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Introduction

 As we face the most severe economic downturn since the Great Depression of 1929, the need for small business 
start-ups to create new jobs and help reduce the ranks of the unemployed has never been greater, (Purateera, Khamanarong, 
Phanarata, & Khamanarong, 2009). The role of the entrepreneur in creating new jobs is crucial to our economic recovery, 
but the young Thai entrepreneurs of 2010, like entrepreneurs worldwide, face many challenges in starting-up a new business. 
In this article we will consider some of those challenges and argue that despite such challenges some young Thai entrepreneurs 
actually have advantages over their western counterparts. We will support our arguments by drawing upon factual data 
about our own students studying Entrepreneurship at Bangkok University (BU) in Thailand. It is important to note that this 
paper is concerned with start-ups and not with the ultimate success of entrepreneurial ventures.

Definition of entrepreneur

 Our definition of an entrepreneur for the purpose of this article describes those individuals who are engaged in the 
“process of providing a new product or service” (Bygrave, 1989, cited in Sukasame, Sebora, & Mohedana-Suanes, 2008,  
991). Entrepreneurs: “discover, enact, evaluate, and exploit opportunities to create future goods and services” (Oviatt and 
McDougall, 2005, p.1).  Oviatt and McDougall were primarily concerned with international entrepreneurship, so they add 
a requirement that business should be organized across national borders. In this study, as we are concerned with small 
domestic entrepreneurial activity, this latter point is not relevant.

Change in Thailand 

 Thailand is a country undergoing a rapid transition from a rural agricultural society towards what Khamanarong, 
Khamanarong and Khamanarong (2009, 210) term a “newly industrializing country.” These changes are demonstrated by 
global trends such as the growth in use of mobile telephones (Table 1), usage of the internet (Table 2), and ownership of 
lap tops/notebooks. Many Thai youngsters now have a mobile phone and, like their counterparts in the West, are hooked 
on texting and surfing the internet. The extent of this change is illustrated by the findings of the third annual Synovate Young 
Asians Study which looked at the attitudes, both commercial and private, of individuals aged eight to 24 year olds. The 
study found that many young Asians internet and mobile phone users now depend on these devices; “Thirty-seven percent 
of the region’s connected youth said they could not live without the internet and 29 % would be unable to function without 
their mobile phones.” (Synovate, 2010).



Executive Journal22

Table 1: Mobile phone usage in Asia

Source: http://blog.euromonitor.com/2010/03/regional-focus-asia-pacific-the-worlds-largest-mobile-phone-market.html

Table 2 a: Internet usage (Worldwide)

WORLD INTERNET USAGE AND POPULATION STATISTICS

World Regions
Population 
( 2009 Est.)

Internet Users 
Dec. 31, 2000

Internet Users 
Latest Data

Penetration 
(% Pop.)

Growth 
2000-2009

Africa 991,002,342 4,514,400 86,217,900 8.7 % 1,809.8 %
Asia 3,808,070,503 114,304,000 764,435,900 20.1 % 568.8 %
Europe 803,850,858 105,096,093 425,773,571 53.0 % 305.1 %
Middle East 202,687,005 3,284,800 58,309,546 28.8 % 1,675.1 %
North America 340,831,831 108,096,800 259,561,000 76.2 % 140.1 %
Latin America/Caribbean 586,662,468 18,068,919 186,922,050 31.9 % 934.5 %
Oceania / Australia 34,700,201 7,620,480 21,110,490 60.8 % 177.0 %
WORLD TOTAL 6,767,805,208 360,985,492 1,802,330,457 26.6 % 399.3 %

Source: http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm

Table 2 b: Internet Users in Thailand (as percentage of population) 
Date %
1998 1.1
2000 3.7
2002 7.5
2004 10.7
2006 17.2
2008 23.9

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators
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Embracing change

 Young entrepreneurs of the future must be able to 
embrace these changes to modern day life and consider 
how they can create new opportunities for business. For 
example the growth of e-tailing (electronic retailing) in 
western countries has been a formidable force for change 
in certain sectors of the economy: “At present, the United 
States is typically credited with about four-fifths of worldwide 
e-commerce activity. The figures roughly suggest that Eastern 
Europe represents about 10 % and Asia about 5 % of the 
world total.”  Hoq, Kamal and Chowdhury (2005, 50). 
 The government of Thailand has been supportive of 
eCommerce setting up the Electronic Commerce Resource 
Centre (ERCR) in 1998 as a way to develop new business 
opportunities (Gray & Minges, 2002, cited in Sukasame, 
Sebora & Mohedano-Suanes, 2008), but despite this support 
Thai e-tailing is still in its infancy (Boonnoon, 2010). There 
are several factors that easily explain the slower development 
in Thailand such as lower access to computers than in 
developed countries, the internet and credit card facilities 
such as VISA or MasterCard (see Table 3).  This is significant 
as credit cards are one of the main tools facilitating the 
development of e-commerce as they are used by most 
customers to pay their on-line bills.

 As the Thai middle classes continue to grow in 
affluence and numbers we can expect there to be a 
corresponding increase in the amount of commerce 
undertaken through the internet as increasing numbers of 
people have access to a computer, the web and a credit 
card. Tables 2a and b when read together show that whilst 
access to the internet in Thailand might still be low in 
comparison to the USA (76.2 %) or Europe (53 %) the growth 
from 1998 to 2008 is rapid with just 1.1 % users as a percentage 
of the population in 1998 and 23.9 % in 2008. This increased 
access to the internet opens new opportunities for Thai 
entrepreneurs. For example it could mean that whereas in 
the past an entrepreneur might have opened a small shop 
or restaurant, they might now be considering opening a 
website selling their products or services that could be based 
at home. Whereas most business start-ups were previously 
located in Bangkok and its vicinities it is possible that with 
the growth of e-tailing entrepreneurial activity will be more 
evenly spread across the whole country.

Table 3: Market penetration in selected countries of credit and charge cards (per capita)
Country 1998 2005 Change % No. of companies

Malaysia 0.10 0.30 192 na
Thailand 0.04 0.20 372 4
Indonesia 0.00 0.04 360 4
China 0.01 0.03 136 1
Singapore 0.52 0.94 80 na
USA 1.80 2.53 40 7
UK 0.71 1.35 90 6

Source: http://www.ita.doc.gov/td/finance/publications/creditcards.pdf
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The ‘new ideas’ that are already ‘old hat’

 In order to capitalize on these new opportunities 
the young Thai entrepreneur need to think of new creative 
ideas. Gone are the days when it was radical to think of 
opening a coffee shop or making a healthy fruit drink. The 
streets of Thailand’s big cities are awash with cafes; some 
operated by big chains (e.g. Black Canyon started from 
scratch in 1993 now has 190 branches), but many by small 
entrepreneurial start-ups. Coffee shops are now yesterday’s 
news. Similarly every BTS station has a stall selling fresh healthy 
fruit or vegetable drinks and the shelves of supermarkets 
are crammed with manufactured packets of beverages 
containing broccoli, beetroot and carrot juice. “Malee” 
which makes fruit juices started as a family business in 1964 
and now has thirty-six different juice products on the Thai 
market (not including different pack sizes). Healthy drinks 
are done! Forget opening a spa it’s been thought of already. 
There are now 585 spas in Thailand employing 11,240 people 
which is a growth of 228 % since 2002 (T.A.T., 2010). 

Creative thinking

 The times demand new ideas; ideas that are ‘out 
of the box’, that are different and unusual. This in itself is a 
challenge for the young Thai person. Thailand prides itself 
on being a society that functions on consensus and 
agreement on the ways to behave and think; what Triandis 
terms ‘collectivist’. “Collectivism is … expected to stress 
conformity and in-group harmony and defines the self in 
relation to the group” (Triandis, 1995 cited in Kongsompong, 
2006, 57).  Kongsompong’s (2006) research in which she 
looked at collectivism in Thailand, Singapore, the USA and 
Australia found that “Thailand is the most collectivist …” 
(62) and Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimensions, (cited in 
Kongsompong, 2006, 58) found that “both Thailand and 
Singapore were reported to exhibit low scores on the 
‘individualism’ dimension.” People who think differently are 
often considered to be odd, difficult and even disruptive 
to the harmony of society. According to Komin (1991), 
“social smoothing” or “pleasant interpersonal interactions” 
rate very highly as a core value of the society. Disagreement 

with another’s idea does not entitle one to “hurt the other’s 
‘ego’.” One should sacrifice, according to Komin, the urge 
to disagree in order to keep relations between, not only the 
protagonists, but all within the group, smooth (Komin, 1991). 
 Thinking out of the ‘Thai collective box’ can be 
frowned upon rather than being seen as a virtue or desirable 
quality.  So asking aspiring Thai entrepreneurs to come-up 
with new ideas or solutions is often fraught with social taboos 
and a reluctance to potentially risk upsetting fellow students. 
There is a tendency to simply reiterate tried and testing safe 
phrases and responses, to agree with each other and accept 
the first view offered as the one you agree with rather than 
take the uncertain step of voicing a new idea or disagreeing.
 Against such a background it is tough for the Thai 
entrepreneur to be creative, but it is not impossible: 
reluctance and hesitation to ‘think out of the box’ should 
not be equated with an inability to do so. Whilst there is 
some evidence to suggest that cultural factors can have 
an influence on creativity (Ludwig, 1992) there is also 
evidence to suggest that even in societies where 
‘collectivism’ is prevalent creativity can still be nurtured 
within such a framework. For example research in South 
Korea has focused on the role of the teacher and the family 
in fostering creativity (Sternberg, 2005). At BU the whole 
university has adopted a creative approach towards 
teaching and learning.  Our students work well in groups 
and when given group activities with challenging tasks that 
require creative answers some are perfectly capable of 
devising novel solutions provided they feel that such free-
thinking will be appreciated, supported and that they will 
not face criticism.  Their teacher therefore plays a crucial 
role in the process of nurturing an atmosphere that facilitates 
and encourages risk taking and rewarding creatively-thinking 
students with praise in the class. Similarly certain subjects 
have established a strong ethos for creative and imaginative 
thinking. Communication Arts students involved in advertising 
are expected to think of new ideas that will surprise, amuse 
or interest the consumers of the future. 
 The United Nations Public Administration Network 
reports on how the creativity of certain Thai individuals or 
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groups is illustrated by the number of creative items in the 
One Tambon One Product (OTOP). One example of this 
creativity is the variety of silk brocade cloth that originates 
in Lamphun (UNPAN, 2010). Another example is the promotion 
of creative digital content by combining communication 
technology and multimedia as envisaged by Thailand’s ICT 
master plan of 2009-2013. Industries, cottage or otherwise, 
are rapidly increasing, however, this is still less than the rate 
that has been demonstrated in developed countries (UNPAN, 
2010). We can therefore conclude that whilst Thai society 
might appear to inhibit the development of creativity, and 
that creativity therefore might be viewed as an area in 
which Thai entrepreneurs are in fact at a disadvantage 
compared to their western counterparts, given the right 
support and encouragement, young Thai entrepreneurs are 
at least as creative as their western counterparts. 

Support from the family

 According to a 2009 Kauffman Foundation paper 
written specifically to provide some insight as to the ‘make 
up’ of American entrepreneurs, some 52 % of respondents 
did not come from a family already engaged in business. 
Instead they were the first in their respective families  
to become engaged in self-employment. Many of the most 
successful entrepreneurs from the USA started from humble 
backgrounds such as immigrants, college drop-outs or the 
children of a lowly salesman. Schweikart and Doti (2010)  
give details of some of the wealthiest American entrepreneurs 
on the Forbes list. Michael Ilitch was the son of a Macedonian 
immigrant who went on to open ‘Little Caesars Pizza”  
and become the owner of the Detroit Tigers; he is worth 
about $1.5 billion. H. Ty Warner was a salesman’s son who 
developed a soft toy line called “Beanie Babies” and  
is worth $4.5 billion. Manny Mashouf, an Iranian immigrant, 
opened a women’s boutique called “Bebe” and is worth 
$1.5 and Pierre M. Omidyar, a French born immigrant, 
launched eBay in 1995 and is worth $7.7 billion. In fact  
“the Forbes list features many, if not more billionaires, who 
created their wealth from entrepreneurial activity than it 
does people who inherited their fortunes.’ (Schweikart and 

Doti, 2010, 7).
 As 60-70 % of all companies in Thailand are under 
family control, (Geib and Pfaff, 2006, 56), it is not surprising 
that many young Thai entrepreneurs come from families 
where their parents have already developed a business 
(Suehiro and Wailerdsak, 2004, 2). The mother and father 
are often still of working age (see Table 4) and still have 
productive working years in the family business. Perhaps the 
oldest sibling will be expected to join his/her parents (see 
Table 5) and help-out, but there might not be sufficient 
opportunities within the existing business for all the siblings. 
As such the family often expects their other children to 
expand and develop the business in new ways that will 
modernize and create growth. The families frequently 
encourage their children to think of fresh ideas and to 
develop those ideas thereby providing a supporting 
environment for ‘thinking out of the box’. This is illustrated 
by one BU student whose family was supportive of her idea 
to market Korean cosmetics over the internet because they 
saw the value of capitalizing on the current trend for 
everything Korean and their daughter’s familiarity and ease 
with using the web. Another family working in a very 
traditional Thai industry making furniture embraced the 
concept of their son selling furniture over the internet as a 
new opportunity for marketing in a different way and 
potentially attracting new customers. Indeed, Dieleman 
(2007) who studied the entrepreneurial strategies of ethnic 
Chinese groups in Indonesia, suggests that without such 
developments family businesses might even collapse;

“Many ethnic Chinese firms are known to have fallen 
apart as a result of family conflicts, particularly with 
the arrival of a new generation. Those who have 
successfully managed the generational transition 
have done so by adopting new strategic ideas and 
new challenges” (Dieleman, 2007, 30)
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Table 4: The average age of entrepreneur students’ 
parents at BU*

Average age (years)
Father 52
Mother 47

Table 5: Older sibling’s involvement in the family business
%

Not in the business 25
In the business already 61
No older sibling 14

 Research shows that successful entrepreneurs need 
a supportive social network of family and friends around 
them. (Rose, Kumar  and Yen 2006, 6) Many of the students 
in the entrepreneur courses at Bangkok University feel that 
such support comes from their family. 

Financing a start-up and taking risk

 The economic crisis of 2008 has seen a squeeze on 
capital all over the world with reluctance by banks to lend 
money (Kumo, 2008). Banks are now looking very carefully 
at risk and avoiding any venture that could fail to make a 
return on their investment. This reluctance to lend is 
exasperated in Europe by the fact that many new start-ups 
find it difficult to make a profit thereby posing a risk to the 
return of the money the bank has lent them. This link between 
profitability and the reluctance to lend is crucial to 
understanding why some entrepreneurs find it hard to obtain 
initial funding. Robinson and Stubberud (2010) examined 
the profit levels reported by European business owners who 
started up in 2002 and were still functioning by 2005. The 
data was taken from Eurostat’s metadata database from 
337,919 people, 94,971 of whom were women and 242, 951 
of whom were men from Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Romania, Slovakia 
and Sweden. Only 3.4 % reported that profitability was ‘very 
good’, while 20.9 % said that profitability was poor. 40% felt 
that profit was barely sufficient. (Table 6)

Table 6: Perceived judgment of profitability
Profit level Total

Very good 3.4 %
Good 35 %
Barely sufficient 40 %
Poor 20.9 %

Source: Robinson and Stubberud (2010, 49)

 The problem of not being able to obtain a loan due 
to lenders concerns about profitability is a major hurdle to 
any hopeful entrepreneurs as many depend on loans to 
finance their business start-up. Gladstone and Gladstone 
(2001) explain the dilemma;

“Good ideas are easy to find. Thousands of good ideas 
are floating around…Finding an idea that will make 
money is not easy. Finding a good idea that has a 
large profit opportunity is extremely unusual. Explaining 
how profitable a good idea can be for an investor is 
also a difficult assignment”. Gladstone and Gladstone 
(2001, 2)

 Andriesse and van Helvoirt (2010, 31), looked at the 
different sources available for start-ups in the Philippines, 
Thailand and Malaysia. In Thailand they conducted research 
in the city of Satun. Here they identified banks as the most 
important source of start-up capital followed by owners/
shareholders and relatives as the third group. They note that 
the category of shareholders/owners is often comprised of 
several family members. They also record the presence of 
a large group of Sino-Thais in Satun; the large number of 
start-up capital from direct family sources is attributed to 
this fact. A significant number of our students have some 
degree of Chinese ethnicity. Sin (1987) describes Malaysian 
Chinese businessmen; “When it comes to money matters, 
the Chinese tend to trust only their family, and thus a typical 
Chinese enterprise is a tightly-knitted family business.” (Sin, 
1987, 180).
 A significant number of the young entrepreneurs 
studying at BU come from Sino-Thai families [at least one 
grandparent was born in China] (Table 7). It is therefore 
perhaps unsurprising that given these strong family 
connections many expect that their own family will provide 
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the initial capital for their entrepreneurial enterprise (Table 
8). If the practices of Sino-Thai families follow a similar pattern 
to that described by Sin in Malaysia, they will probably be 
able to borrow relatively small amounts of money interest 
free and without the same restrictions and conditions placed 
upon them by a commercial bank. This has many advantages 
for the young Thai entrepreneur as it provides them with 
access to start up finance and allows them to take risk -one 
of the main characteristics of an entrepreneur. 

Table 7: Number of students of ethnic Chinese background
Ethnicity %

Ethnic Chinese background 33
Non-ethnic Chinese background 67
No response 0

Table 8: Source of finance for new business start-up for 
our students

Source %
Family 37
Bank 29
Other (own money / a mix) 34

Experience of business

 Some western entrepreneurial businesses fail soon 
after start-up because whilst perhaps the original idea was 
strong there are inherent or generic problems with ‘smallness’, 
(such as the dependence in most cases on the owner-
manager), lack of finance and poor or incompetent 
management (Peacock, 2000, 1). According to Gumpert 
and Boyd (1983) there is considerable loneliness and a sense 
of isolation amongst American small business startup owners. 
Having prior experience of running or working in a business 
before setting-up as an entrepreneur means that potential 
investors will be less worried about the risks to their capital 
from potential failure of the venture as an experienced 
person is less likely to face difficulties from these generic 
issues.
 Many young Thai entrepreneurs have grown-up in 
a family business (Table 10). They have been immersed in 
business practices since they were young and surrounded 
by the negotiation of deals, checking for profit or loss and 

watching their parents keep files. Many, especially those of 
ethnic Chinese backgrounds might also have access to a 
strong philosophy on good business principles. According 
to Sin (1987) many Sino-Malay small business families follow 
traditional management practices. Sin lists sixteen principles 
of good business by T’ao Chu Kung that were written in the 
5th century B.C.. These include principles such as ‘exercise 
due caution in all payments and receipts: negligence attracts 
costly errors’ and ‘examine the merchandise before 
acceptance: indiscrimination causes unprofitability’. (cited 
in Sin, 1987, 181) 
 A young Thai entrepreneur might startup a new 
branch of the traditional family business in which they still 
have the support and experience of their other family 
members around them. This could help them to avoid the 
feelings of loneliness and isolation experienced by their 
western counterparts.

Table 9: Students who grew up in a business
%

Grew-up in a business 81
Did not grow-up in a business 19

Conclusions

 In this article we have considered how young Thai 
entrepreneurs face similar challenges to their counterparts 
in western countries such as globalization and new 
technologies. To deal with such challenges the ability to 
think creativity is essential. Thai entrepreneurs work within a 
collective culture that has the potential to place them at 
a creative disadvantage when compared to a western 
‘individualistic’ environment. Such potential disadvantage 
can be mitigated if Thais are given encouragement and 
support from family and teachers to be creative. Within 
such supportive networks Thais are, at least, as capable as 
people from other cultures in creative thinking: making 
creativity neither at an advantage nor at a disadvantage 
for the budding entrepreneur.
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 Alternatively, we have seen that in the fields of a) 
easy access to capital and b) experience of working in a 
family business environment, some Thais, especially those 
from Sino-Thai backgrounds, have the advantages of strong 
support from their families. These advantages could make 
it easier for them to start-up a new business. 
 It is debatable as to whether the advantages 
identified in this article necessarily contribute to the ultimate 
success of a new venture and this would be an interesting 
subject for further research.

Notes

 The data in Tables 4, 5, 7, 8 and 10 was collected 
by a questionnaire in July 2010 from students attending the 
‘English for entrepreneur course’ at Bangkok University, 
Thailand. The students are in a mixed class of 15 males and 
21 females. Their ages range from 20 to 27. Whilst we have 
tried to ensure the data to be accurate the validity could 
have been affected by the fact the students are reading 
and responding in a language that is not their first language.
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