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This report provides readers with not only an overview of 

Thailand’s political economic context but also, written from the 

viewpoint of a Nordic business, it expands on some of the key 

opportunities in the market and some of the key structures that 

underpin it. Readers can pay close attention to the profiling of 

Thai conglomerates in order to gain insight into the workings of 

‘big business’ in Thailand.

Readers can take the information in this report to deepen an 

understanding of the country and it’s political and economic 

structures. This will lead to more informed ability to make 

strategic decisions and capture available opportunities. Typical 

assumptions about Thailand include: that it is underdeveloped 

compared to other Asian countries; that it is hard to navigate 

the territory due to corruption; that it is a politically unstable 

environment; and that Thailand and Thais are hard to do 

business with. The data and insight in this report will allow the 

reader to come to their own, informed conclusions about some 

of those common conceptions.
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is at the heart of Southeast Asia and is the main regional business 

center and transport is also a door to enter the countries 

comprising the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

which is a total market of 650 million people.

69,183,173
11 million people

513,120 km²

Buddhism

Baht

The Kingdom of

Machinery including computers: US$40.2 billion (17%)
Electrical machinery, equipment: $34.1 billion (14.4%)
Vehicles: $28.5 billion (12.1%)
Rubber, rubber articles: $16.3 billion (6.9%)
Gems, precious metals: $12.8 billion (5.4%)
Plastics, plastic articles: $12.7 billion (5.4%)
Mineral fuels including oil: $8.2 billion (3.5%)
Meat/seafood preparations: $6.3 billion (2.7%)
Optical, technical, medical apparatus: $5.7 billion (2.4%)
Cereals: $5.4 billion (2.3%)

Electrical machinery, equipment: US$42.3 billion (18.8%)
Mineral fuels including oil: $31.6 billion (14.1%)
Machinery including computers: $27.4 billion (12.1%)
Gems, precious metals: $15.3 billion (6.8%)
Iron, steel: $10.6 billion (4.7%)
Vehicles: $9.2 billion (4.1%)
Plastics, plastic articles: $8.7 billion (3.9%)
Articles of iron or steel: $7.1 billion (3.2%)
Optical, technical, medical apparatus: $5.6 billion (2.5%)
Organic chemicals: $4.3 billion (1.9%)

World Bank’s Ease 
of Doing Business 
Rankings

26th in the World

8th in Asia

Global 
Competitiveness 
Index Ranking (GCI)

32nd in the World

Human 
Development 
Index (HDI)

87th in the World

0.74 index

Constitutional 
Monarchy - Interim 
Military-affiliated 
Government since 
May 2014

Flight Distance from Bangkok
Thailand and it’s surrounding country neighbors; from CLMV to AEC to China & India 



Thailand is often overlooked as a country for investment and typically

finds itself typecast by European businesses. Yet, Thailand fosters

considerable economic growth and is located in the heart of ASEAN with

unique connectivity to neighbouring regions, offering great opportunities

for foreign investors.
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Thailand is referred to as the gateway to Asia, as it enjoys a central 

strategic location in the world’s fastest growing economic market. 

Additionally, Thailand is considered the hub of ASEAN and 

participates openly in ASEAN’s free market policies.

The combination of great transport connections, national reforms and 

strong relationships with ASEAN countries solidifies Thailand’s position 

as an attractive regional hub.

The economic size of the 10 Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) member countries combined is larger than that of Brazil and 

Russia, and will compare to the size of India’s economy in the coming 

years. 

ASEAN will continue to present opportunities for multinationals in the 

years to come, and cannot be ignored as a key market for success in 

the Asia-Pacific region.

Regarding Thailand, in 2017 Thailand recorded highest GDP growth in 

years at 3.9% in 2017, with great outlook for future growth.

Myanmar
Population: 55 million

GDP: US$80bn
GDP growth: 6.4%

Laos
Population: 7 million

GDP: US$12bn
GDP growth: 6.9%

Cambodia
Population: 16 million

GDP: US$18bn
GDP growth: 6.8%

Thailand
Population: 68 million

GDP: US$420bn
GDP growth: 3.9%

Malaysia
Population: 31 million
GDP: US$360bn
GDP growth: 5.9%

Singapore
Population: 5.8 million
GDP: US$301bn
GDP growth: 3.6%

Indonesia
Population: 264 million
GDP: US$1,091bn
GDP growth: 5.1%

Brunei
Population: 0.4 million
GDP: US$13bn
GDP growth: 1.3%

Philippines
Population: 104 million
GDP: US$301bn
GDP growth: 6.7%

Vietnam
Population: 95 million
GDP: US$173bn
GDP growth: 6.8%

Source: Wood Mackenzie

South East Asian country snapshot in 2017
ASEAN comprises 10 member countries, each at a different stage of economic development
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In 2017, the Thai government carried out many reforms aimed at

promoting long term foreign investment into Thailand. One new

legislation broadens the scope of incentives – both tax and non-tax,

offered to foreign investors. Another encourages investment into

certain industries that are new to the country or use new technology

or advanced production that will bring in development and promote

innovation.

International surveys like the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business have 

recently ranked Thailand among the most attractive investment 

destinations in Southeast Asia. The recent 2018 report moved Thailand 

up to rank 26 from rank 46 in 2017, bringing Thailand among the top 

three investment destinations within ASEAN.

Additionally, the World Bank's biennial Logistics Performance Index 

raised Thailand's ranking to 32nd this year from 45th in 2016, based on 

massive investment in transport infrastructure and relevant legal 

reforms.

Under Thailand 4.0 plans the government is implementing a number 

of measures to shift the country from a production-based to a 

service-based economy; promoting technology, creativity and 

innovation in the industries under focus. Successful implementation of 

the Thailand 4.0 policies can support the country’s development as a 

regional hub and investment destination. 

EEC, a US$45 billion project, refers to special economic zones in the 

three eastern provinces of Chonburi, Rayong and Chachoengsao. 

Within the EEC region, the government has emphasized attracting 

investment in ten sectors that have been determined to be key to the 

country’s developmental objectives. Read more on the specifics of 

the EEC report on page 24.

In line with EEC project, the government is investing heavily into 

several mega infrastructure projects including: airport upgrades, high-

speed rail and roadways, aimed at making Thailand one of the most 

preferred investment destinations in Asia. 



Thailand’s economy has made impressive progress

in social and economic development over the past

four decades. It has moved from a low-income

country to an upper middle-income country in less

than a generation, with sustained strong growth

and a broad reduction in poverty.

LARGEST8th
ECONOMY

IN ASIA

455
US$ BILLION

GDP

LARGEST2rd
ECONOMY

IN ASEAN



For the next two years Thailand’s growth momentum is expected to continue on the back of sustained 

strong export sector. Thai government's massive infrastructure plans will buffer low public investment, which 

in turn will attract significant private investment.

Inflation is expected to remain within or bit below target. Downside risks do pose a threat, with the most 

significant being trade protectionism driven by USA’s foreign trade policy and possible retaliatory measures 

from other major economies. However, a stronger than projected rebound in investment sector gives an 

upside risk to growth. Additionally, greater dynamism in regional trade can provide further growth to Thai 

exports.

Source: World Bank

GDP of Thailand and Finland
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The average economic growth in Thailand during the “boom” period in 1960 to 1996 was 7,5% compared 

with 5% from 1999 to 2005 following the Asian financial crisis. During these periods, large amounts of jobs 

were created that helped pull millions of people out of poverty.

The 2005 to 2015 average growth slowed down to 3,5% and further down to 2,3% in 2014 to 2016. 

Thailand is now on the path to cyclical recovery with economic growth of 3,9% in 2017, driven by tourism 

and manufacturing exports. Growth is expected to expand further to 4,1% in 2018 aided by high estimated 

growth of Thailand’s key trading partners.

Thailand is benefitting from stronger global as well as regional trade. ASEAN countries trade showed 

healthy growth in 2017, with a positive outlook.
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Thailand’s economy is facing some challenges despite the 

newfound growth. Domestic demand has remained sluggish amid 

structural challenges and high household debt. Exports have 

grown, but knock-on benefits have not been sufficiently 

evidenced in household income and industry investment.

Inflation in Thailand continues to show weak dynamics. Headline 

inflation averaged 0,7 % in 2017, which is below the target band 

(2,5±1,5 %) for the third year in a row. Supply shocks, such as global 

factors and low food prices owing to a relatively strong harvest, 

partly explain the low headline inflation.

Financial stability in Thailand remained sound in 2017, but there are 

pockets of risks that warrant monitoring including:

• Signs of accelerating household debt with deteriorating debt 

serviceability 

• Loss making SMEs struggling to service debt

• Underpricing of risks due to search-for-yield behaviour during 

period of low interest rate 

• Continued oversupply of condominium style properties



Industry accounts for 36,2% of Thailand’s total production, with 

manufacturing being by far the largest component. Thailand has a 

diversified industrial base and is known for manufacturing electronics, 

steel, rubber and automotive around the world. A significant share of 

these products is exported to other countries. Additionally, Thailand is 

an assembly hub for many international car brands.

The services sector accounts for 55,6% to total GDP, most important 

contributors are tourism, retail sales, transportation, as well as banking 

and finance. Tourism is one of the largest contributors to the sector, 

with a share alone in total GDP at around 10%. The service sector 

employs nearly 38% of the active population.

The agricultural sector, made up mostly of small-scale farms, 

contributes less than 10 % of GDP but employs about a third of the 

labor force. Thailand is one of the leading producers and exporters of 

rice and has rubber, corn, sugar, jute, cotton, and tobacco as major 

crops. Fishing is a an important economic activity with farmed shrimp 

being a major export. 

Source: Haver Data Analytics; and IMF staff calculations

Agriculture Industry Services

55.6%

36.2%

8.2%

At your service
The contribution of Thailand's service sector to GDP is growing.
(GDP composition; in percent of GDP)
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Main Investing Countries in 2017 (%)

Main Invested Sectors in 2017 (%)

Foreign direct investment is an important element of Thailand's economic development, and FDI inflows 

show recovery after several consecutive years of decline, largely due to uncertainty surrounding political 

and economic situation. In 2017 FDI inflow reached 7.6 billion dollars, which is considerably more than last 

few years. This recovery is due to increased investment by European Union countries and strong inflows from 

ASEAN countries and Japan. Through the Investment Promotion Act, offering more incentives to invest in 

advanced technologies, innovative activities and research and development, and the Eastern Economic 

Corridor Act, which offers various benefits to investors in this zone.

26.3%

20.9%9.2%

6.6%

6.5%

4.6%

4.5%

3.7%
3.4%

3%

Japan

Singapore

Taiwan

Switzerland

United States

Germany

United Kingdom

Netherlands

Cayman Islands

Mauritius

35.9%

21.6%

19.2%

9.9%

7.9%

3.5% 1.6%

Services

Paper and chemical goods

Agricultural products

Metallurgy and machinery

Electronic and electric goods

Minerals and ceramics

Light industry, textiles

12



Thailand: Tourists by Country of Residence
(in percent of total)
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Thailand is one of the top 10 countries in the world by international

tourist arrivals, with cities like Bangkok and Phuket drawing massive

numbers of tourists in every year. In the recent years tourists from

China have grown rapidly with average annual growth of 26 %

since mid-2010, nearly twice the average annual growth of 14 % in

Chinese outbound tourists.

International tourist arrivals rose 8,8 % in 2017 to a record 35,4

million, equivalent to more than half the Thai population.

Additionally, spending per visitor is increasing for both European

and Chinese tourists.

However, tourist arrivals are sensitive to transitory geopolitical

factors. In particular, Thailand and Korea are competitors as

Chinese tourist destinations, receiving similar numbers of tourists

from China in the past. In 2017, China's travel restriction to Korea

boosted tourism in Thailand significantly. Now with China starting to

relax the tourists ban, the recent tourism hike is expected to slowly

go back to its pre-restriction trend.

International 

tourist arrival 

rose 8,8 % in 2017

”

Source: Thailand authorities; and IMF staff calculations



17%
US$40.2 billion

14.4%
$34.1 billion

12.1%
$28.5 billion

6.9%
$16.3 billion

5.4%
$12.8 billion

5.4%
$12.7 billion

3.5%
$8.2 billion

2.7%
$6.3 billion

2.4%
$5.7 billion

2.3%
$5.4 billion

Machinery including computers

Electrical machinery, equipment

Vehicles

Rubber, rubber articles

Gems, precious metals

Plastics, plastic articles

Mineral fuels including oil

Meat/seafood preparations

Optical, technical, medical apparatus

Cereals

Thailand Exports

Thailand Imports

18.8%
US$42.3 billion

14.1%
$31.6 billion

12.1%
$27.4 billion

6.8%
$15.3 billion

4.7%
$10.6 billion

4.1%
$9.2 billion

3.9%
$8.7 billion

3.2%
$7.1 billion

2.5%
$5.6 billion

1.9%
$4.3 billion

Electrical machinery, equipment

Mineral fuels including oil

Machinery including computers

Gems, precious metals

Iron, steel

Vehicles

Plastics, plastic articles

Articles of iron or steel

Optical, technical, medical apparatus

Organic chemicals

Thailand has a growth model that is trade driven. Exports of goods and services account for more than two 

thirds of GDP, which is one of the biggest GDP shares in South-East Asia. Imports account for around two 

thirds of GDP, meaning that Thailand’s external position is subject to price volatility as the economy is highly 

dependent on trade.
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Source: IMF staff estimates



Imports Exports

Rank Country in million $ share % Rank Country in million $ share %

Total Imports 221,518.83 100% Total Exports 236,634.68 100%

1 China 44,239.22 20% 1 China 29,506.01 12%

2 Japan 32,053.69 14% 2 United States 26,570.41 11%

3 United States 14,798.27 7% 3 Japan 22,066.54 9%

4 Malaysia 11,582.59 5% 4 Hong Kong 12,298.86 5%

5 Taiwan 8,141.17 4% 5 Vietnam 11,585.54 5%

6 Korea, South 7,997.64 4% 6 Australia 10,504.78 4%

7 Singapore 7,891.86 4% 7 Malaysia 10,343.28 4%

8
United Arab 
Emirates

7,400.58 3% 8 Indonesia 8,843.55 4%

9 Indonesia 7,302.78 3% 9 Singapore 8,288.43 4%

10 Switzerland 7,189.62 3% 10 Philippines 6,946.40 3%

Thailand’s Import and Export Top 10 Ranking

Thailand shipped US$236 billion worth of products around the 

globe in 2017. That figure represents around 1,5% of overall global 

exports.

From a continental perspective, 63,9% of Thai exports by value was 

delivered to other Asian countries while 13,1% was sold to North 

American importers. Smaller percentages went to Europe at 12,5% 

with just 2,9% going to Africa.

In 2017 Thailand’s trade balance surplus has been falling when 

compared to last year. Thai baht has been feeling the effects of it, 

as the currency has underperformed this year.

15

Source: IMF staff estimates

Thailand shipped 

US$236 billion worth 

of products around 

the globe in 2017

”



16 Thai corporations rank among Forbes Global 2000. Some of the major companies 

headquartered in Thailand are:

Thai Companies

Country Employees Sales Profits Assets Market Value

PTT PCL (energy) 59,515 $58.8 B $3.9 B $68.5 B $50.9 B

PTT Global Chemical 
(diversified chemicals)

42,000 $13.6 B $1.2 B $14.3 B $13.4 B

Siam Cement (specialized 
chemicals)

3,666 $13.7 B $1.5 B $18.7 B $17.7 B

Siam Commercial Bank 18,198 $6.8 B $1.3 B $97.7 B $14.3 B

Kasikorn Bank 34,000 $5.8 B $1.1 B $95.8 B $14.7 B

Bangkok Bank 3,314 $4.9 B $1 B $101.5 B $11.4 B

Krung Thai Bank 34,000 $4.8 B $626 M $92.3 B $7.6 B

CP All 39,047 $13.9 B $567 M $11.1 B $24.1 B

Thai Beverage (beverages) 22,000 $5.6 B $874 M $12.6 B $15.2 B

AOT Airports of Thailand 13,087 $1.7 B $645 M $5.5 B $32 B
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Pushing abroad has been a trend among Thai companies for the 

last few years. In sectors ranging from textiles and cement to food 

and banking, companies are looking abroad to sharpen their 

competitiveness and to diversify their portfolios. One of the reasons 

is Thailand's persisting political uncertainty and companies are 

hedging their bets against it. 

Thai firms were involved in numerous foreign mergers and 

acquisitions as well as overseas deals worth more than $7 billion in 

2017.

For instance, Central Group, the Thai family-controlled retail 

conglomerate, bought Italian retailer Rinascente in 2011 and a 

majority stake in Germany’s KaDeWe Group in 2015, the group 

owns a department store in Germany. Within ASEAN, Central is 

building a major shopping mall in the Cambodian capital Phnom 

Penh.

Source: Forbes

Foreign M&A as 

well as overseas 

deals worth 

more than $7 

billion in 2017

”



Globalization and new technology brings change

to all nations, and Thailand has been feeling the

effects as of late. Additionally, a wave of changing

demographics has its had its own effects on Thai

society and Thai’s purchasing behaviour.

3.5
US$ BILLION

E-COMMERCE

MARKET

VALUE

13.2%
ANNUALLY

EXPECTED

REVENUE

GROWTH RATE



Thailand has one of its region’s highest number of internet users. There are approximately 57 million internet 

users in the country that are skilled in the use of digital technologies, mobile, and e-commerce. The growing 

internet user base makes Thailand an ideal growth environment for e-commerce businesses.
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69.11
MILLION

53%
URBANIZATION

TOTAL

POPULATION

FASHION & BEAUTY $531.3 MILLION

ELECTRONICS & PHYSICAL MEDIA $1,258 MILLION

FOOD & PERSONAL CARE $187.2 MILLION

FURNITURE & APPLIANCES $475.3 MILLION

TOYS, DIY & HOBBIES $510.3 MILLION

TRAVEL (INCLUDING ACCOMMODATION) $1,449 MILLION

DIGITAL MUSIC $30.5 MILLION

VIDEO GAMES $228.2 MILLION

Total annual amount spent on consumer e-commerce categories

Source: Statista Digital Market Outlook

57.00
MILLION

+24%
SINCE JAN 2017

82%
PENETRATION

51.00
MILLION

+11%
SINCE JAN 2017

74%
PENETRATION

55.56
MILLION

+3%
SINCE JAN 2017

80%
PENETRATION

46.00
MILLION

+10%
SINCE JAN 2017

67%
PENETRATION

INTERNET

USERS

ACTIVE SOCIAL

MEDIA USERS

UNIQUE

MOBILE USERS

ACTIVE MOBILE

SOCIAL USERS

Source: United Nations; U.S. Census Bureau



Inflation is expected to remain within or bit below target. Downside risks do pose 

a threat, with the most significant being trade protectionism driven by USA’s 

foreign trade policy and possible retaliatory measures from other major 

economies. However, a stronger than projected rebound in investment sector 

gives an upside risk to growth. Additionally, greater dynamism in regional trade 

can provide further growth to Thai exports.

Social commerce is the largest segment of B2C e-commerce in Thailand, 

accounting for approximately 40 % of the overall B2C market. The Electronic 

Transactions Development Agency estimates the country’s overall e-commerce 

value at around $4.18 billion for 2017, with 51 % of the transactions conducted 

on social media, according to PricewaterhouseCoopers.

Facebook, which has more than 51 million active users in Thailand, is one of the 

top markets for social commerce together with platforms like Line and 

Instagram.

A major strength of social commerce is its wide range of merchants or vendors 

where the cost of doing business is cheaper than using separate e-commerce 

websites or smaller e-marketplace platforms. Additionally, Thais love the ability to 

chat with merchants before making purchases. This enables online browsers to 

inquire and discuss the product details directly with the merchant. Currently, 

there are hundreds of thousands of small merchants and SMEs doing social 

commerce in Thailand. 

In July 2018 Kasikorn bank made a deal with Facebook Messenger giving 

consumers a more convenient way to make purchases on the messenger app.

Previously, buyers had to pay first and then send a payment receipt to 

merchants to complete the transaction, but the new collaboration allows 

shoppers to use Kasikorn bank’s K PLUS to make a seamless payment without 

leaving the platform. Buyers no longer have to enter bank account numbers or 

switch screens while shopping.

This illustrates that banks in Thailand recognize the vast opportunities of social 

commerce and are using deals like this to get an edge over their competitors.
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Convenience Store 
market in Thailand
7-Eleven Leading with 64% 
of all stores, over 10 000

Consumers who shop in convenience stores tend to buy fewer 

items more frequently and more spontaneously rather than doing 

a major weekly shopping trip for the household. Many 

convenience stores also provide ATM’s and bill payment services, 

which are popular among customers, especially in rural areas.

Another reason for the increase in demand is that Thai society is 

experiencing multiple demographic transitions. There are more 

nuclear families, childless couples, people living alone and these 

demographic transitions come with changes in the lifestyle and 

demands of consumers. 

GROCERY
STORES

SALES

54%
CAGR

2%

CONVENIENCE
STORES

SALES

19%
CAGR

10%

Convenience stores are the fastest-growing retail channel in 

Thailand taking significant market share from traditional retailers. A 

increasing number of outlets together with growing urbanization 

and worsening traffic conditions are driving more and more 

people into choosing convenience over variety of merchandise. 

The line between grocery shopping and convenience shopping 

seems to be blurring.

According to a BCG research

From 2011 through 2016, the compound annual growth rate 

(CAGR) of traditional grocery stores was essentially flat at 

just 2%, and their share of total sales volume decreased 

from 59% to 54%. 

By contrast, convenience stores reported a CAGR of 10% 

during the same period, and their share of total sales 

volume increased from 14% to 19%.

20
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Thailand’s middle class has grown fast with no signs of stopping with good outlook for the economy. This 

causes consumer patterns to change in line with the rise in household income.

Once consumers can meet their basic needs, demand for small indulgences increases first. This can be 

seen in Thailand where products like ice cream, cakes, chocolates, fresh milk, juices and bottled water 

show increased demand. 

Then, when earnings reach middle-income levels, demand for luxury products and experiences like 

overseas travel increase. 

Compared with other consumers in Southeast Asian countries, Thai people are more likely to spend and 

indulge, as reflected in their higher debt levels. By contrast, the typical Southeast Asian consumer is more 

inclined to save and invest.

Taking into account the boom in e-commerce and the steady increase in middle class, the opportunities 

for many F&B products and consumer product in Thailand are interesting to say the least.

Thailand is on the road to becoming a full-fledged ageing society over the next three years, said the 

National Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB).

The number of citizens aged 60 or older was 11,2 million in 2017, or 17,1% of the total population. However, 

by 2021 their number will rise to 13,1 million or approximately 20% of the total population of the country.

In practical terms, this demographic transition translates to challenges with care and support of older 

people. The challenges are intensified by a shrinking size of families and a bigger percentage of old 

people living alone in Thailand.

What it means in terms of business is that Thailand’s demand for health care products and services will 

steadily increase. This presents opportunities to both domestic and foreign companies.

11.23 million

17.13%

13.1 million

20%

20.5 million

32.13% of 

total 

population

2017 2021 2040

Number of 

senior citizens

Thailand to become a full-fledged ageing society in 2021

Source: NESDB



Thailand’s main strategy, during rule of military junta, is to direct more

than $45 billion of investment into three eastern seaboard provinces (EEC)

as it aims for sustained growth and to prepare Thailand for a new world of

sharper competitive challenges. The plan is, EEC will spearhead Thailand

4.0 initiative forward creating a new era of digitalization and innovation

for Thailand.



Thailand 3.0

Heavy industry

Advanced

machine

To create a value-based economy that is driven by innovation,

technology and creativity. Measures include increasing R&D

expenditure to 4% of GDP, economic growth rate to 5-6% in 5 years and

to increase national income per capita to 15 000 USD by 2032.

Aim to provide equal opportunities to all members of society and make 

a step towards inclusive society. Goals include: reduce social disparity, 

transform social welfare system and develop “Smart farming” into at 

least 20 000 households.

Increase the amount of skilled labor in Thailand and place greater 

emphasis on human capital. Measures include raising HDI and placing 

higher in global university rankings.

To become a society that possesses an economic system capable of 

adjusting to climate change and low carbon society. Develop cities to 

be more environmentally friendly and greatly reduce terrorism risk.

Thailand 4.0 endeavours to transform the Kingdom’s economy from one reliant on manufacturing existing 

products designed by others to one driven by innovation, research and development. The goal is to 

increase economic growth and lift Thailand out of the “middle income trap” – a situation where a 

countries growth slows after having reached the middle-income levels. Thailand is squeezed between low-

wage competitors that dominate the mature industries on one side. And the “rich-country” innovators that 

dominate industries of rapid technological change on the other side.

Thailand 1.0

Agriculture
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Thailand 2.0

Light industry

Low wages

Thailand 4.0

Creativity + Innovation

Smart Thailand



Source: ASEAN Briefing

Thailand’s Eastern Economic Corridor
EEC consists of three of the most eastern provinces of Thailand: Chonburi, Rayong, and Chachoengsao, an area that spans a total of 
13,285 square kilometers near the Gulf of Thailand.

24

The Thai government has thrown its weight fully behind the “EEC”  

project and has started developing some of its eastern provinces 

into a leading ASEAN economic zone.  Thai government has set an 

ambitious goal of finishing the EEC project by 2021, turning these 

provinces into a hub for technological manufacturing and services 

with great connectivity to its ASEAN neighbors by land, sea and air.

The Government Targets  4 Areas of Improvement in 

Making the EEC a Powerful Economic Zone:

1. Increased and improved infrastructure

2. Business, industrial clusters and innovation hubs

3. Tourism 

4. Creation of new cities through smart urban planning

43 billion USD (1.5 trillion THB) is what the government expects to 

receive for the construction of the massive EEC project over a five 

year period from 2017 to 2021. The funding will come from a mix of 

state funds, public-private partnerships, and foreign direct 

investment.



Thailand has emphasized attracting investment in ten sectors that have been determined 

to be key to the country’s developmental objectives and increased competitiveness.

The Next-Generation Automotive Industry
The automotive industry serves as an important foundation for economic development in Thailand, 
where it currently accounts for 5.8% of Thailand’s GDP.

The Intelligent Electronics Industry
The electronics industry is an important pillar for exportation of Thailand, constituting 24% of all 
national exports.

The Advance Agriculture and Biotechnology
The agriculture industry occupies the largest sector of the Thai GDP at 8.4%, and occupies a similarly 
high proportion of labour, at 40%, making it an incredibly important industry for the Thai economy.

The Food Processing Industry
The food processing industry makes use of large labour forces, offers excellent returns on investments, 
offers high added values, and has the highest investment rate in research and development.

High Wealth and Medical Tourism Industries
The tourism industry is one of the important drivers of the economy of Thailand, where Thailand is the 
leading destination for medical tourism in the Southeast Asia region.

The Robotics Industry
Specialized Robotics enhance existing industries which require human expertise, where the latter 
adopts a focus on development of robots for Asian physiology.

Aviation and Logistics Industry
The fastest level of growth among the new S-Curve industries, with components such as production and 
maintenance having expansion rates of 3.4% compared to transportation industries rate of 2.8%.

Comprehensive Healthcare Industry
Expanding businesses engaged in the medical instruments industry supported by a strong foundation in 
electronics & communication; expanding medical supplies industry through agriculture & biochemistry.

Biofuel and Biochemical Industries
Readiness of raw agricultural materials and industries available in Thailand, i.e. Thailand is the world’s 
largest exporter of cassava, and possesses highly developed chemical and ethanol-based fuel industries.

Digital Industry
Promotion of investments will allow business to grow and provide services in embedded software, 
enterprise software and digital content as well as to develop a Smart City by making use of IoT.
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Large expansion of the U-Tapao airport in Rayong province will improve 

connectivity by air. Additional passenger terminal will be opened along 

with a new runway increasing passenger capacity from 800 000 to 3 

million people per year. The expansion will not only facilitate an increase 

in tourist arrivals to the eastern beaches, but U-Tapao will become a 

hub for aviation maintenance, repair, air cargo, and logistics.

Development of high-speed and double-track railways will help 

connecting ports, airports, industrial clusters, and major urban centers 

throughout Thailand. It will also line up with China's “One Belt One 

Road” initiative.

New sea routes with Thailand include: Myanmar’s on-going Dawei

deep-sea port project, Cambodia’s Sihanoukville port and Vietnam’s

Vung Tau port. In the plans is also to expand the already massive Laem

Chabang seaport.

An important focus of EEC is to improve the already existing connectivity and foster manufacturing and 

innovation, all in line with Thailand’s new economic model “4.0”. 

Source: ASEAN Briefing
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What Can Investors and Companies Expect

The government is hoping to secure much of the funding for the 

EEC through Public Private Partnerships (PPPs) and FDI. Therefore, 

the government has introduced attractive benefits to aid in 

providing proper incentives to investors and to get them to bring 

their business into the EEC project.

1. Corporate income taxation: The exemption for corporate 

income taxation (CIT) can be granted up to 15 years instead 

of the current maximum tax holidays of eight years.

2. Personal income taxation: A fixed personal income tax (PIT) 

rate of 17% for management, investors and experts.

3. Smart visa: The program was introduced in February 2018 

separate from the EEC Act. There are four types of smart visa:

• Smart T (talent) for highly skilled professionals in science 

and technology.

• Smart I (investors) with a minimum investment of THB 20 

million. 

• Smart E (executive) with a minimum salary of THB 200,000. 

• Smart S (startup) for foreign startup entrepreneurs.

All four visa schemes are limited to foreign experts, executives, 

entrepreneurs, and investors working or investing in the ten

S-curve industries.

4. Property investment: A land lease or sublease for up to 50 

years “for the attainment of the purposes of the development 

and promotion of the Special Targeted Industries,” and a 

renewal for up to 49 years. With Board of Investment (BOI) 

license possible to own land as well if certain criteria are met.

5. Free flow of currency: Trade using foreign currencies directly 

without having to exchange it into Thai baht.

6. PPP: Under the new PPP EEC TRACK structure, public-private 

partnerships are streamlined and fast-tracked.

7. Environmental Impact Assessments: Any required 

environmental impact assessment or assessment for public or 

community health impact will be approved within 120 days 

from the date of receipt of the correct and complete report. 
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EEC to align with China’s One Belt, One Road

Thailand’s Industry Minister Uttama Savanayana, said the government wants to push the EEC as a support 

valve for China's large scheme:

"We believe both schemes offer much potential for China and Thailand, with the EEC set to act as a bridge 

to attract Chinese investors in the near future," he said.

The Thai government hopes that by integrating the EEC into One Belt One Road it will receive more 

technologic support from China. China possesses more advanced technology and extensive experience 

in managing large infrastructure projects. This experience is what Thai government is hoping to tap into.

A high-speed China-Thailand railway under One Belt One Road is now under construction, which will be 

the first high-speed railway in Thailand. The railway will connect Thailand to Laos and the city of Kunming in 

China. Furthermore, submarine cables will connect Bangkok with Hong Kong as well as mainland China.

Through the EEC-One Belt One Road link, China can use Thailand as an entry point for the region. 

Simultaneously, Thailand can use the link to drive investment into EEC.

Chinese companies are already investing to the EEC. More than 100 companies have set up 

manufacturing facilities, research centres or operational hubs at the Thai-Chinese Industrial Zone in Rayong

province with total investments worth more than US$8 billion at the end of 2017.

China’s Alibaba Group Holding Ltd. is one of the highest profile investors so far, investing about $350 million 

to build a distribution hub in EEC.

Source: the ACCA and SSE

Six economic corridors

The 21st Century
Maritime Silk Road

1 New Eurasian
Land Bridge

China - Mongolia
Russia Corridor

China - Central Asia
West Asia Corridor

China – Indochina
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China – Pakistan
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China - Bangladesh – India
Myanmar Corridor
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The Belt and Road Initiative
Reshaping the global value chain through six Economic Corridors spanning Asia, Europe and Africa.
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The Thai government is committing to the EEC by following the 

examples of successful special economic zones, such as Shenzen

in China. Thailand has a competitive location advantage and the 

government will offer various investment incentives similar to what 

happened in Shenzhen. 

The EEC’s strategic location makes it convenient for investors to 

import and export raw materials and finished goods to nearby 

countries like Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia and Singapore. 

Location will help making EEC successful, but more is needed. The 

government’s policies and transparency are extremely vital in 

raising confidence in investors. So far things are looking good and 

Thailand has come a long way in providing those two things. 

Thailand has really put its full weight behind the EEC further 

developing the area and policies, which promises great things for 

the near future.



Thailand and the surrounding region hold many opportunities and great

long-term potential for Western companies. Many seek to capitalize on

that potential, but feel intimidated by or lack the understanding of the

local culture. To thrive in these diverse, emerging markets, a deeper

understanding of cultural differences and familiarity with its unique

business cultures and systems are essential for success.
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As a collectivist culture, Thai people emphasize the needs and 

goals of the group as a whole over the needs and desires of each 

individual. Relationships with other members of the group and the 

interconnectedness between people play a central role in each 

person's identity. 

Although it may not be immediately apparent, status is a huge 

thing in Thai culture. Age, family connections, job types, 

education, and income levels are all contributing factors to a 

person’s perceived status in society. Status is not fixed, as in some 

cultures, a Thai can gain or lose status if their circumstances 

change.

In Thai culture, gratefulness and admiration to your parents, 

grandparents, roots and country is the norm. Same is true for the 

royal family. Thais will not appreciate even the friendliest jest about 

their monarch. They have a deep respect for their late King 

Bhumibol Adulyadej, an affection that reciprocates his many 

accomplishments and sacrifices for the country. However, respect 

for the royal family isn’t just polite, it’s the law.

It is important to understand that Thai culture is a current culture. A 

”think of today, because tomorrow is not here yet” way of thinking 

is commonplace. This focus on the present moment and being 

mindful of it has its roots Buddhist teachings, where many Thai 

values are derived from.

Most Thais come from non-confrontational societies, so nonverbal 

cues hold great significance. Therefore, facial expressions and 

body language are vital in social interactions. Big smiles and 

relaxed, respectful body language goes a long way. 

In terms of verbal communication, when someone is speaking it is 

seen as very rude to interrupt them or talk over them, especially if 

they are older than you or in a higher position. Moreover, 

Westerners tend to be more straightforward compared to Thai 

people, so demanding answers or asking big “yes or no” questions 

usually causes your case more harm than good. 

Think of today, 

because tomorrow is 

not here yet

”

Facial expressions and 

body language are 

vital in social 

interactions

”



Part of understanding Thai culture is being aware of the 

importance of “face”, which roughly means one’s reputation or 

how those around you perceive you. 

For example, if you ask a Thai person for directions on the street, 

you are very likely to get a nod, a smile and a pointing in some 

direction as a reply. This, however, doesn't necessarily mean that 

you actually received usable directions to the place you were 

asking directions to. For a Thai person, it is important to project a 

knowledgeable image of oneself and they will always seek to 

avoid looking silly or stupid in other people’s eyes.

This also translates into the business environment.

• Confronting people in meetings if they make a mistake 

in their reasoning or if what they are saying does not 

make sense to you is a big no-no in Thailand. A better 

way is to get someone of your team to communicate 

objections or critical feedback to another party outside 

of a boardroom situation.

• You should always seek to avoid putting anyone on the 

spot by asking yes or no questions or making them 

choose sides. This forces them into an unpleasant and 

unfamiliar situation, which they won’t appreciate.

• Dinners and other gatherings are almost always paid by 

the host or the senior person there. You can always offer 

to pay the bill, but if someone insists, then allowing them 

to pay and receive “face” this way is the best outcome 

of the situation.

• In meetings, using seemingly harmless expressions, like 

“I'm not too sure about that” or “I don't really agree with 

that”, can be interpreted differently by the Thai side. It’s 

advised to stay engaged and positive, allowing 

objections to come to the surface in less direct ways. 

Requesting further explanations or more information on 

this or that element is one way to make progress.
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In the West, we are concerned about the fairness of the deal, 

status quo, leverage and so forth in deal making. In Thailand 

however, boundaries between friendship and business are thin 

and deals are often based solely on the relationship you have to 

the opposite party. Even profitable deals can be called off for 

seemingly small reasons, like mildly disrespectful behavior. Similarly, 

the best bidder on paper doesn’t always win the deal.

Unlike in individualist cultures, where employees are individually 

responsible for their decisions, decision-making in Thai and most 

Asian firms is highly centralized and usually flows from the top 

downwards. In general, employees tend to delay making 

decisions until they get their superiors approval. Therefore, it is 

crucial to negotiate with the top or as close to top people of the 

company as possible. Same applies to the government. Otherwise 

you may find yourself wading through a steep hierarchy of 

gatekeepers instead of talking to the decision maker.

By dealing with the very top level people you can mitigate many 

of the common problems western businesses face in Thailand: 

corruption, indecisiveness, poor English proficiency and being lied 

to in order to “save face”. People on the top level of government 

and companies are generally smart, articulate and cultured 

people, often with experience studying abroad. Being deceived 

or faced with a situation where large bribes are the only way 

forward are highly unlikely on this level. For Western companies, 

the best and most cost efficient way often is to engage 

consultants with top level access and existing relationships to help 

set up connections and navigate meetings.
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Do:

• Keep up positive mentality and outlook. Do so even 

when you have no reason to.

• Use respectful, positive body language and smile freely. 

This puts Thais at ease and they will find it easier to trust 

you.

• Express gratitude generously and compliment them 

often. This is important for building a long lasting 

reciprocal relationship.

• Aim to give a great first impression. Come well dressed, 

clean and neat.

• Be ready to slightly exaggerate your actions, merits and 

abilities. Explain that you are, if not the best, then close 

to the best. Always on the way to the top. 

• Show cultural sensitivity at all times. Never be 

judgmental.

Don’t:

• Neglect your relationship with Thai people. That is the 

moment you neglect your business. 

• Concentrate on negatives. Never talk about how hard 

things are for you or how things might fail.

• Confront them in meetings if they are wrong. Do it 

through backchannels later if it’s necessary.

• Invade their personal space. Avoid unnecessary 

physical contact, like patting someone’s back or putting 

your arm around someone’s shoulder.

• Point the bottom of your feet at a person or touch a 

person's head. These are considered extremely rude.

• Expect big things to progress quickly. It takes a long time 

for Thai people to decide on important things, so 

patience is key.
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In Thailand, large conglomerates hold many many advantages over their

counterparts. They have great access to capital, strong government

relations, and their pick of talent because of prestige and perceived job

stability. Globally these type of advantages are eroding as markets

become more competitive, but in Thailand the change is slower due to

business and politics being intertwined in a lot of ways. Many companies

have close ties to the monarchy or politics along with immense influence

that comes with it.



Operates through the following segments: 

Upstream Petroleum and Natural Gas, 

• Explores and produces petroleum; and conducts natural gas 

procurement, natural gas pipeline transmission, distribution, and 

natural gas separation.

Downstream Petroleum, 

• Markets petroleum and lubes oil, imports and exports petroleum 

and petrochemical products, produces and distributes 

petrochemical products and by-products, and processes and 

distributes refined finished oil products.

Coal Business

• Operates a coal mining business. 

PTT Public Co, Ltd is a state-owned enterprise that engages in the 

operation of petroleum business. It is the largest public company in 

Thailand and with its numerous subsidiaries has immense power in 

the energy sector in Thailand. They hold a very dominant position 

in many fields, but especially strong in the liquefied natural gas 

(LNG) trade in Thailand. 

In September 2018, PTT has come under fire for possible unfair 

business practises. PTT’s subsidiary plans to acquire Glow Energy 

Public Co, another listed company that generates electricity and 

many have raised concerns about the vertical integration and 

unfair position they would hold.
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First Mover on Big Data

PTT was the first energy company in Thailand to utilize big data for its operations, PTT launched the 

“Smart Analytics with Big Data” program in August 2015 with annual plans spanning a five-year 

duration to transform itself for the digital era.

With the program, PTT was able to develop new business insights to drive their operations forward, 

and move towards being an organization that is customer-centric, data-driven. This has helped PTT 

maintain their strong position in the domestic market.

Rank #156 in Forbes Global 2000

Sector

Industry

Energy

Petroleum Refining

Founded

Country

CEO

Employees

2001

Thailand

Tevin Vongvanich

59,515

Sales

Profits

Assets

Market Value

$58.8 B

$3.9 B

$68.5 B

$50.9

http://www.pttplc.com

http://www.pttplc.com/


Operates through the following segments: 

Cement-Building Materials

• manufacture and sale of different types of cement, concrete, 

tiles, blocks and fittings

Chemicals

• Manufactures and sells olefins, polyolefins, and other chemical 

products.

Paper

• offers pulp, printing and writing paper, gypsum linerboard, kraft

paper, corrugated boxes and securities document.

Other Business 

• Jointly invests with companies in other businesses such as 

agricultural machine, automotive parts and components, steel, 

and other services. 

The Siam Cement Public Co. Ltd. is an investment holding 

company, which engages in the business of industrial supplies and 

construction industries. Thailand's King Maha Vajiralongkorn is the 

largest shareholder in SCG, with 30,8% ownership. The Kings 

holdings in the company have a value of nearly 180 billion baht 

($5,43 billion).

Final acquisition in Long Son Petrochemical Complex

SCG has for years tried to muscle through a massive petrochemical complex project in Vietnam. 

On Long Son Island in Vung Tau City, Ba Ria Province, the complex will be the first of it kind in 

Vietnam.

In May 2018 the Thai industrial conglomerate Siam Cement Group has taken full ownership of a 

long-delayed petrochemical project after buying out its local partner in the $5,4 billion endeavor.

Long Son petrochemical complex is intended to produce an important supply for the 

manufacturing industry in Vietnam, which will in turn support Vietnam’s industrial and economic 

development. 

SCG has stated it expects to commission the LSP complex sometime in 2021.

Rank #654 in Forbes Global 2000

Sector

Industry Specialised Chemicals

Founded

Country

CEO

Employees

Founded by King Rama 
VI on June 14, 1913

Thailand

Roongrote
Rangsiyopash

3,666

Sales

Profits

Assets

Market Value

$13.7 B

$1.5 B

$18.7 B

$17.7

http://www.scg.co.th
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• What Thailand brings to the table regarding foreign investors 

and businesses is a central location in South-East Asia with 

unique connectivity to neighbouring regions, and future 

strategies that depend on foreign investments.

• Thailand economy grew 3,9% in 2017 and the growth 

momentum is expected to continue for the next few years on 

the back of sustained strong export sector. 

• Trade protectionism driven by USA’s foreign trade policy and 

retaliatory measures from other major economies poses the 

most significant downside risk to Thailand’s economic growth.

• E-commerce in Thailand is huge and continuously growing. 

Thailand reached 57 million internet users last year with 24% 

growth.

• 2019 elections and following repercussions leave the future of 

Thai politics hard to predict, although military’s role will most 

likely continue to be significant.

• Thailand grand plan is to use EEC strategy to spearhead 

Thailand 4.0 initiative forward increasing their 

competitiveness and creating a new era of digitalization and 

innovation for the country.
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