in 
Cambodia. It is a way to communicate with 
friends, families, and clients. For business 
owners who deliver state-of-art products and 
services. It is an online communication that 
they cannot do without. A business owner 
who sell US brand high end stereos 
mentioned that he will shoot videos and post 
them on Facebook, to demonstrate the 
product features:  
“….if you do not do marketing over the 
Facebook, customers just do not know so 
they won’t come to look for us….I post 
video that show my product functions and 
sometime I even throw my stereo speakers 
into water in the video to show that it is 
water proofed…my staff will explain the 
functions of the stereo over the Facebook 
video so we can get order from the online 
users….”. A one hundred USD model is 
currently the best-selling item in his shop 
and with the Facebook marketing his 
business is growing stably in the market. 

4. Law and regulation to be ready: Year after 
E-commerce in placed and Internet adoption, 
the department of commerce has started to 
draft law and regulation to manage and 
control the E-commerce activities. The draft 
is under developed in 2017 summer and to 
be passed soon. The government officer 
mentioned that they have an early version of 
Commerce law for Internet: 
“…we currently are working on the law for 
Internet activities and the law has not yet 

officially announced and it soon will be 
publicized…the purpose of the law is to 
regulating transactions…” 

 
DISCUSSION 
 
Under the frog-leap approach, Cambodia quickly 
adopts the wireless network and the population of the 
Internet users increases in a short period of time. 
Wireless services are less costly in implementation, 
so the Internet is made available to users without high 
cost. This approach fits Cambodia’s economic 
environment where most of the population is under 
poverty line. The relatively less-complicated media 
environment enables an easy to use and powerful e-
service—Facebook—to be popular and create strong 
media effect in communication, marketing, and 
building social tie. Nevertheless, users relies too 
much on the IT standards built up by foreign 
countries and they will be hardly to remove the 
dependency of the IT standards given the society lack 
of the resources from private sectors and government 
supports. 
 
Secondly, the contents offered by Facebook deeply 
influence how users communicate with each other. 
Facebook features are by default and unable to be 
personalized, as a result, users will have to follow the 
mental model of this e-service which is a completely 
a western invention. Other developing countries such 
as Asian countries Korea and Taiwan users have 
higher level of literacy so that software engineering 
can be localized without much impact by the western 
conceptualization on how an information 
service/system should looks like. In Cambodia, 
however, the media is completely developed by 
western business so that is another way of culture 
invention because the needs of communication is 
there and they have to adopt the services available 
and in affordable price. There is no way to have 
access to any of the e-service that is locally-grown. 
 
Thirdly, being an emerging market, Cambodia 
displays a lot of opportunities. Foreign investments 
have started to develop this virgin land of Internet 
service. In particular few foreign investments 
participate the E-commerce but yet have successful 
outcome like the Little Fashion Website. This is 
because the commerce in Cambodia replies very 
much on connection and social tie. Without local 
supports, businesses are hardly able to tackle the 
market. The E-commerce market is not open for 
foreign investment and the local resources is scarce to 
support the development of E-commerce. These 
impede Cambodia’s business environment continue 
to grow to be friendly to big business for E-
commerce. 
 
With semi-structured interviews, we can capture only 
few Internet users’ experiences. This is a limitation of 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-4, Issue-3, Mar.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

Internet use in Cambodia: A Media Dependency Theory Perspective 
 

103 

our study. However, the merits of using qualitative 
approach of data collection lie in the depth of 
understanding the use behaviors and we are able to 
identify inherit issues/problems. These issues and 
problems may be hard to be observed with 
quantitative approach. Nevertheless, we encourage 
future study shall use a quantitative approach to 
collect a larger size of responses. Thus, the use 
behaviors can be described across different age, 
gender, and social-economic status. 
 
In a unique environment like Cambodia, there are 
some unintended consequences of Internet use are 
developed. Due to the limited time and resources, we 
are not able to systematically examine these 
consequences. Future study may also focus on how 
Internet is being used differently from 
developed/developing countries. In particular, how 
their e-commerce activities is started up with a grass-
root approach is a very interesting research topic. 
Will all those issue such as trust, payment system, 
and security are equally important as the success of e-
commerce in developed/developing countries 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
We apply media dependency theory to observe the 
Internet use in Cambodia. Unstructured interviews 
were conducted with local Cambodia business 
owners, E-Commerce Website owners and a 
government officer. We found that Cambodia is 
highly dependent on the western Internet standard 
and e-services. Facebook alone is widely adopted and 
this is very unique to western countries where a 
variety of e-services available to choose. The 
dependency may produce a profound effect to 
Cambodia users and this shall continuously be 
observed for an in-depth understanding of the 
uniqueness of Internet use in a less developed country 
such as Cambodia.  
 
Through the interviews, we sense that Cambodia is 
developing quickly in the use of IT, however, it also 
highly relies on foreign resources to build up the IT 
structures. Thus, the Internet is highly depended on 
features that have been developed by foreign e-
service providers such as Facebook. Facebook fulfill 
the needs of the users so they develop dependency 
over Facebook, even though contents are generated 
by Cambodian user themselves. From the use, we can 
see how Cambodian user are relying on what is there 

from western world and the direction is not 
reversible. 
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