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Entering the ASEAN Economic Community will allow Thai SMEs entrepreneurs 

to gain the benefits from a large market of 600 million people, liberal transfer of  

products, services, skilled labour, and investment. Furthermore, Thai SMEs entrepreneurs 

will benefit from the utilization of the collaborative framework between ASEAN countries 

and other negotiating parties such as ASEAN +3 (China, Korea and Japan), and 

ASEAN +6 (China, Korea, Japan, India, Australia, and New Zealand). Nonetheless, a 

study shows that a substantial obstacle for SMEs entrepreneurs in entering major foreign 

markets, in addition to gaining access to finance, is access to information. Such  

information includes basic information and consumer behavior in different categories 

for countries. According to the opinion survey of SMEs entrepreneurs, there is still 

demand for information regarding consumer behavior in each category for product 

improvement to meet the market’s needs, enabling entrepreneurs to capture market 

share in ASEAN +6. As regards  excellent comparative case studies of other developed 

countries successful in manufacturing products and services in accordance with the 

customers’ and market’s needs such as Japan, Korea, France and Italy, these countries 

were revealed to have thoroughly conducted in-depth studies of the markets regarding 

consuming behavior in the target countries for certain periods of time. The information 

derived from a study is available for entrepreneurs in their countries, especially for 

SMEs entrepreneurs who have limited capital and human resources for market research 

and a study of consumer behavior.

The Office of Small and Medium Enterprises Promotion (OSMEP), therefore, 

realizes that it is vital to study consumer behavior in ASEAN +6 to provide SMEs  

entrepreneurs with information enabling them to develop products and services in 

A Study on Consumer Behavior 
in ASEAN +6 5
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alignment with consumers’ needs. In conducting this study, the consulting committee 

evaluated the potential of SMEs industry groups ready to enter the ASEAN +6 market 

in three categories: food, textile and garments, and gems and ornaments. The areas 

with high business opportunity as regards the promotion of marketing and distribution 

of Thai products in the consumer market within the capitals or major economic cities 

of each country were selected for study, namely Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia, Jakarta in 

Indonesia, and Shanghai and Tientsin in China.

As regards the sample group representative of the major consumers, the  

consulting committee screened high-income earners with sufficient purchasing power 

to consume quality products imported from abroad by analyzing the economic and 

social status of consumers using SES (Social Economic Status). SES classifies 

population by economic and social status and includes other secondary details such 

as income level, education level as well as attitudes and personal tastes. In this study, 

qualitative research and in-depth interview guidelines were used as a tool to find out 

consuming behavior of a target group as regards the habits of buying and using  

products that meets their consumption demands in everyday life. Repeatedly purchased 

products reflect satisfaction and consumption demand. In addition, this study  

investigated the value factors of society, and local culture influencing belief and faith 

as regards consumption. The results of the study can be summed up as follows:

Malaysia is a country with continuous economic growth since they are  

determined to create added value to the country’s economy from high valued  

industries such as petrochemical, manufacturing of electrical appliances and  

electronics, and automobiles. Malaysia also continuously promotes its tourism  

industry among foreigners, especially tourists with high purchasing power from the  

Middle-East. As a result, the value of the economic growth index of Malaysia is not 

greatly different from that of Thailand (only 1.3 times). However, with a lower  

population-currently  28 million citizens-than Thailand, every Malaysian is employed 

and earns an income on average 1.5 times better than that of Thais at the same  
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earning level. On the contrary, when considering the actual purchasing power of  

Malaysians, this equals 40,250 baht/person/month while that of Thais is 21,500 baht/

person/month. This reflects the Malaysian consumer market being a buyer’s market. 

The Malaysian public, therefore, prioritize product quality the highest. The study of 

in-depth consumption behavior reveals that wealthy Chinese consumers - mostly 

business owners or professional executives of large organizations - are dispersed 

within areas in Kuala Lumpur popular among upper-middle and higher classes. They 

also prefer to reside in expensive condominiums. Fundamentally and primarily, they 

will choose to consume Chinese food goods and products not made from large-size 

animals like cows and buffalos. This originates from the Chinese belief in the Goddess 

of Mercy (Quan Yin). Nonetheless, with a high purchasing power, they are open to 

international food such as Western, Japanese, Korean and Thai cuisines available at 

department stores. Buying ingredients to cook foreign food at home is also easy and 

convenient.

As concerns fashionable clothes, gems and ornaments, the Chinese public in 

Malaysia prefer high quality products, particularly brand name products from the West 

such as France and Italy, to their locally made products. Furthermore, Thai clothes 

and ornaments are well known and popular since Malaysian consumers perceive Thai 

products as being of quality and reasonable price. As regards the taste of the Chinese 

public in Malaysia, they prefer clothes with subtle colors such as white, black, blue and 

pastels (like pale pink, pale blue, etc). Moreover, they wear black to weddings  

whereas the Chinese public in Thailand will avoid such a color. They also avoid  

dressing provocatively. As for gems and ornaments, women prefer diamonds on a 

white platinum or white gold setting. For men, in addition to brand name watches, they 

wear a golden ring decorated with colored gems (rubies) or diamonds. It was also 

found that certain groups of Malaysians wear small Buddha amulets from Thailand 

which have gained increasing popularity among businessmen. 

As regards Muslims in Malaysia, they mostly work as civil servants or  

employees of private companies. Muslims in Kuala Lumpur prefer to live in detached 
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houses in the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur, especially near mosques for the convenience 

of conducting religious ceremonies (Salat or the Muslim prayer times). Muslims in 

Malaysia are devout in their beliefs. Since Islam has been elevated to the state religion, 

it is vital for food to pass “halal” requirements - whether it be food cooked at home or 

served at restaurants - for consumption. As regards the dress preference of both male 

and female Muslims in Malaysia, “Aurat” or the Islamic dress code is strictly abided 

by. For example, an image of a large animal is not allowed on either clothes or  

ornaments worn by both men and women. Men are forbidden to wear women’s clothes 

and Muslim women must wear clothes that cover their entire body according to religious 

doctrine. Entrepreneurs interested in manufacturing products for the Muslim market in 

Malaysia, therefore, need to study the “Aurut” regulations thoroughly to be able to win 

over Malaysian consumers. Furthermore, in choosing their colors, Muslims in Malaysia 

wear clothes in subtle shades and dark tones like grey, black, brown, and dark red, 

and so on. They do not wear yellow as it is regarded the color of the king and black is 

an auspicious color like red is for the Chinese.

The study of the opportunities for Thai products in Malaysia shows that such 

goods have a good image among Malaysians. Thai entrepreneurs, therefore, should 

give importance to manufacturing to satisfy the Malaysian market and to gain attractive 

pricing. To achieve this, it is important to highlight that the price is good for the quality, 

whether it be food, fashionable clothes, or ornaments. At the core of the Islamic  

doctrine is honesty and this is instilled among Malaysians; therefore, if they are  

impressed with the quality and regularity of quality, the price will become secondary 

and they will become loyal customers of such products.

Indonesia is a country with a population of approximately 250 million, ranking 

number four among the most populated countries in the world. The majority of the 

Indonesian public (86.1%) is Muslim. However, the in-depth study reveals that although 

indigenous locals are predominant in Indonesia, there does exist a substantial Chinese 

population. Although the Chinese do not constitute the majority in Indonesia, they 
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control most of the country’s economic power through the ownership of large-sized 

businesses. They are Buddhists and of wealthy economic status. The majority of 

Muslims work as civil servants and employees in private companies. They have a 

purchasing power second to that of the Chinese in Indonesia. When compared to 

Thailand, the purchasing power of the majority of people in Indonesia is around 9,000 

baht/person/month, substantially lower than Thailand at around 21,500 baht/person/

month. This reflects the fact that Thai products may not be able to be distributed in 

Indonesia at the same price level for the mass market. Nonetheless, Thai products 

that are likely to enter the market should satisfy the needs of the niche market where 

consumers are of wealthy economic status living in capitals and large cities essential 

to the country’s economy.

To study consumer behavior in Indonesia, Jakarta was selected as the area of 

study since it is the capital and center of the economy of the country. The Economic 

Growth Index is rapidly increasing as the country is attractive to investors, especially 

the Japanese and Koreans, who are looking for a cheap labour source in operating 

their manufacturing and service industries. This results in a greater number of  

well-educated Indonesians being employed and becoming a larger group of consumers  

in the near future. In this study, the consulting committee places emphasis on the behavior 

of local Muslims and non-Muslim locals, like the study conducted in Malaysia.

The study of the Chinese in Indonesia revealed there to be wealthy  

consumers with high purchasing power - both business owners and employees of large 

private companies - and that the primary preference for the Chinese public in  

Indonesia is Chinese food. They enjoy cooking at home as well as dinning out at  

department stores and famous restaurants. The price of food does not limit their  

decision if it is of good quality, fresh and delicately cooked, and the health of  

consumers is a primary concern. During weekends, Chinese businessmen take their 

families out for shopping at large department stores and spend a long period of time 

in a day in five-star department stores. They prefer brand name products from the 

West as seen from customers buying from large brand name shops.
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As regards the Chinese consumer attitude towards Thai food in Indonesia, their 

response towards Thai food is less enthusiastic than Japanese or Korean cuisines and, 

as a result, their awareness regarding the cuisine is limited. Nonetheless, Thai  

restaurants can be found in the international food sections of department stores but 

the cuisine is still not extensively eaten or popular. Ingredients for Thai food are  

available in department stores but only for Thais or foreigners in Indonesia who know 

about Thai food. 

As for the fashion tastes of the Chinese public in Indonesia, they share the 

same taste as the Chinese population in Malaysia, similar to those in Hong Kong and 

Taiwan. They prefer to wear white, black, blue, and pastels (mainly pale pink and pale 

blue) and use brand name products from the West or quality local brand names. For 

them, Thai clothes do not differ from the local brands of Indonesia. When compared 

at a similar price level, Indonesian products are of better quality. Indonesia is one of 

the largest manufacturing hubs for clothing exports. The Chinese public in Indonesia 

prefers ornaments made from white metal such as platinum adorned with diamonds 

or colored gems to gold. This is because the wearing of gold can pose a personal 

security risk in Jakarta where the robbery rate is high. The Chinese in Indonesia have 

a positive attitude towards gems and ornaments from Thailand and see them as  

quality and immaculate products compared to those produced in Indonesia. 

Muslims in Indonesia are evidently different from those in Malaysia, especially 

in terms of their strict abidance by Islamic prohibitions. Muslims in Indonesia are not 

so strict as concerns “Halal” food. They consume what pleases them. Also, they do 

not strictly conform to “Aurat”. This is especially true for the new generation who dress 

in a Western style and international influences can now be seen everywhere.  

E-commerce is popular both in terms of clothes and ornaments. As for adult Muslims, 

they wear traditional Muslim clothes and also prefer modern Muslim apparel - the 

Western Muslim fashion of Turkey - which is now popular among the haute couture 

fashion for ladies. As for colors, they are more liberal in Indonesia than Malaysia since 

Indonesians are open to brightly colored garments with embellishments. When  
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wearing clothes, they also focus on a variety of attractive outfits as seen from the 

fashion magazines on shelves giving tips on how to dress interchangeably with  

different colors. The competition is fierce among these types of magazine. 

All in all, to conduct marketing in Indonesia, entrepreneurs should concentrate 

on the niche market for Chinese and upper-class Muslims. Entrepreneurs may face 

fierce competition with brand name products from the West and local brands as regards 

clothes and garments. They might be unable to compete in terms of price and cost. 

Nonetheless, in the market of high Muslim fashion, there is an opportunity for  

marketing quality Thai products of aesthetic design in Indonesia. Likewise, gems and 

ornaments from Thailand have a chance in the Indonesian market as consumers regard 

Thai products as being quality products at affordable price. What entrepreneurs need 

to do is to emphasize the creation of brands and conduct intense marketing to win the 

hearts of target consumers. 

Shanghai and Tientsin in China are the first and second cities in terms of the 

economic output of China, a country with one of the largest economies in the world. 

China is witnessing continuous economic growth at nearly a 2-digit rate every year. 

As a result of China’s economic development focusing on manufacturing for export to 

support the consumption of the global market, the Chinese population have a high 

level of income even after tax deduction. The new generation of Chinese now no 

longer experience financial difficulties like before. Furthermore, according to the World 

Bank in 2011, the Chinese economy is 18.8 times larger than Thailand’s - this indicates 

that the value of Chinese economic activities is several times higher than that of  

Thailand. Chinese business owners and entrepreneurs, therefore, are wealthy  

consumers when compared to Thais. In addition, the proportion of well-to-do  

population to the whole Chinese population of over 1.3 billion means that the wealthy 

in China constitute a large consumer group with substantial purchasing power. This is 

in line with a study of consumer behavior in Shanghai and Tientsin which shows that 

the market belongs to consumers who choose products that satisfy them. The Chinese 
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public in both cities have extremely high purchasing power as they prefer to invest the 

rest of their income after welfare spending and daily expenses in real estate assets 

and stocks in both Chinese and foreign stock markets. 

According to a study of consumer behavior of the Chinese public in both cities, 

the well-to-do love brand name products from the West owing to their sufficient  

purchasing power to enjoy expensive luxury products as they believe that high price 

comes with high quality and that such products can enhance their image. Added to 

this is a limitation regarding accommodation. Due to the dense population compared 

to the limited amount of residential space, the majority of the Chinese live in  

condominiums rather than detached houses, leaving them with small storage space. 

They, therefore, choose to purchase a small quantity of expensive but quality products, 

and dress to create an image that reflects and enhances their status. It is widely known 

that brand name products from the West are doing well in Beijing and Shanghai.

As concerns food consumption, the Chinese consume Chinese food on regular 

basis. Nonetheless, it is noticeable that foreign food is now part of their consumption 

habits and Thai food has become popular, being the third choice of the Chinese  

public. Furthermore, the study shows that the Chinese public like to cook at home, 

especially among the older generation, as they believe that home-made Chinese food 

is the healthiest. This reflects the habit of stocking frozen fresh food. In some  

households, they have refrigerator cases specifically for frozen food. Regarding eating 

out, they have a strong hosting culture for visitors or business partners at famous 

luxurious restaurants to showcase their success in building business status and to 

reciprocate good business relationships between each other.

However, the expansion of Chinese economic activities has given rise to a 

group of employees working for large organizations, just like other countries. This new 

generation, therefore, is a newly emerged middle class earning regular salary and high 

income following the growth in business and economic activities. Well-educated  

Chinese, in particular, are consumers with high purchasing power. Due to their office 

routine and work responsibilities, they spend time after work in restaurants for  



Executive Summary

Executive Summary White Paper on Small

and Medium Enterprises of Thailand in 2013 
60

get-togethers with friends and dining out before returning home. They also reserve 

ready-to-cook and ready-to-eat food at home. This trend clearly provides opportunities 

for those involved in the manufacturing of packaging food for sale in department stores.

Moreover, the research revealed that Thai food is the third preferred option for 

the Chinese public and has rapidly increased in popularity as evidenced by the 95 Thai 

restaurants currently open in Shanghai. Nevertheless, there are only five restaurants 

owned by Thais, with the rest being operated by Chinese from Taiwan, Hong Kong, 

and in Shanghai. These entrepreneurs may use restaurants as another effective  

channel in presenting and recommending Thai food products or ready-to-eat Thai 

desserts. After experiencing dining at a restaurant, customers usually buy products to 

take home.

As concerns the consumption of fashion products - clothes and ornaments -  

it is not difficult to understand the Chinese public in Shanghai and Tientsin as they 

have similar preferences and follow fashion trends to those in the West. In addition, 

they like colors designated by designers according to the seasons. If entrepreneurs 

operating clothing and ornament businesses are interested in the Chinese market, they 

should understand Western fashion trends. In order to be successful, they also need 

to manufacture products of the same standards of quality and design as those of brand 

name products from the West or equivalent to China’s high fashion products.

In making the decision to buy fashion products, the Chinese public require a 

fashion advisor suggesting the combination, pattern and colors of clothes, accessories, 

shoes, and handbags. When they are satisfied with the advice, they will buy a whole 

set including clothes, handbags and shoes. Thai entrepreneurs planning to do the 

marketing in China should take this sales approach into consideration. They should 

also pay attention to this behavior since it is different from that of Thais who like to mix 

and match.

In conclusion, an industry with a good future in China for Thai entrepreneurs is 

food, both in terms of Thai restaurants and Thai food products. As regards the market 

for fashion products, competition is rather fierce for Thai products if they do not meet 
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the same standards of quality and design as the local products or brand name products 

from the West. As for ornaments, there are still opportunities if entrepreneurs focus on 

niche markets and manufacture quality products in small amounts with  

distinctive and tasteful style and image differentiating them from what else is on offer. 
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In Thailand, there is a large number of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 

in several industrial sectors including manufacturing, trade and service. Small  

enterprises have a high proportion of over 90%. Combined with medium enterprises, 

SMEs are the majority of all enterprises in the economic sector, totaling a higher 

number than large enterprises. This, therefore, shows that SMEs are vital to the  

country’s economy both in terms of employment and manufacturing.

Several industrial sectors including manufacturing, trade and service are  

divided into activity groups with various conditions and problems that may require  

different measures and promotion. It is, therefore, necessary to study the conditions 

and problems of activity groups within industries to acquire information for analysis 

and use in the compilation of the SMEs Promotion Plan.

The Office of Small and Medium Enterprises Promotion (OSMEP) is an  

agency established under the SMEs Promotion Act, B.E. 2543 (2000) with the main 

responsibility of promoting SMEs and formulating SMEs promotion.

In the fiscal year of 2012, OSMEP conducted a project compiling the  

Strategic Plan and the SMEs Promotion Action Plan by category in order to study the 

potential, capacity, and current situation of SMEs in five target industrial sectors:  

textile and garment, gems and ornaments, food, construction service, and tourism 

service. The objective of this study was to specify the Strategic Plan and the SMEs 

Promotion Action Plan by category summed up below:

Sectoral SMEs Promotion Action Plans 6
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Textile and Garment Industrial Sector The emphasis is on strengthening the 

capacity of Thai textile and garment entrepreneurs to be ready for Thailand becoming 

ASEAN’s center of trade and design of textiles and garments focusing on efficiency, 

diversity and environmental friendliness. In addition, the obligations regarding  

the potential development of textile and garment entrepreneurs in the area of  

manufacturing and marketing development based on the creation of linkage and efficient 

news and information system are stipulated. The five main promotion strategies are: 

1) developing the capacity in operating business of textile and garment entrepreneurs 

with the objective of elevating such capacity; 2) creating network to strengthen  

capacity of textile and garment entrepreneurs in order to enhance capability and strength 

of network for developing business operation of entrepreneurs; 3) developing database 

to support entrepreneurs’ decision making regarding potential development with the 

objective of improving the database for entrepreneurs’ decision making in operating 

business; 4) supporting and strengthening the market for entrepreneurs in order to 

increase capacity of market channels and marketing techniques suitable for the  

characteristics of entrepreneurs’ products; and 5) improving and reinforcing workers 

and personnel to develop the labor capacity in accordance with the needs of textile 

and garment entrepreneurs. 

Gems and Ornaments Industrial Sector The aim is to make Thailand the world’s 

production and trade center of gems and ornaments. With the obligations to support 

the elevation of manufacturing standards and development of manufacturing factors 

as well as the marketing and transport process for gems and ornaments entrepreneurs, 

the five major strategies are: 1) providing raw materials for sustainable business  

operations with the objective of supporting efficient provision and transport of raw 

materials for entrepreneurs; 2) improving skilled labor and design, and process and 

product standards in order to develop the capacity of labor as regards production and 

design skills, both quality and quantity, in compliance with the needs of gems and 

ornaments industry under the principle of “create-develop-preserve”; 3) developing 
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and expanding the gem and ornament market at the international level with the objective 

of supporting the development of the gem and ornament market to cover the whole 

value chain; 4) improving and developing the state’s mechanism to increase capacity 

for entrepreneurs in order to improve and develop the equipment and mechanisms of 

the government sector in supporting minor entrepreneurs and; 5) creating cooperation 

between entrepreneurs in industries and related supporting agencies with the purpose 

of promoting collaboration and exchanging knowledge among small, medium and large 

entrepreneurs in solidifying the gem industry of Thailand.

Food Industrial Sector Regarding the vision in promoting SMEs in the food 

industrial sector, it is important to set standards in concordance with international  

ones and to enable them to compete sustainably. The obligation is to elevate the 

manufacturing and market standards for entrepreneurs in the food industrial sector by 

enacting four major promotion strategies: 1) promoting and developing manufacturing 

standards to be accepted by consumers by supporting the development of  

enterprises to achieve manufacturing standards, promoting and giving knowledge about 

traceability system and applying in a significant group of products, as well as  

monitoring and checking the import of products according to the standards for the 

safety of consumers; 2) increasing the addition of value and productivity of processed 

food by promoting the research and development of raw materials, products, and 

manufacturing processes, supporting the transfer of production and food processing 

and technology, and the design and development of packaging; 3) promoting the image 

of the food industrial sector and increase of marketing capacity by disseminating and 

publicizing among consumers the value and quality of Thai food, creating trademarks 

with identity and acceptance, as well as developing channels and activities that promote 

marketing; and 4) strengthening enabling factors and creating domestic and  

international networks by improving regulations and laws suitable for the current  

situation, and supporting the availability of a complete service center to develop the 

food industry by pushing forward the integrity of related agencies and promoting the 
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formation of enterprise networks among the private sector and the relevant government 

agencies, both national and international.

Construction Service Industrial Sector According to the compilation of  

information regarding the construction service industry and current situation of SMEs, 

the vision in promoting SMEs in the construction industry is designated in order to 

achieve the capability and professionalism equivalent to international standards, create 

income for the country, and be accepted by consumers. This can be fulfilled by  

elevating SMEs in the construction industry to acquire capacity and a good image with 

emphasis on creating the supply chain, expanding marketing opportunities, and  

supporting the surrounding factors to accommodate business operations. The four 

major promotion strategies are: 1) strengthening SMEs’ capability in operating their 

business in the construction category by promoting and developing a strategy  

highlighting the elevation of capacity and productivity as regards business operation, 

improvement of ability for laborers at every level, and promotion of the use and  

development of technology, research, and development of construction business;  

2) reinforcing network in the supply chain of the construction industry by focusing on 

the development of the construction industry network and other related business, and 

promoting SMEs to receive the opportunity to be sub-contractors; 3) promoting  

systematical expansion of opportunity in the international construction market to  

prepare and support SMEs in the construction sector with sufficient capacity to take 

jobs abroad by promoting and developing a strategy in strengthening SMEs’ capacity 

in terms of international business operation, the creation of system and readiness 

regarding information about the foreign market, and integrity among the government 

sector with the objective of supporting SMEs to be able to enter the foreign market; 

and 4) supporting external factors conducive to operation of the construction business  

by promoting and improving a strategy that promotes SMEs’ access to capital, adjusting 

laws and regulations to accommodate business operations, improving workers to be 

in line with needs, and developing the utilization of foreign laborers more efficiently. 
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Tourism Service Industrial Sector It is a focal point to strengthen SMEs in the 

tourism industry to become a mechanism of the sustainable development of economy, 

society, culture and environment by designating obligations in promoting the efficient 

utilization of local resources, fortifying the competitiveness of SMEs in the tourism 

industry, as well as promoting the supporting factors appropriate for SMEs in the  

tourism industry. The four major promotion strategies are: 1) promoting the use of the 

potential of areas to develop tourism by making use of Thailand’s strong points in 

order to create added value to tourism with tourist attractions, culture, and a variety 

of activities to serve the specific market of target consumers; 2) promoting linkage and 

collaboration in the area by developing the tourism network and promoting coordination 

between agencies and people in the area; 3) strengthening the competitiveness of 

SMEs in the tourism industry by developing SMEs in the tourism industry, both in terms 

of entrepreneurs and workers, in order to acquire the utmost benefits from rising  

opportunities and; 4) developing external factors conducive to business operations of 

SMEs in the tourism industry by readjusting and improving such factors in order to 

promote the existing strong points, fortify image and create confidence among tourists 

to promote tourism.


