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Navigating the New Normal -
Thai Tourism in 2003 

ALTH OUG H SA RS and the Irnq war blew a huge ho le in visi tor 
arr iva ls for the Asia Pac ific region in 2003 - morc than 18.5 

mill ion lost vis irors, a 6.7% decrease - a more rigorous ana lysis 

of the dara for T ha il and, one of the region's tOP visiror­

attracting countries, shows some surpris ing shifts in the way 

markers performed. While some of dIe widely-knowll trends 
were confirmed, other new trends have emerged, a long with 

some warni ng signs a bollt where rhe travel and rourism indust ry 

might be headed in future. All these facrors need ro be taken 

into conside ra tion in what is being labelled the ' new norma l' in 

a n e ra o f ' total tourism' , 

The Thai exa mple is apt for several reasons: Data 
collect ion is conti nuo us and meticulous; rhe coun try itself is 
geogra phically located in the heart of Asia, sur rounded by 

China (PRe), India and thc ASEAN countries and sits on thc 

Kangaroo Roure berwcen Europe and Austra lia. Ir has o ne 

ma jor in ternationa l airpo rt and five smaller ones, and a number 

of overland border c ross ings. Visito rs a lso arr ivc by sea. Hence, 

it has a good ba lance of regional and international to uri sm by 

var ious means of transport. Nor over-relia nr on border­

c ross ings, Tha ila nd has a n cmerging middle class a nd a growing 

outbo und marker. 

Tha iland's re latively even ba lance of factors a llows it to 

becomc a good wcather-va ne for spotting regional and globa l 
t rends. The coun try's reccndy-complered 2003 statistics fo r 

visito r arriva ls trcnds a nd expenditure patterns shows clearly 

how shi fts ma y be panning our glo ball y. 

Although in 2003 Tha iland experi enced its worst drop 

since it officia ll y began promoting tourism in 1960, many of irs 

source markets and key market segments res isted rhe downrurn, 

others bounced back remarkably quickly while others remai ned 

down for months. The ' reac tions' of d,ese markers and 

segmenrs can serve as a guide as to where opportuni t ies may li e 

whcn handling crises to come. 

Thai land just ba rely managed to remain above rhe 10 

mill ion mark for international vis itor ar ri va ls (IVAs) in ca lendar 
yea r 2003 -"J 0,004,453. The overa ll drop in arrivals of -7.27 % 

exceeded the previous declines in 1976 (·6.92%), 1983 (-

1.24%) and 199 1 (·4.0 %) . (It is quite an achievemen t to have 

yea r-on-yea r growth for 42 of the last 46 years.) 

The 2003 contraction, however, illustrates the changing 

nature of threa ts to tour ism. In 1976 and 1983, it was due to 

inrerna l and reg ional mi li ta ry/po li tica l confli cts. In 199 1, it was 

due to rhe first Iraq war. Toclay's confli cts have broader global 

ramificarions, (har are compounded by such threats as d isease 
and rerrorism. 

Chart I: Annual Percentage Change in IVAs to Thai land, 1958-2003 
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BREAKDOWN INDICATORS 
Shorter recovery pe riods. The crises in 2003 lasted about 
four Illonrhs, with April and May bei ng the worst·hir mo nths. 
Although crises are occurring morc frequenrly these days, the re 

is ev idence that the travel bug has become ir res istible, and that 

people return to the road at the earliest poss ible opportunity. 

Hong Kong SAR, for example, was arguab ly rhe worst-affected 

by SARS, yet Hong Kong people left the co un try in droves a fter 

the SA RS a ll-clea r was flagged. The ri se was as sharp as the fall. 
In fact , rhe bounce-hack was so sha rp [ha[ Tha iland ended 2003 

with a massive 23.1 7% increase in to tal ar ri va ls from Hong 

Ko ng SAR, to 657,458
1 

(sec Charts 2 and 3 below). 

Chart 2: Percentage Change (Year-on-Year) by Month, IVAs to Thailand 2003 
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Cha rt 3: Cumulative Pe rcentage Change (Year-on· Yea r), Arrivals From Hong Kong t o Thai land, 2003 
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Intra -regional s urges. r ATA has for severa l years been 

t racking rhe growing shift towards more inrra-regiona l touri sm 

within As ia Pncific. This became stronger in 2003. Arrivals 

from Eu ro pe, North America and Oceania plu nged across the 
boa rd, with the sa le exception being Russia. But new markets 

emerged, as can be seen in rhe foll owing ta ble: 

Table I: Arriva ls to Thailand from some ke y productive m arket s 

By country of residence 2003 % change over 2002 

Bangladesh 57,788 + 40.05 
Vietnam 135,543 + 37.67 

Russia 90,722 + 3 1.44 

Brunei 17,694 + 24.77 

Sri Lanka 38,354 + 18.02 

Lao PDR 104,576 + 11.08 

I Note: Arrivals as measu red by country of Residence NOT Nation:tlity 
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Mo nth 2003 

Ine lastic business travel . Postponing a vacation may be 

possi ble, but postponing business travel is more difficul t. Total 

arrivals for business in 2003 were up 3.46% to 853,494. 

Coumries showing major increases a re listed in Table 2. 

Tabl e 2: Business trave ll ers to Thailand 

By country of residence 2003 " change over 2002 

Malaysia 86,084 + 27.23 

Vietnam 13,841 + 21.44 

Korea (ROK) 41.064 + 13.97 

UAE 3,714 + 11.40 

India 29,446 + 10.2 1 

Philippines 18,689 + 10.05 

Germany 27,445 + 8.40 

France 19,69 1 + 7.30 

J.pan 122,644 + 4.69 
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Table 10: Top spenders (per person per day) 

Per person per day 
Country ~ 

Saudi Arabia 5.338.64 128.67 

Brunei 4.841 . 16 116.68 

Hong Kong SAR 4.630.93 111.62 

UAE 4.568.01 110. 10 

Ko rea (ROK) 4.559.50 109.89 

Indonesia 4.338.88 104.58 

Chinese Taipei 4.300.57 103.65 

India 4.279. 17 103.14 

Egypt 4.269.90 102.91 

Myanmar 4.269.48 102.90 

Kuwait 4.268.39 102.88 

Bangladesh 4.252.95 102.51 

Sri Lanka 4.247.33 102.37 

Singapore 4,187.52 100.93 

Japan 4.186.30 100.90 

Cambodia 3,994.75 96.28 

Philippines 3,970.84 95.71 

Malays ia 3,897.74 93.94 

U5A 3.829.54 92.30 
Vietnam 3,785.27 91.23 

DON T FORGET THE LOCALS 
Another lesson learned fro m tracking Tha i visito r arriva ls 
figu res through 2003 was that local domest ic traffi c became 
more important in-as-much as it helped keep the tourism 
industry open and functioning. Meanwhile, inbound a rrivals 
and outbound departures (and their correspondi ng economic 
contribu tions) both fel l in relarive rerms rhrough 2003!. As seen 
from Cha rts 4 to 6 (back page), Tha i domestic trave l remai ned 
qui re bull ish during a di fficult per iod for internationa l travel. 

Growing evidence from Other Sourhensr Asian narions 
suggests thar domestic travellers may be bener economic 
contri butors than once thought. Some operators were a mazed at 
finding tha t many spent more tha n their internat iona l 
counte rpa rts, but th is varies fro m product to product and region 
to region. Eirher way, domes tic travellers may well be worth a 
re-think, at least in the larger picture of tota l tourism . In Chiang 
Mai, domestic travel lers spend a lmost the sa me as internarional 
vis itors (18.9 million bah t ve rsus 19.4 miU ion baht). Dur ing 
2003, rhe va lue of the domestic spend in Chiang Ma i increased 
15% while internat iona l revenues decreased -8 % . 

Table I I : lowest spenders (per person pe r day) 

Per person per day 
Country _ 

Sweden 2,945.56 70.99 

Germany 3.055.82 73.65 

Argentina 3,110.62 74.97 

France 3.111.99 75.01 

Belgium 3.123.98 75.29 

Austria 3.133.21 75.52 

Denmark 3.193.72 76.98 

LaoPDR 3.226.53 77.77 

Norway 3,255.33 78.46 

Finland 3.265.95 78.72 

Spain 3,269.20 78.79 

Canada 3.316. 17 79.93 

Israel 3.332.00 80.31 

Switzerland 3,389.65 81.70 

United Kingdom 3.417.91 82.38 

Ne pal 3.452.01 83.20 

Russia 3.473.35 83.72 

Brazil 3.481.20 83.90 

Italy 3,492.96 84. 19 

Australia 3.554.30 85.67 

EFFECTIVE MEASURES 
If the above analysis yielded some interesti ng statistics, it is 
because Thai la nd ma kes good use of the va lua ble da ta 
generated by irs Immigration E!D (Em barka tion! 
Disemba rka tion) ca rds . \'(lel l compiled and ana lysed, rhe data 
ca n be used to track visito r arriva ls. measure rhe effectiveness of 
marke ting plans a nd fi ne tune them accordingly. 

At a ti me when marketing costs are skyrocket ing, customer 
profiles are fragmenting, demographics are changing and new 
travellers are emerging, gerr ing more 'bang-for-the-buck' is 
becoming more important than ever. And that mea ns keeping 
good, timely and accurate data 0 11 who is comi ng to a coun try, 
fro m where, when and how. 

The science of keeping, managing and ana lys ing statistics 
is now known as <dara-mining'. Bur as any mi ner of da ta o r any 
other resource knows well , a lot of mud has to be sifted through 
before find ing that va lua ble nugget. Asia Pac ific destinat ions 
need to work harder at upgrading rhe quali ty o f their arri va ls 
data. Bette r research a nd dara analys is can help them conducr 
precisely targeted marketing campaigns and save them millions 
of do llars in precious fo reign exchange. And this is pa rticula rl y 
importanr during a cris is, a t ime when fas t and effect ive 
promotions a re critica l. 

! Ibsed on 3n Index of Arri\':l ls 3nd Spend with 1997 being the base year :lnd equ:ll to 100 
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o lder people emerging in rhe developed economies of Eas r Asia. 

That they continue to ar ri ve duri ng a "cri sis" yea r possib ly 

reflects thei r more real ist ic sense o f perspec ti ve. 

Table 7: Retirees travelling to Thailand 

By country of residence 2003 % change over 2002 

United Kingdom 34,785 +4.6 1 

Malaysia 20,230 +61.59 

Hong Kong 12,197 +50.14 

Australia 12,000 -22.37 I 
Germany 11 ,840 +15.90 

Singapore 11,096 + 18.75 

Japan 9,847 +48.88 

China(PRC) 8, 155 +6.84 

Sweden 6,004 +9.70 

Chinese Taipei 4,296 + 31.02 

Korea (ROK) 3,470 +102.45 

Switzerland 3,323 +8.84 

Youngsters stay p ut . On an annua li sed basis, trave l by young 

people ro T hai land last year was severely and nega t ively 

affected (Table 8) . 

Table 8: Vi s itors to Thailand aged 15·24 

By country of residence Age 15~24 % change over 2002 

East Asia 483,175 -18. 10 

Europe 215,577 -16. 16 

The Americas 49,496 -16. 15 
South Asia 37,215 -7.97 

Oceania 36,426 -28.54 

Middle East 27,886 -33.55 

Africa 5,35 I -31.29 

Grand Total 855,126 -18.35 

VALUING VISITS 
The rush ro track visiro rs, however, o h en tends ro obscure a far 

more imporranr sta tistic: fore ign exchange ea rnings. And here is 

some ca use for concern. Altho ugh T ha iland's ea rni ngs in the 

loca l currency, the baht, have been risi ng si nce 1993, earnings in 
fore ign exchange have not recove red even to 1996 levels. T his 

means that while the country is paying its loans, import bills, 

management fees and ma rketing costs in prec io ll s fore ign 

exchange, the fa lling val ue o f the home currenc}, keeps tourism 

earni ngs in fo reign exchange perperuall y low. 

Hence, the phrase 'va lue for money' can be deceptive. 

Visitors from strong-cu rrenc}' countr ies a re getting better 

produc ts more cheapl)', even as the host coun tries pay ever 

increas ing amounts to deli ver them. T his is nO( susta inab le over 

the long-term . 

Table 9: Revenue from tourism 

Year 
Receipts ---1993 127,802 5,0 14 

US$I = THB 25.49 + 3.79 % + 3.83 % 

1994 145,211 S,762 

US$I = THB 25.20 + 13.62 % + 14.93 % 

1995 190,765 7,664 

US$ I = THB 24.89 + 31.37 % +33.01 % 

1996 219,364 8,664 

US$I = THB 25.32 + 14.99 % + 13.04 % 

1997 220,754 7,048 

US$I = THB31.32 + 0.63 % - 18.64% 

1998 242, 177 5,934 

US$I =THB 40.8 1 + 9.70 % - 15.81 % 

1999 253,018 6,695 

US$I = THB 37.79 + 4.48 % + 12.83 % 

2000 285,272 7,112 

US$I =THB 40. 11 + 12.75 % + 6.23 % 

2001 299,047 6,731 

US$I = THB 44.33 + 4.B3 % -5.36% 

2002 323 ,484 7,530 

US$I =THB 42.96 + B. 17 % +11.87 % 

2003 309,269 7,454 

US$I = THB 41.49 - 4.39% - 1.01 % 

If a 'q ua lity' tourist is defined as a high-spend ing tourist, 

expenditure figures co ntai n a few surp rises. Euro pea ns, 

Americans and Austra li a ns tend to be lower spenders (on a pe r 

diem bas is), possibly because of their strong currencies, while 

Ara bs and Asians figure much more prom inentl y as big 

spenders. 
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Government manoeuvring. Another growth sector in rimes of 
cri sis is rravel by government offi cials, inva riably to ~Htend rhe 
Illany cris is meetings that take place. Thailand is also the Asian 
headquarters of rhe Un ited Na rions, which generates huge 
income for rhe coumry. The tora l number of government official 
arriva ls rose 9% in 2003 to 44,128. Among the key genera tors 
of traffic were the neighbouring countries of ASEAN and the 
Greater Mekong Subregion (Table 3). 

Table 3: Government officials visiting Thailand on official trips 

By country of residence 2003 % change over 2002 

Vietnam 2,477 +91.87 

Cambodia 2,984 +89.46 

Korea (ROK) 4,770 +58.47 

Malaysia 5.768 +51.35 

Hong Kong SAR 4,8 17 +28.21 

China (PRC) 2,207 +25.04 

LaoPDR 14,246 +12.21 

Indonesia 1,687 +9. 19 

Germany 2, 107 +9.06 

First-time fears. In ti mes of cri sis, it is often the first-time 
visitors who tend ro stay at home. This proved ro be a reality for 
Thai land in 2003; first-time visitors ro Tha iland tora lled 
4,469,319, a historic fall of -18.60% . Key source markets 
Japan, China (PRe) and Australia repon ed Illajo r declines in 
first-t imers, as foll ows: 

Table 4: First-time visitors to Thai land 

By country of residence 2003 " change over 2002 

Spain 16,092 - 47.58 
Israel 27.701 - 45.31 
Australia 99,887 - 32.86 

Japan 414.474 - 29.65 

Chinese Taipei 356,376 - 28.14 

France 92,375 - 25.15 

Switzerland 30,702 - 23.84 

China (PRC) 482,178 - 22.23 

USA 158, 116 - 19.49 

Groups stay away. As first-time visito rs often trave l in groups, 
it was nor surprising ro see a corresponding -19.51 % decline in 
group tourists to 3,969, '182. Table 5 li sts some of rhe 
contributions in group travellers by country of residence. 

Table 5: Visitors to Thai land trave ll ing as part of a gro u p tour 

By country of residence 2003 '% change over 2002 

Israel 10,023 - 57.81 

Spain 9,6 19 - 55.64 

Egypt 823 - 53.40 

Italy 21,335 - 51.84 
Australia 36,1 18 - 4 1.07 
New Zealand 7.542 - 38.02 

Swinerland 17,062 - 33.73 

France 59,727 - 33.05 

South Africa 6,736 - 32. 13 

Japan 415,445 - 31.03 

USA 78,64 1 - 29.78 

U.A.E. 8,685 - 29. 19 
Chinese Taipei 345,833 - 28.07 

China (PRC) 445,930 - 24.27 

United Kingdom 88,696 - 23.47 

India 75,98 1 - 20. 15 

Germany 72,8 14 - 19.61 

Repeaters return. Wh ile first-rimers become nervous abou t 
tra velling, ex perienced travellers rake ro the road as soon as 
possible. Repeat visi tor numbers to Thailand rose 4.27% to 
5,535,134 and comprised 55% of rota l visitors. The list of 
countries reporting major increases in repear visitors a lso 
conta ins a few surprises: 

Table 6: Repeat vis itors to Thailand 

By country of residence 2003 % change over 2002 

Bangladesh 37,233 + 38.21 

Russia 36.319 + 33.01 
Vietnam 57,290 + 3 1.68 

Malaysia 866,222 + 28.22 

Brunei 12,074 + 25.89 

Hong Kong SAR 340,385 + 23.60 

Indonesia 96,999 + 23.34 

Sri Lanka 23,596 + 19.41 

Philippines 86,549 + 13.22 

Cambodia 54,539 + 12.71 

Austria 30,677 + 10.21 

Retirees keep coming. The number of retirees travelling to 
Thailand was up 11.48% in 2003 ro 224,029, a clear reflection 
of the ageing societies in Europe as well as the la rge numbers of 
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Chart 4: Index of International Arrivals and Revenues, 1997= I 00 
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Chart 5: Index of T hai Outbound T rave l, Numbers and Revenues, 1997=100 
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Chart 6: Index of Domestic Travel In Thailand, Trips and Reven ues, 1997 = 100 
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