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This year, ten countries in Southeast Asia celebrate a historic milestone - 50 years of regional co-operation 
via ASEAN. 

Today, ASEAN is the world’s seventh-largest market and is expected to become the fourth-largest global 
economic bloc by 2030. ASEAN also has the third-largest labour force in the world, behind China and 
India, with its working-age population anticipated to expand in the next decade.

Much of the spotlight on the organisation, especially amongst academics and media, has been on the so 
called ‘ASEAN Way’, notably its careful stepwise approach and incremental achievements.  Furthermore, 
a lot of public attention is spent focusing solely on the region’s economic integration, trade and growth 
rather than on the wider aspirations of its people.

Remarkably, little attention has been paid to the region’s citizens - their hopes and perspectives on 
ASEAN, their impressions of their neighbours and co-partners, and the region’s relationship with external 
actors and forces.

Blackbox has recently completed the first ever ASEAN-wide citizen survey to measure how people across 
the region feel about ASEAN, its impact on their lives as well as its future development and progress. 

For the purposes of brevity, this report does not include data for all countries. It focuses more on 
differences across the region, and shows highs and lows. 

Should you be interested in obtaining more extensive country data and/or other detailed breakouts, 
please contact Yuling at yuling@blackbox.com.sg.

About the Study

n=500

n=300

n=100

Covering all 
ten countries 

in ASEAN

Survey

20
minute

Multilingual

Hi
สวัสดี

Online
(and offline in less

developed markets)

Total Sample of
n=3040

National Sentiment

Regional Priorities

Perceptions of ASEAN

ASEAN external
relations

Future of ASEAN

Conducted in October 2017, 
the poll of 3,040 ASEAN 
citizens is the first major 
public survey to be carried 
out amongst adults (aged 18 
and over) across all ten 
ASEAN nations.

The questionnaire was 
translated into the national or 
official languages of each 
country, and administered 
online. In less developed 
markets, surveys were 
conducted offline. 

The survey covered topics 
including current perceptions 
of ASEAN, its relationships 
and its future. 
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For fifty years, ASEAN has seemingly been on the brink. Sometimes on the brink of disaster (e.g. the 1998 
Asia Financial Crisis) but more often, the threshold of success. But after half a century, few believe that 
ASEAN has truly fulfilled the full potential of its promise. To outsiders, it can look like a somewhat enigmatic 
and unhurried collective. But for those who know and understand the region, ASEAN’s progress and quiet 
achievements are very much in keeping with the pace of political evolution in the region. 

Southeast Asians themselves think highly of ASEAN. Almost nine 
in ten (89%) have a favourable opinion and 78% say ASEAN 
carries a positive image. 

But the less than fully realised ambitions of ASEAN are reflected in 
how Southeast Asian express their personal feelings towards the 
Association. A majority of 63% say ASEAN gives them a feeling of 
‘hope’, with only 49% saying that the Association provides them a 
sense of trust and less than a third who say they feel enthusiastic 
(32%) or affectionate (22%) when it comes to ASEAN. 

For ordinary people in Southeast Asia, however, ASEAN is 
synonymous with safety. Around 35% say that ASEAN gives them 
a feeling of security while 28% say that peace and stability is top 
of mind when they think of ASEAN. This compares with 20% who 
first think of economic prosperity and 15% who think of regional 
co-operation when ASEAN comes to mind. 

Furthermore, 66% say that ASEAN makes a very important 
contribution to maintaining peace and security in the region while 
62% say it is making a very important contribution to fighting 
terrorism. These tasks rank first and second respectively when it 
comes to the Association’s perceived contributions. 

While this sense of security is seemingly crucial to Southeast Asians, the fact remains that its citizens also 
look to ASEAN to power economic progress in the region. Nearly two-thirds (65%) say that they associate 
ASEAN with economic growth while 72% believe that ASEAN’s top priority in the next five years should be 
ensuring economic growth throughout the region. Indeed, more than half of all citizens living in the region 
characterise ASEAN first and foremost as an ‘economic association that promotes trade, economic 
integration and development’ over a ‘political association that resolves disputes amongst member states’ 
(20%) or other descriptions. As such, while most seek and expect security from the umbrella of ASEAN, it is 
the economic opportunity that drives their dreams and aspirations.

Although nearly three in four (74%) believe the relationship between member states is currently 
excellent/good, under half (47%) believe ASEAN has been a major success in its first fifty years. Nearly as 
many (39%) are more measured and feel that ASEAN has been a minor success. Looking into the future, 74% 
believe that ASEAN needs to move faster than it is today. 

The mixed reviews on ASEAN’s progress and people’s muted emotional connection with the Association can 
perhaps be tied to identity as well. Only 43% of those in the region would describe themselves in the first 
instance as ‘Southeast Asian’. Over half (51%) are likely to characterise themselves as Asian first. In contrast, 
a majority do believe that Southeast Asians have “a lot in common” (58%) while 31% say people in the region 
have at least “a little in common”. 

This presents an opportunity for ASEAN – people in the region clearly feel a common bond but do not 
necessarily share a strong collective sense of belonging to a distinct or unique convocation. 

Externally, our findings show a strong connection between ASEAN countries and Japan, which has 
contributed greatly to the development of regional infrastructure and enjoyed a major consumer presence in 
the last 50 years. But there are also strong signals that China’s evolution as a key player is being 
acknowledged. The emerging superpower is generally viewed positively and 17% believe a top priority for 
ASEAN should be building stronger ties with the Middle Kingdom. Crucially, 61% of those in the region 
characterise China’s rise as a global player as more of an opportunity to ASEAN members, rather than a 
threat. In contrast, only 4% feel that priority should be given to forging stronger ties with the U.S. This perhaps 
reflects both the possibility of a Trump administration backlash or might be due to underlying assumptions 
that the region already enjoys strong ties with the U.S. 

As ASEAN begins its next 50 years, it is clear that those in the region still believe very much in its promise. 
Nearly all (88%) are optimistic that ASEAN will become more important to people in the region in the future. 
There are few misgivings about the Association other than the fact that, to date, its achievements are not 
necessarily seen as significant. But many have a sense that ASEAN can offer more than simply being a 
symbol of ‘friendship and goodwill”. In a fast-changing and globally important region (Asia), ASEAN offers the 
opportunity for Southeast Asians to not only be a part of something exciting, but also to be key players in the 
changes taking place.

It is important that 
individually and jointly we 
should create a deep 
awareness that we cannot 
survive for long as 
independent but isolated 
peoples unless we also think 
and act together and unless 
we prove by deeds that we 
belong to a family of 
Southeast Asian nations 
bound together by ties of 
friendship and goodwill and 
imbued with our own ideals 
and aspirations and 
determined to shape our 
own destiny.

-  Tun Abdul Razak Hussein, 2nd 
Prime Minister of Malaysia, 1967

Executive Summary
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For fifty years, ASEAN has seemingly been on the brink. Sometimes on the brink of disaster (e.g. the 1998 
Asia Financial Crisis) but more often, the threshold of success. But after half a century, few believe that 
ASEAN has truly fulfilled the full potential of its promise. To outsiders, it can look like a somewhat enigmatic 
and unhurried collective. But for those who know and understand the region, ASEAN’s progress and quiet 
achievements are very much in keeping with the pace of political evolution in the region. 

Southeast Asians themselves think highly of ASEAN. Almost nine 
in ten (89%) have a favourable opinion and 78% say ASEAN 
carries a positive image. 

But the less than fully realised ambitions of ASEAN are reflected in 
how Southeast Asian express their personal feelings towards the 
Association. A majority of 63% say ASEAN gives them a feeling of 
‘hope’, with only 49% saying that the Association provides them a 
sense of trust and less than a third who say they feel enthusiastic 
(32%) or affectionate (22%) when it comes to ASEAN. 

For ordinary people in Southeast Asia, however, ASEAN is 
synonymous with safety. Around 35% say that ASEAN gives them 
a feeling of security while 28% say that peace and stability is top 
of mind when they think of ASEAN. This compares with 20% who 
first think of economic prosperity and 15% who think of regional 
co-operation when ASEAN comes to mind. 

Furthermore, 66% say that ASEAN makes a very important 
contribution to maintaining peace and security in the region while 
62% say it is making a very important contribution to fighting 
terrorism. These tasks rank first and second respectively when it 
comes to the Association’s perceived contributions. 

While this sense of security is seemingly crucial to Southeast Asians, the fact remains that its citizens also 
look to ASEAN to power economic progress in the region. Nearly two-thirds (65%) say that they associate 
ASEAN with economic growth while 72% believe that ASEAN’s top priority in the next five years should be 
ensuring economic growth throughout the region. Indeed, more than half of all citizens living in the region 
characterise ASEAN first and foremost as an ‘economic association that promotes trade, economic 
integration and development’ over a ‘political association that resolves disputes amongst member states’ 
(20%) or other descriptions. As such, while most seek and expect security from the umbrella of ASEAN, it is 
the economic opportunity that drives their dreams and aspirations.

Although nearly three in four (74%) believe the relationship between member states is currently 
excellent/good, under half (47%) believe ASEAN has been a major success in its first fifty years. Nearly as 
many (39%) are more measured and feel that ASEAN has been a minor success. Looking into the future, 74% 
believe that ASEAN needs to move faster than it is today. 

The mixed reviews on ASEAN’s progress and people’s muted emotional connection with the Association can 
perhaps be tied to identity as well. Only 43% of those in the region would describe themselves in the first 
instance as ‘Southeast Asian’. Over half (51%) are likely to characterise themselves as Asian first. In contrast, 
a majority do believe that Southeast Asians have “a lot in common” (58%) while 31% say people in the region 
have at least “a little in common”. 

This presents an opportunity for ASEAN – people in the region clearly feel a common bond but do not 
necessarily share a strong collective sense of belonging to a distinct or unique convocation. 

Externally, our findings show a strong connection between ASEAN countries and Japan, which has 
contributed greatly to the development of regional infrastructure and enjoyed a major consumer presence in 
the last 50 years. But there are also strong signals that China’s evolution as a key player is being 
acknowledged. The emerging superpower is generally viewed positively and 17% believe a top priority for 
ASEAN should be building stronger ties with the Middle Kingdom. Crucially, 61% of those in the region 
characterise China’s rise as a global player as more of an opportunity to ASEAN members, rather than a 
threat. In contrast, only 4% feel that priority should be given to forging stronger ties with the U.S. This perhaps 
reflects both the possibility of a Trump administration backlash or might be due to underlying assumptions 
that the region already enjoys strong ties with the U.S. 

As ASEAN begins its next 50 years, it is clear that those in the region still believe very much in its promise. 
Nearly all (88%) are optimistic that ASEAN will become more important to people in the region in the future. 
There are few misgivings about the Association other than the fact that, to date, its achievements are not 
necessarily seen as significant. But many have a sense that ASEAN can offer more than simply being a 
symbol of ‘friendship and goodwill”. In a fast-changing and globally important region (Asia), ASEAN offers the 
opportunity for Southeast Asians to not only be a part of something exciting, but also to be key players in the 
changes taking place.
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Sentiment across most countries in Southeast Asia is generally positive at present (Q4, 2017). Most Southeast 
Asians are satisfied with the current environment and feel optimistic about the future. Southeast Asians also 
believe they have things in common with their neighbours in the region but feel less certain about their own 
identity as Southeast Asians.

National Mood and Sentiment in Southeast Asia

•  Overall, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the way things are going in your country?

•  How would you describe the current economic situation in your country?

Ten-Country 
Satisfaction

70%

27%

3%

Satisfied Dissatisfied Don’t Know/
Refuse

49%
Malaysia

Lowest:

96%
Brunei

Highest:

Overall Contentment Across All ASEAN Countries

01

● Mood and Sentiment

Seventy per cent (70%) of Southeast Asians say they are satisfied with how things are going in their country 
at present. Only Malaysians are divided in their opinion (49% satisfied; 45% dissatisfied). Similarly, nearly 
two-thirds (64%) describe the current economic situation in their country as very good or somewhat good. Of 
the ten countries in ASEAN, only Malaysia and Thailand view their current economies in negative terms.

Somewhat Good

Very Good

53%

11%

Bad

Somewhat Bad

6%

28%

?

Perceptions About The Current Economic Situation (Local)

83%
Laos

Highest:

44%
Malaysia

Lowest:

34%
Bad (Total)

2%
Don’t Know

64%
Good (Total)
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● Quality of Life Measures

Most Southeast Asians (69%) describe their quality of life today as very good or somewhat good while 32% 
believe their quality of life five years from now will be much better than now. Over the next five years, those in 
Laos are most likely to envisage a major improvement in their quality of life (97%) while Singaporeans are the 
least likely (51%).

•  Thinking about a time five year from now, do you think your country will be...?

•  How would you describe the quality of life in your country today?

Anticipated Quality of Life in 5 Years

Much 
better 

than now

A little 
better

The 
same

A little 
worse

Alot 
worse

32%

45%

14%

7%

2%

9%
Worse in
5 Years

77%
Better in
5 Years

97%
Laos

Highest:

51%
Singapore

Lowest:

Somewhat Good

Very Good

56%

13%

Bad

Somewhat Bad

4%

26%

97%
Brunei

Highest:

54%
Malaysia

Lowest:

Quality of Life Today

30%
Bad (Total)

1%
Don’t Know

69%
Good (Total)

?
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•  In your opinion, which of the following will be most important to improving the quality of life in your country in the 
next five years? (Multiple answers allowed)

Most Important Factors Highest Country Rating

1 Government Policies  (45%)

2 Economic Improvement  (43%)

3 Education  (30%)

4 Higher Wages  (30%)

5 Political Stability  (20%)

6 Lower Taxes  (13%)

7 Lower Food Prices  (11%)

8 Fair Justice System / Rule of Law  (11%)

9 Peace & Security / Human Rights  (11%)

10 Strong Medical /  Healthcare System  (10%)

Laos  74%

Indonesia  53%

Myanmar  50%

Philippines  41%

Malaysia  30%

Malaysia  21%

Philippines  21%

Myanmar  33%

Myanmar  23%

Cambodia  16%

Singapore  26%

Factors Most Important to Improving Quality of Life 

For Southeast Asians, Government is still very much seen as the key driver and determinant of personal 
well-being. Quality of life gains in the future are considered to be most dependent on the strength of 
government policies (45%) and general economic improvement (43%) followed by education (30%), higher 
wages (30%) and political stability (20%), in that order. 

Government policies are viewed as most crucial in Laos (74%) while education is seen as more important to 
future quality of life gains in Myanmar (50%) and Brunei (49%). Improved wages ranks highest amongst 
Filipinos (41%) while political stability is seen more critically in Malaysia (30%) and Thailand (29%). 

Lower food prices are also much more likely to be identified as pivotal to future quality of life improvements in 
newer emerging economies like Myanmar (33%), Laos (30%) and Cambodia (22%).

6Quality of Life MeasuresBlackbox ResearchASEAN Turns 50 By



•  In your opinion, companies from which of the following industries/sectors will be the most likely to improve your 
Quality of Life in the next 5 years? (Multiple answers allowed)

Looking at the sectors and industries that Southeast Asians think will contribute most improvement to their 
future quality of life, they are more likely to identify telecommunications (53%), medical, health and wellness 
(50%), information technology and technology/digital devices (both 46%) as most crucial to future well-being. 

But each country in the region also has specific sectors which people see as vital:

• In Brunei, oil and gas is seen as crucial (33%) as it is in Cambodia (62%)
• Food and beverage gets equal top billing with medical, health and wellness in Laos (both 51%)
• In Singapore, medical, health and wellness (65%) and public transport (59%) rate highest. Public 

transport is also seen as crucial in the Philippines (53%)

Top Sectors Highest Country Rating

1 Telecommunications  (53%)

2 Medical, Health and Wellness  (50%)

3 Technology & Digital Devices  (46%)

4 Information Technology  (46%)

9 Oil/ Gas/ Energy  (29%)

10 Consumer Banking & Insurance Protection  
(27%)

Laos  77%

Singapore  65%

Indonesia  58%

Indonesia  54%

Cambodia  62%

Indonesia  38%

5 Public Transport  (39%) Singapore  59%

6 Food and Beverage  (37%) Cambodia  53%

7 E-commerce  (34%) Indonesia  39%

Singapore  39%

8 Tourism and Hospitality  (31%) Indonesia  35%

Malaysia  35%

Industries Seen As Most Important to Improving Future Quality of Life
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•  In your opinion, for each of the topics mentioned, which of the following four categories will play a key role in 
contributing growth in your country in next 5 years.

● Future Growth and Success

A strong majority of Southeast Asians (77%) are confident that their own country will be better five years from 
now. Optimism is highest in Laos (98%) and Myanmar (94%) but lower in Malaysia (54%) and Singapore 
(55%). Those under 35 have a particularly positive outlook that things are going to get better (82%). 

As with quality of life, Southeast Asians believe that Government is crucial to future growth and will make the 
biggest contribution to economic expansion, ahead of international brands, digital devices and social media.  

MNCs and international brands are seen as most influential when it comes to both consumer products as are 
digital devices while social media is seen as more likely to have an impact on the community with respect to 
freedom of speech and civil rights. 

Areas where non-government contributions are viewed as most vital to contributing to growth in the next five 
years are as follows:

1. Freedom of speech/ civil rights
2. Community & social development/ Tourism
3. Personal well-being

1. Better products and services
2. Economic growth / driving innovation
3. Retail & consumer banking

1. Better products and services
2. Retail
3. Shipping & maritime

55%
50%
43%

51%
49%
46%

49%
47%
43%

International 
brands / MNCs

Technology & 
digital devices

Social media

External Players and Where They Can Contribute to Societal Growth
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•  In your opinion, do you think people born and raised in South East Asia have things in common?

● Regional Identity

Do Southeast Asians feel they have a shared identity in the same way many West Europeans, Africans and 
South Americans do? Nearly three in five (58%) of Southeast Asians believe that people born and raised in 
Southeast Asia have a lot in common while 31% think they have at least a little in common. Vietnamese (71%), 
Indonesians (67%) and Filipinos (66%) feel the most connected to others in the region. 

Less than half (43%) of Southeast Asians, however, say they define themselves as Southeast Asian first ahead 
of being Asian (51%). Those in Myanmar (67%) and Laos (65%) are most likely to characterize themselves as 
Southeast Asian while Malaysians (29%) and Cambodians (27%) are least likely.

Identity
I think of myself (first) as…

Asian 51%

Southeast Asian 43% 67%
Myanmar

Highest:

29%
Malaysia

Lowest:

72%
Cambodia

Highest:

29%
Myanmar

Lowest:

Commonality
People across South East Asia...

58%

Have a lot
in common

Have a little
in common

Have not very
much in common

9% 2%

Have nothing
in common

31%

89%
Have something 
in common

11%
Have not much /
nothing in common

17%
Cambodia

Lowest:

71%
Vietnam

Highest:
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•  Outside of your own country, which other nation in Southeast Asia do you feel your country has the closest (or 
best) relationship with?

A true community must be a 
community of people, a concept that 
should be at the heart of the ASEAN 
Community. ASEAN must strive to 
bring its member countries together 
and create a sense of shared destiny 
of peace and prosperity for all ASEAN 
peoples based on common ASEAN 
values with an ASEAN identity. 
Otherwise ASEAN will continue to be 
seen as a loose grouping struggling to 
find its voice on the global stage.

- Abhisit Vejjajiva,
27th Prime Minister of Thailand

Despite the lower self-identification with being 
Southeast Asian, nearly three in four (74%) rate the 
current state of relationships between ASEAN member 
states to be positive, with Bruneians most enthusiastic 
about the friendly ties (92%) and Singaporeans the 
least (52%).

Within Southeast Asia, Bruneians, Indonesians and 
Malaysians, Filipinos and Myanmarese feel that 
amongst their regional neighbours, their country feels 
closest and has the best relationship with Singapore. 
Singaporeans feel closest to Malaysians while those in 
Laos and Cambodia are most fraternal about Vietnam 
and Thailand. Thais and Vietnamese feel a close bond 
with Laos. 

Intra-ASEAN Member States: Perceived Closeness 

LAO VIE

BRU MAS

CAM THA

CAM VIE

(89%)

(82%)

(84%)

(84%)

MYA SIN

MAS SIN

VIE LAO

INA SIN

(76%)

(60%)

(64%)

(62%)

THA LAO

PHI SIN

SIN MAS

(56%)

(56%)

(48%)
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Southeast Asians are generally positive about ASEAN and are interested in reading about what ASEAN is 
doing. But they don’t view ASEAN as an entity that has necessarily fully evolved, and as such they hold mixed 
views about the Association’s contribution to the region. 

ASEAN Sentiment across Southeast Asia

● General Sentiment and Interest

Nearly four in five Southeast Asians (78%) say that they have a positive image of ASEAN while 89% express a 
favourable opinion of the Association. 

Laotians and Cambodians are the most favourable (63% and 54% express a ‘very favourable opinion, 
respectively) while Singaporeans are the most lukewarm (only 15% express a very favourable opinion).

02

Image of ASEAN

Very Favourable Opinion towards ASEAN

•  In general, do you have a positive or negative image of ASEAN? Is it: 
•  Here is a list of countries and organisations you may be familiar with. Do you have a favourable or unfavourable  
    opinion of...ASEAN? Is that:

Somewhat
positive 43%

Very
positive 35%

Somewhat
negative 1%

Neutral 19%

Very
negative 1%

88%
Laos

59%
Singapore

Low:High:

78%
Positive
(Total)

2%
Negative

(Total)

63%
54% 52% 49% 46% 43% 40%

ASEAN
average

(38%)

26%
20%

15%

LAO VIE CAM BRU PHI MYA INA THA MAS SIN
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Filipinos are the most interested in reading about topics and news relating to ASEAN (42% are very 
interested) while again, Singaporeans express the lowest levels of enthusiasm (only 13% are very interested 
in reading about ASEAN).

Interest in ASEAN News and Information

•  Generally, how interested are you in reading about topics and news that relates to ASEAN including...

Quite
interested 58%

Very
interested 28%

Not very
interested

Not
interested

at all

14%

1%

13%
Singapore

Lowest -
Very Interested

42%
Philippines

Highest - 
Very Interested 

86%
Interested

(Total)

15%
Not 

Interested
(Total)
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● ASEAN: Descriptions and Feelings

This notion that ASEAN is still viewed as a work in progress is reflected in how Southeast Asians express their 
own feelings about it. When asked to describe how they feel about ASEAN, Southeast Asians are most likely 
to say ‘hopeful’ (63%) while only 32% express enthusiasm. 

Just under half (49%) say that ASEAN gives them a feeling of trust 
with Cambodians most likely to use that term (79%). Other findings 
reveal that:

• 51% of those in Myanmar are most likely to say that ASEAN 
gives them a feeling of affection (versus only 22% across the 
region);

• 49% of Cambodians, 46% of Filipinos and 45% of 
Indonesians say that ASEAN gives them a feeling of 
security/protection (compared to 35% across the region); 
while

• 27% of Singaporeans say they feel indifferent towards ASEAN 
(compared to only 8% across the region) 

As members of the ASEAN 
family, sometimes we give, 
sometimes we receive, and 
sometimes we must be 
considerate in reaching 
compromise… this is the 
beauty of ASEAN.

- Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono,
6th President of Indonesia, 2017

Personal Feelings about ASEAN

•  Does ASEAN give you personally a feeling of...:

Enthusiasm

32%
Affection

22%

Rejection
2%

Anger
1%

Mistrust
5%

Frustration
4%

Indifference
8%Security /

protection

35%

Trust

49%

Hope

63%
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When thinking about ASEAN, 28% say they first think of peace and security while 20% think of economic 
prosperity. At an individual country level, when it comes to ASEAN:

• Thais are more likely to think of free trade and open borders (32% compared to 16% across the region)
• Indonesians are more likely to think of regional co-operation on issues (24% compared to 15% across 

the region)
• Singaporeans are more likely to think of cultural ties and understanding (10% compared to 4% across 

the region)

ASEAN Top of Mind Reactions

•  How would you answer the following?  ‘When I think of ASEAN I first think of…’

Peace
& Stability
     28%

Economic Prosperity 
     20%

Free Trade & 
Open Borders

16%

Co-operation
on Major 
Regional Issues

15%

Positive

Under 5%
Better Cultural Understanding
 Ease of Traveling & Studying

Employment
 Regional Leadership

Negative

Under 5%
All Talk and No Action
Ineffectual/ Toothless Tiger
Indecisive on Important Subjects
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•  Which of the following topics do you typically associate with ASEAN?

Above 60% 40 - 30% 30 - 20% Below 20%

Security & Defence

Regional Trade

Tourism

Social Development 
& Progress in SEA

Dispute Resolution 

Culture & Heritage

Global Trade

Jobs & Employment

Anti-Terrorism

Attracting International 
Investment

Education Technology
& Innovation

Infrastructure 
Development

Regional Travel 
Rules & Regulations

Internet & 
Digital Economy

Aviation &
Airline Travel

Economic Growth 
in SEA

I Associate ASEAN With...

With respect to topics and issues, Southeast Asians are most likely to associate ASEAN with economic growth 
(65%) while 38% associate it with security/defence and 37% with regional trade. 

For Indonesians, ASEAN has a stronger association with social development (45%) while those in Laos are 
much more likely to associate ASEAN with education (49%). 

Regional trade features more highly as an association amongst Thais (42%) and Singaporeans (41%)
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● What Impact Has ASEAN Had on the Region?

More than half of Southeast Asians (53%) believe their country is better off today because of ASEAN. 
Malaysians (59%) are the most likely to feel that ASEAN helped make their country better off while Cambodians 
the least (only 36%).

Just under half (47%) describe ASEAN as being a major success in its first 50 years while 39% would say it has 
been a minor success. Indonesians and Myanmarese are the most enthusiastic about ASEAN’s success (65%) 
while Singaporeans are the least likely to view ASEAN as a major success (26%).

•  Thinking about what ASEAN has achieved in its 50 years history, do you think it has… 

86%
Think ASEAN 
Has Been A 

Success
39%

47%

12%
1%

26%
Singapore

65%
Indonesia

65%
Myanmar

Highest - 
Major Success

Been a major success

Been a minor success

Neither succeeded not failed

Been a minor failure

Has ASEAN Been A Success?
Lowest - 
Major Success

•  On balance, would your own country be better or worse off today if ASEAN had not been created 50...

53%
Say ‘Better Off’ 
with ASEAN’s 

Existence

47%

36%
Cambodia

Low - Better off:

59%
Malaysia

High - Better off:

Much/ a little better off

A lot/ a little worse off

’Better off’ with ASEAN Existing
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•  Based on your own knowledge, how important is the contribution the ASEAN organisation makes in the 
following areas?

In terms of the difference ASEAN makes to people’s lives, 
Southeast Asians believe that the maintenance of peace and 
security is the most important contribution ASEAN is making to the 
region (66% say it is making a very important contribution), 
followed by fighting terrorism (62%), improving relations between 
countries in the region (61%) and driving economic growth across 
the region (60%). 

ASEAN’s contribution on peace and security is seen as most 
important in Indonesia (81%) and the Philippines (80%) while its 
role in improving living standards is viewed as the most important 
contribution in Laos (79%). Indonesians also praise ASEAN most 
for protecting human rights (75%). 

If the Southeast Asian 
peoples are to embrace 
ASEAN as their 
“Community”… they must 
see it as a pervading, 
beneficial influence on their 
daily lives. They, as 
stakeholders, must regard 
the ASEAN vision as their 
very own.

- Fidel Ramos, 12th President
of the Philippines, 2013

ASEAN is Making a Very Important Contribution

Maintaining peace and security across 
the ASEAN region 

Fighting terrorism in the ASEAN region

Improving relations between the 
countries in ASEAN

Driving economic growth across the 
ASEAN region

Promoting economic trade amongst 
ASEAN countries

Promoting economic trade between the 
ASEAN region and the rest of the world

Protecting human rights of people living in 
the ASEAN region

Improving the living standards of people 
living in the ASEAN region

Providing development assistance to 
poorer areas in the ASEAN region

Improving infrastructure across the ASEAN 
region e.g. roads, rail, air, and maritime links

66%

61%

60%

58%

58%

57%

56%

52%

52%

62%

Top Countries

Philippines  80%

Philippines  77%

Philippines  78%

Philippines  74%

Indonesia  81%

Laos  79%

Indonesia  80%

Philippines  67%

Indonesia  69%

Indonesia  75%

Areas Where ASEAN Matters Most
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Also, across the region: 
• 61% believe that ASEAN is essential to the future of Southeast Asia; and
• 52% believe ASEAN helps economic development in the region

More problematically, only 27% believe that ASEAN has a vision for the future which maybe reinforces the 
sense that Southeast Asians don’t fully understand ASEAN’s core mandate or working agenda. 

Despite the strong sense that ASEAN does provide security to those in the region, more than half of Southeast 
Asians (54%) characterise ASEAN first as an ‘economic association’ while 20% view it primarily as a political 
association. Only in Laos  (45%) and Myanmar (43%) is ASEAN viewed more as a political entity than an 
economic entity.

•  Thinking about the contribution ASEAN makes to the lives of people in South East Asia, do you view it more as 
a…

Vi
ew

 A
SE

A
N

 a
s

54%

13%
9% 4%

20%

To
p 

C
ou

nt
rie

s

Brunei  
31%

Brunei  
30%

Thailand  
65%

Laos  
45%

Economic 
Association

Political 
Association

Social 
Organisation

Cultural 
Organisation

None 
of these

How is ASEAN Defined?
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As ASEAN evolves and takes shape as a more dynamic regional entity, its relations with the major powers 
in a changing world become increasingly important. Although Japan has historically enjoyed strong 
standing in the region, its perch is increasingly under challenge from China. Also, with the digital economy 
becoming vital to everyday life and employment, it is interesting to note that while technology is viewed as 
important to the region’s future, ASEAN’s role as a digital facilitator is still not yet on people’s radar.

ASEAN and the World

● International Country Ratings

Across ASEAN, Japan is viewed most favourably by citizens (91% have a favourable impression) while India 
is the least favoured of major players engaging in the region (60% favourable). At this point in time, the United 
States (74%) still enjoys a higher favourability rating than China (65%).

03

ASEAN Most Favourable Nations

•  •  Here is a list of countries and organisations you may be familiar with. Do you have a favourable or 
unfavourable opinion of each? Is that...?

91% 87% 84% 81%
74%

65% 65% 60%

JAP SIN AUS UK USA RUS CHI IND

When it comes to views on international organisations, the World Bank is the most favourable institution at 
78% while the United Nations is a close second place at 77%.

Favourable Institution

78%

69%

77%

World Bank

United Nation

IMF

•  Here is a list of countries and organisations you may be familiar with. Do you have a favourable or unfavourable 
opinion of each? Is that...?
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Placed between the giants of 
China and India, ASEAN 
countries have to combine 
their markets to compete 
and be relevant as a region. 
There is no other choice. 
ASEAN is also playing a 
major role in shaping a wider 
architecture of cooperation 
in the Asia-Pacific.

- Lee Kuan Yew, first Prime
Minister of Singapore, 2009

•  And outside of South East Asia, which of the following nations do you think your country enjoys a strong and 
close relationship with?

40%

ASEAN Member States and the World: Perceived Closeness

LAO CHI

VIE JAP

CAM CHI

INA JAP

(88%)

(74%)

(86%)

(78%)

MYA JAP

THA JAP

PHI JAP

MAS CHI

(74%)

(68%)

(74%)

(69%)

BRU ENG

SIN USA

(68%)

(56%)

Southeast Asia countries, however, vary as to which major 
countries outside the region they feel they have the strongest and 
closest relationship with.

Five countries feel they are closest to Japan (Indonesia, Myanmar, 
Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand) while three feel closest to 
China (Laos, Cambodia and Malaysia). The Bruneians still feel a 
close bond with the U.K. while Singapore believes the country 
closest to it is the United States despite also having the lowest 
favourability rating of the US at present (58%), possibly due to the 
first year missteps of the Trump administration. 
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While ASEAN citizens of all ages are likely to believe the Association’s relationship with Japan is strong, 
younger people view the current relationship with the U.S. more strongly than older people while older people 
(55+) view the relationship with China as being stronger than do younger people.

● ASEAN’s External Relations

Southeast Asians are most likely to think ASEAN’s relationship with Japan is superior (75% rate relations as 
excellent or good). Other multilateral relations are viewed on an almost equal footing with the exception of India, 
which is still clearly developing its presence as a potential major player.

•  How would you rate the current state of ASEAN’s relationships with…?

   Japan
75%
   Japan
75%   United States

60%
   United States
60%

India
50%
India
50%

European 
Union

59%

European 
Union

59% China
61%

China
61%

   Australia
62%
   Australia
62%

State of ASEAN’s Relations with the World’s Major Economies

Have excellent or good relations with...
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•  On balance, does the rise of China as a global player present more of an opportunity or more of a threat to 
ASEAN members? 

● The U.S. and China

With China’s emergence as a global super power, it is also 
noteworthy that 17% of people ASEAN view building strong ties 
with China as a key priority for ASEAN in the next five years versus 
4% who think ASEAN should be giving priority to building ties with 
the United States. Singaporeans are the most likely to see 
elevating ties with China as a high priority status (29%).

More than half (61%) of all Southeast Asians also view China’s rise 
as more of an opportunity than a threat to ASEAN. Thais are most 
responsive to China’s rise (75%) while the Vietnamese are least 
likely to view its emergence as an opportunity (32%).

61%

view Rise of China 
as more of an 
Opportunity

31%

8%

32%
Vietnam

Opportunity - 
Lowest

Rise of China: An Opportunity

Opportunity

Threat

Mix of opportunity
& threat

75%
Thailand

Opportunity - 
Highest

To remain at the centre of 
East Asia’s economic and 
political evolution, ASEAN 
must integrate more closely 
and with more urgency. 
Otherwise, it will be 
marginalized.

- Lee Kuan Yew, first Prime
Minister of Singapore, 2009
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ASEAN vs National Responsibility

Stronger ASEAN responsibility Weaker ASEAN responsibility

Military intervention in conflicts outside the 
ASEAN region

People trafficking
60%

60%

Spread of infectious diseases

Protection of the natural environment and 
regional heritage

Global trade agreements

Getting involved and benefitting from 
China’s ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ 

61%

63%

60%

51%

57%

Financial currency used for regional 
economic trade

Economic development

Dealing with global/ regional 
economic crises

62%

62%

56%

ASEAN responsibility

National responsibility

Trade agreements within the Asia 
Pacific region

64%

● ASEAN vs. National Responsibilities

Although Southeast Asians attribute responsibility across a variety of areas to ASEAN, its main role is viewed to 
be in trade and economic development, whereas defence, health and environment responsibilities are shared 
more evenly with national governments.

•  How much of a role do you think ASEAN should play on each of the following issues?

23ASEAN vs. National ResponsibilitiesBlackbox ResearchASEAN Turns 50 By



•  In your opinion, companies from which of the following industries/sectors will be the most likely to improve your 
Quality of Life in the next 5 years.

● The Digital World

With the digital economy continuing to grow at pace globally, it is unsurprising for ASEAN citizens to see 
telecommunications, information technology, and technology and digital devices as areas key to their future.

Interestingly, technology and digital devices are seen as more crucial to quality of life amongst those aged 
above 45 rather than younger people who appear to simply take it for granted. 

Top 3 Countries5 Sectors

Industries Most Likely To Contribute to Improving Quality of Life

1 Telecommunications  (53%)

Medical Health and Wellness  (50%)

Information Technology  (46%)

Technology & Digital Devices  (46%)

Public Transport  (39%)

77%
Laos

70%
Philippines

67%
Indonesia

2

65%
Singapore

59%
Vietnam

57%
Philippines

3

54%
Indonesia

53%
Philippines

52%
Thailand

58%
Indonesia

55%
Philippines

52%
Singapore

4

59%
Singapore

53%
Philippines

41%
Lao
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Despite its relative importance, however, the digital economy is not necessarily something that people in 
Southeast Asia yet associate with ASEAN. Although many associate ASEAN with economic growth (65%) and 
regional trade (37%), only 15% associate ASEAN with the digital economy. Association with technology and 
innovation (generally) is slightly stronger (20%) [see page 15].

This limited association between ASEAN and the future economy is further reflected in the fact that only 7% of 
Southeast Asians think that a key ASEAN priority in the next five years should be building the digital economy 
and e-commerce in the region. 

This finding also further highlights that at this point in time, ASEAN is not viewed as being tied to specific 
efforts on initiatives. For example, only 8% think food security is a key priority and only 10% view the 
environment as a priority for ASEAN in the next five years. Instead, ASEAN is viewed more in terms of its 
broader contributions – growth, trade and defence/security.

•  In your view, what should ASEAN’s top priorities be over the next five years?

Under
20%

Under
10%

72%

48%

36%
Education

Health

Enviroment

Tourism

Regional Infrastructure

Negotiating Free Trade Agreement

Strong Ties with China

Social Development & Anti-Poverty Initiative

Aviation

Food Security

Digital Economy

Economic Growth 

Defence & Security 

Free Trade

Perceived Top Priorities for ASEAN Moving Forward
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Global technology players, however, are seen as being relevant to future economic progress in the region. 
Google (58%), Facebook (55%) and Samsung (44%) in particular are seen as well placed to help with future 
economic progress. 

•  Which of the following international companies do you think are well placed to help with future economic 
progress in the ASEAN region?

Companies

Top Technology Companies Contributing to ASEAN’s Economy

Top Countries

58%

44%

38%

36%

55%

Myanmar  69%

Philippines  56%

Myanmar  63%

Indonesia  79%

Philippines  70%
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Southeast Asians are generally optimistic about the future and overwhelmingly see ASEAN as crucial to their 
ongoing success and development. 

But most believe that looking ahead, ASEAN needs to move at a quicker pace than it has done to date. They 
are particularly supportive of ASEAN doing more on security, free trade within the region and common 
standards for businesses.

The Future of ASEAN 

● Optimism and Priorities for ASEAN

Southeast Asians overwhelmingly believe that ASEAN will become more important to people in the region in 
the years ahead.

But perspectives do vary, at least in tone. While more than half of Indonesians (58%) and Filipinos (55%) are 
very optimistic about ASEAN having an enhanced role in the future, only 9% of those in Myanmar said 
likewise. Similarly, only 13% of Singaporeans are optimistic that ASEAN’s importance will grow.

04

Optimism about ASEAN Becoming More Important

•  How optimistic are you that ASEAN as an organisation will become more important to citizens in the years ahead?

58% 55%
48%

36% 33% 30% 28%

ASEAN
average

(38%)

20%
13%

9%

INA PHI LAO VIE THA MAS BRU CAM SIN MYA

As flagged earlier in the report, Southeast Asians also feel that 
ASEAN should focus more on overarching responsibilities and 
give priority to broader directions than to specific initiatives. This 
sentiment seems to reflect similar attitudes in Western Europe 
where broader EU efforts are often favoured over specific 
regulations which conflict with national norms.

More than just a regional 
community, [ASEAN] must 
be a dynamic force in Asia 
towards maximizing the 
benefits of globalisation… 
uplifting the poor in our 
region.

- Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, former 
President of the Philippines, 2017
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● How Fast Ahead?

Our findings reveal that most Southeast Asians want ASEAN to pick up its pace, but at the same time, there is 
no overwhelming sense of urgency. Just over a quarter (26%) feel that ASEAN can afford to develop at its 
current pace, while 53% believe it could move a little faster and 21% feel it should move a lot faster.

Those in Brunei (46%), Myanmar (40%) and Laos (30%) are the most anxious to see faster progress while 
Singaporeans are less likely to believe there is an urgent need for ASEAN to move at a much faster pace (only 
11%). 

Interestingly, those over 45 years old are more likely than younger people to believe that ASEAN needs to move 
faster, possibly due to having a longer term perspective.

Pace of Future Integration

26%

21%

53%

Same pace

A little faster

Much faster

30%
Laos

40%
Myanmar

46%
Brunei

Top 3 countries who want a ‘much faster’ pace:

•  Some people think that integration between ASEAN countries has been too slow while others believe ASEAN 
has been correct to adopt a more measured approach… how would you like to see ASEAN develop in the future?
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•  Looking ahead to the future, please indicate whether you would support or oppose the following for ASEAN in 
the future?  Would you say…

● Future Mandate

In line with their general optimism and enthusiasm for ASEAN, Southeast Asians see the Association as having 
the capability of expanding its role in the future. While nine in ten support strong military co-operation and free 
trade in the region, nearly seven in ten (68%) would support a single regional currency.

Support ASEAN

Perceived Top Initiatives for ASEAN Moving Forward

Common standards and 
regulation for business 
working across ASEAN

Myanmar Cambodia

Philippines Brunei

Philippines Cambodia

Myanmar Brunei

Myanmar Brunei

Vietnam Brunei

Philippines

Stronger military co-operation 
(including anti-terrorism and 
cyber security

Free trade between ASEAN 
countries (no tariff barriers)

Full economic integration 
between countries similar to 
the European Union (EU)

Open borders to enable the 
free movement of people 
between ASEAN countires

A single regional currency 
(e.g. like the Euro)

93%

90%

88%

78%

68%

92%

Highest
Countries

Lowest
Countries

97% 85%

98% 75%

96% 71%

82% 13%

93% 2%

96% 9%
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Our survey of citizens across Southeast Asia examining ASEAN, is the first of its type covering adults across 
all countries in the Association. Although our study was not intended to be exhaustive nor the final word on 
ASEAN, we believe it does offer some useful albeit cursory insights that are worthy of further exploration in the 
future, possibly by ASEAN itself.

There are some key takeaways:

Despite being positive about ASEAN, Southeast Asians 
don’t necessarily feel an emotional connection to the 
project. As countries grow, advance and develop, this 
may become an issue. Singapore, for example, is far 
more disconnected because it is more likely to value 
and focus more on its own success, than on the 
broader region.

1

There is also strong evidence to suggest that ASEAN’s
agenda and key initiatives are poorly appreciated. 
People are far more likely to enthuse about and assign 
priority to economic development, peace and stability 
than to specific ASEAN projects and initiatives that 
might have profound impact on many lives across the 
region. ASEAN needs to market itself better but at the 
same time be wary of taking steps that cross over into 
domains which citizens see as carrying more national 
responsibility.

2

Conclusions

Southeast Asians don’t see a need for radical reform from ASEAN. But most recognize that the 
Association can afford to pick up its pace and do more than it has in the past. Indeed, member 
states can feel confident that their own people will likely appreciate better defined and clearly 
articulated initiatives rather than the oblique communiques which have typically emerged from 
ASEAN meetings.

3

ASEAN needs to better define itself and what it is seeking. Only 27% of people in the region 
believe ASEAN has a vision for the future. In an era where business disruption and technological 
upheaval have become the norm, ASEAN can ill afford to adapt a wait and see approach. With 
India on one side, and China sitting on the other, ASEAN needs to harness the energy arising from 
both to elevate its own status along with the lives of its people.

4

…Challenges are still abound 
and ASEAN must continue to 
be vigilant and stand united 
to address various issues that 
include, amongst others, 
maintaining ASEAN centrality; 
translating regional economic 
commitments into national 
legal and policy frameworks; 
building a community identity 
across diverse nations; and in 
coming up with collaborative 
solutions to address common 
problems. 

- Le Luong Minh,
Secretary General of ASEAN, 2017
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Blackbox is an award-winning and fully 
independent Singapore-based market intelligence, 
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specialises in translating insights into strategic 
advice and direction.

In Singapore, Blackbox Research is recognized as 
the ‘go-to’ agency for community and policy 
insights and enjoys a strong reputation  as a 
reliable and high quality provider of insights on 
current issues and topics impacting society and 
communities across the region.


