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  Our research found that ASEAN 
consumers feel it’s ‘our time’. Nearly 
60% feel that Southeast Asia is about 
to peak in the near future, and is on 
the precipice of a new era.

  Consumers are very much aware the 
AEC will come into effect soon, and 
there is a sense of excitement and 
optimism about the impact it will have 
on the region. Some consumers are not 
crystal clear on exactly what changes 
will take place, but most are aware 
the AEC will boost trade. While most 
consumers feel the AEC will bring the 
most benefit to the larger countries 
and businesses, 60% do feel it will 
have a positive impact on themselves 
personally, and their families.

  Although the region is home to 
different cultures, religions and levels 
of affluence, the survey found that 
people across ASEAN do feel a strong 
cultural connection. The majority of 
indonesians, for example, say ASEAN 
countries as far away as the philippines 
and Thailand are culturally similar.

  Consumers across the region also share 
many key values. When asked what 
values unite the region, ‘respect for 
tradition’, ‘warmth of the people’, ‘family 
orientation’, ‘respect for the aged’, and 
‘love of religion’ all ranked high.

  

 Awareness of popular culture and 
current events in neighbouring 
countries is led by news and political 
reporting. Top of mind recall of films, 
music, books and celebrities from 
countries other than their own is 
relatively low.

  Consumers have pride in local 
products made in their own country, 
provided the quality is there, but have 
a low perception of products made 
in ASEAN countries other than their 
own. Consumers are most positive 
about products made in the more 
developed economies, like Singapore 
and Thailand. Overall awareness of 
ASEAN brands is also low. With the 
exception of a few Southeast Asian 
airlines, banks and beer brands, 
consumers could not name many 
brands outside their home market.

  Consumers responded well to similar 
types of advertising, both in content 
and tone. Humour, story-telling and 
simple product demonstration had a 
high degree of resonance, as did ads 
that showcased how a brand can ‘do 
good’. The use of celebrities, on the 
other hand, scored surprisingly low. 

  Companies can leverage common 
motivators and themes to create a 
brand idea that travels across the region, 
and communications that resonate with 
consumers across ASEAN. 

 As we get closer to the AEC there is 
a need to build on this momentum 
and create a deeper awareness of 
what ASEAN is, and foster a greater 
sense of regionalism. This presents a 
challenge for the media and regional 
governments – and an opportunity 
for brands that want to harness the 
prevailing sense of optimism, set the 
pace and lead the conversation, to 
create regional appeal.

  There is a danger that multinationals 
will benefit more from the tariff 
reductions and the opportunities 
for more centralized production, 
distribution and marketing that the 
AEC will bring than home grown 
brands who don’t move fast to build 
a regional profile and leverage this 
historic opportunity.

ExECUTivE 
SUMMARy

JWT, which has offices across Southeast 
Asia, in Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, 
vietnam, indonesia, philippines and in 
Myanmar through our affiliate Mango, 
conducted an extensive survey of 
consumers to identify the opportunities 
and challenges that lay ahead for brands 
when the ASEAN Economic Community 
(AEC) comes into effect in 2015.

We surveyed a total of 2,400 people, 
aged 20 to 49, in six major ASEAN 
countries: Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, 
vietnam, indonesia and the philippines. 
The survey was conducted online in 
July 2013 using Sonar, JWT’s proprietary 
global research platform. Respondents 
fell into the top 50% income bracket in 
their country, and the majority live in 
urban areas.

The survey explored the sense of 
regional identity that exists among 
ASEAN consumers, the level of 
awareness, and expectations, of the 
AEC, attitudes towards brands made 
in ASEAN, and awareness of popular 
culture and media personalities from 
Southeast Asian countries other than 
their own. We also examined what kind 
of advertising they prefer, to underline 
similarities and differences, and gauge 
what works well across ASEAN. 
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ASEAN consumers are not only young 
– they’re also super-wired: there are 50 
million facebook users in indonesia and 
30 million in the philippines, ranking 
these countries fourth and eighth in the 
world. Just over 80% of vietnamese who 
are online use social media to research 
purchase decisions, according to Nielsen. 
What’s more, consumers in Southeast 
Asia are more likely to engage with 
brands on social networks than their 
Western peers, according to global Web 
index’s Social Engagement Benchmark. 
Technology has changed the way people 
across the region learn, share and interact 
with brands.

The region is home to a diverse range 
of cultures, religions, languages and 
communities at dramatically different 
stages of development and purchasing 
power. yet there are commonalities in 
culture and values that define ASEAN, 
and set it apart from North Asia. 
Companies can leverage these common 
themes to create brand ideas and 
campaigns that are particular to ASEAN 
and build closer connections with the 
region’s consumers.

The AEC, meanwhile, will provide freer 
access to the region’s markets and its 
consumers and, in the long run, reduce 

economic disparity. it’s already impacting 
sentiment. The coming economic 
union is creating a sense of excitement 
and solidarity that’s changing the way 
companies look at the region, and the 
way consumers see themselves. 

This all adds up to a historic opportunity 
for Southeast Asian companies to reach 
out and connect with ASEAN consumers, 
and create regional brands. Companies 
with insight to local tastes, cultures and 
attitudes have the inside track; but they 
need to work hard to expand their reach, 
up their quality and build competitive 
brands if they want to woo the region’s 
discerning consumers.

The danger is that the benefits will be 
limited to the most affluent countries, 
consumers, and companies. Executives 
across Southeast Asia need to plan ahead, 
invest in building solid brands and map 
out a regional strategy. Brands that move 
fast will have an early advantage in the 
age of ASEAN. 

iNTRODUCTiON The fast-growing ASEAN region is 
also fast-forwarding toward economic 
integration. in 2015, The ASEAN 
Economic Community, or AEC, will come 
into effect, creating a single market 
and production base with a free flow of 
goods, services, investment and skilled 
labour. The AEC will encompass 600 
million people across 10 countries, with a 
combined gDp of US$2.3 trillion. This will 
be the fourth most populous block in the 
world, behind China, india and the EU. 

Southeast Asia is one of the brightest 
sparks in an otherwise gloomy global 
economy thanks to the region’s upbeat 
consumers, who are driving domestic 
demand. indonesia and the philippines are 
the two most optimistic countries in the 
world, and both Thailand and Malaysia also 
rank in the top 10, according to the October 
2013 Nielsen global Survey of Consumer 
Confidence and Spending intentions.

These consumers are also markedly young 
and upwardly mobile. ASEAN’s population 
is projected to reach more than 650 million 
people by 2020, and half will be under 30. 
By 2030, over half of ASEAN’s population 
(minus Myanmar, laos and Brunei) will 
be in the middle class, according to the 
Brookings institute.
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Do people across Southeast Asia feel a 
sense of regional identity? it depends 
on what you ask them. When we asked 
consumers to rank the degree to which 
they identified with family, city, country, 
region and Asia; 45% said they “strongly 
identified” with being Southeast Asian. 
indonesians, Malaysians and Singaporean 
feel the least sense of a regional identity, 
and indeed were more likely to feel 
“Asian” rather than “Southeast Asian”. 
vietnamese, filipinos and Thai, however, 
have a strong sense of regional identity; 
49%, 58% and 69%, respectively, strongly 
identify themselves as Southeast Asian. 

Not surprisingly, our respondent’s 
greatest source of identity is with their 
family, followed closely by their country. 
it’s interesting to note that only 65% of 
Singaporeans strongly identified with 
their family and just 52% with their 
country. While these are still the top two 
things they identify with, it demonstrates 
how far Singaporean values have started 
to evolve from more traditional ones. 
This is reinforced further when we see 
the relatively low level of identification 
with their city, Asia or Southeast Asian. 
We can conclude Singaporeans have a 
stronger sense of their own individuality 
than other neighbouring nationalities. 
While Thais still strongly identify with 
their family (72%), even more identify with 
their country (82%). No doubt the strong 
respect and love for the Monarchy is a 
powerful factor here.

THERE iS A STRONg SENSE Of CUlTURAl 

kiNSHip, AND SHARED vAlUES, THAT RUNS 

ACROSS THE ENTiRE REgiON. SOUTHEAST 

ASiANS DESCRiBE THEiR COMMON CUlTURE 

AS fRiENDly, WARM, REligiOUS, pOliTE AND 

TOlERANT.

STRONgly
iDENTify WiTH

Southern Asian
Asian

My Town or City

My Country
My Family

Malaysia

Vietnam

Philippines

Singapore

Thailand

Indonesia

84%

86%

70%

77%

69%
76%

74%
60%

53%
45%

72%

65
%

87%

78% 69%

82%

52
%

86%

74%
62%

63%

40
%

68%

59%

53%

59
%

37
%

70%

49%

34%

49
%

23
%

58%

35%

36%

Tell us how strongly you personally identify 

yourself with the following, with 1 being ‘strongly 

identify myself with this’ and 5 being ‘i don’t 

identify myself with this at all’.

Q
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fACTORS THAT UNiTE pEOplE 
iN SOUTHEAST ASiA

People have told us that different things make 

them feel united with people in other Southeast 

Asian countries. What, if anything, unites you with 

other people from Southeast Asia? 

Q

And although you may have 

mentioned some of these, which 

of the following describe what 

unites you with other people in 

SE Asia?

Q

fACTORS THAT UNiTE pEOplE iN 
SOUTHEAST ASiA (AMONg TOTAl) 

But when we came at the question of 
regional identity another way, we found 
there is a strong sense of shared culture 
that runs across the entire region. We 
asked respondents to rate how similar 
their country’s culture was to those in a 
long list of countries across Asia and the 
West; the majority rated Southeast Asian 
countries as culturally close to them, and 
this sense of commonality stretched well 
beyond countries who share borders. 
Among indonesians, for example, the 
majority say Singapore and Malaysia 
are culturally similar, which you’d expect 
given proximity and shared languages – 
but 56% also say the philippines is similar 
and 63% say Thailand is similar, culturally, 

even though they are further afield. The 
same for the filipino respondents: 77% 
feel cultural kinship with Malaysia, 60% 
with Singapore, 73% with Thailand, and 
61% feel vietnam’s culture is close to 
their own.

They also share similar values. Where 
North Asians are bound together by 
Confucian ethics, ambition, drive, and 
the desire to get ahead, Southeast Asians 
are more spiritually driven; respondents 
described their common culture as 
friendly, warm, religious, polite and 
tolerant. Harmony, optimism and love of 
spicy food also ranked high. if you had 
to sum Southeast Asia up in one word 

or idea, it would be “Warm”; in terms of 
the people, their hearts, souls, food, and 
even the climate.

“Our cultures promote gentility and 
courteousness”, said one respondent. 
“people in Southeast Asian countries are 
very friendly. We are happy go lucky, and 
eager to lend a hand to others that are in 
need,” said another. Others cited a similar 
look, similar outlook, shared fruits and 
spices, and even climate, which after all, 
does affect culture. “We’re all tropical”, 
noted one respondent.

61%

51%

50%

48%

39%

28%

26%

22%

17%

16%

16%

16%

12%

10%

10%

7%

6%

6%

2%

Respect for tradition

The warmth of the people 

Being family-oriented 

Respect of aged 

Love of religion 

Love of spicy food 

Harmony 

Optimism 

Moving forward 

Belief in Luck 

Belief in Karma 

The desire to retain a sense of “home village” 

The desire to escape to the “home village” for Holidays and special occasions 

The feeling that anytime is time for a celebration 

The popularity of football 

Love of ghost stories 

Being “fork and spoon” societies 

Son of the Sea 

None of these 
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Southeast Asians are balancing 
traditional values with growing 
economies, rather successfully. 
They are not throwing out all 
the old with the lure of the new.
‘Tolerance’ is a word that came up 
frequently among respondents in our 
survey. This reflects Southeast Asia’s 
multi-cultural and multi-religious 
makeup. Tolerance has also been a core 
part of nation building, and underpins 
social and political discourse across much 
of the region. “Unity in Diversity” is the 
national slogan of indonesia, a Muslim-
majority country with a sizeable Christian 
minority and home to more than 300 
ethnic groups scattered over 17,000 
islands. Racial and religious harmony 
is also a key political theme in Malaysia 
and Singapore, where governments 
have worked since independence to 
ensure harmony between ethnic Malays, 
Chinese and indians. in Singapore, public 
housing estates – where the majority 
of Singaporeans live – adhere to a race 
quota set out in the Ethnic integration 

policy, to ensure the country’s different 
ethnicity continue to live side by side and 
don’t slip into ethnic silos. 

While tolerance and harmony are 
strongly encouraged by many 
governments within the region, it’s a 
characteristic that’s fundamentally valued 
by people across the region and indeed 
ranked high in our survey. it’s a theme 
that resonates in advertising too. A great 
example is “Tan Hong Ming in love”, a 
beautiful story about a little Chinese boy 
who has a crush on a Malay girl, created 
by petronas to celebrate Malaysia’s 
national day. That ad won many awards, 
at home and abroad. 

“

“

ASEAN CONSUMERS & THE AEC
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C
O

U
N

TR
Y 

Si
M

iL
AR

iT
Y

COUNTRY OF ORiGiN

indonesia Malaysia philippines Singapore Thailand vietnam

 Malaysia 91% n/a 77% 80% 61% 33%

 Singapore 74% 90% 60% n/a 59% 33%

 Thailand 63% 60% 73% 43% n/a 53%

 China 46% 39% 44% 49% 72% 79%

 indonesia n/a 83% 73% 38% 47% 30%

 vietnam 49% 34% 61% 25% 74% n/a

 laos 41% 25% 39% 16% 92% 70%

 Cambodia 45% 24% 46% 19% 75% 62%

 Brunei 72% 84% 37% 35% 27% 15%

 philippines 56% 33% n/a 23% 58% 34%

 Myanmar 43% 28% 45% 16% 80% 29%

 South korea 25% 18% 28% 35% 40% 34%

 india 38% 24% 32% 18% 42% 16%

 Australia 16% 25% 19% 35% 17% 9%

 United States 10% 17% 34% 30% 14% 7%

 United kingdom 9% 19% 13% 28% 15% 5%

 Netherlands 20% 10% 7% 16% 12% 6%

 Sweden 8% 7% 7% 19% 13% 6%

 france 9% 10% 9% 16% 10% 7%

indicates most similar countries

CONSiDER CUlTURE SiMilAR TO 
yOUR OWN (By MARkET)

Thinking about your country’s culture, 

how similar or not similar do you feel it 

is to the culture in each of the following 

countries? (Scale: Very similar / 

Somewhat similar / Not really similar / 

Not similar at all)

Q
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And thinking specifically about Southeast Asia overall, 

please tell us which time period best describes when 

that region was/will be at its peak. (Scale: Distant past 

/ Recent past (e.g. in the last 50 years) / Now / Near 

future (e.g. in the next 25 years) / Far future )

Q

…although Singaporeans feel their country may lead the 

way as they repor t that Singapore is already in its prime.

WHEN OWN COUNTRy Will pEAk
(By MARkET)

People have told us that they feel some countries have already 

passed their prime, while others have yet to peak. Using the 

timeline below please tell us which time period best describes 

when that country was/will be at its peak. (Scale: Distant past / 

Recent past (e.g. in the last 50 years) / Now / Near future (e.g. in 

the next 25 years) / Far future )

Q

Consumers in Southeast Asia feel we are on the 

precipice of a new era: The Age of ASEAN.

WHEN SOUTHEAST ASiA Will pEAk

“NOTHiNg iS AS 

pOWERfUl AS AN 

iDEA WHOSE TiME 

HAS COME”

viCTOR HUgO

The consumers we surveyed widely feel that Southeast Asia 
is about to enter a new era, and there is an overwhelming 
sense that “our time” has come. The majority feel that 
Southeast Asia, as a region, will peak in the near future. 

When asked when their own country will peak, the responses 
vary: Singaporeans think their nation is already in its prime; 
Malaysia is equally balanced between “we’re there” and “it’s 
about to come”, whereas the other countries see themselves 
on the threshold of a peak. in the case of vietnam and the 
philippines, 32% and 22%, respectively, think their peak might 
still be far away, although around 40% in both places think 
it will be in ‘the near future’. Optimism is high. Consumers 
we surveyed believe ASEAN countries will see better times 
ahead compared to key markets, with the exception of india, 
which is also perceived as a strong source of growth.

if Europe and U.S. dominated the 19th and 20th centuries, 
their times are now seen as clearly past. The sense 
across the region is that Asia is on the rise, and ASEAN is 
quickly coming of age. We asked people across ASEAN to 
characterize each region as an age in a person’s life. While 
Southeast Asia see Europe as “Elderly’, the USA “Middle 
Aged” and North Asia as a conceptual “average”, our 
respondents see Southeast Asia as a teenager or young adult, 
about to enter their prime.

7%

Distant Past Recent Past Now Near Future Far Future

Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

8%
4%
5%

2%

8%
4%

10%
5%

24%

30%
32%

38%

25%

14%

53%
55%
51%

60%

66%

13%

Distant Past Recent Past Now Near Future Far Future

Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

14%

7%

22%

2%

7%

3%2%

15%

9%
12%

8%

17%

39%

20%

32%

18%

48%

42%

16%

43%

32%

66%
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71% 
70% 

69% 

68% 
62% 

61% 
59% 

53% 
48% 

47% 
38% 

28% 
24% 

15% 
13% 

12% 
12% 

10% 

Laos 

Cambodia 

Myanmar 

Vietnam 

Indonesia 

Philippines 

India 

Thailand 

Malaysia 

Brazil 

Brunei 

China 

Russia 

Singapore 

Germany 

France 

Japan 

United States 

34% 37% 

33% 37% 

28% 41% 

20% 48% 

16% 46% 

18% 43% 

17% 42% 

9% 44% 

9% 39% 

8% 39% 

10% 28% 

5% 23% 

5% 19% 

2% 13% 

3% 10% 

3% 9% 

4% 8% 

3% 7% 

Near Future Far Future 

The ‘Age of ASEAN’ may happen in stages, with more emerging markets 

peaking fur ther down the road.

WHETHER OTHER COUNTRiES Will pEAk 
iN THE fUTURE (AMONg TOTAl)

People have told us that they feel some countries 

have already passed their prime, while others have 

yet to peak. Using the timeline below please tell us 

which time period best describes when that country 

was/will be at its peak. (Scale: Distant past / Recent 

past (e.g. in the last 50 years) / Now / Near future 

(e.g. in the next 25 years) / Far future )

Q

SE Asia

23



AEC – 
WHAT’S iN iT 
FOR ME?



ASEAN CONSUMERS & THE AECASEAN CONSUMERS & THE AEC

90%

90%
Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam 

60% 60%
57%

42%

97%

88%

67%

To
ta

l

The region’s optimism may be fuelled, at least in par t , by the impending ASEAN 

Economic Community, of which two in three are aware. Awareness peaks in Thailand 

where it nears universal levels, while Singaporeans repor t the lowest awareness.

AWARENESS Of THE ASEAN ECONOMiC COMMUNiTy (AEC)

 Have you heard of the ASEAN 

Economic Community (AEC) 

before today?

QAwareness of the AEC is high, and there 
is a fairly good understanding of what 
it is. Consumers grasp that the AEC will 
bring economic cooperation and trade 
development. But respondents are unsure 
of what, specifically, will change in 2015, 
although they do know AEC will boost 
trade and economies. Singaporeans are 
least aware of the upcoming AEC. The 
Thais and vietnamese, in contrast, are 
twice as aware. 

OvER SixTy pERCENT fEEl THE AEC Will 

HAvE A pOSiTivE iMpACT ON THEMSElvES, 

pERSONAlly, AND THEiR fAMily, AlTHOUgH 

MOST AgREE THAT THE MOST pOSiTivE 

iMpACT Will BE fElT By gROUpS ‘fURTHER 

fROM HOME’, iNClUDiNg Big BUSiNESS, 

gOvERNMENTS AND fUTURE gENERATiONS. 

filipiNOS ARE THE MOST OpTiMiSTiC ABOUT 

THE iMpACT Of THE AEC.
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“An organization that aims to accelerate economic growth, social progress and cultural development.” (Indonesia, Female, 30-34)

“All 10 Southeast Asian nations to promote a common market for their goods & services while seeking new innovative ways to further strengthen business & 
unilateral relations amongst countries.” (Malaysia, Male, 40-44)

“ASEAN Economic Community is basically an agreement which lets businesses in ASEAN countries expand much easier inside the region.”  
(Philippines, Male, 25-29)

“Accelerating economic growth, social progress, cultural development among its members, protection of regional peace and stability, and opportunities for 
member countries to discuss differences peacefully.” (Singapore, Male, 30-34)

“AEC was established by the collaboration of 10 countries – with the economical objective – to increase/ expand the negotiation power and to power up the 
whole area for people better living.” (Thailand, Female, 40-44)

in your own words, please tell 

us what the ASEAN Economic 

Community is.

Q

Although many ASEAN consumers are unsure of what 

specifically will change when the ASEAN Economic 

Community is fully implemented in 2015…

ANTiCipATED CHANgES WHEN  
AEC iS iMplEMENTED

What, if anything, do you think will change, good or bad, when the ASEAN Economic 

Community is fully implemented in 2015? 

Q

Consumers who are aware tend to have a fair ly good 

understanding of what the AEC is .

THE ASEAN ECONOMiC COMMUNiTy: 
iN THEiR WORDS

29
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Consumers believe the AEC will have 
the most positive impact on companies 
and governments, a notable 60% feel it 
will have a ‘very positive’ or ‘somewhat 
positive’ impact on themselves, 
personally, and their family.

The least developed countries are the 
most upbeat: the perception of a positive 
impact from the AEC on every aspect of 
life, close and far from home, is about 
20% higher in philippines, indonesia and 
vietnam than it is in Singapore. That 
could be due to a more positive national 
outlook or the hope that the AEC 
will make a bigger difference to their 
developing economy.

…there is an overall hopeful sentiment of good 

things to come, especially when it comes the 

economy and trade.

ANTiCipATED CHANgES WHEN 
AEC iS iMplEMENTED 
(ExClUDiNg ‘DON’T kNOW’)

What, if anything, do you think will change, good 

or bad, when the ASEAN Economic Community 

is fully implemented in 2015? if you don’t know, 

please just say so. 

Q
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in fact , from brands to government to their own 

families, consumers, are optimistic that the AEC 

will have a positive impact on life in Southeast 

Asia. The greatest impact , however, will be on 

things that have less of an immediate, personal 

life (i .e. large brands and future generations) .

iMpACT Of THE ASEAN 
ECONOMiC COMMUNiTy
(AMONg TOTAl)

Hope reigns, as consumers in markets with 

lower economic power (philippines, vietnam, 

and indonesia) tend to feel more optimistic 

about the impact of the AEC.

THE iMpACT Of THE ASEAN 
ECONOMiC COMMUNiTy 
(By MARkET)

Q

Q How do you think the ASEAN Economic 

Community will impact each of the following, if 

at all? (Scale: Very positive/ Somewhat positive/ 

Somewhat negative/ Very negative)

How do you think the ASEAN Economic 

Community will impact each of the following, if 

at all? (Scale: Very positive/ Somewhat positive/ 

Somewhat negative/ Very negative)

Large Southeast Asian brands and companies 

Future generations of Southeast Asian people 

Southeast Asian governments 

People in other Southeast Asian countries 

People in my country 

Small Southeast Asian brands and companies 

Southeast Asian culture 

Me and my family personally 

50% 

55% 

54% 

57% 

53% 

50% 

47% 

46% 

83% 33% 

83% 28% 

78% 24% 

77% 20% 

73% 20% 

70% 20% 

66% 19% 

60% 14% 

Very positive impact Somewhat positive impact 

Further from home

Closer to home

88% 

88% 

79% 

80% 

72% 

69% 

73% 

61% 

82% 

83% 

74% 

76% 

71% 

65% 

57% 

57% 

94% 

95% 

93% 

92% 

89% 

85% 

81% 

79% 

73% 

73% 

68% 

67% 

60% 

66% 

55% 

49% 

76% 

73% 

66% 

69% 

65% 

61% 

57% 

51% 

90% 

90% 

85% 

84% 

82% 

75% 

78% 

67% 

Large Southeast Asian brands and companies 

Future generations of Southeast Asian people  

Southeast Asian governments 

People in other Southeast Asian counties 

People in my country 

Small Southeast Asian brands and companies 

Southeast Asian culture 

Me and my family personally 

Indonesia 

Malaysia 

Philippines 

Singapore 

Thailand 

Vietnam 

Further from home

Closer to home

Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam 
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Indonesia 

Malaysia

Philippines 

Singapore

Thailand 

Vietnam

Laos

Cambodia

Myanmar

Brunei

55%

48%

29%

31%

34%

39%

41%

42%

14%

24%

29%

Don’t know

COUNTRiES THAT BENEfiT MOST 
fROM THE AEC (AMONg TOTAl)

Which Southeast Asian country or 

countries do you think will benefit 

MOST from the ASEAN Economic 

Community?

Q

Even though Singaporean consumers are 
least aware of the AEC, Singapore is seen 
as the biggest beneficiary by consumers in 
other markets. That’s likely due to the fact 
that Singapore is already a regional base 
for many MNCs and home to many strong 
domestic corporations with regional reach, 
as well as the country’s famed strengths in 
education and infrastructure.
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 Thailand

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam

C
O

U
N

TR
Y 

TH
AT

 W
IL

L 
BE

N
EF

IT
 M

O
ST

 Singapore 74% 51% 59% 37% 48% 60%

 Malaysia

42% 45% 51% 33% 51% 64%

54% 50% 51% 31% 30% 37%

 Indonesia 61% 38% 44% 36% 29% 37%

 Vietnam 21% 34% 43% 40% 39% 59%

 Philippines 19% 27% 75% 28% 22% 32%

 Myanmar 13% 26% 32% 43% 44% 28%

 Cambodia 14% 25% 33% 37% 32% 33%

 Laos 13% 26% 30% 33% 34% 35%

 Brunei 25% 22% 32% 14% 24% 25%

Consumers in the philippines stand out 
as the most optimistic, and expect the 
most from the AEC: 75% of filipinos 
believe the AEC will have a positive 
impact, not just on the region but on the 
philippines specifically.

COUNTRiES THAT Will BENEfiT  
MOST fROM THE AEC  
(By MARkET)

Q Which Southeast Asian 

country or countries do 

you think will benefit 

MOST from the ASEAN 

Economic Community?

indicates top country that will benefit most

indicates % who feel own country will benefit
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Q

in general, Southeast Asians feel positive about their culture, 

people, and brands—although with varying intensity. While they 

feel very positive about Southeast Asian culture, ASEAN brands 

and products lag behind.

fEEliNg ABOUT SOUTHEAST ASiAN CUlTURE, 
pEOplE, AND BRANDS (AMONg TOTAl)

SOUTHEAST ASiAN 
CUlTURE

SOUTHEAST ASiAN
BRANDS & pRODUCTS 

Q

SOUTHEAST ASiAN 
pEOplE

Overall, how do you 

feel about the people 

in Southeast Asia? 

(Scale: Very positive / 

Somewhat positive / 

Somewhat negative / 

Very negative)

Q And how do you feel about the 

culture of Southeast Asia?

(Scale: Very positive / 

Somewhat positive / Somewhat 

negative / Very negative)

And how do you feel about 

the brands and products that 

Southeast Asia produces?

(Scale: Very positive / Somewhat 

positive / Somewhat negative / 

Very negative)

ASEAN’s consumers are among the most 
optimistic in the world. A Nielsen global 
Survey of Consumer Confidence and 
Spending intentions released in October 
2013 found that indonesia and the 
philippines (pre typhoon) were the two 
most confident, and both Thailand and 
Malaysia rank in the top 10. 

They’re also spending more on higher 
value items. in its May Consumer 
Confidence report, Nielsen notes that a 
rise in the minimum wage in indonesia 
has pushed up disposable income, 
prompting consumers to trade up to 
premium brands. gfk observes the same 
trend in Malaysia, where a surge in sales 
of home appliances in 2013 was driven 
largely by premium brands.

This data backs up our survey, which 
found that Southeast Asian people feel 
upbeat and positive about the region’s 
culture, people, and brands.

THE AEC REpRESENTS A HiSTORiC 

OppORTUNiTy fOR SOUTHEAST ASiAN 

COMpANiES TO CREATE ASEAN BRANDS, 

BUT THERE’S plENTy Of WORk TO BE 

DONE TO WiN CONSUMERS OvER. ASEAN 

CONSUMERS ARE pOSiTivE ABOUT 

SOUTHEAST ASiAN pEOplE, CUlTURE AND 

THE iDEA Of SOUTHEAST ASiAN BRANDS; 

BUT BRAND RECAll iS lOW, AND WHEN 

iT COMES DOWN TO pURCHASiNg THEy 

DON’T HAvE A STRONg RESpECT fOR 

pRODUCTS fROM OTHER ASEAN MARkETS.

4140



ASEAN CONSUMERS & THE AECASEAN CONSUMERS & THE AEC

Southeast Asian Culture

Southeast Asian people

Southeast Asian Brands & products

They are on a bit of a fence, however, 
when it come Southeast Asian brands: 
63% are somewhat positive, and just 20% 
are very positive. This indicates they are 
open to the idea of regional brands and 
products, but aren’t completely sold that 
they are the best option. The opportunity 
is there for ASEAN companies to grab 
this space and leverage that regional 
positive vibe, winning consumers over 
with solid brands that offer quality. 

One potential disappointment for the 
region’s governments and companies: 
The AEC could end up benefitting 
multi-nationals, which produce 
globally admired brands, more than 
local companies of ASEAN origin. The 
multi-nationals have the opportunity to 
capitalize on centralized production and 
distribution bases, while leveraging their 
positive brand and international equity, 
which has yet to be established by many 
ASEAN companies. 

Consumers in the philippines and indonesia 

and to a lesser extent Malaysia stand out for 

feeling the most positive about Southeast Asian 

culture, people, and brands.

fEEl vERy pOSiTivE ABOUT 
SOUTHEAST ASiAN CUlTURE, 
pEOplE, AND BRANDS
(By MARkET)

66%

43%

60%

20%

42%

41%

Indonesia

Malaysia

Singapore

Philippines

Thailand

Vietnam

38%

30%

52%

14%

22%

29%

Indonesia

Malaysia

Singapore

Philippines

Thailand

Vietnam

26%

21%

38%

11%

12%

14%

Indonesia

Malaysia

Singapore

Philippines

Thailand

Vietnam
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Consumers do take pride in buying products made in their own 
domestic market.

One-third of our respondents said they prefer to buy products 
made in their own country, and 18% take pride in buying 
products from Southeast Asia. Only 10% of consumers we 
surveyed think that imported products are more reliable. 

people in indonesia and philippines are most pro-ASEAN: they are 
the most upbeat about buying products from their own country 
(46% and 41% respectively), and at the same time have the highest 
pride in buying Southeast Asian products (30% and 26%). 

But ASEAN brands have to work hard to win trust beyond their 
own domestic market. On the whole, consumers are wary of 
buying products made in neighbouring countries. The biggest 
reason given for avoiding products from certain markets is a 
belief that they are or would be of inferior quality. Despite many 
cultural similarities, indonesia and Malaysia seem to have the 
greatest reticence to each other, actively avoiding each other’s 
goods. Many consumers are also reluctant to buy products from 
Cambodia, laos and Myanmar. Almost ¼ of Singaporeans prefer 
to avoid products made in certain Southeast Asian countries. 

Singapore is seen as the centre of excellence within the region. 
With the exception of the vietnamese, who also respond 
very favourably to Thai made products, the rest of the region 
consistently puts Singapore as their favourite source of 
products within the region, after their own country.

interestingly, Singaporeans (and Malaysians) are also the least 
nationalistic in terms of preferring to buy things made in their 
own country. Q

Consumers in indonesia and the philippines 

take the most pride in buying national domestic 

and ASEAN products.

SOUTHEAST ASiAN 
pRODUCT ATTiTUDES 
(% STRONgly AgREE)

 How much do you agree 

or disagree with each of the 

following? (Scale: Strongly 

agree/ Somewhat agree / 

Don’t really agree / Don’t 

agree at all)

33% 

18% 

18% 

13% 

10% 

10% 

12% 

30% 

17% 

8% 

12% 

27% 

17% 

13% 

8% 

12% 

12% 

21% 

26% 

18% 

10% 

10% 

19% 

19% 

5% 

5% 

7% 

4% 

35% 

22% 

19% 

14% 

11% 

10% 

33% 

19% 

17% 

15% 

13% 

8% 

I prefer to buy products that are made in [my country] 

There are some countries in Southeast Asia I prefer not to 

buy products from 

I take pride in buying products from Southeast Asia 

I prefer to buy products that are made in Southeast Asia 

Imported products are more reliable 

I don’t pay much attention to where the products I buy 

are produced 

46% 

41% 

Indonesia 

Malaysia 

Philippines 

Singapore 

Thailand 

Vietnam 

Total
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CONSUMERS fROM iNDONESiA CONSUMERS fROM MAlAySiA

CONSUMERS fROM SiNgApORE CONSUMERS fROM pHilippiNES

CONSUMERS fROM THAilAND CONSUMERS fROM viETNAM

indicates country most likely to purchase from

indicates % who are very likely to purchase products from their own country

As these economies grow stronger, 
there might be merit in national boards 
(as Taiwan did several years ago) to set 
standards and raise the profile of high 
quality products made in these countries; 
governments may need to do more than 
just say we are “investment friendly”. 
Over time, this perception will change 
as consumers become aware that their 
favourite global brands are often made 
within the region, lending credibility to 
local manufacturers, as has happened 
historically with HDDs in Singapore, 
cars and cameras in Thailand, and other 
consumer electronics in Malaysia.

Some ASEAN consumers prefer not to buy from 

other Southeast Asian countries, including 

Cambodia, laos, and Myanmar. indonesians and 

Malaysians also prefer not to buy from each 

other.

ASEAN COUNTRiES pREfER NOT 
TO BUy fROM

You mentioned that there are some countries in 

Southeast Asia you prefer not to buy products 

from. Which countries do you prefer not to buy 

from?

Q

How likely or not likely are you to purchase 

products made in each of the following 

countries? (Scale: Very likely / Somewhat 

likely / Not very likely / Not likely at all)

Q

…although, above all else, ASEAN consumers 

are most open to purchasing products from 

their own country—an indication of trust and 

national pride.

vERy likEly TO pURCHASE 
pRODUCTS MADE iN EACH 
COUNTRy (By MARkET)

COUNTRY OF RESPONDENT’S ORIGIN

Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam

Singapore 46% 28% 45% 57% 36% 39%

C
O

U
N

TR
Y 

VE
RY

 L
IK

EL
Y 

TO
PU

RC
H

AS
E 

PR
O

D
U

C
TS

 F
RO

M

 Thailand 31% 22% 22% 20% 71% 47%
 Malaysia 34% 55% 22% 23% 20% 25%
 Indonesia 78% 22% 11% 9% 12% 19%
 Philippines 14% 9% 73% 7% 9% 18%
 Vietnam 15% 9% 13% 6% 12% 69%
 Brunei 21% 20% 13% 8% 12% 13%
 Laos 11% 7% 7% 4% 11% 19%
 Cambodia 12% 5% 7% 3% 5% 19%
 Myanmar 11% 5% 6% 3% 6% 13%
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Overall , ASEAN consumers are more likely to purchase 

products from countries with more developed economies….

likEliHOOD TO pURCHASE pRODUCTS 
MADE iN EACH COUNTRy (AMONg TOTAl)

 How likely or not likely are you to purchase 

products made in each of the following 

countries? (Scale: Very likely / Somewhat 

likely / Not very likely / Not likely at all)

Q

Why? it appears ASEAN consumers question the 

quality of products produced in these markets.

REASONS pREfER NOT TO BUy 
fROM CERTAiN ASEAN COUNTRiES 

Q Why is that?

48% 44% 

53% 35% 

56% 30% 

52% 25% 

57% 15% 

49% 22% 

50% 21% 

43% 10% 

42% 9% 

43% 7% 

92% 
88% 

86% 
77% 

72% 
71% 
71% 

53% 
51% 
50% 

Singapore 

Thailand 

Malaysia 

Indonesia 

Brunei 

Philippines 

Vietnam 

Laos 

Cambodia 

Myanmar 

More developed

Less developed

Very likley Somewhat likley
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When asked what ASEAN brands consumer 

admire, the majority can’t name any…

ADMiRED SOUTHEAST ASiAN 
BRANDS / COMpANiES

…although when we dig fur ther we see Samsung rise to the top as the 

most admired ASEAN brand.

ADMiRED SOUTHEAST ASiAN BRANDS / COMpANiES 
(ExClUDiNg ‘DON’T kNOW’ & ‘NONE’)

What brands or 

companies from other 

Southeast Asian countries 

do you admire? 

Q

There are key local and 
regional brand champions 
in Southeast Asia, but their 
numbers are few – and 
awareness is low.

We asked consumers to name ASEAN 
brands from a range of categories, 
from fMCg to finance and technology. 
Airlines did well; SingTel, proton and 
pETRONAS also stood out, as did 
Maybank and CiMB, along with beer 
brands like San Miguel, Tiger, and Chang. 

The majority, however, couldn’t name 
any; and some consumers named major 
North Asian brands, like Samsung and 
Toyota, as being from ASEAN. in the 
food and non-alcoholic drink categories, 
there is almost zero awareness of any 
ASEAN brands with the exception of 
Jollibee in the philippines. 

Consumers may recognize a handful 
of ASEAN brands, but they don’t hold 
ASEAN brands made outside their home 
market in very high esteem. When asked 
which ASEAN brands they admire, the 
majority replied “Don’t know”. Air Asia and 
pETRONAS were the most admired, as was 
“Samsung”, though wrongly attributed as 
being as a winner from ASEAN.

“

“
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International conflicts 

Sports 

Brands and products 

General news items 

Cultural news 
Politics 
Economics / business news 

7 6 %

7 0 %

6 0 %

5 6 %

52
%

45

%

5 7 %

66%

60
%

7 2
%

7 1 %

7 0 %

60%

5 5
%

60
%

6 7 %

5 8 %

5 2 %

3
7

%

6
8

%

5 6 %

7 5 %

42
%

38
%

47%

3 8%

4 7 %

41%

37
%

51%

3 7%

3 9 %

28
%

2
3%

4
1 %

3 8 %

4 3 %

23
%

23
%

37%
32%

37%

Malaysia

Vietnam

Philippines

Singapore

Thailand

Indonesia

69%
62%

58%
44%

43%
38%

33%

Ph

This should be a red flag to ASEAN 
business leaders. Multi-national and 
North Asian brands have an edge. global 
companies understand that a brand is 
an intangible asset that can engender 
customer loyalty and deliver shareholder 
values. Many Southeast Asian companies 
created scale through mass production, 
with little thought to building real 
brands. ASEAN companies need to start 
investing in building solid brands that 
consumers trust and admire if they want 
to grab a share of this growing market. 
There are also marketing and branding 
opportunities for companies to put 
themselves on the regional agenda and 
become a larger part of the regional 
conversation.

When you hear 

people talk about 

other Southeast Asian 

countries, in which of 

the following contexts, if 

any, do you usually hear 

people talk?

Q

indeed, Southeast Asian brands 
and products are low on the list of 
conversation topics. When asked in what 
context they hear people talk about 
other Southeast Asian countries, the 
conversations tend to revolve around 
business and politics. 

CONTExT iN WHiCH TypiCAlly 
HEAR pEOplE TAlk ABOUT 
SOUTHEAST ASiA

Conversations about other Southeast Asian 

countries tend to revolve around economic/

business news, politics, and general 

cultural topics. There are clearly marketing 

opportunities for brands and products. 
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Indonesia

Malaysia

Philippines

Thailand

Vietnam

4,956

4,413

3,653

61,803

17,143

9,815

Singapore

gDp pER CApiTA $US
(SOURCE: WORlD BANk)
 

One obvious driver behind the sense 
of shared values and common culture 
is familiarity. About one third of our 
respondents have visited another Southeast 
Asian country. Singapore, Malaysia and 
Thailand are the most popular destinations. 
About one-quarter have travelled to 
indonesia and 10% to Cambodia, vietnam 
and laos. Myanmar, philippines and Brunei 
are relatively less popular destinations at 
8%, 6% and 6% respectively.

Within the region, Singaporeans are 
the most well-travelled: 90% have 
visited Malaysia and 79% Thailand. The 
Singaporeans we surveyed have each, on 
average, visited nine overseas countries, 
three of which are in Southeast Asia. 
in contrast the Malaysian and Thai 
respondents had visited five and four 
overseas countries respectively, on average, 
two of which are in Southeast Asia. 

These figures reflect earning power; 
respondents from the wealthier countries 
have travelled more, while those form 
the three less wealthy nations have taken 
fewer overseas trips.

WE ExplORED TRAvEl AND WORk MigRATiON 

AS WEll AS iNTEREST iN TAkiNg ADvANTAgE 

Of WHAT THE AEC Will EvENTUAlly OffER – 

THE fREE flOW Of lABOUR.
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Consumers who live in Singapore tend to have 

the most stamps on their passpor t…

COUNTRiES HAvE viSiTED 
(By MARkET)

Which of the following countries, 

if any, have you ever visited?

Q

Only about one-third have visited any 

neighbouring Southeast Asian country, with 

Singapore, Thailand, and Malaysia being the 

most popular destinations.

COUNTRy fAMiliARiTy  
(AMONg TOTAl)

And which of 

the following 

countries have 

you ever lived or 

worked in?

Q

Southeast Asia

CO
U

N
TR

Y 
VI

SI
TI

N
G

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam

 Singapore 45% 73% 34% n/a 38% 19%

 Hong Kong 16% 32% 37% 74% 34% 7%

 Thailand 19% 63% 15% 79% n/a 27%

 China 12% 31% 16% 60% 35% 32%

 Malaysia 41% n/a 18% 90% 31% 11%

 Indonesia n/a 55% 6% 72% 11% 4%

 Australia 14% 29% 6% 62% 17% 8%

 Japan 11% 18% 8% 49% 29% 8%

 South Korea 7% 14% 5% 41% 23% 4%

 United States 6% 14% 13% 41% 11% 3%

 Cambodia 1% 6% 2% 17% 21% 20%

 France 5% 14% 3% 31% 12% 4%

 United Kingdom 2% 21% 5% 33% 8% 1%

 Vietnam 2% 14% 5% 29% 17% n/a

 Laos 1% 2% 1% 5% 42% 10%

 Germany 6% 10% 3% 28% 9% 3%

 Myanmar 1% 5% 1% 7% 30% 1%

 New Zealand 1% 8% 1% 23% 4% 1%

 India 2% 11% 2% 19% 5% 1%

 Brunei 4% 13% 2% 12% 3% 1%

 Philippines 2% 7% n/a 19% 5% 3%

 Canada 2% 4% 6% 15% 5% 2%

 Netherlands 4% 8% 2% 13% 4% 1%

 Denmark 1% 5% 0% 9% 5% 1%

 Sweden 1% 4% 0% 6% 3% 1%

 Norway 2% 3% 0% 5% 2% 0%

 Russia 0% 2% 0% 4% 2% 2%

 Brazil 1% 3% 1% 2% 2% 1%

 AVG # COUNTRIES VISITED 2 5 2 9 4 2

 AVG # SE ASIA COUNTRIES 1 2 1 3 2 1
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Assuming the opportunity presented itself, in which of the following 

countries, if any, would you consider living or working in?

Q Although awareness of and familiarity 
of Southeast Asian countries is high, it 
doesn’t mean that these countries are 
high on the wish list as a place to live 
and work. The desire to live in a more 
developed country appears to be the 
biggest draw: Australia is the most 
popular destination, followed by USA, 
Uk, Singapore and Japan. in fact, only 
a handful would consider living in any 
Southeast Asian country other than 
Singapore. 

Singapore is clearly the most 
“international” country within ASEAN. 
This is not only as a place where many 
within the region would like to live 
or work, but also the country whose 
inhabitants are also the most open 
to working elsewhere. Nearly 20% of 
Singaporeans would consider living or 
working in Malaysia and 17% in Thailand. 
This has implications for companies 
looking to attract talent from across 
ASEAN as they build their brands and 
regional presence. 

While relative ease of cross-border 
labour mobility is a future aspect 
of the AEC, only around 1% of our 
respondents have ever lived or worked 
in 6 of the 10 ASEAN countries (other 
than their own). Singapore is the most 
popular destination; a notable 7% of our 
respondents from outside Singapore 
have lived or worked there already.

for ASEAN companies looking to at tract talent 

from neighbouring ASEAN markets, this suggests 

that employment communications strategies and/or 

assessment of the impact of relocation elements of 

the intra-Asian agreements might be beneficial .

COUNTRiES WOUlD CONSiDER liviNg 
OR WORkiNg iN (AMONg TOTAl)

48%

38%

32% 31% 31%

28%

25%

18%
16% 15%

13% 13%

10% 9% 8% 8% 8% 7%

4% 3% 3% 3% 3% 2% 2% 2% 2%

Austr
alia

Unite
d Kingdom

Singapore
Japan

New Zealand

Canada

France

Germ
any

South Korea

Hongkong

Netherla
nds

Sweden

Denmark

Brunei

Malaysia

Norw
ay

Thaila
nd

China

Indonesia

Vietnam
Brazil

Laos
Russi

a

Philip
pines

Cambodia

Myanmar
India
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approach (only 2% liked these ads).

Millward Brown, the world’s leading 
authority on advertising research, has 
done their own analysis based on in-
market performance of advertising; their 
results very much back up our findings.

We showed a small selection of 
advertising to our respondents to see 
if certain types of ads can travel. To be 
impartial, none was our own.

The ads selected featured specific 
themes, such as family relationships, 
celebration, optimism about the future, 
child appeal and prestige/face. The five 
campaigns selected were:

  indonesia: Bebelac (infant formula)

  Malaysia: petronas (Corporate 
celebration on theme of racial 
harmony)

  philippines: RoginE (male grooming/
face/prestige)

  Singapore: Coca Cola (humorous 
recycling program)

  Thailand: TMB (Make THE Difference)

Despite not being chosen for their star 
appeal or award performance, each ad 
ranged from 80% to 91% appeal, and 56% 
to 87% relevance.

firstly this indicates a relatively high 
degree of common values, and indicates 
that good work can travel across the 
region. This is good news for any 
marketer looking for regional solutions 
and efficiencies.

The most appealing execution was Coca 
Cola’s “Singapore Recycle Happiness 
Machine”: the company set up a recycling 
box that offered a surprise to people who 
dropped off bottles for recycling: flowers, 
badges and other cute items dropped out 
of the bottom, delighting the crowds that 
gathered. 

The wide appeal may be due to the fact 
the product is relevant to all respondents, 
as compared to products like infant 
formula or Male grooming, which are 
not relevant to all. This however only 
tells part of the story. The difference lies 
more in the “Walking” vs “The Talking”. 
Coke provides something of value, an 
environmentally helpful benefit in a 
highly surprising, emotive and rewarding 
way, it “walks” whiles other just “talk”.

This contrast is an interesting one, as 
it suggests that ASEAN consumers’ 
reaction to communications is keeping 
pace with consumers around the world, 
who increasingly lean towards brands that 
do good. The work that works best is:

  Entertaining (humorous in most 
markets)

  involving – people DO something, 
not just watch

  Socially or personally helpful – does 
something for people and/or society/
the world

With a view to the future, a more united 
ASEAN community, the growth of pAN-
ASEAN brands and the likely need for 
pAN-ASEAN communications, we set 
out to see what communication styles 
seem to work best across the region.

We started off by asking people what kind 
of advertising they prefer to see, giving 
them a dozen types to choose from.

Humorous ads emerged as the clear 
winner across the region, followed by 
those with clear product demonstrations, 
and good story-telling.

The power of humour is the first choice 
in five of the six countries studied. in 
vietnam humour also has strong appeal, 
though strong product demonstrations 
and music-led advertising were rated 
slightly higher. The high stars given to 
product demonstrations illustrates that 
consumers in emerging markets still 
need to learn about brands and what 
products do. 

The use of celebrities/expert endorsers was 
not very highly rated. This is an interesting 
finding in a region where many companies 
do make heavy use of celebrities in their 
advertising.

Despite being neighbours, there are 
some interesting differences. Thais 
love heavily emotional advertising (34%) 
whereas vietnamese strongly reject this 

OUR RESEARCH REvEAlED MANy 

OppORTUNiTiES fOR REgiONAl CAMpAigN 

iDEAS. HUMOROUS ADS EMERgED AS 

THE ClEAR WiNNER ACROSS THE REgiON, 

fOllOWED By THOSE WiTH ClEAR pRODUCT 

DEMONSTRATiONS, AND gOOD STORy-

TElliNg. WHEN SHOWN WORk, ASEAN 

CONSUMERS’ REACTiON TO COMMUNiCATiONS 

iS kEEpiNg pACE WiTH CONSUMERS AROUND 

THE WORlD, WHO iNCREASiNgly lEAN 

TOWARDS BRANDS THAT ENTERTAiN, ENgAgE 

AND DO gOOD.
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in general, which of 

the following types of 

advertising do you prefer?

Q

When it comes to adver tising, Southeast 

Asian consumers want to laugh. product 

demonstrations and story-telling are also 

well-received.

pREfERRED ADvERTiSiNg TypE 
(AMONg TOTAl)

This holds true across markets, though at 

varying degrees of preference by market . 

in vietnam, musical ads are noteworthy.

pREfERRED TypE Of 
ADvERTiSiNg (By MARkET)

Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam
 Ads with humour / comedy 44% 55% 47% 56% 48% 37%

 Ads that demonstrate the product or service 32% 33% 47% 24% 26% 43%

 Ads that tell a story 28% 42% 44% 37% 35% 21%

 Slice of life advertising depicting mundane everyday life 34% 20% 26% 14% 24% 25%

 Tearjerkers / heartwarming ads 12% 24% 22% 19% 34% 2%

 Musical ads 19% 15% 12% 14% 10% 40%

 Ads with expert endorsements 17% 11% 21% 7% 17% 24%

 Ads with celebrities 14% 16% 13% 9% 11% 23%

 Series ads where the same characters are used in 15% 12% 16% 14% 19% 6%

 Spoofs / parodies 22% 15% 10% 16% 15% 5%

 Ads that compare the product or service to its 15% 14% 16% 7% 9% 13%

 Ads that show fantasy / magic 19% 10% 4% 9% 7% 18%

 None of these 2% 2% 1% 9% 3% 3%

Other

Non of th
ese

Ads th
at sh

ow

fantasy /
 magic

Ads th
at compare the product

or se
rvice to its 

competito
rs

Spoofs /
 parodies

Series ads w
here the same characters

are used in diffe
rent ads to

 tell a sto
ry

Ads w
ith celebritie

s

Ads w
ith expert e

ndorse
ments

Musical ads

Tearjerkers /
 heartw

arming ads

Slice of lif
e advertis

ing

depicting mundane everyday lif
e

Ads th
at te

ll a sto
ry

Ads th
at demonstra

te

the product or se
rvice

Ads w
ith humour / c

omedy

1%

3%

11%12%
14%14%14%

16%

18%19%

24%

34%34%

48%
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Southeast Asian consumers are 
particularly open to brands that make a 
difference, and are very willing to splash 
out on products from socially-responsible 
companies, according to an August 
2013 report by Nielsen report entitled 
“Consumers That Care”. philippines, 
Thailand, indonesia, vietnam and 
Malaysia all rank in the top 10 countries, 
worldwide, in terms of consumers who 
are willing to spend extra on products 
and services from companies that 
give back, and show a major increase 
in propensity to spend on brands that 
care over just a year ago. This illustrates 
that consumers are becoming more 
sophisticated, and are willing to spend 
more on brands that reflect their values 
and make a difference in their lives. 

Unilever and several other brands 
are getting very active in the area of 
CSR. Brands no longer just talk about 
positioning, but “purpose” too. Why do 
they exist? How do they help people?

Why did the 

commercial feel 

relevant to you? 

Q

…because recycling and protecting the 

environment are important to ASEAN 

consumers.

REASONS COkE SiNgApORE 
AD iS RElEvANT

Overall , consumers found 

all the ads we tested 

appealing, although the 

light-hear ted Coke ad 

out of Singapore is by far 

most appealing…

AppEAl Of ASEAN 
ADvERTiSiNg
(AMONg TOTAl)

How appealing or 

unappealing was the 

commercial you just saw? 

(Scale: Very appealing/ 

Somewhat appealing / Not 

very appealing / Not at all 

appealing)

Q

How relevant to you 

personally was the 

commercial? (Scale: Very 

relevant / Somewhat 

relevant / Not very relevant 

/ Not at all relevant)

Q

…and relevant…

RElEvANCE 
Of ASEAN 
ADvERTiSiNg
(AMONg TOTAl)

Indonesia Bebelac

Malaysia Petro
nas

Philip
pines R

oginE

Singapore Coke

Thailand TMB

86
%

32
%

54
%

84
%

37
%

47
%

80
%

24
%

56
%

92
%

64
%

28
%

84
%

36
%

48
%

Very appealing

Somewhat appealing

Very appealing

Somewhat appealing

Indonesia Bebelac

Malaysia Petro
nas

Philip
pines R

oginE

Singapore Coke

Thailand TMB

66
%

23
%

43
%

63
%

16
%

47
%

56
%

14
%

42
%

87
%

50
%

37
%

67
%

23
%
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%
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Consumers are watching the same 
movies and listening to the same music 
from outside the region, but not listening 
or watching each other’s. you might think 
this is because they don’t travel well, but 
this isn’t true. The major themes in terms 
of local movie success are very similar 
– Comedy, ghosts Stories and some 

historical drama. The first two can clearly 
travel. We see the same thing when we 
look at the most popular forms of Tv 
entertainment; we are all watching similar 
programs, just in different languages.

Whether this is at a government level, a 
cultural association level, an association 
of film/music studios, at an educational 

level, even at a brand level, there is a great 
opportunity for more cooperation and 
more content sharing. At the moment 
culture is the closest thing to uniting 
ASEAN, modern and popular culture 
provides an opportunity to make it 
relevant, topical and meaningful to more 
people, today.

One particular opportunity 
is for brands to create 
awareness of Southeast 
Asian cultures, and 
promote regional pride.

There’s a low level of awareness or interest 
in other Southeast Asian nations popular 
culture among the region’s countries. We 
asked respondents to list a Southeast Asian 
musician, song, movie, model, book, actor, 
designer, athlete, business person, politician 
and a media personality outside their home 
market: the majority chose ‘don’t know’. A 
few politicians got a mention, with lee kuan 
yew and Ang San Suu kyi as the best known 
– but overall, knowledge levels are very low. 
They did better when asked about food. 

This seems like a major gap – or opportunity. 
ASEAN youth are happily listening to k-pop 
and watching Japanese anime, their fathers 
are watching J-league on cable Tv, and 
everyone knows Bruce lee and the works of 
Ang lee – but there’s little knowledge about 
nearby neighbours. 

A snapshot of popular international movies 
and international stars shows a degree of 
similarity across ASEAN.

“

“
TOp MUSiC 
STARS (2012)

TOp 
iNTERNATiONAl 
MOviES (2012)

Thailand

Bruno Mars

TVXQ

Girls
Generation

Lady
Gaga

Super
Junior

PSY

Malaysia

Bruno Mars
Maroon 5

Katie
Perry

One
Direction

Justin
Timberlake

Justin
Beiber

Indonesia

Bruno Mars

Maroon 5

Wonder
Girls

PSY

One
Direction

Rihanna
Super
Junior

Carly Rae
Jepsen

Maroon 5

Gotye

PSY

One
Direction

David
GuettaJanelle

Monae

Singapore

Thailand

Avengers
Breaking

Dawn

Dark Knight
Rises

Amazing
Spiderman

Battleship

Malaysia

Battleship

Avengers
Amazing

Spiderman

Dark Knight
Rises

Transformers

Vietnam

Avengers
Breaking

Dawn

Ice Age
3

Madagascar
3

Skyfall

Indonesia

Avengers
Breaking

Dawn

Dark Knight
Rises

Amazing
Spiderman

Skyfall

Singapore

Avengers
Ah Boys
to Men

Dark Knight
Rises

Amazing
Spiderman

Skyfall

Philippines

Avengers
Breaking

Dawn

Dark Knight
Rises

Amazing
Spiderman

Transformers
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iMpliCATiONS

This is once in a life time opportunity for companies and brands 
to connect with consumers across Southeast Asia in a new way: 
there is a growing sense of regional identity, ASEAN consumers 
feel their culture and values are closely connected, people are 
optimistic and feel that Southeast Asia, as a region, is about to 
enter a new era.

There is also a major opportunity for brands that “do good” 
to make connections with consumers and make themselves 
part of the ASEAN conversation. Consumers in this region are 
among the most willing in the world to spend more on socially 
responsible brands and products, according to Nielsen.

The survey findings show both an indictment and an 
opportunity. There are many similarities in the types of 
entertainment watched and enjoyed across countries, both 
locally made and imported. No one however is doing much to 
promote ASEAN content to the region’s consumers. 

government organizations and brands could, and probably 
should, take a more active role in creating more awareness and 
strengthening ties.

The worlds of travel, entertainment and CSR seem to be ripe 
for countries, industries and companies to cooperate to more 
aggressively promote ASEAN and ASEAN values in a positive way. 

THE AgE Of ASEAN
ASEAN’s time has come. The majority feel the region is about 
to enter a golden age. in the case of developing economies like 
vietnam and the philippines, it might take a little longer than 
the rest of the region. 

Compared to aging Europe and Middle-aged North America, 
consumers see the ASEAN region as a teenager or young adult. 

WHAT iT MEANS TO BE 
SOUTHEAST ASiAN
There is a strong sense of regional identity among almost half 
of our respondents. The sense of being “Southeast Asian” is 
strongest in the philippines and vietnam (where over half the 
people strongly identify themselves this way) and weakest in 
Singapore (where less than one-quarter have a strong regional 
identity). The majority of our respondents, meanwhile, do feel 
there are many commonalities across the entire ASEAN region.  
Shared values and cultural similarities are seen as a uniting bond.
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WHAT’S iN THE AEC  
fOR ME?
Around two-thirds of respondents have heard of the upcoming 
AEC. Consumers are also optimistic the AEC will have a positive 
impact on life, from brands to governments to their own 
families: 61% feel it will be positive for themselves, personally. 
They feel that countries and companies, however, will feel the 
greatest impact.

Most respondents are not super clear about what specifically 
will change in 2015, although they know it will give a boost to 
trade, products and economies.

Singapore is seen as the country that will benefit the most. 
Singaporeans themselves, however, are least positive about it 
while filipinos are most positive about the AEC.

iMpliCATiONS

The benefits of the AEC need to be spelt out more clearly to 
people, to help the economic community build up momentum. 
governments, media, business organizations and leading 
ASEAN brands can all play a role – and leverage the opportunity 
– to help crystallize what the AEC means to consumers.

Although Southeast Asians feel positive about the region and 
each other’s cultures, they aren’t so positive about the region’s 
brands. it again seems time for a pan-ASEAN body to promote 
the excellent products that are already being made in ASEAN. 
A similar program was undertaken a number of years ago for 
“Made in Taiwan” covering toys, through bikes to laptops. (That 
effort got a positive bit of pR in “Toy Story” when Buzz light 
year discovered he was “Made in Taiwan”.)

 

 
WORk THAT WORkS
in exploring a range of work from across the region, three 
strong themes emerged:

a)  Communication themes emerge as powerful styles of  
 advertising in the region: humour, story-telling and simple  
 product demonstration (the latter stronger than the former  
 in vietnam).

b)  Most work shown had a high degree of resonance,
 indicating potential for regional economies of scale given  
 the right production and cultural sensitivity in casting and  
 language.

c)  The most popular and relevant work (Coca Cola Singapore),  
 successfully combined three elements – Entertaining,   
 Something for people to Do, and being Socially or   
 personally Helpful (Does good) – that are also driving global  
 communication trends.

iMpliCATiONS

Most countries want and need strong local interpretation, even 
at the executional level.

Brand ideas and brand strategies, however, could well be 
regional. The style, manner, tone in which this is communicated 
can be developed regionally, too.

THE CHAllENgE fOR 
ASEAN BRANDS
Awareness of brands from across ASEAN is very limited. 
Singapore Airlines and Air Asia are relatively well-known as 
being “ASEAN”. Other brands that consumer can recall include 
proton, pETRONAS, Maybank, SingTel, Tiger and Chang Beers.

Equally high, but wrongly attributed as ASEAN brands were 
Samsung and Toyota, perhaps indicating their level of success 
and localization within the region. A number of years ago, 
many Japanese were surprised to discover that the USA had 
McDonalds and thought it was a domestic brand, illustrating 
how locally relevant the brand made itself in Japan. 

While people feel positive about their region’s cultures and 
peoples, this doesn’t extend to products from each other’s 
markets. The perception is that quality is low. 

iMpliCATiONS

ASEAN represents a greenfield opportunity for the region’s brands. 
Consumers are feeling optimistic and positive about the region, 
and feel that ASEAN’s time has come. Southeast Asian companies 
that invest in building brands, delivering on quality and creating 
communications that connect with the region’s consumers can 
plant a flag in an ascendant ASEAN.

There is a danger that multi-nationals will gain an even greater 
access to ASEAN markets and benefit more from the AEC than 
home-grown brands who fail to build on the opportunity.

Southeast Asia is fast approaching a historical crossroad. The 
populace is, by and large, optimistic and positive. 

This is a large and decidedly young group of consumers who are 
super-wired and quick to engage with each other, and brands, on 
social networks. They’re also showing desire to move up the value 
curve when it comes to the products they buy. As more of the 
population moves into the middle class over the next decade, they 
will buy more services and products across every category. 
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CONClUSiON Southeast Asia is fast approaching a historical crossroad. The populace is, by and large, 
optimistic and positive, and feel that their region is about to enter a new era. 

ASEAN consumers share key values that bind them together, and set them apart from 
consumers in North Asia. There is also a growing sense of regional affinity, which will be 
strengthened by the AEC. They have pride in local products, provided the quality is there. 

This is a large and decidedly young group of consumers who are super-wired and 
quick to engage with each other, and brands, on social networks. They’re also showing 
desire to move up the value curve when it comes to the products they buy. As more of 
the population moves into the middle class over the next decade, they will buy more 
services and products across every category. 

There is a big opportunity for Southeast Asian companies to embrace the ASEAN 
mantle and create regional brands. Companies with insight into local tastes, cultures 
and attitudes have the inside track; but need to work hard to expand their reach, up 
their quality and build competitive brands if they want to woo the region’s discerning 
consumers. There’s also a unique opportunity for global brands to create a new ASEAN 
strategy, in terms of how they approach and speak to consumers across the region. 

The danger is that the benefits will be limited to the most affluent countries, 
consumers, and companies, or multi-national companies. 

Brands have work to do, and so do educational, cultural, entertainment and 
government bodies. Consumers see the AEC has a positive development, but are 
unsure exactly what will change in 2015. Awareness of each other’s popular culture is 
also low. Two years out from the AEC’s implementation, the ASEAN Social Cultural 
Community, tasked by ASEAN with forging a common identity and community, 
seems to be below the radar. The ASSC too could do more to help build momentum in 
the lead up to economic integration.

The AEC is just two years away. Opportunity waits. Brands that move fast, and get it 
right, will have an early advantage in the age of ASEAN. 

ABOUT THiS REpORT

if you would like to know more about this study, and  
its relevance to your business or brands, please contact  
Bob Hekkelman, JWT’s Southeast Asia CEO at  
bob.hekkelman@jwt.com, or any of our offices in  
Singapore, Thailand, vietnam, Malaysia, Myanmar,  
the philippines and indonesia. 

for more information visit www.jwt.com/asiapacific

ABOUT JWT

JWT, the world’s best-known marketing communications 
brand, has been inventing pioneering ideas for the 
past 150 years. Headquartered in New york, JWT is 
a true global network with more than 200 offices in 
over 90 countries, employing nearly 10,000 marketing 
professionals. JWT consistently ranks among the top 
agency networks in the world and continues a dominant 
presence in the industry by staying on the leading edge 
– from producing the first-ever Tv commercial in 1939 to 
developing award-winning branded content today.   

JWT opened its first office in Asia in 1929, and today 
employs over 3,800 people in 53 offices across 18 
countries in the region. JWT’s parent company is Wpp 
(NASDAQ: Wppgy). 
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