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About the Report 

This Report is the product of a needs assessment conducted as part of ‘Promoting Economic 

Empowerment of Women at Work in Asia ‐ WeEmpowerAsia in Thailand'—a project Kenan 

Foundation Asia (Kenan) is implementing in partnership with UN Women. The project itself is part 

of the broader WeEmpowerAsia programme by the European Union (EU) and UN Women, which 

aims to increase the participation and leadership of women in private-sector businesses across 

seven Asian countries, including Thailand. The needs assessment seeks to identify policies, 

practices, limitations, and constraints related to gender equality and women’s economic 

empowerment in Thailand’s private sector, especially in the target industries of tourism, gem and 

jewellery, and FinTech. It also assesses the impact of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 

pandemic on company readiness to follow and implement the Women’s Empowerment Principles 

(WEPs), established by UN Women and UN Global Compact. Results from the study will be used 

to design the outreach strategy and training for companies on implementing the WEPs in order 

to enhance gender-sensitive business culture and practices in Thailand’s private sector 

companies. 
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About UN Women 

UN Women is the UN organisation dedicated to gender equality and the empowerment of 

women. A global champion for women and girls, it was established to accelerate progress on 

meeting their needs worldwide. UN Women supports UN Member States as they set global 

standards for achieving gender equality and works with governments and civil society to design 

laws, policies, programmes, and services needed to implement these standards. 
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Executive Summary 
 
This Needs Assessment Report is intended as a tool to guide the design of the outreach strategy 

and training for companies in Thailand on implementing the Women’s Empowerment Principles 

(WEPs) under ‘Promoting Economic Empowerment of Women at Work in Asia ‐ 

WeEmpowerAsia in Thailand'—a project Kenan is implementing in partnership with UN Women 

as part of the broader WeEmpowerAsia programme by UN Women and the EU.  The needs 

assessment seeks to examine company policies and practices related to gender equality; 

understand gender-specific barriers that exist within private-sector businesses; and assess 

company readiness to participate in WEPs training under the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The study targets companies in three sectors: tourism, gem and jewellery, and FinTech.  

Qualitative methods were employed through a desk review of the literature on gender equality 

and women’s empowerment, and primary data collection via interviews of 26 participants 

representing 21 organisations. The primary research was carried out mostly in September-

October 2020, with one additional interview conducted in November.  

The study found that companies, especially larger and/or multinational enterprises, tend to have 

at least some existing policies and practices that align with the WEPs. However, interviews 

indicated a lower level of concern in prioritising women’s empowerment among these companies 

due to the general perception that equality already exists between men and women in Thailand’s 

private sector. Companies show greater interest in recognising the needs and barriers of the 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and related communities (LGBT+) than women’s when 

discussing the topic of “gender equality”.  

Nevertheless, some key issues concerning women were identified—namely, sexual harassment, 

gender stereotyping of job types, expectations about women’s reproductive role, barriers to 

networking, and a belief that men have more leadership qualities than women. The findings also 

indicate unique challenges among the three priority sectors, including the high potential of 

gender-biased hiring in tourism; the influence of traditional cultural norms in the gem and 

jewellery sector; and the overwhelming male domination of leadership roles in FinTech 

businesses. Regarding the COVID-19 crisis, the tourism sector has unsurprisingly experienced the 

heaviest negative impact; and this would thus add to the difficulties of recruiting tourism 

businesses to participate in the project. On a positive note, the pandemic has prompted 

companies to become more concerned about the health and well-being of their staff, and has led 

to a tendency for organisational practices that promote employees’ work-life balance.  

Recommendations based on the findings include: 

- Outreach efforts should focus on the business benefits of promoting gender equality, as 

the lower interest level combined with the COVID-19 crisis has led to heightened concerns 

for business survival over addressing other issues 
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- Given the general perception that Thailand has already closed the economic gender gap, 

the project could attract companies by highlighting the existing achievements and good 

practices, and encouraging them to become models for best practices 

- There is a need to build awareness of where issues of gender inequality in the private 

sector persist, and to highlight how the WEPs can benefit companies that have made 

some progress in addressing women’s empowerment  

- For training, relevant/relatable case studies as well as exchanging examples of company 

practices is important for raising awareness, directing attention to unconscious biases, 

demonstrating good practices, and encouraging participation in the project 

- While women’s empowerment might be the primary focus, the training should promote 

equality for all genders, and highlight the need for gender-sensitive, rather than gender-

neutral, practices 

- Due to the lower level of interest in women’s economic empowerment, outreach 

messaging should avoid leading with “women” and instead put an emphasis on terms 

such as “equality”, “diversity”, and “inclusion”  

- Be mindful of language use, especially when using terms such as “discrimination” and 

“inequality”, as project participants are unlikely to describe their company practices as 

discriminatory or unequal   

- Training should highlight that gender is a cross-cutting issue, which intersects with other 

factors and potentially leads to further marginalisation of certain groups 

- In addition to the private sector, UN Women should engage more intensely with the 

education, media, and government sectors to promote gender equality 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

In August 2020, Kenan Foundation Asia (Kenan), in partnership with UN Women, commenced its 

implementation of a 20-month project entitled ‘Promoting Economic Empowerment of Women 

at Work in Asia ‐ WeEmpowerAsia in Thailand’ (hereinafter: ‘WeEmpowerAsia in Thailand’) to 

support the broader WeEmpowerAsia programme by UN Women and the European Union (EU). 

The project has two objectives: 1) to enhance the gender-sensitive business culture and practices 

in private sector companies through Women’s Empowerment Principles (WEPs) implementation, 

and 2) to increase access to entrepreneurship and leadership training programmes for women 

entrepreneur and women-led businesses. This needs assessment focuses on the first objective, 

which involves awareness raising and WEPs training of executives, human resources, accounting, 

and finance and procurement staff from 600 companies. Both the project and this needs 

assessment primarily target companies in three sectors—namely, tourism, gem and jewellery, and 

FinTech, which have a high proportion of women in the supply chain and/or an 

underrepresentation of women in key roles. The best practices, lessons learnt, and 

recommendations that emerged as a result of the needs assessment will serve as tools for 

designing the project’s outreach strategy and training activities. 

 

1.2 Background 
 
Achieving gender equality is among the 17 Sustainable Development Goals adopted by all United 

Nations Member States in 2015. This thus acknowledges gender equality as both a basic human 

right as well as an essential element for a sustainable global community (United Nations 2020). 

Much progress on closing gender gaps has been made across the globe, particularly in the 

dimensions of education and health (World Economic Forum 2019). Nonetheless, there remain 

many barriers to achieving the goal, including in the economic dimension. Today, women are still 

more likely to live in extreme poverty, have less access to finance, get paid less at work, spend 

more time doing unpaid domestic tasks, and hold fewer decision-making roles than men (UN 

Women 2020b). These disparities do not only affect women themselves. Gender gaps in economic 

and workforce participation also impede nations’ economic growth and hinder companies’ ability 

to boost their organisational performance (Un Women 2020a).  

 

These issues are particularly challenging for East Asia and the Pacific, with the Global Gender Gap 

Report 2020 estimating that the region will take another 163 years to close its overall gender 

gap—the longest duration of any regions in the world (World Economic Forum 2019). Recognising 

the challenges, UN Women and the European Union have developed WeEmpowerAsia—a 

programme aimed at advancing gender equality by promoting women’s leadership and 

participation in private-sector businesses across seven Asian countries (UN Women 2020c). 
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Among these is the Southeast Asian nation of Thailand, which ranks 75th out of 153 countries in 

the latest Global Gender Gap Index (World Economic Forum 2019). It is worth noting, however, 

that Thailand performs comparatively well in the dimension of economic participation and 

opportunity. This is particularly true among white-collar professions. In fact, the country has 

already achieved gender parity in terms of the proportions of male and female professional and 

technical workers (World Economic Forum 2019); and women currently hold 32% of senior 

leadership positions across key markets in the country—a percentage that is higher than both the 

global and ASEAN averages (Cruz & Changchit 2020). While this figure demonstrates that Thailand 

has made significant strides in terms of gender equality across different business sectors, it also 

indicates that barriers to women’s occupational success and full economic participation persist. 

Importantly, the World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law 2020 indicates that Thailand’s laws 

still fail to ensure gender equality in several dimensions, especially parenthood—meaning that 

pregnancy would put women at a significant disadvantage at work if businesses do not offer extra 

benefits beyond the country’s labour law.  

 

To increase women’s leadership participation and access to business opportunities, Kenan will 

implement WeEmpowerAsia in Thailand from August 2020 to March 2022. The project will 

primarily target companies in tourism, gem and jewellery, and FinTech sectors, as women 

worldwide are shown to experience significant inequalities within these three sectors. 

 

According to the Global Report on Women in Tourism (World Tourism Organisation [UNWTO] 

2019) and the World Bank Group’s Tourism for Development Knowledge Series (International 

Finance Cooperation [IFC] 2017, p. 12), the tourism industry has a typical gender ‘pyramid’, where 

women make up the majority of tourism employment and dominate the low-level or low-paid 

positions, whilst men dominate the more lucrative roles as well as key technical and managerial 

positions. This is largely due to gender-role stereotyping and discriminatory practices (UNWTO 

2019; IFC 2017, p. 12). In Asia and the Pacific, in particular, the promotion of gender equality is 

deemed to be ‘a serious and substantive issue’ (UNWTO 2019, p. 97). In Thailand, women working 

in tourism earn 18.35% less than their male counterparts; and the gender wage gap in tourism is 

17.85% larger than the gap in the broader economy (International Labour Organisation 2018b 

cited in UNWTO 2019, Table 2.3). Furthermore, the country has long struggled with the issues of 

human trafficking and gender-based violence in its sex tourism industry (UNWTO 2019, p. 73). 

 

In the gem and jewellery supply chain, gender norms, practices, and institutions serve as barriers 

to women’s ability to enter and advance within the industry. According to BSR’s white paper, 

gender stereotyping contributes to the concentration of women in the ‘lower value and lower 

skilled activities’ in the industry (Chichester, Davis Pluess & Momaya 2018, p. 4). For instance, in 

gem and jewellery factories, Thai women are reportedly more likely to be found in stone grading, 

quality control, and sorting, whereas Thai men usually dominate the higher paid stage of stone 

faceting (Chichester, Davis Pluess & Momaya 2018, p. 30). Globally, women are also more likely 

to be adversely impacted by the environmental and health issues associated with the industry 

due to their reproductive role (Chichester, Davis Pluess & Momaya 2018).  
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As for the FinTech sector, women appear to face barriers in two related spheres. Firstly, there is 

a significant underrepresentation of women in leadership roles in FinTech companies (Pitchbook 

& All Raise 2019). Secondly, data show that women-led FinTech startups in East Asia and Pacific 

raise only two thirds of the funds that the non-women-led FinTech counterparts do (Khan & Ruh 

2020).  Furthermore, these issues have a secondary consequence. Gender biases can lead to an 

underrepresentation of women in the FinTech user base, with products tailored more suitably to 

the needs of men, such as the way that applications and procedures are designed for investment 

(Brett 2020). The result is that not only are women less able to have senior and leadership roles 

in the sector, but the conditions for being a FinTech end-user are disempowering towards women.  

 

To advance women’s empowerment throughout the value chain in these three target sectors, the 

WEPs (see Figure 1) can be used to guide company policies and practices. By adopting the 

principles, leading companies can promote women’s empowerment not only in their leadership 

and workplace but also in the marketplace and the community—thereby becoming an influencing 

voice for the sectors more widely. Prior to recruiting companies to join the training on WEPs 

implementation, it is essential to gain a better understanding of the barriers and needs of 

companies in the target sectors. The needs assessment seeks to build this understanding.  

 

1.3 Aim & Objectives 

The results from this needs assessment are intended to serve as tools for designing the outreach 

strategy and training for companies on implementing the WEPs in order to enhance gender-

sensitive business culture and practices. 

The assessment has the following specific objectives; 

1. To study policies, practices, limitations and constraints in companies, related to gender 

equality and women empowerment; 

2. To assess the impact of COVID-19 on company readiness to participate in, and adopt the WEPs 

into the company policies and practices; 

3. To provide a contextual picture of the number, sector, size and type of business operations, 

across the range of companies that Kenan has identified to participate in the WeEmpowerAsia 

project. 

 

This report is structured into four main sections. Section One focuses on the rationale and purpose 

for the assessment as well as highlights its specific objectives; Section Two discusses the 

methodology used in the collection of data; Section Three analyses the data collected as well as 

presents a summary of the key findings; and the concluding section examines the implications of 

these results and findings for the project in the short to medium term. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1 Analytical Framework for Needs Assessment 

The analytical framework as well as interview questions for this assessment is based on the WEPs, 

a set of principles established by UN Women and UN Global Compact to offer guidance to 

businesses on how to promote gender equality and women’s empowerment in the workplace, 

marketplace, and community. The WEPs are a primary vehicle for corporate delivery on gender 

equality dimensions of the 2030 agenda and the UN Sustainable Development Goals, and seek to 

inform other stakeholders, including governments, in their engagement with businesses 

(Women’s Empowerment Principles 2020).  

 

This needs assessment does not present a comprehensive review of all of the WEPs but rather 

prioritises the most relevant in each WEP. The WEPs cover seven major components, as shown 

in Figure 1 below: 

 

Figure 1 Women's Empowerment Principles 

   

 
Principle 1 

  

High-Level Corporate Leadership 

Principle 2 

 

Treat all Women and Men Fairly at Work without 
Discrimination 

Principle 3 

 

Employee Health, Well-Being and Safety 

Principle 4 

 

Education and training for career advancement 

Principle 5 

 

Enterprise development, supply chain and marketing 
practices 

Principle 6 

 

Community initiatives and advocacy 

Principle 7 

 

Measurement and Reporting 

   

https://www.weps.org/principle/high-level-corporate-leadership
https://www.weps.org/principle/employee-health-well-being-and-safety
https://www.weps.org/principle/education-and-training-career-advancement
https://www.weps.org/principle/enterprise-development-supply-chain-and-marketing-practices
https://www.weps.org/principle/enterprise-development-supply-chain-and-marketing-practices
https://www.weps.org/principle/community-initiatives-and-advocacy
https://www.weps.org/principle/measurement-and-reporting
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2.2 Method 

2.2.1 Types and Source of Data 

 

To achieve the study objectives, the assessment employed qualitative methods through 

secondary data review and primary data collection. 
 

1) Secondary Data Review 

Secondary data were used at multiple levels of producing this report. The study examined the 

existing literature on gender equality and women’s empowerment, enabling the assessment 

design framework and interview questions for the needs assessment. The desk review also helped 

prepare us for the primary data collection, including with generating relevant and important 

follow-up questions during the in-depth interviews. Finally, secondary research assisted in filling 

the gap of information that could not be obtained through the primary data collection.  

2) Primary Data Collection 

The collection of primary data was carried out via in-depth, semi-structured interviews in 

September-October 2020, with one additional interview conducted in November due to the 

company’s late availability. The interview form used open-ended questions that are meant to 

generate further discussions depending upon the participants’ responses, rather than a 

straightforward question and answer format. The questions were designed to align with the WEPs 

framework, which aims to determine the extent of severity of gender equality and women’s 

empowerment needs.  

2.2.2 Target Population and Sampling 

The population for in-depth interview includes all key stakeholders in Thailand’s tourism, gem and 

jewellery, and FinTech sectors. The sample was purposively selected in order to best capture the 

contextual picture of each target sector, given the limitation of time and uncertainties during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. A total of 18 interviews were conducted—17 in Thai 1and one in English. 

Some of these interviews involved more than one respondent; and some of the respondents 

represented more than one organisation. Altogether, there were 26 interview respondents 

representing 21 organisations. These also include intermediary organisations, which are not part 

of the three target sectors but play a significant role in supporting, funding, or regulating Thai 

businesses, including businesses in the target sectors. 

Of the 26 interviewees, 18 were female and 8 were male. In terms of their positions, 17 were 
considered ‘top level’, five were managers, and four were senior or junior staff members. The ‘top 
level’ position includes both C-suite executives (or equivalent) and members of the organisations’ 
board of directors. Table 1 summarises the interview respondents, while Table 2 summarises the 
organisations they represent. 

                                                           
1 Most of the quotes provided in the Findings section have been translated from Thai 
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Table 1 Summary of In-depth Interview Participants 

Sector Top Level Manager Staff Total 

Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Tourism 0 3 1 2 0 0 6 

Gem & Jewellery 3 1 0 1 0 0 5 

FinTech 0 4 0 0 0 1 5 

Intermediary 3 3 0 1 1 2 10 

Total 6 11 1 4 1 3 26 

17 5 4 

 

 

2.3 Limitations 
 

The primary challenge of the needs assessment was the limited ability to gain access to the data 

and appropriate respondents. Our in-depth interviews have indicated that most companies in 

Thailand perceive the Thai society to already be gender-equal, resulting in the lower interest in 

the subject matter. The limitation of time and uncertainties during the COVID-19 pandemic also 

contributed to the difficulties getting companies to participate in the assessment. As a result, the 

research methodology needed to be redesigned, from the original plan to using a combination of 

quantitative and qualitative methods to only focusing on the qualitative approach. Given the 

qualitative nature of the study, the limited ability to generalise the findings must be emphasised. 

The study strived to mitigate this by recruiting interviewees with extensive knowledge of the 

target sectors in order to best capture an accurate contextual picture. For instance, although most 

of the informants for tourism are in hotel businesses, some of them have knowledge and 

experience in the tourism sector that extend beyond their sub-industry.  

 

Furthermore, the data may include some biases. It should be noted that some organisations did 

not accept requests to conduct the interview. It is possible that those who agreed to participate 

in the study were more confident about their organisational policies and practices, and/or more 

concerned about the issue of gender equality than the average population. Additionally, the 

sensitive nature of the questions regarding gender equality and women’s empowerment may 

introduce biases in the participants’ responses. The simplest illustrations of this probability are 

hesitation and fears of sharing sensitive issues about their companies.  

 

Finally, because the study required respondents with extensive knowledge and experience as well 

as an ability to officially speak on behalf of their organisation, the majority of the respondents 

hold executive positions within their companies/organisations. In other words, they are the highly 
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successful individuals within their fields of work, and their views may not be reflective of those 

held by the less successful individuals in their sectors. 

 

3. Findings 

3.1  Overview of WEPs alignment 
 

Broadly speaking, there is a lower level of interest in advancing women’s economic empowerment 

among the companies interviewed, though this does not mean that organisational policies and 

practices do not that align to some extent with the WEPs. The broad patterns and notable 

policies/practices found during the interviews are discussed below and summarised in Table 2. 

 

Leadership (WEP 1): There is some leadership commitment and support for gender equality, 

although actions to actively promote women’s empowerment is largely absent. Three companies 

in this study are multinational enterprises whose parent company or headquarters outside of 

Thailand has signed the WEPs. All three indicated that the leadership commitment from their 

parent company/headquarters has translated into commitment for gender equality among the 

Thai branches. In addition, leaders of a few other companies are committed to promoting the 

SDGs. Hence, while these companies are not particularly vocal about gender equality, they 

acknowledge that it is one component of the SDGs. In general, larger and/or multinational 

organisations are more likely to have issued some form of public commitment regarding the 

promotion of equality, whereas smaller businesses tend to lack a public statement on the gender 

equality practices. However, this does not necessarily mean that leaders of small organisations 

are unconcerned with gender equality. Notably, one leader of a small company we interviewed 

had informally adopted a “genderless” policy, so that the company’s gender diverse personnel 

would not have to categorise themselves within the rigid male/female cis-normative gender 

binary. This leadership support for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and related 

communities (LGBT+) is commendable. Nevertheless, the challenges remain in making such 

leadership position part of long-lasting company policy in small enterprises. In larger 

organisations, the interviews suggest that once corporate leadership commitment and strategy 

has become well established, it would be ingrained in organisational practices, even if new leaders 

do not prioritise women’s empowerment at the same level.  

 

Workplace (WEPs 2 & 3): All interviewees reported that their organisations treated every 

employee fairly, although a majority of them never considered how gender might affect 

employment and occupational advancement. There appears to be a tendency to confuse gender 

blindness with gender equality, with many respondents indicating that their policies are gender-

neutral and therefore promote equity. In other words, the respondents tended to overlook the 

unequal playing field and the need to adopt gender sensitivity instead of gender neutrality. 

Nevertheless, some enterprises, especially large and/or multinational companies, have fair 

employment guidelines, which cover gender non-discrimination for recruitment, remuneration, 
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and promotion. Some respondents also highlighted that their companies do not specify gender in 

job ads. One company in particular stressed that it refrained from using gender-specific job titles 

to avoid gender discrimination and biases, and another said that it offered diversity and inclusion 

trainings, which cover the topic of gender diversity and inclusion. Furthermore, all companies in 

the study strive to promote their employees’ well-being, health, and safety, although larger 

companies generally have more resources devoted to it. For instance, one of the large-scale 

enterprises offers free cervical, breast, and testicular cancer screenings; provides anti-human 

trafficking training; and hires medical personnel to train employees on how to reduce their key 

health risks. In addition, large companies usually have clear anti-sexual harassment policy and 

complaint procedures, whereas smaller companies tend to handle issues on a case-by-case basis. 

In terms of promoting employees’ work-life balance, most of the organisations interviewed offer 

a high degree of flexibility, with some adopting a “work from anywhere” policy and/or flexible 

rosters. However, to support employees’ role as parents, most companies simply followed labour 

laws regarding maternity benefits, with just a few organisations going beyond the laws. For 

example, four organisations offer paternity leave (15 days, 10 days, five days, and three days), 

which is a rarity in Thailand. One of these three also offers women the option to work from home 

for up to two years after childbirth. Additionally, a few organisations have a breastfeeding room 

and childcare facilities, making it easier for new mothers to return to work.  

 

Marketplace (WEPs 4 & 5): Similar to the spheres of leadership and marketplace, most 

interviewees saw little need for activities that specifically geared towards supporting women in 

the marketplace. A majority said their organisations provided equal opportunities for education 

and training, while expressing little interest in encouraging people to enter non-traditional job 

fields for their gender. However, three companies said they organised training activities aimed at 

building women’s leadership and/or technical skills, with a couple speaking of efforts to push 

more women into the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). One 

of the companies also concentrated its resources to helping women-owned businesses as it had 

discovered that they were underserved. But, overall, gender equality is typically not a factor that 

businesses pay attention to when it comes to procurement and partnership. Nevertheless, several 

companies, especially larger and/or multinational ones, do consider the environmental, social, 

and governance (ESG) reporting of their suppliers, partners, and/or members. One respondent 

from a smaller company also highlighted that it considered histories of sexual offences. As for 

marketing and advertising practices as well as product and service development, gender 

differences appear to be considered mainly for the purpose of boosting sales and outreach. There 

does not appear to be much concern with the differential impacts on different genders.  

 

Community & Transparency (WEPs 6 & 7): It is not uncommon for companies in Thailand to invest 

in community development activities and social advocacy. However, only a few companies in the 

study have been involved in activities targeting women and girls. These include providing financial 

coaching for women entrepreneurs; offering trainings and donations for young women with 

unprepared pregnancy; and conducting financial management training for female prisoners. 

Furthermore, due to the overall lower interest in advancing women’s economic empowerment, 
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most respondents did not discuss any measures for ensuring transparency and 

accountability regarding the promotion of gender equality. Nonetheless, larger and/or 

multinational companies tend to already collect and publically report company statistics on 

gender, which could be used to track their hiring, promotion, and professional development of 

male and female employees. 

 

Table 2 Overview of alignment between the WEPs and organisational polices/practices 

WEPs General Patterns Notable Practices 

1. Corporate 
leadership for gender 
equality 

- Some leadership commitment for gender 
equality despite an overall lower level of 
attention to women’s empowerment 

- Higher tendency for public commitment 
among larger and/or multinational 
enterprises 
 

- WEPs signing 
- Commitment to SDGs 

promotion 
- “Genderless” policy 

2. Equal opportunity, 
inclusion and non-
discrimination 

- General confusion between gender 
blindness and gender sensitivity 

- Some companies only follow labour laws 
while some offer extra benefits beyond the 
laws 

- Gender diversity & inclusion 
training 

- Use of gender-neutral job titles 
- Paternity leave 
- In-house breastfeeding room 

and/or childcare facilities 
- Option to work from home for 

up to two years after childbirth 
 

3. Employee health, 
well-being and safety 

- Substantial degree of work-life balance 
across the board 

- Larger enterprises tend to have more 
resources and clearer policies for promoting 
employees’ well-being, health, and safety, 
whereas smaller enterprises tend to handle 
issues on a case-by-case basis 

- “Work from anywhere” policy 
- Flexible roster 
- Free cervical, breast, and 

testicular cancer screenings 
- Analysis of insurance reports to 

address employees’ health 
issues 

- Anti-human trafficking training 
- Direct complaint channel to 

company’s CEO 

4. Education and 
training for women 

- General lack of concern with providing 
education and training that specifically 
target women, and encouraging the pursuit 
of careers in non-traditional fields, with a 
few exceptions 

- Women leadership 
development trainings 

- Webinars promoting women in 
tech 

 

5. Gender-responsive 
enterprise and supply 
chain development 

- Gender equality not typically considered in 
procurement and partnership 

- Some consideration of gender differences in 
developing marketing campaigns and 
products/services, but mainly for boosting 

- ESG reporting consideration 
- Sexual offences consideration 

https://www.weps.org/principle/treat-all-women-and-men-fairly-work-without-discrimination
https://www.weps.org/principle/enterprise-development-supply-chain-and-marketing-practices
https://www.weps.org/principle/education-and-training-career-advancement
https://www.weps.org/principle/education-and-training-career-advancement
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WEPs General Patterns Notable Practices 

sales/outreach rather than ensuring gender 
equality 

6. Community 
advocacy for gender 
equality 

- Widespread engagement in community 
development and advocacy activities 

- Few activities specifically target women and 
girls 

- Financial management training 
for female prisoners 

- Capacity building and donations 
for young women with 
unprepared pregnancy 

- Financial coaching for women 
entrepreneurs 

- Women entrepreneurship 
events for start-ups 
 

7. Transparency, 
measurement and 
reporting 

- Overall lack of measures for ensuring 
transparency and accountability 

- Larger and/or multinational companies 
tend to already collect and report company 
statistics on gender 

 

- Tracking and publically 
reporting employees’ gender 
ratios 

 

3.2 Key Issues 

Five key themes emerged from the interviews. First was the perception that men and women in 

Thailand were already equal, especially when it came to economic opportunities. Second was the 

unprompted mentioning/discussion of LGBT+—indicating that when the respondents think of 

“gender equality”, they are inclined to think of equality between non-LGBT+ and LGBT+, rather 

than equality between men and women. Third was concerns with sexual harassment/exploitation. 

The fourth and fifth themes were related to each other—namely, the gender stereotyping of job 

roles and gender factors affecting occupational success. Table 3 demonstrates the frequency with 

which these five themes came up across the interviews. It must be emphasised that a checkmark 

indicates that the topic was discussed during the interview, not that these issues were present 

within the organisation(s) involved. More detailed discussion of each theme follows above. 

 
Table 3 Summary of Key Issues Emerged from Interviews 

Issue 
Interview No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

Perceived 
equality 
between 
men and 
women  

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ 

https://www.weps.org/principle/community-initiatives-and-advocacy
https://www.weps.org/principle/community-initiatives-and-advocacy
https://www.weps.org/principle/measurement-and-reporting
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Issue 
Interview No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

LGBT+  
 

✓   ✓  ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓    ✓ ✓ 

Sexual 
harassment  

  ✓  ✓ ✓  ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓  ✓ 

Gender 
stereotyping 
of job roles 

✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Gender 
factors in 
occupational 
success 

  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓    ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓  

 

3.2.1 Perceived economic equality between men and women in dimension 

The aforementioned lower level of interest in advancing women’s economic empowerment did 

not stem from a lack of concern about equality nor negative attitudes towards women. Rather, 

this was due to the fact that most respondents perceived Thailand to be free from discrimination 

against women in the economic and professional spheres, as can be observed from the following 

examples: 

“In the society that I live in, I do not feel oppressed. I’ve never felt that women are oppressed.” 

“…Perhaps I should ask, ‘What kind of problems do women face? What is the problem?’ Because 

I’ve never encountered any.”—Female, gem & jewellery 

“I’ve never felt inferior [to men].” “…In my opinion, women are even better at making money than 

men.”—Female, tourism 

“80-90% of the time, I am happy with the working environment in Thailand. …I do not feel 

oppressed, or that I don’t have a voice because I’m a woman. If I can’t achieve something, I think 

it’s because my ability isn’t there yet, or my knowledge isn’t there yet.” “…I don’t get the feeling 

that people don’t listen to me because I’m a woman.”—Female, FinTech 

 “In sectors that only rely on the brain, I don’t think [gender bias] is much of an issue.”—Male, 

intermediary 

 “In Thailand, I don’t think [gender equality] is as much of a sensitive issue as in other 

countries…”—Female, intermediary 

Similar to the last quote, many interviewees highlighted that Thailand was in a much better 

situation in terms of economic parity between men and women, compared to most other nations 

around the world. Several respondents mentioned that women faced significant barriers in 

Muslim-majority countries due to religious beliefs. Some discussed the gender gap and 

entrenched traditional gender roles in East Asian countries. Others noted that women in certain 

Western countries, such as the US and the UK, had more difficulties gaining respect and funding 
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than men. Some also voiced that most Thai companies operated like a family unit, and this 

supposedly makes them less likely to encounter issues with discrimination. Meanwhile, the 

interview participants often highlighted that Thailand had a high proportion of women in the 

workforce, including a lot of female executives.  

The fact that most respondents never saw gender as an issue is simultaneously encouraging and 

challenging. On the one hand, it signals that Thailand has come far in its journey to close the 

gender economic gap, which is in line with our review of secondary data. On the other hand, it 

means that many Thais do not recognise the need to take action to address gender-based 

inequalities; therefore, it would be difficult to get businesses to care about the cause of 

empowering women. The enterprises with a clear commitment and strategy to empower women, 

as discussed in the previous subsection, were either foreign-owned businesses or those that are 

part of a global network. As such, their commitment and strategy were likely the results of a spill-

over of foreign values from their headquarters and/or international network, rather than 

originating locally. 

3.2.2 LGBT+ as requiring more attention than women 

Most respondents highlighted that Thailand was considered progressive in the gender dimension, 

citing the widespread social acceptance that members of the LGBT+ community enjoy. This 

sentiment is perhaps best captured in the quote below: 

“We’re past ‘gender equality’. We’re in ‘gender diversity’.”—Female, tourism 

Some respondents noted that their companies had LGBT+ employees to indicate that their 

enterprise practiced non-discrimination based on gender identity and sexual orientation. The 

representation of LGBT+ in the media was also mentioned by some interviewees as evidence that 

the Thai society has come very far in the dimension of gender diversity and inclusion.  

However, a few respondents spoke of barriers that LGBT+ individuals continued to face while 

stressing that such barriers are more significant than what cisgender women face. One 

interviewee explained that it was still more difficult for LGBT+ professionals, in comparison to 

women, to break the glass ceiling due to people’s unconscious biases. Essentially, it is not as 

difficult to picture a woman CEO in Thailand today as picturing a gender-nonconforming CEO.  

“…it’s just like, ‘do you see that person being CEO one day? Do you see that person being able to 

cross through the glass ceiling one day?’ …It’s the unspoken non-discriminatory…that actually is 

the big thing …It’s the cognitive biases…the limiting beliefs that CEO should have this image.”—

Female, intermediary 

Two other interviewees mentioned the more day-to-day discrimination that LGBT+ individuals 

encounter, such as misgendering and issues with bathroom use. One of them said she had been 

vocal about encouraging companies to recruit LGBT+ individuals and create a welcoming 

environment for them. The other reported that her company adopted the aforementioned 
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“genderless” policy to promote equality, and that her team was well educated in gender identity 

and sexual orientation issues. It is worth highlighting that this company’s policy appears to 

translate into organisational practices that affect the broader community. For example, the 

company has reportedly redesigned its questionnaires to be more gender inclusive. 

As a whole, the findings hint at a broad sentiment that activities to promote gender equality in 

Thailand’s private sector may need to focus more on LGBT+ and not exclusively on women.   

3.2.3 Sexual harassment as more pressing than economic inequality 

With this being said, one particular issue was frequently mentioned as a problem for women in 

the Thai society: sexual harassment. There were also indications that the issue was more 

prevalent in a male-dominated work environment than in a more gender-balanced one. The most 

serious cases discussed during the interviews occurred in one of the respondents’ previous 

workplace, where the predominantly male higher-ups reportedly had a mechanism for silencing 

victims and their supporters. 

In less serious but equally important cases, it was highlighted that victims of sexual harassment 

may not take actions against their perpetrators due to three main reasons. These are 1) fears that 

it would be an impediment to their career; 2) the perception that unwanted sexual advances are 

commonplace in the Thai culture; and 3) the real and/or perceived inability of Thailand’s law 

enforcement to punish the perpetrators of sexual harassment. A few of the female respondents 

recounted that when they encountered less serious forms of harassment, such as flirting, sexual 

jokes, and non-consensual handholding/embracing, they would usually trivialise it despite feeling 

uncomfortable, and try their best to keep their distance.  

Two interviews, in particular, demonstrate that victims of sexual harassment might not receive 

justice even with corporate protocols in place. In the first quote below, the respondent recounted 

cases of sexual harassment that happened to two women she knew in what she described as “big” 

companies. In the second quote, an incident involving the interviewed company’s employees 

outside of the workplace was discussed.  

“It might have been in the rules…but [in one case], like, [the perpetrator] made too much money 

for the company that…[the punishment] was a slap on the wrist. …And then, [in the other 

case]…the girl just left. She was like, ‘I cannot handle it. I can’t do anything.’ She filed [the case] 

with the police...and [she said] these people won’t do anything.”—Female, intermediary 

“Initially, we tried to dismiss [the perpetrator]. Our GM took the case very seriously—reporting it 

to the head office…really wanting to dismiss him. However, because of the Thai law, we resorted 

to giving him a last warning instead.”—Male, tourism 

These cases illustrate that Thailand’s private sector cannot address sexual harassment issues 

alone. The country’s government and law enforcement must also step up their efforts to protect 

the victims. It should be highlighted that the government sector, especially the police force itself, 

is very much male dominated, which might contribute to the slow progress in addressing the issue 
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against women. Additionally, another respondent stressed that there should be better efforts to 

teach men to respect women’s consent and body. Hence, the education sector could potentially 

play a role in this.  

3.2.4 Gender stereotyping and employment imbalances 

Although many respondents, especially female respondents, stated that sexual harassment was 

a much more significant gender-based issue in Thailand than economic gender gaps, the latter 

cannot be ignored. One of the most apparent issues is the effects of gender stereotyping in job 

roles, despite all respondents reporting that their enterprise recruited and hired on the basis of 

skills and experience regardless of gender. Jobs that are physically demanding tend to be 

dominated by men. In fact, several respondents said physical strength was the only advantage 

men had over women. However, jobs that have little to do with strength also tend to see a high 

level of gender imbalances. For instance, most respondents reported that the majority of their 

accounting, marketing, human resources, customer service, and administration staff were 

women; while jobs having to do with tech, engineering, and other skilled trade work were mostly 

men’s territories. LGBT+ professionals also appear to fall mostly into certain types of jobs, e.g. gay 

men and transwomen are mostly in female-dominated roles. 

In some cases, the gender imbalances in employment appeared to be the result of gender biases 

in recruitment and hiring. These could be demonstrated by the following quotes: 

“Women can’t do skilled trades.” “For receptionists, they would want beautiful women.”—Female, 

tourism  

“…if it’s housekeeping, we might want a woman because they’d have to be neat …or if it’s a 

position involving lots of event organisation and requiring a high level of detail orientation, we 

might consider women more than men, although we wouldn’t restrict it to just women.”—Female, 

FinTech  

Some respondents indicated that they viewed men and women to be better at different tasks due 

to ingrained characteristics/personality traits. Notably, they tend to frame this in a positive light, 

with one respondent describing it as men and women “fulfilling each other” and another saying 

that “the personality of each gender is good for different aspects”.  

In several interviews, it was also reported that men were given night jobs more than women, as 

employers tend to be more concerned of women’s safety during night time than men’s. This is 

likely related to the problems with sexual crime in Thailand. It is unclear, however, whether this 

has any negative implications for the male staff.  

In other cases, the gender imbalances in job types were not the result of biases on the part of 

company’s recruitment. As discussed in the overview of WEPs alignment, some organisations 

actually have clear policy for preventing discrimination based on gender when recruiting and 

hiring. Rather, the gender imbalances are influenced by the availability of supply—i.e. few women 

applied for stereotypical male jobs and vice versa. Some interviewees noted that this could be 

traced back to the gender imbalances in fields of study, which in turn is likely rooted in social 

norms. This again highlights that the education sector has a pivotal role to play in promoting 
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gender equality—in this case, in reducing the gender stereotyping of job roles and thus allowing 

more people to pursue all types of employment regardless of their gender. Nevertheless, it should 

be noted that things are improving, with a few respondents commenting that they noticed a lot 

more women in male-dominated fields today than when they were students.  

 

3.2.5 Gender factors influencing occupational success 

Many respondents discussed gender biases in career advancement and occupational success 

though they did not perceive it as outright discrimination. Several talked about the unequal 

expectations between men and women in terms of reproductive roles. The examples below are 

from discussions about why some female employees might not be promoted to management, 

and why some investors might prefer to give funding to men more than women entrepreneurs: 

“If [women] get married, we would be expected to take care of the family and children …After 

working hours, you’re supposed to go back home to care for your kids, not doing overtime. 

Meanwhile, for men, this image comes to mind less …The father of the family doing overtime late 

at night is viewed as admirable because he is working hard for the family …but if women stay late 

to work and neglect the family a little, it is viewed as a mistake …This then pressures women to 

choose [between work and family].”—Female, intermediary 

“Some may question how much passion women have in their business. Perhaps one day they’ll get 

married, have a family…maybe they’ll have to prioritise taking care of their family since, due to 

their role, women have responsibilities in the household. It’s as if someone puts a tag on us—that 

women have to be like this or like that” “…I don’t want this tag to be put on women.”—Female, 

intermediary 

“They may think we cannot give 100% to work in comparison to men …If their qualities are exactly 

equal—equal qualifications, experience… and it’s down to two candidates: a man and a woman 

…there might be a tendency to choose the man …The person who can give more time [to work] is 

the man, of course. So, there’s a bit of bias here.”—Female, FinTech 

Another frequently mentioned barrier to women’s occupational advancement/success concerns 

networking and/or corporate procurement. Several respondents said that male executives often 

built connections and/or discussed business deals through social gatherings in informal settings, 

and that women may not be able to participate in such gatherings.  

“Sometimes it requires more than just making business deals inside of a meeting room. It’s 

like…chemistry…getting to know each other …It’s not just seeing each other in the meeting room 

once or twice. For men, there might be more opportunities to have dinner…to have conversations 

in unofficial settings. Of course, for women, it might not be as convenient [to meet] outside of 

work.”—Female, intermediary  

In cases where both men and women participate in informal social gatherings, some female 

respondents said that women tend to not stay as long, often due to the expectations about their 

reproductive role.  
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“Because I already have a family…if I come home late, it wouldn’t be appropriate, not like when I 

was young.” “There might be some after parties [that I go to it’s not that unusual. 10-11pm is 

acceptable. But if it’s an after-after party that goes on very late, like 1-2am, then [I wouldn’t go]”—

Female, intermediary 

A few respondents also highlighted that women might not necessarily be prevented from joining 

these gatherings. Rather, they might not want to participate due to the men’s behaviours. This is 

again related to problems with sexual harassment. 

“There are some partying and other activities outside of work…where I felt that [the male business 

partners] did not respect me…some of them and some of the time…especially when they were 

drunk. And I had to carry myself properly; otherwise, their hands would… could you imagine? And 

this is a bit of a difficulty for women, which I’m not sure whether other countries also see this. But 

in Thailand, there’s an issue with this, which makes us have to conduct ourselves… It also makes it 

difficult to go by myself when the men are networking… so, I normally have to take a subordinate 

with me.”—Female, FinTech  

A third potential barrier brought up during the interviews is the widespread perception that men 

are more rational, decisive, and daring than women. In other words, traits that fit the image of a 

leader better align with the male stereotypes than the female stereotypes. It should be 

emphasised that women may hold this view themselves. In fact, at least five of the female 

interview respondents held this belief, whereas one of the male interviewees thought it was a 

false perception.  

It should be further noted that women sometimes face barriers due to their own attitudes about 

gender, rather than unfair treatment by their company. One female respondent, for example, 

explained that she had no problems travelling alone for work but some women at her organisation 

believed it was unsafe to do so. This then prevented them from being promoted to positions that 

demanded frequent traveling. Another female respondent indicated that some women might 

personally want to prioritise family over work; hence, the fact that they were not promoted to 

time-demanding positions had more to do with personal choices than discrimination.  

Another noteworthy point is that gender factors do not only affect women’s career advancement, 

but also men’s. For instance, one female executive said she preferred to appoint women as 

subordinates because she would have to travel and share hotel rooms with them as part of work. 

Another female respondent, who similarly preferred to have female subordinates, said this was 

due to her perception that the men at her workplace were much more self-centred than the 

women. Other respondents also mentioned that they perceived men to be more self-interested 

than women, although they did not indicate how this may negatively affect the men. 

 

3.3 Sector-specific Findings 

The findings reported thus far apply across Thailand’s private sector. In this section, results 

specific to the gem and jewellery, tourism, and FinTech sectors are discussed, with the interview 
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respondents—including the intermediaries—serving as key informants for the sector(s) with 

which they were most familiar. Key differences among the target sectors based on the 

interviewees’ reported perceptions are summarised in Table 4.  

Table 4 Summary of reported key differences between target sectors 

Topic 
Sector 

Tourism Gem & Jewellery FinTech 

Male domination Low Medium High 

Potential for gender-biased 

recruitment and/or 

advancement 

High Medium Medium 

Disparity in education levels High Medium Low 

COVID-19 impact High Medium Low 

 

3.3.1 Tourism 

Out of the three target sectors, tourism appears to currently have the highest potential for 

advancing women’s empowerment. As highlighted by key informants, there are a lot more 

women studying tourism related subjects at universities than men in Thailand, and certain 

positions within the sector tend to be overwhelmingly staffed by female personnel. The sector 

also presents comparatively better opportunities for women leadership—perhaps due to the fact 

that tourism has a lot to do with service and hospitality, which align with traditional female values. 

In comparison to the other two target sectors, tourism has seen more female top-level 

executives/leaders. Notably, Thailand’s Ministry of Tourism and Sports previously had a female 

minister, which is relatively rare among the country’s ministries. But despite the relatively better 

situation, the gender imbalances in job types seem to contribute to more men still getting 

promoted to top-level positions in tourism than women. In particular, one informant explained 

that hotels often select their general manager from those with background in food and beverages 

and front office, where there are more male than female managers, rather than those with 

background in sales and administration, where there are more female than male managers.  

Another noteworthy issue in this sector is the gender-specific job titles. For example, in Thailand, 

a bellhop is still commonly referred to as a “bellboy”, a flight attendant is still commonly referred 

to as an “air hostess”, and the common term for housekeeper is “maeban”, which is literally 

“mother of the house”. One of the key informants highlighted the high level of need for tourism 

businesses to adopt gender-neutral job titles, given the large number of employed persons with 

such traditionally gendered job titles. However, many companies might not be conscious of this 

issue and, even if they are, the fact that the society largely continues to use such gendered terms 

would likely reinforce gender imbalances in the job roles. 

An additional gender-related issue in the sector is pregnancy, especially in frontline workers. This 

is because positions with significant customer interaction often require workers to uphold a 
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certain image—and, in tourism, this may include not appearing pregnant. Many jobs in the 

tourism sector also demand frequent traveling, which is a problem for pregnant women. With 

that being said, the companies we interviewed do strive to accommodate pregnant women and 

new parents to the best of their ability by providing flexible work hours/rosters. 

Furthermore, it is important to recognise that gender intersects with social class and level of 

education among other factors. The tourism sector has a clear distinction between the well-

educated minority, who engage mainly in office work and/or management, and the less-educated 

majority, who perform the more labour-demanding tasks. For the latter group, barrier to career 

advancement is apparent, as their lengthy practical experience may hold little value due to the 

lack of a formal certification system to validate it.  

Finally, the heavy impact of COVID-19 on Thailand’s tourism deserves emphasising. While 

domestic tourism has begun to recover, the loss of revenue from international travel cannot be 

understated. Companies generally had to resort to a hiring freeze, job cuts, and temporary pay 

cuts. Many workers also quit to find better opportunities in other sectors, and/or because they 

simply could not survive with the reduced income. It is important to note that many of the lower 

level staff in the tourism sector relied primarily on service charges, and their already lower salaries 

made it difficult for them to pull through the crisis. One company we interviewed initially asked 

all of their employees to take unpaid leave due to the temporary business closure, but promptly 

switched to paying lower-level employees while cutting the salaries of higher-level personnel 

once it had realised that the former could not survive without the payment. Such practice is 

praiseworthy, but it is unlikely that all tourism businesses would be able to adopt it. Overall, 

companies that would be sufficiently ready to participate in the project would likely be large 

enterprises, especially multinational companies, whereas smaller companies might be too pre-

occupied with trying to generate income. 

 

3.3.2 Gem & Jewellery 

It appears that traditional, male-dominated cultural norms may influence the ways in which a 

large number of gem and jewellery companies in Thailand operate. When asked to describe the 

most common characteristics of gem and jewellery companies in the country, one of the key 

informants with over four decades of experience in the sector said they tend to be small- or 

medium-sized wholesalers, mostly with male, ethnic Chinese owners whose wives are often 

tasked with managing the company’s accounting. The informant also highlighted that South 

Asians have a significant presence in the sector though to a lesser extent than the ethnic Chinese. 

Furthermore, he noted cultural differences he had observed—stating that ethnic Chinese and Thai 

business owners in the sector tend to operate the business with their wives, but South Asian 

owners’ wives usually stay home.  

It should also be noted that, due to the high prices of the products, most owners of gem and 

jewellery companies prioritise trustworthiness above anything else when recruiting staff. For 

many companies, especially very small enterprises, this reportedly results in the tendency to 
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recruit the owners’ own relatives, and/or to recruit through their existing connections. This also 

means that it is unlikely for such businesses to place high priority on gender-sensitive recruitment, 

training, or promotion, or establishing other written rules for their internal business conduct.  

Meanwhile, for larger companies, it is of course not possible to rely on personal connections for 

hiring. Additionally, while small enterprises tend to only engage with the trading side of the 

business, large-scale jewellery companies also manufacture their own products. Gender does 

appear to play a role in the manufacturing side, but its extent and impact are not entirely clear. It 

is worth highlighting that perceptions about abilities of different genders can differ. For instance, 

one of the informants thought men were superior jewellery makers compared to women, while 

another informant thought the opposite. A third informant said that women generally performed 

better in a jewellery factory, but men would be better at certain tasks that require a lot of physical 

strength. Interestingly, whereas the secondary research indicates that men tend to dominate 

higher paid stages of the manufacturing process, the large-scale company interviewed for the 

needs assessment did not exhibit this pattern. Two of the three higher paid stages at the company 

are reportedly gender balanced and the other one is even women-dominated. In addition, the 

company’s board of directors is gender balanced, and its management consists of more women 

than men overall. While it is plausible that the company is the exception rather than the rule, it 

could potentially serve as an example of best practice for jewellery manufacturers in Thailand.  

Similar to tourism, the gem and jewellery sector also demonstrate education disparities, and a 

clear distinction between those who do and those who do not engage in labour work. But unlike 

tourism, there are better opportunities to grow for the labour-based personnel, as they are 

considered to be skilled trade workers and are likely to be employed by large-scale companies 

with clear career advancement tracks. 

Regarding companies’ readiness within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, gem and jewellery 

companies are in better positions than tourism businesses. Although they were significantly 

affected by the temporary closing down of stores, loss of foreign customers, and the overall lower 

purchasing power worldwide, the informants indicated a good pace of recovery across the sector. 

In fact, some companies even benefited from the pandemic, as their competitors in China and 

India were impacted more heavily by the crisis.   

3.3.3 FinTech 

All respondents familiar with the FinTech sector agreed that it is highly male-dominated. One of 

the informants estimated there to be no more than 10 female FinTech CEOs in Thailand, although 

heads of sales and marketing are more likely to be women. Key informants noted that this was 

not due to female professionals not being respected in the industry, but rather due to the fact 

that a lot more men studied technology than women. Nevertheless, the informants also indicated 

that the number of girls in tech disciplines today is significantly larger than in the past. Thus, the 

number of female executives in FinTech may increase over time as the younger generations 

graduate and pursue a career in this sector. In fact, one of the companies in the study already had 

a gender-balanced workforce and leadership, including in its tech department. The company said 



 

 

29 
 

that it did not employ any specific strategies for promoting gender-balanced recruitment, apart 

from ensuring that their job ads used gender-neutral language and that candidates with the 

strongest skills are selected.  

This is not to say that there is not incidence of gender biases playing a role in the recruitment and 

advancement of women in FinTech. For instance, a few respondents said that men’s supposedly 

more assertive, daring, and decisive nature contribute to their domination. This perception also 

appears to be a more significant barrier for women’s occupational success in the FinTech sector 

than the other two target sectors—perhaps because ‘tech’ remains more associated with men 

than women. Additionally, the barrier to networking also seems to be more prominent in FinTech 

than the other two target sectors because the FinTech sector is dominated by startups, which rely 

heavily on informal networking to secure funding and business deals.   

Related to this, the domination of startups, especially small-sized startups, in the FinTech sector 

has two important implications. First of all, such companies often operate in a flexible manner. 

The nature of work in this sector also means that FinTech startups often have to deal with fast-

paced changes and make rapid decisions. Hence, it is possible that internal rules are changed 

frequently, and there appears to be little concern for explicitly written policies for internal 

conducts unless the companies want to be listed in stock markets. Secondly, because most 

startups are not very hierarchical and most of their staff are white-collar workers, the FinTech 

sector has a relatively low degree of disparities in terms of education levels among the workforce. 

Again, this is not to say that the sector does not employ any personnel with a low level of 

education, but rather that they do to a significantly lesser extent than the other two target 

sectors.  

Finally, regarding COVID-19 effects, the FinTech sector appears to be the least hurt by the 

pandemic. Some losses of revenue were reported as projects and events were delayed and some 

clients had significantly reduced purchasing power, but informants from the sector indicated that 

their main concerns were changing their work arrangements and shifting activities to an online 

mode to accommodate the social distancing measures. In addition, COVID-19 reportedly 

prompted increased interest in startups among wealthy investors—thus increasing business 

opportunities for new companies, including those in the FinTech sector. This is likely because the 

pandemic caused changes in the investment landscape, so the investors have sought new ways 

to make money. As a whole, FinTech companies would be ready to participate in the project. The 

key challenge is getting them to place a priority on addressing gender equality, especially given 

the small number of women in the sector. 

 

3.4 Opportunities after COVID-19 

As discussed in the sector-specific findings, the COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly hurt lots of 

businesses—with companies in tourism suffering the most out of the three target sectors. It is 

also worth highlighting that, although the interviewees did not mention it, secondary research 

shows that the COVID-19 crisis generally impacts women more significantly than men because 
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lockdown measures add to the domestic pressures on women, which in turn affect their work 

responsibilities and productivity (Facebook/OECD/World Bank 2020). Nonetheless, the crisis also 

presents opportunities for positive changes.  

The interviews as a whole indicate that COVID-19 has prompted companies to become more 

concerned about the health and well-being of their personnel, especially for those whose work 

hours and income have been significantly impacted by the pandemic. All enterprises interviewed 

tried their best to accommodate their staff given the resources they had, as evident, for example, 

in one company’s aforementioned switching from a blanket leave without pay to only cutting the 

pay of higher level staff. Many companies also provided disease prevention information/training 

and bought COVID-19 insurance for their employees.  

Additionally, because measures to prevent the spread of the disease resulted in changes in work 

hours and conditions, there has been a tendency towards better work-life balance. Some 

respondents reported that their company’s work hours have become and remained more flexible 

due to the pandemic. In one extreme case, the company has gone from requiring its staff to be 

present in the office five days a week prior to the crisis to requiring just one day per week of 

physical presence post-COVID. Overall, there has been a widespread recognition that working 

from home helps improve people’s mental well-being, and demonstrates to employers that most 

of their employees are capable of performing their duties well without being present at work. 

Importantly, this may have implications for expectations about women’s reproductive role. If 

more employers now recognise that employees can work efficiently while staying at home, then 

there might be less concern with the notion that men could spend more time at work than 

women.   

Nevertheless, the disparity between job types should be noted. Certain job roles, such as front 

office and labour workers, may not be granted as much flexibility as their peers due to the nature 

of their work. One interviewee said that, even though she could require less physical presence of 

the back office workers, she was conscious about being fair to her front office employees. This 

thus limits the degree of flexibility to which workers can be granted. One solution to increasing 

the work-life balance for front office staff, as suggested by one of the respondents, is to offer 

flexible rosters to accommodate their working hour preferences.  

Lastly, one respondent pointed out that lots of businesses may have more time to work on 

internal improvements due to the COVID-19 crisis. This, coupled with the apparent heightened 

concern for employees’ well-being, suggests that the project could potentially emphasise the 

importance of long-term planning and good governance, including the promotion of gender 

equality, to promote companies’ survival and resilience in order to appeal to the project 

participants. 
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4. Recommendations 

This section provides recommendations for WeEmpowerAsia in Thailand’s outreach strategy and 

training based on a combination of the interviewees’ direct suggestions and what could be 

deduced from the study. 

4.1 Outreach 

For companies that have signed the WEPs, outreach and recruitment would only involve an 

explanation of training activities and their benefits, since the companies have some recognition 

of the value of promoting gender equality. However, for those unaware of the WEPs, the findings 

indicate that outreach and recruitment for the project would be challenging, given the impression 

that gender equality is not an urgent issue in the private sector relative to other concerns. The 

following points should be kept in mind when designing and launching the outreach messaging: 

4.1.1 Avoid leading with “women” 

Given the widespread perception that men and women were already equal in the Thai society, 

especially in the professional and economic dimensions, messaging should avoid leading with 

“women” as it is unlikely to attract attention. In fact, some of the female interviewees declared 

that they were not “feminists” and had no interest in empowering women, but they stressed that 

they cared about equality and gender diversity. The few respondents who vocally supported 

women’s empowerment also warned that people might perceive the prioritisation of women as 

an alienation of men, and that too much emphasis on women might prompt negative reactions. 

It was also highlighted that the project would not be able to achieve gender equality if men and 

LGBT+ were excluded from the conversation. Hence, most informants indicated that messaging 

should employ terms such as “equality”, “diversity”, and “inclusion”, rather than “women’s 

empowerment”. One interviewee also noted that the project should avoid using titles with the 

word “women” for activities, as this might result in all-female participants, as opposed to a diverse 

and inclusive group of people.   

4.1.2 Focus on business benefits 

The main advice the interviewees gave for sparking interest in the project was to lead with 

benefits for business growth and to provide clear examples of how promoting gender equality 

would make them more competitive and sustainable. Three main benefits were identified from 

interviews with companies with good practices. First of all, being an inclusive and welcoming place 

to work helps attract and retain talents—thus driving companies’ success and reducing the costs 

of recruitment and training. Second, having gender diverse teams drives better decision-making 

for companies, as a wider range of perspectives and ideas is likely to be considered. Third, 

publically committing to, and conducting community development activities for, promoting 

gender equality helps build reputations as well as connections with organisations that hold this 

value. Furthermore, one interviewee advised us to stress that gender equality is a value to which 

the European Union, and the global community more broadly, will pay increasing attention, in 
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order to highlight its significance to businesses that wish to expand internationally. Another noted 

that the promotion of women’s empowerment is one of Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation’s 

agenda—thus, it is apparently valued by other countries in the region. These points and examples 

shall be drawn upon to help with participant recruitment and retention. Further secondary 

research into the relationship between gender equality and business benefits has also been 

conducted to provide the communication and training teams with statistics and case studies to 

back up the examples. 

4.1.3 Highlight sexual harassment and gender stereotyping 

While the majority of the interviewees claimed that economic gender gaps between men and 

women were absent, most recognised the prevalence of sexual harassment and gender 

stereotyping within the Thai society. Oftentimes, the interviewees did not recognise the 

connections between these issues and gender inequality in the private sector. Outreach 

messaging should, thus, highlight that the issues contribute to the economic gender gaps and 

have important implications for private-sector businesses in order to attract attention. 

4.1.4 Create a sense of solidarity 

Given the sentiment that Thailand’s private sector is already doing well in terms of supporting 

women and gender diversity, messaging that endorses this achievement while highlighting room 

for improvement is likely to resonate with businesses better than one that only points out what 

needs to be done. Interview responses demonstrate some interest in showcasing good practices 

and building reputations, not only for individual companies, but also for the sectors and the 

country. Thus, the project could potentially appeal to companies by creating a sense of solidarity 

based on Thailand’s comparatively good standing, and encourage them to do further work in 

order to become models for best practice and/or change leaders.  

 

4.2 Training 

At the time of writing, Kenan is in the process of designing the WEPs training activities. Based on 

the findings, the following recommendations can be made for the training curriculum:  

 Importance of examples and relatability:   

o Use clear, relevant examples to raise awareness about gender-based issues 

before introducing participants to the WEPs and GAT, so that they would be able 

to relate the issues to their company policies and practices. 

o Get participants to identify what “gender equality” means for them and their 

companies, so that they would be able to set organisation-wide goals and targets 

that specifically apply to them. 

o For group activities, participants should be divided based on their sector and 

company size whenever feasible, so that they will be able to relate to each other 

better and share their policies/practices more effectively. 
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o Companies with existing best practices should be given the platform to share 

their practices with other participants.  

 Sensitivity for all genders: 

o To better suit the local context, the training should discuss equality for all 

genders, including LGBT+, not just equality between men and women. It should 

also highlight that men can face gender-based barriers as well. 

o Highlight that gender neutrality may not necessarily promote gender equality, 

and could instead reinforce gender disparities in certain cases. Companies should 

be guided to adopt gender sensitive practices, with consideration of the specific 

needs of different genders. 

 Language matters: 

o Exercise caution when using terms such as “discrimination” and “inequality”, as 

they could be perceived as overly serious and harsh, especially in the Thai 

language. This was hinted by most of the interviewees’ reported perception that 

gender discrimination and inequality did not exist in the Thai society.  

o Companies also may not recognise gender discrimination and inequality issues in 

their own practices. It would be more useful to suggest that unconscious biases 

might affect their practices, rather than outright labelling their practices as 

discriminatory or unequal. 

 Gender as a cross-cutting priority: 

o Highlight that gender is cross-cutting and intersects with other factors, such as 

education level, so that participants may be able to identify their most vulnerable 

employees whose well-being deserves the most attention. 

o Such intersection of factors should also be pointed out to highlight the unequal 

barriers faced by those of the same gender. Without such recognition, women 

leadership may not necessarily lead to accommodating practices for all women.  

 

4.3 Recommendations for UN Women 

Two key recommendations can be made to UN Women based on the needs assessment and 

additional secondary research. The first is to pay greater attention to LGBT+, and the second is to 

engage more with the education, media, and government sectors. 

4.3.1 Greater attention to gender diversity 

The WEPs are important principles for promoting women’s empowerment, but they appear to be 

based upon the rigid male/female gender binary. This is reflective of the broader gender and 

development discourse, which has largely upheld the gender binary and focused primarily on 

cisgender, heterosexual women (Weerawardhana 2018; Tiessen et al. 2017). Such discourse may 
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further marginalise members of the LGBT+ community, whom—as some of the interviewees 

pointed out—deserve attention. Secondary research also shows that LGBT+ workers continue to 

face discrimination in the Thai society despite seemingly widespread social acceptance 

(Suriyasarn 2016). Therefore, UN Women should consider how the WEPs could be inclusive to 

also incorporate addressing inequalities faced by the LGBT+ community. Notably, because the 

interview questions for this needs assessment were designed around the WEPs, they also 

reinforced the female/male binary. Yet, many of the interviewees organically brought up their 

company’s inclusion of LGBT+ workers, and a few of them made distinctions between sex, gender, 

and sexual orientation while responding to the questions. This is a promising sign that efforts to 

promote gender equality in Thailand could go beyond the usual focus of closing the gap between 

men and women. 

4.3.2 Engagement with the education, media, and government sectors 

Despite the aforementioned points, it is essential to stress that movement to empower women 

remains important. The root causes of discrimination against women should be addressed 

alongside efforts to advance women’s empowerment in the private sector. Essentially, all of the 

issues discussed in this report boil down to societal perceptions about gender roles and 

stereotypes. These, in turn, are shaped by education and the media (see for example 

Assawasirisilp 2019; Tansanguanwong 2015; Pragatwutisarn 2006). Hence, better efforts to 

promote gender-responsive practices in the education and media sectors are needed. For 

instance, education institutions could use more gender-balanced imaging; clearly explain the 

historical contexts while teaching Thai literature; actively encourage students to consider non-

traditional fields of study; and teach children that all genders have equal responsibilities in 

reproductive tasks. Meanwhile, the media could help with ensuring responsible representations, 

such as avoiding gender stereotyping, and not depicting sexual harassment as a common 

occurrence in the Thai society. Furthermore, Thailand’s government sector should ramp up its 

commitment to promoting gender equality, with an increased promotion of gender balance and 

women’s leadership within government agencies. Moreover, there should be better law 

enforcement related to the Gender Equality Act and sexual harassment cases. Ultimately, UN 

Women could work towards accelerating these efforts alongside the implementation of the 

WeEmpowerAsia programme to ensure a broad-based and sustainable closing of gender gaps.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://blogs.worldbank.org/team/pamornrat-tansanguanwong


 

 

35 
 

 

 

 

References 

Assawasirisilp, D 2019, ‘Gender in Thai Textbooks: A Content Analysis’, Rom Pruek Journal, vol. 
37, no. 1, pp. 118-130. 

Brett, L 2020, ‘FinTech has a bigger gender problem than it realises’, Deloitte Perspectives, 
viewed 29 October 2020, https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/financial-
services/articles/FinTech-has-bigger-gender-problem-than-it-realises.html 

Chichester, O, Davis Pluess, J & Momaya, H 2018, Women in the Jewellery Supply Chain, white 
paper, BSR, San Francisco. 

Cruz, M & Changchit, P 2020, ‘Women in Business Report 2020’, International Business Report, 
Grant Thornton, viewed 7 October 2020, https://www.grantthornton.co.th/contentassets/ 
b557da65105a4e97bfe93537c0a63e2d/2020-grant-thornton-women-in-business_thailand.pdf 

Facebook/OECD/World Bank 2020, The Future of Business Survey, viewed 27 October 2020, 
https://dataforgood.fb.com/global-state-of-smb 
 
Khan, M & Ruh, C 2020, ‘Including Women in “Inclusive FinTech”,’ Center for Financial Inclusion 
Blog, web log post, 27 August, viewed 7 October 2020, 
https://www.centerforfinancialinclusion.org/including-women-in-inclusive-FinTech 

International Finance Corporation 2017, ‘Women and Tourism: Designing for Inclusion’, Tourism 
for Development Knowledge Series, IFC, viewed 7 October 2020, 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/28535 

Pitchbook & All Raise 2019, All In: Women in the VC Ecosystem, viewed 7 October 2020, 
https://www.allraise.org/assets/pitchbook_all_raise_2019_all_in_women_in_the_vc_ecosyste
m.pdf 

Pragatwutisarn, C 2006, ‘Naming the Unspeakable: Representing Rape in Thai Literature’, Gender 
and Sexuality Journal of Center for Gender Studies, vol. 1, pp. 29-48. 

Suriyasarn B 2016, ‘Discrimination and Marginalisation of LGBT Workers in Thailand’, in T. Köllen 
(ed) Sexual Orientation and Transgender Issues in Organisations, Springer, Cham,  pp. 197-215, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-29623-4_12 

Tansanguanwong, P 2015, ‘Gender in Thai schools: Do we grow up to be what we are taught?’, 
World Bank Blogs, web log post, 29 October, viewed 27 October 2020, 
https://blogs.worldbank.org/eastasiapacific/gender-in-thai-schools-do-we-grow-up-to-be-what-
we-are-taught 

https://dataforgood.fb.com/global-state-of-smb
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-29623-4_12


 

 

36 
 

Tiessen, R, Parpart, J & Marchand, MH 2017 ‘Gender and Development: Theoretical Contributions, 
International Commitments, and Global Campaigns’, in PA Haslam, J Schafer & P Beaudet (eds.), 
Introduction to International Development: Approaches, Actors, and Issues, 3rd edn, Oxford 
University Press, Don Mills, pp. 84-101. 

United Nations 2020, ‘Gender equality and women’s empowerment - United Nations 
Sustainable Development,’ viewed 2 October 2020, 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality/ 

UN Women 2020a, ‘Facts and Figures: Economic Empowerment,’ viewed 2 October 2020, 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/economic-empowerment/facts-and-figures#notes 

UN Women 2020b, Gender Equality-Women’s Rights in Review: Key Facts and Figures, viewed 2 
October 2020, https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/ 
library/publications/2020/gender-equality-womens-rights-in-review-key-facts-and-figures-
en.pdf?la=en&vs=935 

UN Women 2020c, ‘Our Programme’, UN Women – Asia-Pacific, viewed 2 October 2020, 
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/focus-areas/women-poverty-
economics/weempowerasia/our-programme  

Weerawardhana, C 2018, ‘Decolonising development work: a transfeminist perspective’ in C.L. 
Mason (ed.), Routledge handbook of queer development studies, Routledge, London, pp. 119–
130.  

World Bank 2020, Women, Business and the Law 2020, Women, Business and the Law, World 
Bank, Washington, DC, doi: 10.1596/978-1-4648-1532-4 

World Economic Forum 2020, Global Gender Gap Report 2020, viewed 7 October 2020, 
http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2020/dataexplorer 

Women’s Empowerment Principles 2020, WEPs, viewed 2 October 2020, 
https://www.weps.org/ 

World Tourism Organisation 2019, Global Report on Women in Tourism – Second Edition, 
UNWTO, Madrid, doi: 10.18111/9789284420384 

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/gender-equality-womens-rights-in-review-key-facts-and-figures-en.pdf?la=en&vs=935
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/gender-equality-womens-rights-in-review-key-facts-and-figures-en.pdf?la=en&vs=935
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/gender-equality-womens-rights-in-review-key-facts-and-figures-en.pdf?la=en&vs=935
https://www.weps.org/

