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Abstract

This paper sets out to examine the dynamics of Transnational Retailers (TNRs) in
Thailand after the 1997 economic crisis. It tries to bridge theoretical gaps between Neoclassical
and Heterodox Economics by applying Institutional Economics in its theoretical framework.
Drawing on “a comparative institutional analysis”, the thesis discovers that, although Taiwan,
South Korea, Japan, and Thailand all have implemented deregulation in favor of TNRs, the
outcomes in these countries are dissimilar as a result of their differing internal institution
arrangements, ranging from ineffectual TNRs in Japan and inferior TNRs in South Korea vis-a-
vis local retailers to oligopolistic TNRs in Thailand and a virtually monopolistic TNR in Taiwan.

Accordingly, the dynamics of retailers in Thailand are a “specific outcome” emanating
from an institutional configuration between state, local capital and culture, which serve as the
significant intervening variables. The 1997 crisis has not adversely affected Thailand’s state
paradigm since the country has deregulated beyond binding WTO obligations for some time.
Furthermore, it has persisted to the benefit of local capitalists and the middle class more than
other socioeconomic groups. Local capitalists forged strategic alliances with TNRs for mutual

benefit. As this trend was consistent with the complacency of Thai society, the resultant cultural



frictions in response to TNRs were relatively low. Finally, Bangkok and its immediate
metropolitan vicinities became the core of an oligopolistic transnational hypermarkets.

Nevertheless, TNR outcomes in up-country areas are diversified. They can be divided
into four groups: (1) ‘Pro-globalisation” whereby local retailers inevitably go bust; (2) ‘Joint-
venture local’ whereby local retailers sign long-term contracts of rent with national/transnational
retailers taking advantage of a limited period of zoning law requirement; (3) ‘Protective localism’
whereby local government administrators take side with local retailers in interpreting the law for
protection, and (4) ‘Competitive localism’ whereby non-market relationships are employed to
build up a collaboration for bargaining and competition. Phrae Province is a case in point of the
lattermost group.

Understanding the role of institutions should prompt us to analyse the impact of
transnational corporations prudently. It is advisable to consider ‘market mechanisms’ as an
institution that is related to and intertwined with other economic institutions. To counter
transnational services corporations, priority should be given simultaneously to local economic

mechanisms and cultural tools, apart from formal bureaucratic regulations.
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