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ABSTRACT 
The relations between Thailand and its neighboring 

countries have involved both positive and negative 
aspects.  However, Thai history has so far focused 
merely on wars and conflicts.  This is the consequence 
of nationalism propaganda enforced successfully in 
Thai society during 1939-1950, which emphasized     
the hostility between Thailand and its neighboring  
countries rather than the social and cultural linkages   
among the people of those countries. 

This paper, therefore, aims primarily to explore 
the opinions of the government provincial PR officers 
regarding their aspired roles in enhancing positive 
relationships and reducing conflicts between Thailand 
and its neighboring countries—Laos, Cambodia, 
Myanmar, and Malaysia.   

The provincial PR officers supported the building 
of networks among media practitioners to enhance 
positive relationship and correct misunderstanding 
between Thailand and the neighboring countries, 
especially during the time of international crisis.  The 
exchange of factual information between the media 
practitioners of both countries may function as a 
significant mechanism to pacify the disturbances 
before they got worsened. 

The respondents proposed the cultural exchange 
programs among member countries as long-term 
activities to weave better understanding between the 
people of Thailand and those of the neighboring 
countries.  The provincial public relations officers 
should be well aware of the cultures of the neighboring 
countries, build up networks with their media, and 
consistently provide information to the neighboring 
countries, more preferably in their native languages. 
 

บทคัดยอ 
ความสัมพันธระหวางประเทศไทยและประเทศเพื่อน

บานมีทั้งดานบวกและลบ อยางไรก็ตาม ประวัติศาสตรชาติ

ไทยจะเนนถึงแตความสัมพันธเชิงลบดานสงครามและความ
ขัดแยง ทั้งนี้ เปนผลมาจากการปลุกกระแสกระแสชาตินิยม
ระหวาง พ.ศ. 2482-2493 ซึ่งย้ําถึงความเปนศัตรูกันระหวาง
ประเทศไทยและประเทศเพื่อนบาน มากกวาจะย้ําถึงการ
เช่ือมโยงกันดานสังคมและวัฒนธรรม 

งานวิจัยนี้มีวัตถุประสงคเพื่อสํารวจความคิดเห็นของ
นักประชาสัมพันธจังหวัดในฐานะเปนผูมีบทบาทสําคัญใน
การเผยแพรขาวสารที่ถูกตองใหกับสังคม วาควรมีบทบาท
อยางไรในการเสริมสรางความสัมพันธเชิงบวกและลดความ
ขดัแยงระหวางประเทศไทยและประเทศเพื่อนบาน อันไดแก
ประเทศลาว กัมพูชา พมา และมาเลเซีย 

นักประชาสัมพันธจังหวัดไดเสนอความเห็นวาควรมี
การสรางเครือขายระหวางสื่อมวลชนของไทยกับสื่อมวลชน
ของประเทศเพื่อนบาน เพื่อเสริมสรางความสัมพันธที่เปน
มิตรและแกไขความเขาใจที่เกิดขึ้น โดยเฉพาะเมื่อเกิดวิกฤติ
ระดับชาติขึ้น การแลกเปลี่ยนขอเท็จจริงก็เปนอีกกลไกที่
สําคัญประการหนึ่งในการระงับความขุนเคืองที่เกิดขึ้นกอน 
ที่สถานการณจะเลวรายลง 

นักประชาสัมพันธจังหวัดยังได เสนอวาควรมีการ
แลกเปลี่ยนวัฒนธรรมระหวางประเทศไทยและประเทศ
เพื่อนบานอยางสม่ําเสมอและกระทําในระยะยาว ทั้งนี้ นัก
ประชาสัมพันธจังหวัดตองตระหนักถึงวัฒนธรรมของ
ประเทศขางเคียงเปนอยางดี ตลอดจนสรางเครือขายกับ
สื่อมวลชนของประเทศเพื่อนบานและสื่อสารกันอยาง
สม่ําเสมอ 

 



INTRODUCTION 
The roles of public relations are various.  Public 

relations may be used for relationship building (Wilson, 
2001), for crisis management (Fearn-Banks, 2001), for 
supporting marketing activities of a company (Hutton, 
2001), and for conflict resolution (Plowman, Briggs, & 
Huang, 2001).  Another important role of public 
relations is to generate mutual understanding across 
countries—or international public relations (Black, 
1993). 

International public relations is usually defined 
as “the attempt to achieve mutual understanding by 
bridging a geographical, cultural or linguistic gap” 
(Black, 1993, p. 168) with public relations activities 
carried out to have positive significance outside the 
country of origin.  As the world becomes smaller and 
countries have been brought closer together by the 
growing sophistication of communication techno-
logies, information can spread out almost freely from 
one country to another.  Hence, public relations is 
able to help achieve harmony and understanding   
and the avoidance of conflict across countries by 
generating reputation, accountability, credibility and 
confidence.  Cultural differences are also a factor 
determining the success or failure of international 
public relations. 

The Government Public Relations Department 
(PRD) has usually considered international public 
relations as one of its most important missions (PRD 
Thailand, 2004).  PRD aims primarily at using inter-
national public relations to create a favorable image 
of Thailand in the international community, promote 
cordial relations with various countries, and dissemi-
nate information about government policies.  The 
ultimate goal is to create better understanding about 
the Thai government and bring about more con-
fidence in Thailand among foreigners with regard to 
the nation’s economic, social, and political security 
and stability. 

 
The Foreign office of the Public Relations 

Department is the core agency for conducting 
international public relations through various media 
and activities, to create a favorable image of 
Thailand in the international community, and to 
forge cordial relations with various countries on a 
continual basis, in accordance with government 
policies and the national public relations plans, 
through various media:  radio, television, publica-
tions, interpersonal media, and the Internet. 

 
The conflicts between Thailand and Cambodia 

that broke out on January 29, 2003 might be a sign of 
failure regarding the aforesaid international public 
relations efforts.  To add more effectiveness to the 
international public relations process, PRD’s pro-
vincial public relations officers stationed in 76 
provinces throughout Thailand may take more active 
roles as ‘interpersonal media’ so as to accomplish the 
tasks. 

This paper, therefore, aims primarily to explore 
the opinions of the government PR officers regarding 
their aspired roles in enhancing positive relationships 
and reducing conflicts between Thailand and its 
neighboring countries—Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, 
and Malaysia.  As these countries are members of 
ASEAN, the efforts of those provincial PR officers, 
if effectively implemented, will be fruitful to 
promote regional peace and prosperity of the ASEAN 
member countries as a whole. 

 
RELATIONS BETWEEN THAILAND AND THE 
NEIGHBORING COUNTRIES 

Dated back through history, the relations between 
Thailand and the neighboring countries have involved 
both positive and negative aspects.  That is, while the 
ruling sovereigns were fighting for power, the 
commoners at the bottom level kept on trading and 
contacting with one another.  However, Thai history 
has so far focused merely on wars and conflicts.  This 
is the consequence of nationalism propaganda 
enforced successfully in Thai society during 1939-
1950, which emphasized hostility between Thailand 
and its neighboring countries rather than social and 
cultural linkages among people of those countries.  As 
for Myanmar, for example, Thai people usually 
regarded Myanmar as a powerful enemy, who occu-
pied our old capital—Ayudhaya—twice (1669 and 
1767).  We regarded Laos and Cambodia as inferior 
since they had been on and off under the sovereignty 
of Thailand for almost two hundred years.  Malaysia is 
also perceived as a stranger due to their Islamic 
religion, which is alien to a Buddhist society like 
Thailand. 

 
THAILAND-CAMBODIA RELATIONS 

The relations between Thailand and Cambodia, 
as stated previously, concerned mostly wars and 
hostility as well.  The case was made worse during 
the French occupation of Cambodia when French 
historians “exposed to the Cambodians that the Thais 
were their bitter enemy . . .   [and that] unfortunately 
separated the two countries which could have been 
brought closer together by cultural and economic 
ties” (Jumsai, 2001, p. ii).  This hostile attitude is 
clearly reflected in the history textbook of Cambodia 
written for young students of grades 4-6 (Phakdikam, 
2003).   

 
Siam is to Cambodia as Burma to Siam.  In 

Thailand’s history books, the country is always being 
attacked by a bad neighbor to the West, Burma, 
which keeps sacking the capital.  Siam is never 
aggressive but defends itself well and honorably.  In 
these books, there is little about wars to the east.  But 
the Khmer history books are different.  They also 
have an aggressive neighbour to the west, which 
sacks their capital and covets their most glorious 
monument (Chang Noi, February 3, 2003). 



There have been various attempts of some Thai 
historians to call for a new historical approach.  That 
is, they viewed it necessary to focus instead on 
constant social and cultural exchanges between 
people in this region where there existed yet none of 
the national boundaries (Wongthet, cited in 
Phakdikam, 2003).  The outcome is yet to be seen. 

When the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) was formed in 1967, the stated 
missions and cooperations were primarily on social, 
cultural, and economic aspects, not on interfering 
with politics or internal affairs of each country.  Even 
though these Southeast-Asian countries joined 
ASEAN in 1967, the deep-rooted sense of hostility is 
more or less unchanged.  As such, the inherent 
antagonism stemmed from the war history among 
these countries still lingers on and erupts to be a 
devastative incident once triggered. 

 

THE BURNING OF THE THAI EMBASSY IN 
CAMBODIA 

On January 29, 2003, there was an anti-Thai 
demonstration which eventually exploded into one of 
the most devastative and violent riots in modern 
history.  The incident stemmed from a rumor among 
the Cambodians that a famous Thai actress gave out 
an interview that Cambodia stole Angor Wat from 
Thailand.  This rumor was spreaded out very fast by 
the Cambodian media, and aggravated by the 
Cambodian leader’s statements to denounce that 
actress’s interview.  Such statements turned rumors 
to facts in the Cambodians’ perception.  In this case, 
the inherent conflicts combined with the current 
upset erupted into the violent riots. 

In that incident, the Thai embassy was burnt 
down along with the residence of the Thai 
ambassador to Cambodia and Thai properties owned 
by five companies: MPP Corp, the Royal Phnom 
Penh Hotel, Cambodia Shinawatra Corp, Samart 
Cambodia Corp and TV5.  Thai people residing in 
Phnom Penh had to flee that night for safety. 

Not only had the businesses of both countries 
been badly affected, the hostile feelings of some Thai 
and Cambodian people were also aggravated as well.  
Many Thais were relatively shocked when seeing 
how much the Cambodians disliked Thailand and the 
Thai people.  Many parties called for concrete mea-
sures and a mechanism to correct the misunder-
standings and reduce the conflicts between the people 
of both countries.  A number of efforts have so far 
been initiated to alleviate the pain and heal the 
wound. 

Up to date, the Thai government has supported a 
number of seminars and workshops to promote mutual 
understanding between Thailand and its neighboring 
countries.  Realizing the significance of the press in   
this endeavor, for example, the Government Public 
Relations Department (PDR) initiated recently a 
seminar-workshop to enhance the understanding about 
the social and cultural sensitivity among the press of 

Thailand and the neighboring countries—Cambodia, 
Laos, Vietnam, Myanmar, Malaysia, and Singapore.  
It is clearly stated that this seminar is “an effort to 
prevent misunderstanding and further disruptive 
incidents across countries” (Seminar documents, 
2004) 

 

PROVINCIAL PUBLIC RELATIONS OFFICES 
The mission of the Government Public Relations 

Department (PRD) of Thailand is to “promote national 
interest and national security through informing the 
public, both local and foreign, and thereby creating a 
wider understanding of the government policy and of 
Thailand.”  Its responsibilities can be grouped into 
three main areas: media operator, public relations and 
media policy planner, and public relations network.     

To ensure that this mission is carried out on an 
equal basis in all provinces, the government set up 
the Provincial Public Relations in 1975.  Today, there 
is an office in each of the 76 provinces except 
Bangkok.  Each provincial office has a staff of six, 
with the responsibility as follows: 

1. To prepare and implement provincial public 
relations plans in line with the national public 
relations plan and the provincial development plan. 

2. To provide public relations assistance and 
support to government and private-sector organiza-
tions at the provincial level. 

3. To monitor and assess public reaction to 
government policies and provincial projects, and to 
design public relations activities aimed at creating 
proper attitudes and responses. 
 

Geographically, Thailand is located in the heart 
of the Southeast Asia mainland, with a land area of 
511,770 square kilometers, bordered by Myanmar 
(formerly Burma) to the west and the north, Laos and 
Cambodia to the east, and Malaysia to the south.  In 
addition to Bangkok, there are 76 provinces, and over 
one-third (31 provinces) of which are bordering with 
neighbor countries (4 with Malaysia, 10 with Laos, 7 
with Cambodia, and 10 with Myanmar).  Therefore, 
the provincial PR officers have enormous potentials 
in employing their efforts to help reduce interna-
tional conflicts and promote mutual understandings 
between Thailand and its neighbors. 

During a seminar on generating ASEAN aware-
ness held in late 2003, Mr. Chakkapop Penkhae, the 
media specialist and critic and presently the vice 
secretariat to the Prime Minister on political issues, 
gave a lecture on media roles in promoting ASEAN 
relationships.  He criticized the incompetence of 
ASEAN as a mechanism to dissolve conflicts 
between/among member countries.  This is due to the 
fact that each ASEAN member country focuses more 
on its nationalism rather than on the ASEAN spirit or 
regionalism.  In addition, economic and political 
inequalities among member countries as well as 
occasionally unethical media practices have aggravated 
the situation. 



In his opinion, the provincial public relations 
officers may play a significant role in alleviating 
conflicts between Thailand and its neighboring coun- 
tries.  Those working in the non-borderline areas may 
help provide accurate knowledge to the publics, 
while those in the borderline provinces may have to 
build up relationships with their colleagues in the 
neighboring countries.  Informal talks and meetings 
may be held periodically.  Networks should also be 
formed as one of the channels to disseminate ac-
curate information from Thailand to the people of the 
neighboring countries. 

Mr. Chakkapop Penkhae concluded his lecture 
by stating “Others see us through their perception, 
not ours.”  Hence the provincial public relations 
officers have to manage their work in accordance 
with the neighboring countries’ perception. 

There are a number of cultural factors that 
influence the jobs of the provincial public relations.  
They are, to name only a few, cultural identity, 
ethnocentrism, and stereotypes.  These cultural 
factors will be clearly seen in the language used by 
the PR media. 
 

CULTURAL IDENTITY 
Cultural identity refers to a collective ‘one true 

self’ culture and is thought to be formed out of a com-
mon history, ancestry, and set of symbolic resources 
(Barker, 2000).  The cultural identity is a ‘whole’ 
expressed through symbolic representation, and is 
continually being produced within the vectors of 
similarities and differences.  Strong cultural identity 
will eventually lead to a sense of ‘groupness’ among 
members of that particular culture (Hall & Neitz, 
1993). 

However, if a provincial PR officer holds on too 
strongly to his/her cultural identity, he/she will 
eventually alienate people of other cultures in the 
neighboring countries, and thus leading to the ‘cultural 
hegemony’ in which one culture is perceived as 
dominating over another culture.  This incident will 
consequently cause ‘intracultural’ conflicts between 
Thailand and the neighboring countries rather than   
the expected harmony. 

 
CULTURAL ETHNOCENTRISM 

Cultural ethnocentrism is the product of cultural 
identity and hegemony (Barker, 2000).  It refers to a 
phenomenon wherein a person criticizes another 
person’s deeds, beliefs, and attitudes using his/her 
own cultural standards and criteria.  Ethnocentrism is 
further reinforced in the country in which the concept 
of patriotism or nationalism is emphasized (Hall & 
Neitz, 1993). 

Nationalism also functions to aggravate ethno- 
centrism, when one perceives one’s nation as being 
superior and more developed than other countries in 
all aspects.  A provincial PR officer with a too strong 
sense of nationalism will develop a biased perception 

towards one’s own country and other countries.  He/ 
she not only views issues of his/her own country—
Thailand—with favorable eyes but also tosses un-
favorable images to other neighboring countries. 

Ethnocentric provincial PR officers may produce 
double standard news releases on similar issue—one 
that advances interest of one’s own country and 
reflects negative images of other countries.  An 
ethnocentric PR practitioner poses various problems 
to international relations, especially when he/she 
exercises his/her cultural viewpoints to interpret an 
issue/ event occurring in another country.  By this 
manner, he/she disregards the social, economic, 
political and cultural contexts of that country that 
might serve as underlying factors to the occurrence 
of that issue/event. 

Eventually, ethnocentrism also leads to biases and 
prejudices inherent in PR products.  This devastating 
outcome may also form or reinforce negative stereo-
types about neighboring countries. 
 

STEREOTYPES 
Conceptually, stereotypes are overgeneralizations 

that constitute a denial of individual differences among 
racial and other “out” groups (Barker, 2000).  When a 
person is categorized as a member of a racial group, 
attributes or traits of the group are assigned to him/    
her.  Stereotypes, then, are beliefs about group 
characteristics and attributes.  Racial stereotypes are 
often negative.  Stereotypical pictures and concepts  
may be formed and labeled to person, race, commu-
nity, subculture, and even the whole culture (Hall, 1977, 
cited in Barker, 2000). 

Stereotypes exist in international PR when a PR 
practitioner tends to view an event or issue occurring 
in one’s own country or a particular foreign country 
with an overgeneralized point of view.  This will 
eventually lead to prejudice and biased interpretation, 
creating later intercultural conflicts and misunder-
standing between or among nations. 

If provincial PR officers develop a strong negative 
stereotype towards the neighboring countries, they  
will produce their work with prejudices and biased 
interpretation.  This will lead inevitably to more con-
flicts and misunderstanding between Thailand and     
its neighboring countries. 

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1. What are the roles of provincial public rela-
tions officers in reducing conflicts and enhancing 
mutual understanding between Thailand and its 
neighboring countries? 

2. What are the roles of provincial public rela-
tions officers in promoting ASEAN spirit? 

 
METHODOLOGY 

The respondents of this study are 75 provincial 
public relations officers categorized into 12 regions 



in total: Central and Upper Central areas, East, West,  
Upper-Central-Lower Northeast, Upper-Central-Lower 
North, and Upper and Lower South.  The respondents 
were divided into 6 groups according to their regional 
responsibility as follows: 

1. Central and Upper Central areas (11 respon-
dents) 

2. East and West (14 respondents) 
3. Central and Lower Northeast (12 respondents) 
4. Upper Northeast and Lower North (12 res-

pondents) 
5. Upper and Central North (12 respondents) 
6. Upper and Lower South (14 respondents) 

 
The respondents discussed for three hours about 

their roles as provincial public relations officers in re-
ducing conflicts and enhancing mutual understanding 
among ASEAN member countries (especially between 
Thailand and its neighboring countries) and promoting 
the ASEAN spirit.   

 

FINDINGS 
After discussing for three hours, the provincial 

public relations officers came up with the following 
issues and proposals. 
 
To Reduce Conflicts and Enhance Mutual Under-
standing 

The respondents stated that networks among 
media practitioners are vital to enhance positive 
relationship and correct misunderstanding, especially 
during the time of international crisis.  For example, 
the Cambodian riots would not have occurred if there 
had existed a strong network between the Thai and 
Cambodian media.  In this case, media practitioners 
of both countries may have sought and exchanged 
factual information and distributed it to the public in 
time before the situation got worsened. 

The respondents proposed the cultural exchange 
programs among member countries (e.g. food festivals) 
as a tool to achieve the aforesaid purposes.  In 
addition, the provincial public relations practitioners 
should be well aware of cultures of the neighboring 
countries, build up networks with their media, and 
produce press release—more preferable in their 
native languages. 

The provincial public relations practitioners are 
able to perform their roles effectively as media pro-
gram producers, mediators, and supporters.  That is, 
they should produce information that promotes 
favorable understanding among Thai people toward   
the neighboring countries.  Those stationed in the 
Southern provinces, for example, may produce radio 
programs about the Islamic culture.  Those in the 
borderline provinces to Cambodia may produce 
brochures about the social lifestyles of the Cambodian 
people.  All of these efforts may help bridge the 
understanding gap between people of Thailand and 
those of the neighboring countries.  In addition, these 
activities will be integrated toward generating accurate 

understanding and positive perceptions of the neigh-
boring countries toward Thailand. 

The respondents additionally proposed the ‘Visit 
ASEAN Friends’ project.  The relevant activities may 
be for both short-and long-term basis.  Some of them 
include sport competitions, press tours, local media 
study and educational observations, etc.  The key 
point, they stated, is regularity and continuity of these 
activities.   
 
To Promote the ASEAN Spirit 

The provincial public relations officers proposed 
a number of strategies to promote the ASEAN spirit.  
In their opinion, the lack of the ASEAN spirit among 
people of the ASEAN member countries is one 
critical shortcoming of ASEAN.  Without the sense 
of regionalism, nationalism will inevitably prevail 
and, if triggered properly, may explode to damage 
international relations as in the incident on January 
29, 2003 between Thailand and Cambodia.  Worse 
than that, nationalism may make one country per-
ceive another country as a foe or competitor, rather 
than as a friend or ally. 

The respondents stated unanimously that they 
should employ the media to the full potentials in pro-
moting the ASEAN spirit.  Their plan includes, for 
example, building up networks among the ASEAN 
media practitioners, joint meetings of the ASEAN 
media, joint seminars to promote awareness in and 
understanding of ASEAN, cultural exchange pro-
grams, and producing booklets regarding ASEAN 
activities and distributing them to the media on a 
regular basis. 

The strong network among media practitioners 
of the ASEAN member countries serves as a starting 
point to promote the ASEAN spirit.  This is because 
the media is a gatekeeper to the public and, once 
equipped with information about the ASEAN roles 
and significance in strengthening the region as a 
whole, they will distribute this message to the public.  
Hence, regular meetings among media practitioners 
of member countries, formally or informally, are 
necessary.  During those meetings, they will receive 
information that will generate awareness and under- 
standing of the ASEAN spirit. 

 

CONCLUSION 
The findings reflect positive cultural attributes 

among provincial public relations officers.  They 
agreed that mutual understandings between Thailand 
and the neighboring countries stem from proper 
cultural perceptions of one’s own country and that of 
other countries. 

To enhance awareness about ASEAN, the 
provincial public relations officers agreed with the 
strategies to disseminate knowledge, motivate the 
ASEAN spirit, and participate in campaign projects.  
They also agreed that all types of media have to be 
used on an extensive and integrated basis to achieve 
one single purpose—to create the ASEAN spirit 



among people of the ASEAN member countries.  In 
addition, the efficient networks among the media 
practitioners of the ASEAN member countries, 
especially between the Thai media and those of the 
neighboring countries, will enhance mutual under-
standing between the people of both countries. 

The provincial public relations practitioners 
recognized their significant roles in replacing 
hostility with cordial relationships.  This, eventually, 
will help the PRD achieve its stated mission of 
“creating a wider understanding of the government 
policy and of Thailand.” 
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