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Towards the ASEAN Community:  
Assessing the Knowledge, Attitudes, and 
Aspirations of Thai University Students
Pinn Siraprapasiri and Chanintira na Thalang 

Abstract: This article assesses the knowledge of, attitudes towards, and 
aspirations for ASEAN among Thai university students, who are set to 
enter the ASEAN Community labour market and are among those most 
in touch with ASEAN issues. It uses data obtained from a countrywide 
survey and focus group discussions to identify variables that affect 
knowledge, attitudes, and aspirations and to explore the relationships 
between knowledge, attitudes, and aspirations. The quantitative analysis 
conducted here uses students’ fields of study, academic performance, 
and exposure to both ASEAN-related courses and also information and 
discussions about ASEAN in the mass media and public forums as pre-
dictors of their level of knowledge about ASEAN. The paper’s results 
confirm that positive attitudes towards ASEAN lead to positive aspira-
tions for ASEAN. They also reveal that significant knowledge about 
ASEAN cannot, in isolation, adequately explain students’ attitudes to-
wards ASEAN and does not always lead to positive attitudes. These 
findings and those obtained from the focus group discussions suggest 
that a high level of knowledge and understanding of fellow ASEAN 
member countries and their people – whether attained through formal or 
informal education or social interaction – is needed for students to de-
velop positive attitudes and become aspiring members of the ASEAN 
Community.  
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Introduction 
This article1 assesses Thai university students’ knowledge of, attitudes 
towards, and aspirations for ASEAN. University students are in a pro-
cess of forming their political and social identities, and universities facili-
tate this process through the provision of formal education and infor-
mation. Using data obtained from a countrywide survey and focus group 
discussions, we identify variables that affect knowledge, attitudes, and 
aspirations and explore the relationships between knowledge, attitudes, 
and aspirations. 

As the launch of the ASEAN Community (AC) on 31 December 
2015 drew near, there was much hype surrounding the question of what 
benefits or changes it would bring. Originally established to respond to 
the challenges within the Cold War context, ASEAN soon realised that it 
was no longer equipped to face the dynamics and increasing competition 
of today’s globalised world. Challenges like the 1997 Financial Crisis, 
which hit the Asian Tigers, and the rise of China and India prompted 
ASEAN to rethink its mission of maintaining peace and stability within 
Southeast Asia. Consequently, at the Ninth ASEAN Summit in Bali in 
October 2003, members agreed that ASEAN should deepen its integra-
tion through the creation of the AC, which would be based on three 
pillars: the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), the ASEAN Political-
Security Community (APSC), and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Communi-
ty (ASCC). Member states also agreed that a regional identity was neces-
sary to forge a closer cooperation not only among member states but 
also among ASEAN’s 600 million people. ASEAN’s community-build-
ing and identity-building activities are in line with the vision of “a com-
munity of caring societies, conscious of its ties of history, aware of its 
cultural heritage, and bound by a common regional identity” indicated in 
the Roadmap for an ASEAN Community (ASEAN 2013), which was de-
clared at the 14th ASEAN Summit in Cha-am, Thailand, in 2009. This 
vision is also expressed in other ASEAN documents, such as the 
ASEAN Plus Three Cooperation Work Plan 2007–2017 2  and ASEAN’s 
Vision 2020.  

1  We would like to thank the reviewers and the editors for their time and valua-
ble comments, and Dr. Nuntana Siraprapasiri for her wonderful suggestions on 
the statistical data analysis. The authors would also like to thank Thailand Re-
search Fund (TRF) for their generous financial support. 

2  See online: <www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/asean/conference/asean3/plan 
0711.pdf> (12 November 2013).  
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One of the most common questions is how the AC will differ from 
ASEAN as a regional cooperation. Has ASEAN finally moved towards 
becoming a semi-supranational organisation similar to the European 
Union? According to Karl Deutsch et al. (1957: 36), community building 
is a process by which a group of people develop shared values and un-
derstandings to the point where a “we feeling” is shared by its members. 
By community “members,” we are referring to all people within a society. 
Knowing is to understand and embrace differences as well as to respect 
cultures outside one’s own political community. It is through this pro-
cess of interaction that a common identity is constructed. Identity is 
simply a matter of asking “Who am I?” Collective identity refers to the 
idea that a group of people feel a sense of solidarity based on commonal-
ities, such as norms and cultural aspects. For any regional or internation-
al cooperation to become a community, it must successfully integrate not 
only its member states but also the people of the region. There should be 
a certain level of collective identity that makes people feel not only that 
they are true stakeholders in the cooperation but also that the well-being 
of others in the cooperation is as important as their own. Therefore, it is 
crucial to increase our understanding of public sentiment – that is, how 
people perceive the idea of creating a community and how they believe 
they will be affected by the process.  

Contemporary debates concerning integration and identity tend to 
focus on norms and practices amongst ASEAN’s elite. Acharya (esp. 
2005, and 2001, 2009) argues that regional identity building is in fact 
underway and that regional elites have engaged in a process of socialisa-
tion in which they have imagined themselves to be part of the region. 
Likewise, Busse (1999) asserts that a regional identity emerged as a result 
of social practice and interaction that evolved during the Indochina crisis. 
However, sceptics such as Nischalke (2002) suggest that ASEAN is a 
rule-based rather than an identity-based community; in other words, 
ASEAN countries are bound together by agreements rather than by 
processes of exchange with and learning from one another to the extent 
that borders are blurred. For Nischalke (2002: 89) there is no evidence of 
a regional collective identity based on “shared meaning structures, mutu-
al identifications, and norm compliance with the ASEAN way.” One 
obstacle to creating a “we feeling” is the reliance on extraregional powers 
rather than on one another. Leifer (1996) also questions the existence of 
a regional ASEAN identity. Critics of ASEAN believe that any attempt 
to pursue a regional identity-building project would fail due to distrust, 
diversity, and different national interests. All of these studies have based 
their arguments on relations between ASEAN’s member states. Paradox-
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ically, although the AC aims to become more people-centred, studies 
focusing on people’s perceptions, attitudes, and aspirations – such as 
those by Thompson and Thienthai (2008) and Guido and Abdullah 
(2011) – are rare. 

In order to become more inclusive of its 600 million citizens, the 
Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI) suggests promoting the AC 
through education, such as the distribution of academic textbooks at all 
levels. This is to be complemented with activities that promote cultural 
awareness as well as publicly displayed ASEAN images and symbols. 
Successful identity creation through education has been well document-
ed in practice and in academic debates. Education is a form of socialisa-
tion whereby students learn about norms, ideas, ideologies, and attitudes. 
The educational environment is also one in which identity formation 
takes place. As Lave and Wenger (1991) argue, learning processes not 
only encourage the development of skills and knowledge but also change 
our behaviour. Learners adapt to the norms of their respective commu-
nities to the point where horizontal solidarity is established and the peo-
ple will feel a part of the community. However, it is equally essential that 
certain groups within the community do not feel that their interests or 
identities are threatened in any way; otherwise, they are unlikely to find a 
collective identity appealing and may thus possibly seek alternatives. 
Therefore, a community must provide its members with their needs, as 
rational actors enter “into a community for their mutual good” (Locke 
1690). People voluntarily become part of and identify with a community 
not because of formal structures and regulations, but rather when they 
are willing to share norms. Thus, a community differs from other types 
of integration or regional groupings where initiatives are decided by elites 
and where interactions are based on a cost–benefit analysis. It is this 
shared feeling amongst a group of people that in turn determines behav-
iour. It “builds on people’s awareness of a nation (national self-con-
sciousness) to give a set of attitudes and a programme of action” (Kellas 
1998: 4). 

Therefore, for the AC to truly be a people-centred community with 
a shared identity, it is essential that the public is aware of the objectives 
of and the developments within ASEAN (i.e. what the integration pro-
cess will lead to) and learns about and understand the political, economic, 
and socio-cultural differences between the member countries and their 
peoples. This conclusion is based on the assumption that learning is a 
part of a socialisation process that can transmit thoughts, beliefs, 
knowledge, and identity. As knowledge helps maintain strong attitudes 
that are “resistant to change and persistent over time” and are “often 
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thought to be built on an extensive, well-organised knowledge structure,” 
(Wood, Rhodes, and Biek 1995: 284) knowledge of ASEAN, its member 
countries, and its peoples influences attitudes towards ASEAN. Those 
with positive attitudes will aspire to be a part of the community; through 
their participation, horizontal solidarity and regional identity will emerge.  

Because the AC has just begun to take shape and the potential of 
deeper ASEAN integration has yet to be realised, it is difficult at this 
point to predict students’ behaviour and actions vis-à-vis the AC. It can 
be expected, however, that students’ expectations of ASEAN – regard-
ing the personal and regional benefits of a stronger integration – will to 
some extent influence how they act and participate as ASEAN citizens. 
This study, therefore, explores students’ aspirations for ASEAN – more 
specifically, it examines what they hope to achieve for themselves and 
for the AC as a whole.  

Figure 1. Basic Conceptual Framework of the Study 

Scope of the Study 
Responding to the IAI plan to create a community and a regional identi-
ty through education, we seek to measure Thai university students’ 
knowledge of, attitudes towards, and aspirations for ASEAN as an insti-
tution and the upcoming AC. We also seek to test the association be-
tween these three variables and to identify which education-related fac-
tors might have significant effects on these key variables. The study fo-
cuses on university students not only because the IAI encourages 
ASEAN member states to promote ASEAN through education but also 
because students are the next generation of the AC and are more likely 
than most other segments of the population to be “in touch” with 
ASEAN issues given their access to classes on ASEAN and Southeast 
Asian affairs, student exchange programmes, seminars, conferences, and 
other forums which have increased in number, scope, and depth in the 
run up to the AC. The abundance of opportunities for students to be-
come familiar with ASEAN issues and directly interact citizens of other 
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ASEAN member countries makes studying ASEAN awareness at the 
tertiary level an interesting starting point. To achieve a “we feeling” 
amongst peoples of diverse backgrounds would probably take years and 
one cannot at this point expect to find substantial progress in ASEAN 
identity formation. Nonetheless, it is hoped that this study’s findings on 
students’ awareness and aspirations can contribute to the ASEAN litera-
ture, which has otherwise focused on integration at the elite and state 
level.

Research Method 
The primary data used in the study were gathered through a question-
naire that was conducted in 2013 and administered in Thai to a sample 
of Thai undergraduates at various public universities throughout Thai-
land. The survey involved multistage sampling. In the first stage 17 uni-
versities were purposely selected to ensure the representation of universi-
ties of different sizes and with different proximities to the border in each 
of the five regions as well as a range of disciplines. Fields of study were 
categorised into five different groups: (1) sciences – development and 
technology, (2) medical sciences, (3) humanities, social studies, and edu-
cation, (4) economics, finance, and management, and (5) political science 
and law. In the second stage a number of departments, roughly propor-
tionate to the total number of departments in each group, were randomly 
chosen from each of the selected universities. In the final stage random 
sampling was employed to select 20 to 30 students from each depart-
ment. The entire sample for this study includes 2,003 students from 17 
universities (20 campuses) in Thailand’s central, eastern, northern, north-
eastern, and southern regions.  

The questionnaire consists of closed-ended questions intended to 
measure the level of students’ knowledge of ASEAN, their attitudes 
towards ASEAN, and their aspirations for ASEAN. A number of per-
sonal characteristics and education-related variables believed to influence 
students’ knowledge, attitudes, and aspirations are also included in the 
questionnaire. The data collected from the survey are supplemented by 
more detailed information and opinions compiled through a series of 
focus group sessions, each consisting of approximately 10 students, and 
interviews with university lecturers designed to identify the strengths and 
weaknesses of the current curriculum in supporting the development of 
the AC.
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Variables 
The dependent variables of this study are knowledge, attitudes, and aspi-
rations. It is reasonable to expect that the more students are exposed to 
information on ASEAN, the more knowledgeable they become. So the 
number of ASEAN-related courses that they have taken and the non-
university sources from which students gather information on ASEAN 
(e.g. television, radio, print media, the Internet, seminars, conferences, 
and other forums) are used as predictors in the knowledge model. Stu-
dents’ college experiences (measured by class level), academic perfor-
mance (measured by GPA), and field of study (different fields presuma-
bly put different levels of emphasis on ASEAN studies) are also included.  

Based on the basic conceptual framework (Figure 1), knowledge is 
an important determinant of attitude. We postulate that the more infor-
mation sources the students use, the more enthusiastic and open-minded 
they will be, and this should favourably affect their attitudes. Social inter-
action through either participating in a student exchange programme or 
travelling to other ASEAN countries is believed to have significant ef-
fects on students’ attitudes towards ASEAN. But because only a very 
small proportion of university students have had such social interactions, 
there would be an insufficient number of observations for our quantita-
tive analyses. Therefore, actual social-interaction variables are not includ-
ed in the statistical analysis; however, their effects are explored at length 
during the focus group discussions. In the analysis they are replaced by 
the variable that measures proximity to the border checkpoint (approxi-
mately 200 kilometres or no more than a 2.5-hour drive), which assumes 
that those studying in such close proximity to the border will have the 
opportunity to engage in social interaction with people from the neigh-
bouring country. It is also expected that the location of the university – 
for instance, whether it is in a region bordering a country with more or 
less friendly relations with Thailand – may influence students’ attitudes. 
Moreover, as the development of the AC has received a great deal of 
attention in recent years, we thought it would be interesting to explore 
whether students of different cohorts and with different career prospects 
view ASEAN differently. 

The basic conceptual framework also hypothesises that attitudes in-
fluence behaviour or, in this case, students’ aspirations. The opportunity 
to personally benefit from ASEAN integration is expected to positively 
affect their aspirations. Therefore, the variables measuring proximity to 
neighbouring countries and whether students’ future professions are 
among those that will benefit from the ASEAN Agreement on the 
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Movement of Natural Persons (MNP agreement) were used as predictors 
in the aspiration model. 

We state the following hypotheses: 

H1: Students who have a stronger academic performance and have 
received more information on ASEAN either through formal 
education or from extracurricular sources are likely to have 
greater knowledge of ASEAN. 

H2: Students with greater knowledge of ASEAN and greater oppor-
tunities to interact with people from other ASEAN countries 
are likely to have more positive attitudes towards ASEAN. 
Their attitudes are also expected to be affected by the relations 
between Thailand and the neighbouring country located closest 
to them. 

H3: Students with more positive attitudes towards ASEAN and 
greater opportunities to personally benefit from ASEAN inte-
gration are likely to have stronger aspirations for ASEAN. 

The hypothesised relationships were statistically tested using a multiple 
regression analysis (MRA) technique. To ensure that the MRA technique 
is appropriate, residual analyses were performed. In all three models the 
assumptions of linearity, normality, and equality of variance are met.3 
The calculated tolerance and variation inflation factor (VIF) values of 
each of the independent variables indicate that no multicollinearity exists 
in any of the three models.4 The results of the analyses can, therefore, be 
used with reasonable confidence.

3  In all three models the residual distributions, although slightly leptokurtic and 
slightly skewed, are basically normal. The cumulative probability plots also 
show that the observed residual distributions are very much the same as that of 
a normal distribution. In the scatterplots of studentised residuals against stand-
ardised, predicted dependent variable values, the residuals are randomly distrib-
uted in a band around the residual value of 0 with no discernible pattern, and 
the spreads of the residuals do not increase or decrease with predicted y-values, 
indicating that the assumptions of linearity and equality of variances are not vi-
olated. 

4  All independent variables in each of the three models have tolerance values 
much greater than 0.1 – most are greater than 0.8, and the smallest is 0.461 – 
and very small variance inflation factor (VIF) values, the largest being 2.171. 
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Data
The students’ responses provide data on their academic interests and 
performances as well as on the opportunities they have had to learn 
about ASEAN, from both their university curriculums and non-
university sources. Knowledge, attitudes, and aspirations are concepts 
that must be assessed through a number of observable indicators and 
indices constructed to reflect the level of these three variables of interest.  

The students’ knowledge of ASEAN is measured by 21 factual 
questions concerning the history, present structure, and mechanisms of 
ASEAN and the AC (Table 1). These questions cover the main subject 
matters of most current ASEAN-related courses and of the majority of 
reports and discussions in the mass media and in public forums. A stu-
dent’s knowledge score is the sum of his or her correct answers – each 
of which is weighted to reflect the level of the question’s difficulty based 
on the percentage of students that give the correct answer. 

Twenty-two statements are used to gauge students’ attitudes to-
wards ASEAN (Table A1 in the Appendix). They are measured on a 
four-point scale, ranging from strongly agree (four points) to strongly 
disagree (one point). A factor analysis of 22 item scores reveals that the 
statements concern four aspects of attitudes towards ASEAN, which can 
be labelled (1) interest in ASEAN member countries, (2) ASEAN identi-
ty (“we feeling”), (3) ASEAN’s effectiveness, and (4) Thailand’s educa-
tion on ASEAN.

Table 1. The 21 Factual Questions Used in Constructing Students’ ASEAN 
Knowledge Index  

Item statements  
(State whether each of the following statements is true or false.) 

% correctly 
answered 

1 ASEAN was established in 1945. 43.5 
2 You need a visa to travel to other ASEAN countries. 76.3 
3 ASEAN is loosely integrated, like the UN. 55.7 
4 The ASEAN Community will start in 2015. 84.1 
5 ASEAN has its own military forces. 72.5 
6 ASEAN has a central bank to control member countries’ inflation 
and interest rates. 40.3 

7 ASEAN has an intergovernmental committee on human rights. 80.8 
8 The ASEAN Charter establishes ASEAN as a legal entity. 70.9 
9 The ASEAN Charter requires member countries to have an ASEAN 
minister. 32.5 

10.1 From 2015, doctors can freely work in other member countries. 87.7 
10.2 From 2015, engineers can freely work in other member countries. 88.1 
10.3 From 2015, lawyers can freely work in other member countries. 46.0 
10.4 From 2015, teachers can freely work in other member countries. 37.8 
11 The ASEAN Secretariat is located in Jakarta, Indonesia. 76.5 
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Item statements  
(State whether each of the following statements is true or false.) 

% correctly 
answered 

12 Dr. Surin Pitsuwan was ASEAN secretary-general from 2008 to 
2012. 78.4 

13.1 The ASEAN Economic Community is one of ASEAN’s 3 pillars. 92.8 
13.2 The ASEAN Natural Resources and Environmental Community is 
one of ASEAN’s 3 pillars. 32.5 

13.3 The ASEAN Social and Cultural Community is one of ASEAN’s 3 
pillars. 85.8 

13.4 The ASEAN Political and Security Community is one of ASEAN’s 
3 pillars. 76.6 

14 West Timor is a member country of ASEAN. 64.3 
15 The ASEAN Summit is held annually by whichever country is 
currently chairing ASEAN. 79.4 

 
Only one component is extracted when another factor analysis is per-
formed with the computed factor scores, indicating that it is appropriate 
to construct an overall attitude index using the four factor scores. When 
computing factor scores, factor score coefficients are adjusted in order to 
give the computed scores values between 1 and 4 (as in the original-item 
scales) so that the scores can be interpreted based on the original mean-
ing of the values. 

To gauge students’ aspirations for ASEAN, eight statements con-
cerning students’ expectations of the benefits ASEAN will provide to 
them personally and to the region are used (Table A2 in the Appendix). 
Students’ opinions are measured on a four-point scale, ranging from 
“strongly agree” (four points) to “strongly disagree” (one point). A factor 
analysis of the eight item scores yields two components that reflect the 
two kinds of expectations. Only one component is extracted when the 
computed scores of the two factors are analysed, indicating that it is 
appropriate to construct the overall aspiration index using the two factor 
scores. The factor score coefficients are adjusted in order to give the 
computed scores values between 1 and 4, as in the original-item scales. 

Reliability tests for each of the scales are performed using the stu-
dents’ observations. The calculated Cronbach’s alpha is satisfactorily 
high for five attitude scales and three aspiration scales, ranging from .701 
to .895 (Table A3 in the Appendix). However, because the questions on 
ASEAN knowledge cover rather diverse subjects, the ASEAN 
knowledge scale has a rather low, though acceptable, level of internal 
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .506).  
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The Results 
Students’ Knowledge of ASEAN 
Based on the number of questions respondents answered correctly, Thai 
university students appear to have a fairly high level of knowledge of 
ASEAN as an organisation: approximately 61 per cent correctly an-
swered at least more than 70 per cent of the questions about ASEAN – 
17 per cent of which answered more than 80 per cent of questions cor-
rectly (Table 2). However, the computed knowledge scores in which 
each correct answer is weighted by the level of difficulty show that the 
mean score of correct answers is only 12.5 out of a total of 21 (Table 3), 
implying that on average, students can answer questions on the general 
and well-known aspects of ASEAN but not the more difficult questions.  

Table 2. Distribution of Students by Number of Correct Answers (n = 1,992) 
Number (per cent) of correct answers Percentage Cumulative percentage 
4–10      (19%–48%) 10.1 10.1 
11–12    (52%–57%) 17.9 28.0 
13–14    (62%–67%) 28.4 56.4 
15–16    (71%–76%) 26.4 82.8 
17–21    (81%–100%) 17.2 100.0 

Note:  Mean = 14.03; standard deviation = 2.738; minimum = 4; maximum = 21. 

Table 3 compares levels of knowledge of ASEAN of students who differ 
in terms of field of study, college experience, exposure to ASEAN-
related courses and other sources of information on ASEAN, and aca-
demic performance.  

The comparisons of  the subgroup means show that while there are 
small differences in the level of knowledge about ASEAN among stu-
dents in different class levels, the number of courses and seminars, con-
ferences, and other forums that students have attended apparently have a 
significant bearing on the level of knowledge acquired. It also shows that 
law and political science students tend to have higher knowledge scores 
than those from other fields of study. This has much to do with the 
courses offered by university departments. In the universities included in 
this study, only liberal arts, history, and political science departments 
offer ASEAN-related courses. 

While universities actively promote ASEAN awareness among their 
students, only a few have actually included ASEAN in their general edu-
cation curriculum. Thus, ASEAN-related subjects are limited to only a 
small number of departments.
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Table 3. Students’ ASEAN-Knowledge Scoresa by Variables Expected to 
Influence Students’ Knowledge 

Variables n Mean Standard 
deviation 

Test statistic 

Class level     Welch (2, 225.2) 
= 5.65  

    p = .004 
Lower classes  
(1st–2nd years) (a) 858 12.446 3.156  

Upper classes  
(3rd–4th years) (b) 1,028 12.622 2.957  

Higher classes  
(5th year and higher) (a, b)  80 11.643 2.509  

Total 1966 12.505 3.034  
Grade point average 
(GPA)b    Welch (3, 994.1) 

= 20.02  
    p < .001 
0.00–2.50 (a, b, c) 472 11.775 2.636  
2.51–3.00 (a, d) 669 12.431 2.977  
3.01–3.30 (b) 354 12.961 3.127  
3.31–4.00 (c, d) 477 13.063 3.255  
Total 1,972 12.515 3.037  
Field of study    Welch (4, 898.1) 

= 21.49  
    p < .001 
Sciences: development 
and technology (a, e) 504 11.863 2.647  

Medical sciences (b)  398 12.277 2.733  
Humanities, social scienc-
es, and education (c, e) 495 12.565 3.041  

Economics, finance, and 
management (d) 305 12.253 2.994  

Political science and law (a, 

b, c, d) 290 14.056 3.667  

Total 1,992 12.493 3.052  
Number of ASEAN-
related courses taken    Welch (2, 288.0) 

= 35.67  
    p < .001 
0 course (a, b) 1,300 12.133 2.881  
1–2 courses (a) 469 13.251 3.168  
3–7 courses (b) 116 14.060 3.411  
Total 1,885 12.523 3.051  
Sources of information 
on ASEAN     

Television      
Yes 1,712 12.581 3.013 t (1,972) = 2.504  
    p = .012 
No 262 12.077 3.133  

Radio      
Yes 538 12.360 3.098 t (1,972) = -1.382  
    p = .167 

No 1,436 12.572 3.007  
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Variables n Mean Standard 
deviation 

Test statistic 

Printed media      
Yes 1079 12.784 3.056 t (1,972) = -4.365 
    p < .001 
No 895 12.188 2.974  

Internet     
Yes 1,618 12.679 3.005 t (1,972) = 5.180  
    p < .001 
No 356 11.765 3.050 

Seminars and other 
forums      

Yes 491 13.366 3.200 t (778.4) = 6.954  
    p < .001 
No 1,483 12.232 2.922  

Note:  a Weighted according to each question’s difficulty. b Grade point average 
(GPA): 0.00 indicates the lowest, and 4.00 indicates the highest. (a), (a, b), (b) indi-
cate the pair, the mean difference of which is significant at the 0.05 level.  

Understanding Students’ Attitudes towards ASEAN  
To assess students’ attitudes towards ASEAN, the survey asks their 
opinions on ASEAN’s achievements and benefits, Thai people’s aware-
ness of ASEAN, Thai education on ASEAN, and students’ willingness 
to be a part of the AC. Table 4 summarises what students think of 
ASEAN and other ASEAN member states. 

The majority of students are supportive of ASEAN’s integration 
process. However, students are more likely to believe that economic 
cooperation has been more successful than political-security and socio-
cultural cooperation. Similarly, the majority of students think Thailand 
stands to benefit from ASEAN integration in all three aspects, but much 
more so economically. Such opinions are also reflected in the focus 
group discussions. When asked whether they could give examples of 
cooperation within the APSC, the majority of the participants stated that 
there was no such thing and instead mentioned conflicts between 
ASEAN member countries. Many believe this ignorance is caused by the 
lack of media attention to other forms of cooperation compared to that 
given to the AEC. Furthermore, students were also able to cite concrete 
examples of economic cooperation and see how this might benefit their 
everyday lives. 

More than 60 per cent of the students in the survey think that alt-
hough the Thai educational system has highlighted ASEAN, Thai people 
in general do not have adequate knowledge of ASEAN. Most agree that 
courses on ASEAN should be made compulsory in university education.
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Table 4. Students’ Opinions on Different Aspects of ASEAN (n = 1,981–
1,987) 

Statements 
(State how much you 
agree or disagree with 
the following state-
ments.) 

Percentage distribution of students re-
garding opinions of ASEAN 

Descriptive 
statistics 

Strongly   Strongly  

x  S 
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree 

4 3 2 1 
ASEAN’s achievements and 
benefits       

1.1 ASEAN is successful 
in economic cooperation. 38.0 52.1 8.2 1.7 3.26 .679 

1.2 ASEAN is successful 
in political and security 
cooperation. 

14.2 54.8 26.4 4.6 2.79 .737 

1.3 ASEAN is successful 
in socio-cultural coopera-
tion. 

25.2 55.5 16.4 2.9 3.03 .729 

2.1 Thailand benefits 
from ASEAN economi-
cally. 

40.5 47.9 9.9 1.8 3.27 .708 

2.2 Thailand benefits 
from ASEAN politically 
and in terms of security. 

17.1 49.3 27.8 5.8 2.78 .795 

2.3 Thailand benefits 
from ASEAN socio-
culturally. 

25.2 52.9 18.3 3.6 3.00 .762 

Thai people’s awareness of 
ASEAN and Thai education 
on ASEAN 

      

3 Thai people in general 
have a high level of 
knowledge of ASEAN. 

9.5 31.6 43.1 15.9 2.35 .856 

4 Thailand’s secondary-
level education spotlights 
ASEAN. 

19.3 46.8 27.5 6.4 2.79 .826 

5 Thailand’s university-
level education spotlights 
ASEAN. 

24.2 49.5 21.9 4.3 2.94 .794 

6 ASEAN-related sub-
jects should be compulso-
ry for university students. 

33.7 47.2 15.5 3.6 3.11 .789 

ASEAN member countries       
7.1 Knowledge of lan-
guages of ASEAN mem-
ber countries is essential 
for building a strong 
ASEAN Community. 

36.1 36.9 20.4 6.6 3.02 .910 

7.2 Knowledge of the 
history, arts, and culture 
of ASEAN member 
countries is essential for 
building a strong ASEAN 
Community. 

22.9 50.4 22.1 4.6 2.92 7.92 
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Statements 
(State how much you 
agree or disagree with 
the following state-
ments.) 

Percentage distribution of students re-
garding opinions of ASEAN 

Descriptive 
statistics 

Strongly   Strongly 

x  S 
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree 

4 3 2 1 
7.3 Knowledge of the 
economic systems and 
laws of ASEAN member 
countries is essential for 
building a strong ASEAN 
Community. 

38.9 38.4 18.6 4.0 3.12 .850 

7.4 Knowledge of the 
politics, security policy, 
and foreign policy of 
ASEAN member coun-
tries is essential for 
building a strong ASEAN 
Community. 

29.9 41.6 23.4 5.1 2.96 .858 

7.5 Knowledge of the role 
and mechanism of 
ASEAN and the ASEAN 
Community is essential 
for building a strong 
ASEAN Community. 

33.0 44.0 19.1 3.9 3.06 .821 

ASEAN identity (“we 
feeling”)       

8 You wish to work with 
people from other 
ASEAN countries. 

36.3 53.1 8.6 2.0 3.24 .686 

9 You wish to work in 
other ASEAN member 
countries. 

33.7 48.8 14.0 3.5 3.13 .775 

10 You trust people from 
other ASEAN member 
countries. 

14.5 57.8 23.3 4.3 2.83 .722 

11 When disasters hit 
other ASEAN countries, 
you are willing to help. 

46.8 45.8 6.5 0.8 3.39 .645 

12 You support the 
ASEAN Community. 33.8 51.8 12.0 2.4 3.17 .724 

13 ASEAN has a com-
mon identity. 26.1 52.5 16.7 4.6 3.00 .784 

14 You consider yourself 
an ASEAN citizen. 19.9 57.7 18.5 3.9 2.94 .732 

 
The subjects believed to be crucial for ASEAN’s integration process 
were economics, trade, and comparative law within Southeast Asia, as 
well as ASEAN’s various roles and its organisational structure. Subjects 
such as languages, history, art, comparative politics, and member coun-
tries’ foreign policy are considered less important. Similar opinions were 
voiced in the focus group discussions. Most participants agreed that 
students’ knowledge of ASEAN would strengthen regional integration 
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and enable students to benefit from various opportunities provided by 
the AC. Unfortunately, most tertiary institutions do not cover all these 
subjects, and only a few university departments (such as political science 
departments) have made classes concerning ASEAN compulsory. Thus, 
many students seek alternative means to learn more about ASEAN, such 
as seminars and other activities that involve short- or long-term student 
exchanges. 

Statements 8 through 14 directly measure the “we feeling” Thai stu-
dents have towards other ASEAN member countries and their popula-
tions. When asked how much they agree with the statement that they 
wish to work with people from other ASEAN countries, 90 per cent of 
students agree with the statement, 36 per cent of which were even more 
emphatic (“strongly agree”). However, the results are different when 
students are asked how much they agree with the statement that they 
wish to work in other ASEAN member countries, with a lower percent-
age showing such strong willingness. Findings from the focus group 
discussions reveal that students would prefer to work in Thailand be-
cause it is their home and because they feel their work would otherwise 
be obstructed by a language barrier. If they must choose a country, they 
would opt for Singapore, where they could communicate in English, 
which is not too far from Thailand, and where they believe salaries are 
higher than in Thailand. 

Trust is a key element of the “we feeling.” Although more than 80 
per cent of the students in the survey say that they trust people from 
other ASEAN member countries, only 14.5 per cent “greatly” trust their 
fellow ASEAN citizens. During the focus group sessions, students cited 
formal education that emphasises the histories of war more than cooper-
ation, and news media that tend to report conflicts rather than agree-
ments as factors shaping their attitudes towards their neighbouring coun-
tries. Courses on ASEAN are also mundane and often stress differences 
and competitiveness rather than how countries are compatible and com-
plement each other. While the students may not have a high level of trust 
towards other ASEAN citizens, they would be willing to help them out 
in times of difficulty and fully support the upcoming AC. On the whole, 
a significant number of the students indicate that they do have a positive 
attitude towards ASEAN – with 52.6 per cent fairly supportive and 33.8 
per cent highly supportive of the establishment of the AC. Again, the 
results from both the survey and the focus group discussions show that 
the majority of students believe that joining the AC offers more ad-
vantages than disadvantages. 
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When asked about the existence of an ASEAN identity, 26 per cent 
strongly feel that there is one. Although this is a significant number, the 
focus group discussions indicate that the students do not fully under-
stand what having an ASEAN identity means. Once we defined identity 
as an indicator of “who you are,” many felt there was no ASEAN identi-
ty yet. 

Even though ASEAN identity is still a rather vague concept to 
many university students – who are more familiar with ASEAN issues 
than are most other sectors of the population – a great majority of them 
seem ready to embrace the idea of the AC and consider themselves 
ASEAN citizens. The responses to the final statement show that approx-
imately one-fifth of the students strongly feel that they are ASEAN citi-
zens. 

The findings from our focus group discussions reveal that universi-
ties’ geographical locations have a bearing on the results. Students at 
universities closer to a border, who are likely to benefit from cross-
cultural interactions with travellers or exchange students from neigh-
bouring countries, are more likely to feel a greater affiliation with 
ASEAN. One interesting finding is that cultural assimilation affects stu-
dents’ attitudes differently across regions. Students studying near the 
Thailand–Laos border mentioned during their interviews that they feel 
that Thailand and Laos PDR and their populations are very similar and 
that there is no need to cross the border to learn about one another 
given the number of Laotians living and studying in Thai communities. 
Interviewees studying near the Thailand–Malaysia border revealed that 
the multicultural setting prepared them for the (at that time) upcoming 
AC. Students are well exposed to cultural differences, and while they do 
not believe that a “we feeling” exists, they have more opportunities to 
interact with and learn about their Malay neighbours. 

Students’ attitude scores are computed using students’ opinions of 
the 22 statements described in the data section. The relative-frequency 
distribution and the mean of overall attitude scores indicate that approx-
imately 86 per cent of students have a positive attitude, and, on average, 
students have a “fairly good” attitude towards ASEAN (Table 5). Com-
paring the attitude scores of each of the four underlying components, we 
find that, on average, students’ attitudes are most positive in the area of 
ASEAN identity. Students’ interest in other ASEAN member countries 
and attitudes towards ASEAN’s effectiveness are marginally lower than 
attitudes towards ASEAN overall, while attitudes towards Thailand’s 
education on ASEAN are markedly much lower. Nonetheless, the ma-
jority of students have a positive attitude towards all aspects of ASEAN. 
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Table 5. Students’ Attitudes towards ASEAN
Overall attitude and 
attitudes towards 
different aspects of 
ASEAN 

n Percentage distribution of students 
by attitudes towards ASEAN 

Descriptive 
statistics 

Very 
poor 

Rather 
poor 

Fairly 
good 

Very 
good 

x  S 
1.00–
1.50 

1.51–
2.50 

2.51–
3.50 

3.51–
4.00 

Overall attitude 
towards ASEAN 1,977 0.1 14.0 76.7 9.2 2.96 .432 

ATT1: Interest in 
ASEAN member 
countries 

1,982 3.5 19.4 48.2 28.9 3.02 .712 

ATT2: ASEAN 
identity 1,985 0.7 10.4 68.2 20.7 3.09 .495 

ATT3: ASEAN’s 
effectiveness 1,980 1.2 16.2 68.4 14.2 3.01 .526 

ATT4: Thailand’s 
education on ASEAN 1,983 4.6 30.9 54.2 10.3 2.71 .667 

 
The results of the preliminary data analysis show that, contrary to what 
was expected, the more knowledgeable students become about ASEAN, 
the less favourable their attitudes towards it (Table 6). While students in 
different class levels do not differ in their attitudes, students who differ 
in terms of job opportunities promised by their current GPA, their de-
gree of open-mindedness and enthusiasm (judged by the number of  
information sources they have made use of), and in where they are phys-
ically located tend to vary in their attitudes towards ASEAN. However, 
the differences, although statistically different, appear to be rather small. 
 

Table 6. Students’ Attitudes towards ASEAN by Variables Expected to 
Influence Students’ Attitudes 

Variables n Mean Standard 
deviation 

Test statistic 

Class level    Welch (2, 210.7) = 
2.77  

    p = .065 
Lower classes (1st–2nd years) (a) 859 2.978 .4513  
Upper classes (3rd–4th years) (b) 1,025 2.932 .4094  
Higher classes (5th year and 
higher) (a, b) 79 2.987 .4945  

Total 1,963 2.954 .4322  
Grade point average (GPA)    Welch (3, 1006.8) = 

4.98  
    p = .002 
0.00–2.50 (a, b, c) 468 3.013 .4077  
2.51–3.00 (a, d) 669 2.960 .4361  
3.01–3.30 (b) 355 2.934 .4104  
3.31–4.00 (c, d) 477 2.910 .4584  
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Variables n Mean Standard 
deviation 

Test statistic 

Total 1,969 2.956 .4319  
Knowledge of ASEAN     F (3, 1946) = 16.69  
    p < .001 
2.11–10.50 (a, b) 507 3.044 .4296  
10.51–12.60 (c, d) 568 2.993 .4343  
12.61–14.70 (a, c) 434 2.874 .4393  
14.71–21.00 (b, d) 441 2.898 .4014  
Total 1,950 2.958 .4321  
Number of sources of infor-
mation on ASEAN    F (4, 1972) = 35.67  

    p < .001 
0–2 source (a, b, c) 308 2.857 .4636  
3 sources (a) 576 2.958 .3909  
4 sources (b) 541 2.976 .4527  
5–7 sources (c) 552 2.989 .4264  
Total 1,977 2.956 .4319  
Region    Welch (3, 595.3) = 

8.50  
    p < .001 
Central (a, b) 1,133 2.922 .4349  
Northern 315 2.959 .4845  
Southern (a) 201 3.028 .3870  
Northeastern (b) 328 3.028 .3780  
Total 1,977 2.956 .4319  
Border    t (1, 975) = -5.449  
    p < .001 
Far from the border checkpoint  1,460 2.9249 .4228  
Near the border checkpoint  517 3.0444 .4453  

 

Understanding Students’ Aspirations for ASEAN 
To measure students’ aspirations for ASEAN and the AC, the survey 
presents particular statements and asks students to indicate how much 
they agree or disagree with them. The statements and results are present-
ed in Table 7.  

Based on the percentage distributions, students have greater hope 
that they will personally benefit from the AEC than from the APSC and 
the ASCC. Interestingly, a factor analysis of the responses to the nine 
statements groups the sixth statement with the first three, suggesting that 
students regard ASEAN’s proactive role in the region, particularly in 
humanitarian actions, as in their personal interest. Focus group partici-
pants cite various ASEAN norms (including the ASEAN Way) that 
stress the non-interference principle, long consultation processes, infor-
mality, and an avoidance of sensitive issues as the main obstacles to 
security and political integration. Regarding aspirations for the AC, stu-
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dents would like to see a community with opportunities for popular 
participation, especially in terms of policymaking.

Table 7. Students’ Expectations of ASEAN and the ASEAN Community 
Statements 
(State how much you 
agree or disagree with the 
following statements.) 

Percentage distribution of students by 
expectations of ASEAN 

Descriptive 
statistics 

Strongly   Strongly 

x  S 
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree 

4 3 2 1 
ASEAN’s benefits:       
1.1 You will benefit from 
ASEAN’s integration in 
terms of economics. 

25.6 64.8 7.9 1.4 3.15 .608 

1.2 You will benefit from 
ASEAN’s integration in 
terms of politics and securi-
ty. 

13.2 62.2 21.3 3.3 2.85 .674 

1.3 You will benefit from 
ASEAN’s integration in 
terms of socio-cultural 
aspects. 

18.9 64.9 14.0 2.2 3.00 .674 

Strong ASEAN community:       
2 Having a common identity 
will make the ASEAN 
Community successful and 
sustainable. 

23.0 64.2 11.3 1.5 3.09 .630 

3 A high level of knowledge 
about ASEAN and member 
countries will foster 
ASEAN’s common identity. 

26.0 59.7 12.6 1.7 3.10 .666 

4 People in ASEAN mem-
ber countries should have 
the right to voice their 
concerns regarding 
ASEAN’s policies and 
activities. 

34.6 57.5 7.0 0.9 3.26 .622 

5 ASEAN member coun-
tries should have coordinat-
ed political, security, and 
economic policies like in the 
European Union. 

25.8 59.2 13.1 1.9 3.09 .676 

6 ASEAN should have the 
power to intervene in 
certain internal affairs of the 
member countries, such as 
humanitarian intervention, 
in case of emergency. 

19.3 50.4 23.7 6.5 2.83 .813 

 
The results also show that students have high hopes that they will benefit 
from increased participation. When the European Union entered the 
equation in the fifth statement, roughly 80 per cent of the respondents 
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agree that ASEAN member countries should have coordinated policies 
similar to those in the European Union. However, they are more scepti-
cal as to how much of a role ASEAN should play when it comes to han-
dling domestic affairs.  

Based on their responses to nine statements, 90 per cent of students 
have strong aspirations for ASEAN and the AC (Table 8). They think 
that they as individuals could benefit from increased regional integration 
and hope to see a strong AC.

Table 8. Student’s Aspirations for ASEAN
Overall aspirations 
and aspirations 
concerning different 
aspects of ASEAN 

n Students’ aspirations Descriptive 
statistics 

Very 
weak 

Weak Fairly 
strong 

Very 
strong 

x  SD 
1.00–
1.50 

1.51–
2.50 

2.51–
3.50 

3.51–
4.00 

Overall aspirations for 
ASEAN 1,964 1.0 8.2 76.9 13.8 3.04 .510 

ASPIR1: ASEAN 
benefits 1,964 1.3 13.7 70.9 14.1 2.98 .573 

ASPIR2: Strong 
ASEAN community 1,964 4.9 10.3 66.1 18.7 2.99 .698 

 
The comparison of aspiration mean scores shows that students with 
more positive attitudes have significantly greater aspirations for ASEAN 
(Table 9). Students closer to the border also tend to be more aspirational 
than those far away. Moreover, there is no difference in aspirations for 
ASEAN between students planning on entering professions that will 
directly benefit from the MNP agreement and students entering profes-
sions that will not. 

Table 9. Students’ Aspirations for ASEAN by Variables Expected to Influ-
ence Students’ Aspirations 

Variables n Mean Standard 
deviation 

Test statistic 

Attitude    Welch (2, 465.1) = 
2645.3  

    p < .001 
Poor attitude (a, b) 294 2.297 .4016  
Fairly good attitude (a, c) 1,511 3.004 .2570  
Very good attitude ( b, c) 170 3.675 .1144  
Total 1,975 2.957 .4319  
Border    t (1,962) = -4.74  
    p < .001 
Far from the border checkpoint  1,455 3.021 .4526  
Near the border checkpoint  
 509 3.129 .4177  
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Variables n Mean Standard 
deviation 

Test statistic 

Profession    t (1,962) = 0.28  
    p = .782 
Benefitting from the MNP 
agreement 674 3.053 .4442  

Not benefitting from the MNP 
agreement  1,290 3.047 .4475  

Determinants of Students’ Knowledge of ASEAN 
The multiple regression model 
 

KNOWLEDGE = �0 + �1 GPA + �2 COURSES + �i CLASSi 
+ �j SOURCEj + �k FIELDk + �  

 
was constructed to test the research hypothesis that students who have a 
stronger academic performance and have received more information on 
ASEAN through both formal education and other sources are likely to 
have greater knowledge of ASEAN. Class level was entered to control 
for the effect of the recent hype surrounding the AC.  

The overall model statistically significantly fits the data (F=23.151, p 
< .001); however, it explains only a small proportion of the variance of 
students’ knowledge of ASEAN (R2Adj = .135) (Table 10). Students’ 
academic performance, as reflected by their GPA, and the number of 
ASEAN-related courses they have taken in the university are two im-
portant factors positively related to students’ knowledge of ASEAN 
(BETA = .138 and .165, respectively). Printed media, the Internet, semi-
nars, conferences, and other public forums that students have attended 
are sources of information that help students gain more knowledge of 
ASEAN, while television does not make any difference. Students who 
cite radio as their source of information tend to have less knowledge 
than those who do not. 

Table 10. Factors Affecting Level of Students’ Knowledge of ASEAN 
Predictors b BETA p-value 
Constant   10.155***  < .001 
Class level (reference group: lower classes)    
Upper classes (3rd–4th year)       .043 .007 .752 
Higher classes (5th year and higher)      -.763* -.050 .029 
GPA       .825*** .138 < .001 
No. of courses       .475*** .165 < .001 
Sources of information on ASEAN    
Television       .120 .014 .538 
Radio      -.640*** -.094 < .001 
Printed media       .343* .057 .013 
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Predictors b BETA p-value 
Internet       .622*** .080 < .001 
Seminars, conferences, and talks       .793*** .114 < .001 
Field of study (reference group: political science 
and law) 

   

Sciences: development and technology    -1.581*** -.228 < .001 
Medical sciences    -1.210*** -.164 < .001 
Humanities, social studies, and education    -1.164*** -.168 < .001 
Economics, finances, and management    -1.383*** -.166 < .001 
R2 = .141           R2Adj = .135          F(13, 1839) = 23.151         p-value < .001 

Note:  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Bivariate analyses illustrate that, on average, students in their third and 
fourth years tend to have more knowledge of ASEAN than others (Ta-
ble 3), suggesting that the hype around the AEC in recent years has had a 
greater effect on students in their third and fourth years than on students 
in their fifth year and higher), while students who have spent more years 
in university (where they can engage in many ASEAN-related extracur-
ricular activities) are more aware of ASEAN than those in the lower class 
levels. The result of the multiple regression analysis confirms this obser-
vation, although only the difference between students in the upper and 
higher class levels is found to be statistically significant. Field of study 
also has a significant and, in fact, the most important bearing on students’ 
knowledge, with students in the fields of political science and law on 
average scoring higher than students in other fields. Because the number 
of ASEAN-related courses and other variables in the model have been 
controlled for, this finding pinpoints the fact that different disciplines 
place significantly different levels of importance on raising students’ 
awareness of ASEAN. Since ASEAN and the AC will directly or indi-
rectly affect all professions, it is pertinent that students in all disciplines 
learn about and understand the community of which they are now a part. 

Does More Knowledge Lead to a More Positive 
Attitude Towards ASEAN? 
We use the following model to test our second hypothesis, which pro-
poses that students with greater knowledge of ASEAN and greater op-
portunities to interact with people from other ASEAN member coun-
tries are more likely to have more positive attitudes towards ASEAN and 
that their attitudes are expected to be affected by relations between Thai-
land and the neighbouring country nearest to them: 
 

ATTITUDE = �0 + �1 GPA + �2 SOURCES + �3 
KNOWLEDGE + �i CLASSi + �j REGIONj + �4 BORDER + �  
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Although statistically significant, the model can only marginally explain 
the variance of students’ attitudes towards ASEAN (R2Adj = .066) (Table 
11). This is because, in this study, knowledge – the factor expected to 
have the greatest influence on attitudes – only concerns the main subject 
matter of most current ASEAN-related courses and of the majority of 
reports and discussions in the mass media and public forums, while the 
statements used to gauge students’ attitudes cover four major aspects of 
ASEAN. Moreover, only one aspect – ASEAN’s effectiveness – can be 
expected to be determined by how much students know about ASEAN’s 
history, structure, and mechanisms. Contrary to many previous studies – 
particularly in the fields of medical science and public health, which 
found that the more knowledgeable a person is about something the 
more positive his or her attitude will be towards it – this study finds that 
students with more knowledge of ASEAN have less favourable attitudes 
towards it (BETA = -0.159). This implies that the more knowledgeable 
students are about ASEAN, the more disillusioned they become about 
ASEAN’s benefits and effectiveness.  

Table 11. Factors Affecting Students’ Attitudes towards ASEAN 
Predictors b BETA p-value 
Constant      3.297***  < .001 
Class Level (reference group: lower classes)    
Upper classes (3rd–4th year)       -.060** -.072 .002 
Higher classes (5th year and higher)        .022 .010 .654 
GPA       -.056** -.071 .002 
No. of sources of information on 
ASEAN        .026*** .089 < .001 

Knowledge of ASEAN       -.022*** -.159 < .001 
Region (reference group: central region)    
Northern region       -.065* -.058 .042 
Southern region        .037 .027 .271 
Northeastern region        .114*** .103 < .001 
Proximity to the border checkpoint        .140*** .148 < .001 

R2 = .070           R2Adj = .066             F(9, 1918) = 16.096           p-value < .001 
Note:  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Another reason for the low explanatory power is that actual social inter-
action variables which could have better explained two other aspects of 
attitude – interest in ASEAN member countries and ASEAN identity – 
are not included in the model because, as previously mentioned, the 
number of students with actual social interaction with other ASEAN 
citizens is very small compared to the whole university student popula-
tion. Therefore, the data from the random-sampling survey is not suffi-
cient for the quantitative analysis to yield any valid conclusion on the 
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effects of social interaction on students’ attitudes towards other ASEAN 
member countries and people. Nonetheless, the analysis finds the varia-
ble of “proximity to the border checkpoint,” which represents the op-
portunity to engage in social interactions and to have a close affinity with 
the people of the neighbouring country, to be a significant predictor of 
attitude (BETA = .149), suggesting that social interaction generally leads 
to a more positive attitude. 

Discussions during the focus group sessions also present strong 
support for our argument that social interactions have a great impact on 
students’ attitudes. From around 50 students interviewed, we find that 
students who have been to other ASEAN countries not only had more 
knowledge of ASEAN and a more positive attitude towards other 
ASEAN countries and their people, they are also more eager to learn 
more about ASEAN and more enthusiastic and positive about the up-
coming AC. Social interaction, however, does not always equate to good 
attitudes. Students from the engineering departments who worked in 
factories during third-year internships cite negative experiences while 
working with unskilled workers from neighbouring countries as their 
reason for being more sceptical of other ASEAN member states on the 
whole. On the other hand, students from departments of economics and 
commerce cite a positive experience interacting with students from other 
ASEAN countries while conducting their third-year internships in, for 
example, investment banks and foreign companies and express positive 
attitudes towards ASEAN integration. Obviously, for social interactions 
to lead to a common identity, they need to be of a positive kind and 
occur in an environment conducive to that. 

Where students study is found to be a significant predictor of atti-
tude, suggesting that the relations between Thailand and the neighbour-
ing country at the state level and between the peoples of the two coun-
tries to some extent shape students’ attitudes towards ASEAN as a 
whole. Students in the central region, where Bangkok is located, have 
more positive attitudes than students in northern Thailand, similar atti-
tudes to those in the south, but significantly less positive attitudes than 
students in the northeast. The result of another analysis in which the 
northeastern region is the reference group (not shown) shows that stu-
dents in the northeastern region who find they have a lot in common 
with their neighbours across the Mekong River and who appreciate the 
fruits of good relations between Laos and Thailand have significantly 
more positive attitudes towards ASEAN than do those in the other re-
gions.  
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Again, the AC development that has received the most attention in 
recent years appears to affect students of different cohorts differently. 
Students in the upper class levels who entered college when the hype 
surrounding ASEAN was gaining momentum are probably more knowl-
edgeable about various issues of ASEAN – outside of those concerning 
ASEAN’s structure and mechanism that are already accounted for in the 
knowledge variable – and, at the same time, they are more disillusioned 
than those in the lower and higher class levels. 

The results support the notion that students who seek information 
from more sources are more enthusiastic, more broad-minded, and more 
receptive to new ideas. These students have a more positive attitude 
towards ASEAN than those who have made use of fewer sources of 
information. 

It is postulated that higher academic performance often means 
greater career prospects, and perhaps this causes students with higher 
GPAs to be less interested in the benefits promised by ASEAN integra-
tion and to thus have less positive attitudes towards ASEAN than those 
with lower GPAs, as indicated by the results. But because students with 
higher GPAs have more knowledge about ASEAN, this finding could 
also be attributed to the particular information about ASEAN that they 
have received. For instance, when publicising the AEC, experts and 
commentators often stress the need for Thailand to be more competitive 
against other ASEAN member countries in order to gain economically 
from the integration. Similar to the effect of social interactions, it is not 
only the quantity but also the quality and the kind of knowledge and 
information being disseminated that are important in developing a posi-
tive attitude towards ASEAN among the general public. 

The analysis verifies the hypothesised effects of all the factors in the 
attitude model. Most factors affect attitudes in the expected direction 
except for those concerning knowledge of ASEAN. Such findings point 
out that education on ASEAN should be more comprehensive and pro-
mote a good understanding and a positive attitude among the peoples of 
ASEAN member countries so that a common identity can emerge. They 
also point out that, unintentionally or not, the educational system, the 
mass media, and public forums and discussions that have sent out differ-
ent messages with regard to ASEAN and have had a significant influence 
on people’s attitudes towards ASEAN.
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A Positive Attitude Creates an Aspiring ASEAN 
Citizen
A multiple regression analysis was performed with the model 
 

ASPIRATION = �0 + �1 ATTITUDE + �2 BORDER + �3 
PROFESSION + �  

 
to test the third hypothesis that students with more positive attitudes and 
greater opportunities to personally benefit from ASEAN integration are 
likely to have stronger aspirations for ASEAN. 

The model is significant and explains more than 30 per cent of the 
variance of aspiration scores (Table 12). The results strongly support the 
basic conceptual framework of the study as they show that students’ 
aspirations very much depend on their attitudes towards ASEAN 
(BETA = .556).  

Table 12. Factors Affecting Students’ Aspirations for ASEAN 
Predictors b BETA p-value 
Constant       1.422***  < .001 
Attitude         .550*** .566 < .001 
Proximity to the border         .036* .038 .046 
Profession benefitting from the MNP 
agreement        -.005 -.006 .741 

R2 = .327        R2Adj = .326          F(3, 1929) = 312.42           p-value < .001 
Note:  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Besides being a proxy for social interaction that affects attitude, proximi-
ty to the border also represents a greater opportunity to personally bene-
fit from ASEAN integration, particularly in terms of economic and so-
cio-cultural aspects. The results reveal a significant but rather weak asso-
ciation between proximity and aspirations, suggesting that physical dis-
tance is not a big obstacle for students to enjoy the benefits provided by 
the AC.  

It is expected that students whose future professions are among 
those that benefit from the MNP agreement (which promotes the free 
flow of skilled labour within the region) hold greater aspirations. How-
ever, the results do not bear this out. This could be because (i) the 
agreement, despite having been much publicised, it still not widely 
known, (ii) students may think that opportunities are rather limited, or 
(iii) students may think that the job opportunities created by ASEAN 
integration will benefit practically all professions and in all ASEAN 
member countries, albeit more directly for certain professions and for 
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certain countries. As evident from the focus group discussions, students 
across all fields of study can be equally enthusiastic about the prospect of 
working in other ASEAN member countries. For example, engineering 
students now want to work in an emerging economy for a short time 
because they believe such economies can offer more job opportunities 
and more new projects to undertake. Education students who have gone 
on field trips to other ASEAN countries have seen how educational 
systems in other countries can be improved and how Thailand can learn 
from other countries’ models; thus they would not mind working in 
other countries.  

The results of the quantitative analyses confirm most of the hy-
pothesised relationships while revealing some findings that deviate from 
expectations, which require further and more detailed investigation. The 
specific experiences, observations, and opinions of students that were 
exchanged during the focus group sessions help to clarify and explain 
many results. They also offer useful insights that can be used to improve 
the education and public discussions on ASEAN and the AC so that 
students and the broader public have a high level of knowledge of 
ASEAN’s role and mechanisms and a good understanding of fellow 
ASEAN member countries and their people – an important requisite to 
building a common identity.

Conclusion 
ASEAN leaders aspire to develop a well-integrated AC that will bring 
about not only prosperity for ASEAN citizens but also a common iden-
tity. Social interaction and education on the cultures and interests of 
other ASEAN peoples are the means of creating regional horizontal 
solidarity. We find that the education required to achieve this goal should 
focused on helping people understand and respect the cultures and dif-
ferences of their fellow ASEAN citizens and that social interactions need 
to be generally positive experiences. It is essential that various groups 
within the community do not feel that their interests or identities are in 
any way under threat. If they do, a collective identity is unlikely to devel-
op and, as a result, the AC is not going to appeal to them. 

By drawing on Deutsch et al.’s thesis, Neil Fligstein (2008) convinc-
ingly explains why European identity has been accepted by some but not 
by others. According to Deutsch et al., in order to create an identity, is it 
essential not only to have a common culture based around language, 
religion, race, ethnicity, or a shared formative experience, but also to 
develop a form of horizontal solidarity or awareness that has the ability 
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to reach out to all social groups within a society. People have increasing 
opportunities to gain a sense of ownership of their daily lives by partici-
pating in the decision-making processes on issues that affect them. 
However, bringing ASEAN issues closer to the people or increasing 
participation will not necessarily lead to increased awareness of a collec-
tive identity. Increased awareness is dependent on whether the various 
groups within ASEAN perceive these issues as beneficial to them. It 
requires not only empowering citizens but also encouraging them to 
participate and become active citizens of the wider community. 

Unfortunately, in many Southeast Asian countries political partici-
pation is still very limited. The elitist nature of Southeast Asian politics 
also makes it extremely difficult to increase popular-participation oppor-
tunities.  

The politicisation of issues that matter to the people is probably one 
of the most significant differences between the European Union and 
ASEAN. In Europe politics have been brought closer to the ordinary 
citizen, and Europeans are accustomed to civic participation and have 
developed a sense of common identity. ASEAN has yet to witness such 
politicisation, as many still feel that ASEAN does not affect their every-
day lives in a manner similar to how the European Union affects the 
everyday lives of Europeans.  

Regarding ASEAN identity, since there are no other comparable 
surveys or statistics that measure awareness, attitudes, and aspirations for 
ASEAN that would allow us to establish whether there is an ASEAN 
identity or whether there has been progress towards such a common 
identity, we cannot determine how fast the process of building a com-
mon identity is going or how far along it is. Based on the survey results, 
as well as the resources and information available to the general public 
regarding the AC, ASEAN is likely to develop a common economic 
identity before other types of identities. This is because people can more 
easily identify the processes of economic integration and the benefits 
they are likely to receive. Once an economic identity is realised, it is 
hoped that other common identities will emerge. In the case of the Eu-
ropean Union the perception of economic benefits likewise leads to 
greater support for European integration and a European identity (Ver-
haegen, Hooghe, and Quintelier 2014: 295–314). Through more frequent 
economic exchanges and more learning about other countries’ economic 
systems, laws, regulations, strengths, weaknesses, and business norms, 
ASEAN citizens can develop a common socio-cultural identity that can 
help facilitate integration. It is hoped that trust – the foundation of any 
common identity – will emerge with more positive social interactions. 
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Once people can trust that the integration process underway is not a 
threat to their interests or identities, the AC will benefit from an ASEAN 
identity. A common identity is necessary because only when citizens feel 
part of the community will they welcome decisions that are made for and 
by the community as a whole.
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Appendix

Table A1. Factor Loadings of Components of Students’ Attitudes towards 
ASEANa

Item statements  
(State how much you agree 
or disagree with the follow-
ing statements) 

Components 
1 

Interest 
in 

ASEAN 
countries 

2 
ASEAN 
identity 

(“we 
feeling”) 

3 
ASEAN’s 
effective-

ness 

4 
Thai-
land’s 

education 
on 

ASEAN 
7.3 Knowledge of the eco-
nomic systems and laws of 
ASEAN member countries is 
essential for building a strong 
ASEAN Community. 

.871    

7.4 Knowledge of political, 
security, and foreign policy of 
ASEAN countries is essential 
for building a strong ASEAN 
Community. 

.845    

7.5 Knowledge of role and 
mechanism of ASEAN and 
the ASEAN Community is 
essential for building a strong 
ASEAN Community. 

.842    

7.1 Knowledge of languages 
of ASEAN member countries 
is essential for building a 
strong ASEAN Community. 

.766    

7.2 Knowledge of history, 
arts, and culture of ASEAN 
member countries is essential 
for building a strong ASEAN 
Community. 

.760    

12 You support the ASEAN 
Community.  .718   

8 You wish to work with 
people from other ASEAN 
member countries. 

 .710   

9 You wish to work in other 
ASEAN member countries.  .703   

13 ASEAN has a common 
identity.  .613   

10 You trust people from 
other ASEAN member 
countries. 

 .608   
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Item statements  
(State how much you agree 
or disagree with the follow-
ing statements) 

Components 
1 

Interest 
in 

ASEAN 
countries 

2 
ASEAN 
identity 

(“we 
feeling”) 

3 
ASEAN’s 
effective-

ness 

4 
Thai-
land’s 

education 
on 

ASEAN 
11 When disasters hit other 
ASEAN countries, you are 
willing to help. 

 .604   

14 You consider yourself an 
ASEAN citizen.  .595   

6 ASEAN-related subjects 
should be compulsory for 
university students. 

 .311   

1.2 ASEAN is successful in 
political and security coopera-
tion. 

  .711  

2.2 Thailand benefits from 
ASEAN in terms of political 
and security aspects. 

  .695  

2.3 Thailand benefits from 
ASEAN in terms of socio-
cultural aspects. 

  .693  

1.3 ASEAN is successful in 
socio-cultural cooperation.   .690  

2.1 Thailand benefits from 
ASEAN in terms of econom-
ic aspects. 

  .619  

1.1 ASEAN is successful in 
economic cooperation.   .608  

4 Thailand’s secondary-level 
education spotlights ASEAN.    .779 

5 Thailand’s university-level 
education spotlights ASEAN.    .722 

3 Thai people in general have 
a high level of knowledge of 
ASEAN. 

   .715 

Eigenvalue  
(Total = 12.310) 3.559 3.445 3.161 2.145 

% variance explained  
(Total = 55.96%) 16.18% 15.66% 14.37% 9.75% 

Note:  a Extraction method: principal component analysis. Rotation method: varimax 
with Kaiser normalisation.
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Table A2. Factor Loadings of Components of Students’ Aspirations for 
ASEANa

Statements 
(State how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statements) 

Components 
1 

Expectation 
of ASEAN 

benefits 

2 
Aspirations 
for strong 

AC 
1.2 You will benefit from ASEAN’s integration in terms 
of political and security aspects. .851  

1.3 You will benefit from ASEAN’s integration in terms 
of socio-cultural aspects. .751  

1.1 You will benefit from ASEAN’s integration in terms 
of economic aspects. .726  

6 ASEAN should have the power to intervene in certain 
internal affairs of the member countries such as humani-
tarian intervention in case of emergency. 

.541  

4 People in ASEAN member countries should have the 
right to voice their concerns regarding ASEAN’s policies 
and activities. 

 .765 

2 Having a common identity will make the ASEAN 
Community successful and sustainable.  .744 

3 A good knowledge about ASEAN and its member 
countries will foster ASEAN’s common identity.  .736 

5 ASEAN member countries should have coordinated 
political, security, and economic policies, like in the 
European Union. 

 .628 

Eigenvalue  
(Total = 4.662) 2.360 2.302 

% variance explained  
(Total = 58.28%) 29.50% 28.78% 

Note: a Extraction method: principal component analysis. Rotation method: varimax 
with Kaiser normalisation. 

Table A3. Reliability Tests of Knowledge-, Attitude-, and Aspiration-
Measurement Scales 

Measurement scale Cronbach’s 
alpha 

No. of 
items

n 

KNOWLEDGE: Students’ knowledge of ASEAN .506 21 1,993 
ATTITUDES: Overall attitude towards ASEAN .701 4 1,977 
ATT1: Interest in ASEAN member countries .895 5 1,982 
ATT2: ASEAN identity .821 8 1,985 
ATT3: ASEAN’s effectiveness .803 6 1,980 
ATT4: Thailand’s education on ASEAN .735 3 1,983 
ASPIRATIONS: Overall aspirations for ASEAN .724 2 1,964 
ASPIR1: Aspirations concerning ASEAN benefits .754 4 1,964 
ASPIR2: Aspirations concerning ASEAN integration .755 4 1,964 

 


