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SUMMARY/BRIEF

ASEAN’s announcement of a ASEAN Community in December 
2015 marked an important milestone in the regional organization’s 
nearly 50-year history. Under the three pillars of political, economic 
and socio-cultural ties, ASEAN projects the idea of “One Vision, One 
Identity, One Community.” These aims of bringing people together, 
strengthening economic ties and enhancing security and prosperity 
are taking on new heights, as the organization works towards a 
future of shared well-being. A key element in the success of these 
goals lies with citizens views of ASEAN, its public perceptions. To 
build community, ASEAN needs the public to feel connected to the 
organization and its activities. Recent lessons in Europe surrounding 
the Brexit vote reaffirm the importance of public connectivity to 
regional organizations.
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Recently compiled survey research shows that ASEAN 
has a long way to go to strengthen its relationship with 
the public in Southeast Asia. This conclusion is drawn 
from the fourth wave of the Asian Barometer Survey 
(ABS), conducted from 2014 to 2016 in eight Southeast 
Asian countries – Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and 
Vietnam.2 These countries comprise the most populated 
Southeast Asian countries, excluding Brunei and Laos. 
The fourth wave of the Asian Barometer Survey asked the 
public how close they were to ASEAN, with respondents 
having a range of options from ‘very close’ and ‘close’ to 
‘not very close’ and ‘not close at all’.  What is revealing is 
not just the connectivity (or rather limited connectivity) 
to ASEAN, but the countries and communities that have 
the most distant relationships to ASEAN.  

The Missing Public Core

Figure 1 details the varied responses across the ASEAN 
countries surveyed. On average, less than 11% of 
those surveyed across ASEAN were ‘very close’ to the 
organization, with 40% of those recording a ‘close’ 
relationship.  On a positive note, an average majority of 
51% those surveyed expressed connectivity to ASEAN. 
The remaining 49% did not, with more than a third or 
37% noting no connectivity with ASEAN and another 
12% unable to choose, in part because of a lack of 
awareness of or ambivalence toward the organization. 
Given that the organization has a long history, especially 
in the founding ASEAN countries, these numbers reveal 
a serious deficit in building public support for ASEAN. 
Almost half of the Southeast Asian public does not 
connect to the regional organization. The level of ‘very 
close’ connectivity is especially low. This does not bode 
well for community building. 

Views across ASEAN vary sharply. Three countries have 
the least connectivity to ASEAN: Indonesia, Thailand 
and Cambodia at 22%, 34% and 42% respectively 
noting connectivity to the organization. Indonesia’s 
low connectivity to ASEAN is especially worrying, as 
Indonesia is not only the most populated country in 
Southeast Asia, but has long played a leadership role 
in the organization, especially before 1997. Indonesia’s 
move away from ASEAN in its foreign policy in the last 
decade has had an impact on its public’s connectivity 
to ASEAN.  What is surprising, broadly, is that publics in 
most of the founding members of ASEAN – Indonesia, 
Thailand, Singapore and the Philippines have lower 
connectivity to the organization than those that joined 
the organization decades later. The most populated 
founding countries have particularly low connectivity to 
ASEAN. This highlights the shallow public connectivity 
to ASEAN in its core members. 

The countries that feel the closest to ASEAN are 
Vietnam, Myanmar and Malaysia – the recent chairs 
of the organization before the current and previous 
chairmanships of Laos and Brunei (not surveyed). 
Chairing ASEAN, with the accompanying press and 
activities, does seem to impact public connectivity. 
Yet, it is not the only factor. The high connection 
of Vietnamese to ASEAN, at 79%, shows that there 
are country-specific factors at work that shape the 
relationship to the organization. In Vietnam, ASEAN ties 
have featured prominently in the country’s foreign policy 
and, specifically, in its relationship with big powers, 
namely China and the United States. It is noteworthy 
that the connectivity of Vietnamese to ASEAN is nearly 
four times that of Indonesians.  

One of the factors that helps us understand the sharp 
variations in connectivity to ASEAN involves the higher 

Figure 1: Closeness to ASEAN Cross-Country Comparison
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share of the public in some Southeast Asian countries 
that cannot answer the question. In Indonesia, a third 
or 33%, opted not to answer the question, while in 
Thailand this was 15%. The results reveal gaps in 
knowledge about ASEAN in some countries, even 
ambivalence toward the organization, notably in some 
of the founding ASEAN members. This was not the case 
in Vietnam, for example, where only 3% had difficulty 
answering the question.

Demographic Divides and Connectivity

Despite the considerable distance in the relationship 
with ASEAN broadly, demographic trends point to 
potential strengthening of the relationship with the 
public.  First of all, there are no significant rural-urban 
differences in the relationship with the public and 
ASEAN, as shown in Figure 2. Rural folk were only 
marginally less connected to ASEAN compared to 
urbanites, by 53% to 49% respectively. This corresponds 
to global patterns of views toward public organizations. 
Voting for Brexit, for example, showed urban areas with 
stronger support for the European Union. The area that 
needs attention, however, is the knowledge gap noted 
above, where rural residents were least likely to answer 
the question, revealing a meaningful difference in 
knowledge of ASEAN and the need for greater outreach 
by ASEAN into rural areas. 

A parallel demographic trend involves education. As 
expected, people with higher education levels tend 
to be closer to ASEAN, as shown in Figure 3. Higher 
levels of educational attainment were associated with 
more connectivity to ASEAN, from 45% of those with 
only primary education and 52% with those with only 
a secondary education to 61% of those with a tertiary 
education close to ASEAN. The levels of those not close to 
ASEAN stayed above a third across levels of educational 
attainment, with those with lower levels of education 

less able to answer the question. This finding suggests 
that with expanding education across Southeast Asia, 
that the future trajectory for ASEAN connectivity is 
promising. It will be important that ASEAN community 
building be integrated into educational outreach efforts, 
especially given the sizeable share of Southeast Asians 
who do not feel close to ASEAN across education levels. 

Generation and Gender Cleavages

The ABS findings suggest that familiarity with ASEAN 
is surprisingly not tied to age. As shown in Figure 4, 
39% young people under the age of 30 are not close 
to ASEAN, only slightly higher than other age groups. 
A little more than a majority young people, 51%, are 
close to ASEAN. Older Southeast Asians, those who 
have had the longest history with the organization that 
has been acknowledged to contribute to peace in the 
region, have the highest share connected to ASEAN 
at 53%, and they also have the lowest share alienated 
from ASEAN, at 31%. The consistently across age groups 
in ASEAN connectivity is unexpected. While positive 
overall, the task ahead will especially be to engage 
younger Southeast Asians, where nearly 40% expressed 
no connectivity to ASEAN. Given that Southeast Asia is 
largely a young region, reaching out to young people is 
particularly important. 

Close

Close

R
ur

al

Pr
im

ar
y

Figure 2: Closeness to ASEAN
Rural-Urban Comparison

Figure 3: Closeness to ASEAN 
by Educational Attainment
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Views of ASEAN by gender are equally revealing. 
Figure 5 shows that Southeast Asian men have closer 
connectivity to ASEAN compared to women, at 54% 
and 47% showing connectivity respectively. More 
women opt not to answer the question. ASEAN has 
long been touted as an ‘old boys club’ and this has 
apparently rubbed off in how different genders relate 
to the organization. This said, the gap in connectivity 
is not large. The gap in knowledge of ASEAN between 
men and women is larger. Moving forward, the ABS 
results suggest greater outreach is needed to women 
in particular if the organization is to improve its public 
standing.  

Globalization, ASEAN and the Public

The results so far have suggested that despite a large 
share of Southeast Asians not connecting to ASEAN, 
demographic trends point to improved connectivity 
with the regional organization with greater education 
and targeted outreach in rural areas and to women. 
Attitudes and approaches of Southeast Asians to 
globalization suggest similar positive trajectories. One 
of the main interpretations of the Brexit vote and 
disengagement from the European Union has involved 
negative perceptions of globalization and regional 
integration.3 The ABS findings suggest that many of the 
issues that divided Europe and distanced citizens from 
the European Union are not currently perceived by 
Southeast Asians. 

Figure 6 shows that those that are engaged with events 
overseas, including in Southeast Asia itself, are more 
connected to ASEAN, by a considerable margin of 65% 
compared to 45%. While nearly a third or 31% of those 
following foreign events closely are not connected to 
ASEAN, this is lower than those who are not engaged in 
following events globally. The challenge ahead will be to 
strengthen the tie to ASEAN and its goal of community 
building among those who are engaged globally, but do 
not (yet) connect to ASEAN. 

If there was one issue that is splitting the European 
Union among the public it is immigration. Resistance to 
the liberalization of labor flows and foreigners within 
national borders has divided European nations. This 
has not extended to Southeast Asia. In fact, as shown in 
Figure 7, those that favor increases and consistency in 
immigration levels are close to ASEAN, at 61%.4 There is 
also no considerable difference with those who oppose 
immigration in their connectivity to ASEAN, with 56% 
of those opposed reporting being close to ASEAN. This 
suggests that immigration is not dividing ASEAN, at 
least for now. ASEAN does not have the same level of 
labor mobility as Europe, which can in part explain the 
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Figure 4: Closeness to ASEAN by Age Group
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Figure 5: Closeness to ASEAN by Gender

Figure 6: Closeness to ASEAN 
by Following Foreign Events
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minimal impact of views of immigration on connectivity 
to ASEAN. Public concerns about immigration in 
Southeast Asia remain within national boundaries. 

These findings indicate that the issues that have 
divided Europe, namely immigration and trade, are not 
impacting public views of ASEAN. Ideological differences 
and issues are not shaping views of regional integration 
in Southeast Asia, as the effects of globalization have 
not been tied to ASEAN directly. Given this lack of 
an ideological obstacle, this suggests that the path 
ahead for regional integration and building the ASEAN 
community is promising. Connectivity to ASEAN is not 
about its agenda, but rather tied to education and 
outreach, issues that can be addressed with greater 
investment in public engagement. 

Abnormal Dynamics: Indonesia and ASEAN 

While the results highlight potential optimism for 
improving ASEAN’s public connectivity broadly in the 
region, they also suggest that there are hurdles ahead 
for strengthening the public relationship with the 
regional organization. Nowhere is this clearer than in the 
Indonesian findings. Not only is the Indonesian public 
the most distant from ASEAN, demographic trends and 
public attitudes worryingly point to a negative trajectory 
for greater ASEAN public connectivity. 

Unlike in the rest of Southeast Asia, urban Indonesians 
are not close to ASEAN, with 49% of Indonesians in urban 
areas reporting as being not close to the organization 
compared to 39% of rural folk. What is striking about 
the Indonesia findings detailed in Figure 9 is the 
large numbers that opt not to answer the question, 
a whopping 40% of rural folk and over a quarter of 
urbanites, 26%. The share of the public unfamiliar and 
ambivalent toward ASEAN in Indonesia is higher than 
those reporting to be close to the organization. There 
is a large gap in knowledge toward ASEAN in Indonesia, 
especially in rural areas.
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Figure 7: Closeness to ASEAN
by Inflow of Immigrants

Figure 8: Closeness to ASEAN
by Limiting Foreign Goods

Figure 9: Indonesian Closeness to ASEAN 
Rural - Urban Comparison
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One area where ASEAN has worked hard to promote 
integration has been in reducing protectionism and 
promoting regional trade. The creation of the ASEAN 
Economic Community last year is part of this deepening 
economic integration. ASEAN has also engaged in free 
trade negotiations as well. This has similarly not affected 
public connectivity to ASEAN, with those in favor of 
open trade and those more protectionist having similar 
relationships to ASEAN. A majority of both views, 52%, 
hold a close relationship with ASEAN. In fact, Southeast 
Asians that are more open to trade are slightly more 
distant from ASEAN, at 41% compared to 37%, with the 
difference captured in those who opted not to answer 
the question. More Southeast Asians open to trade 
opted not to answer the question, 11% compared to 
8%. As with immigration, views of protectionism are not 
shaping views of ASEAN.   

The generational findings for Indonesia also reflect 
views that differ from the rest of Southeast Asia, as 
shown in Figure 10. Younger Indonesians are the least 
connected to ASEAN, at 53%, with more young people 
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opting not to answer the question than those noting 
connectivity to the organization, 25% compared to 23%. 
Older Indonesians, those that experienced the golden 
age in the ASEAN-Indonesia relationship were the least 
close to ASEAN, at 17%. A plurality of 49% of older 
Indonesians opted not to answer the question. Unlike 
the rest of Southeast Asia, where young people show 
greater affinity toward ASEAN and there is a core support 
among older Southeast Asians, Indonesia lacks both 
the forward trajectory of connectivity toward ASEAN 
as well as an older foundation. Building connectivity to 
ASEAN in Indonesia will be a challenge, as it will involve 
a multi-generational and a broad geographic effort if 
connectivity to the organization is to be strengthened. 

 

The challenge ahead for enhancing connectivity to ASEAN 
in Indonesia extends beyond communities. There also 
appears to be greater resistance toward ASEAN among 
Indonesians according to views of regional integration. 
A majority of those who are in favor of foreign goods 
are not close to ASEAN, at 55%. While a large share of 
protectionist Indonesians, 45%, report being close to 
ASEAN. This result is surprising since those in favor of 
foreign goods should, presumptively, be more likely to 
feel close to ASEAN for economic integration is a key 
agenda of ASEAN. There appears to be more divided 
views on trade in Indonesia, with spillover in how to 
connect to ASEAN. If economic regional integration is 
to move forward, it will depend on public support of 
this endeavor in the region’s largest economy. This is 
especially the case as Indonesia is a democracy, where 

public views on policy matter to a greater extent than 
elsewhere in the region. 

Conclusion

As the fallout over the June 2016 Brexit vote settles, 
the future of regional organizations has become more 
uncertain. The ABS findings reveal mixed findings of 
public perceptions for ASEAN. Despite a longer history in 
working toward the well-being and security of the region, 
there is less public connectivity to the organization 
than expected, barely a majority. Public connectivity is 
lower in the founding countries, especially in Indonesia. 
Southeast Asians who report being ‘very close’ to 
ASEAN is especially low. These findings highlight the 
need for ASEAN to move to strengthen its relationship 
with the public, especially if it is to attain the lofty goal 
of building an ASEAN community.

Yet there is a silver lining for ASEAN connectivity in the 
region as a whole.  The segments of the population that 
should have the greatest familiarity with ASEAN, urban 
areas, younger and more educated Southeast Asians, 
are more connected to the regional organization. 
Knowledge and familiarity appears to be the driver in 
accounting for lower levels of connectivity to ASEAN, 
as opposed to differences with the goals of regional 
integration. The deficits in connectivity, notably with 
women and rural folk where there are gaps, can be 
addressed with greater public engagement.   

Enhancing connectivity with ASEAN will have to be 
a region-wide effort, but it will also have to address 
unique circumstances in specific countries. Indonesian 
public views of ASEAN buck the regional norm, with 
less connectivity in urban areas and among youth and 
older populations. Ideological differences on regional 
integration have impacted views of ASEAN among the 
Indonesian public. Given these trends, as well as the 
fact that the ASEAN Secretariat is based in Jakarta, 
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Figure 10: Indonesian Closeness to ASEAN
by Age Group
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Figure 11: Indonesians Closeness to ASEAN 
by Limiting Foreign Goods
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the findings highlight the need for particular outreach 
efforts in Indonesia. 

The challenges ahead for ASEAN are significant, and will 
be made more so without public support. As ASEAN 
turns 50 next year, the ABS findings show that further 
public engagement is necessary if the organization is to 
achieve its goals with public support. 
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About ASEAN Studies Program
The ASEAN Studies Program was established on February 24, 2010, to become a center of excellence on ASEAN 
related issues, which can assist in the development of the ASEAN Community by 2015. The Habibie Center 
through its ASEAN Studies Program, alongside other institutions working towards the same goal, hopes to 
contribute to the realization of a more people-oriented ASEAN that puts a high value on democracy and 
human rights.

The objective of the ASEAN Studies Program is not merely only to conduct research and discussion within 
academic and government circles, but also to strengthen public awareness by forming a strong network 
of civil society in the region that will be able to help spread the ASEAN message. With the establishment 
of ASEAN Studies Program, The Habibie Center aims to play its part within our capabilities to 
the ASEAN regional development.

About Talking ASEAN
Talking ASEAN is a monthly public dialogue held at The Habibie Center in Jakarta. Covering a wide array of 
issues related to ASEAN, Talking ASEAN addresses topics of: Economic Integration, Socio-cultural, & Democracy, 
human rights and regional peace, among others. Featuring local and visiting experts, Talking ASEAN is one of 
a series of twelve dialogues regularly held each month and open to a target audience consisting of ASEAN 
officials, foreign ambassadors & diplomats, academics, university students, businesses, and the media.
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SUMMARY

This issue of ASEAN Briefs examines the issue of the ASEAN 
Economic Community 2015, the free movement of labor and 
migrant workers’ rights. In particular, it addresses the concerns 
that the upcoming ASEAN Economic Community, which is 
premised on the free movement of labor, will bring about a boom 
in the number of migrant workers moving in the region. However 
with the vast majority of ASEAN’s migrant workers operating in 
the informal sector (and very little to indicate that this will change 
once the ASEAN Economic Community is in place), there are 
serious worries that incidents of migrant workers’ abuse will 
worsen. 

As such this issue of ASEAN Briefs seeks to explore how ASEAN 
intends to cope with these serious worries, what progress it has 
made towards addressing those worries, and how has its member-
states sought to implement the efforts of ASEAN in managing labor 
migration. This was done by examining the various policy issues 
at the regional, national and practical levels which resulted in this 
issue of ASEAN Briefs’ three main recommendations.
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Small and Medium Enterprises’ 
Access to Finance in ASEAN Countries: 
Innovations and Regional Cooperation

Issue 4/May 2014

SUMMARY

Access to finance for Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) is vital 
for development. State-led programmes in Southeast Asia countries 
have been a common practice in microfinance and built a foundation 
especially in agriculture sector. However, many of the government 
initatives in SMEs financing have not been sustainable, since state 
budgets were allocated for many programmes and not just for SMEs 
financing. Besides that, governments have limitations on projecting 
business sustainability so those initiatives were not efficient and 
profitable in their operations. Therefore, innovations are needed for 
responding to these problems.

Innovations in providing more financial services in the ASEAN region 
should focus on these following issues:  private sector development in 
exploring the potential market in SMEs’ financing; sufficient government 
intervention on regulatory and supervisory framework; focus on export 
financing; partnerships with social organizations; and providing financial 
literacy to consumers.

Experiences from Indonesia and Vietnam have shown that innovations in 
SMEs financing could be drawn with more participation from the business 
sector as well as communities. Competitive environment for market as well 
as financial literacy for the community are both important for the success 
of SMEs financing. The reform on service sector development in ASEAN as 
well as its member states has been evolutionary carried out, and it should be 
continued further.
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SUMMARY

This issue of ASEAN Briefs examines the Bali Concord III 
which was adopted by the ten member-states of ASEAN in 2011. 
One of the key documents produced during Indonesia’s 2011 
Chairmanship of ASEAN, the Bali Concord III pledged ASEAN to a 
number of commitments to be achieved by 2022. Chief among them 
was to: (a) increasingly speak in a common voice on internation-
al matters of mutual concern at related international forums, and 
(b) to enhance ASEAN’s capacity to respond and contribute 
solutions to those global matters. 

However, the commitments raised some question marks given the 
extreme diversity that exists in the ASEAN region. ASEAN countries
are divided not only in terms of history, culture, geography, 
economic development, and language but crucially also in their political 
systems. How possible is it to get all ten ASEAN member-states, 
each with their own individual national interests, to adopt a common 
regional position and present a united front externally?

In order to address this question, ASEAN Briefs examined the voting 
records of the ten ASEAN member-states at the United Nations 
General Assembly in the years prior and since the adoption of the Bali 
Concord III.  By doing so it was able to trace whether the adoption of the 
Bali Concord III improved the amount of times the ten member-states of 
ASEAN were able to adopt a more coordinated, cohesive, and coherent 
position on global issues; and (b) whether this commitment was realistic 
and achievable based on ASEAN’s past track record.
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SUMMARY

This edition of ASEAN Briefs examines the effectiveness of the ASEAN 
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR), the 
importance National Human Rights Institutions (NHRI) and the 
implementation of human rights protection in ASEAN Member States. 
This ASEAN Briefs addresses the current situation and development of 
human rights protection in ASEAN, which is premised on the presence of 
a human rights body at the regional level and human rights commission 
at the national level to bring better protection of human rights in ASEAN. 
However with existence of various unresolved cases of human rights 
violation such as enforced disappearance, use of violence by the 
military and police against civilians, and extrajudicial killings, etc., there 
are concerns that human rights violations in the region will continue to 
take place. 

As such this issue of ASEAN Briefs seeks to explore how ASEAN deals 
with these serious human rights violations, whether the regional human 
rights body and the national human rights commission work effectively 
to resolve the problems, and how the ASEAN member states sought 
to implement the efforts of promoting and protecting human rights. 
This was done by examining the various policy issues at the regional, 
national and practical levels which resulted in this issue of ASEAN Briefs 
recommendations.
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