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Future labor skill need for producing Thai traditional fabric and Thai traditional fabric

related products : a case study of Nan province.

Abstract:

Thailand is well-known for its (traditional and unique textile products. However, with the changing
consumer prelerences, variettes of product guality and compeltitiveness, Thai traditional textile products will have to
improve lo maintain its markets both domestically and internationally. Hence, labor skills in this industry will be
challenged. Nan traditional textile industry was selected to il[uslrat;z the characteristics of the production,
distribution, changing market trends and the labor skill needs in the future.

The study showed that the traditional textile market in Nan was relatively large with an estimate of about
60 million baht per year. The production was based on weaving groups in a community with traditional production
methods and designs being transferred from generation to generation. There was little tormal and systematic training
assistance outside the group. Most weaving groups lack marketing skills. They mainly relied on the distributors for
product marketing as well as for some tactors ot production. Due 1o a lack of creativity and skills in product design.
they usuaily rely on product imitation and on distributor’s initiatives. Most of the traditional textile producers
‘cnmpctcd on price basis. The price was determined by the market rather than by applications benefits of the
products.

The forecast of the future situation of traditional textile industry based on a Delphi technique revealed that
the market was stitl lavourable and expanding provided that the products were improved and the marketing was
more aggressive and systematically planned. Improved products would require better design and hence designers’
advice in all stages of production. [n general, the pattems of Nan traditional textite products were distinctive but the
designs and colour were not usually responsive to the marker’s demand. The study indicated that Nan textile
products could improve its competitiveness with those from other provinces and neighbouring countries it their
product  standard and uniqueness were improved. More emphasis should also be placed on product quality.
consumer-based designs and marketing to be abie to compete in the future. At the same time, a central unit
responsible lor product distribution and sales would be necessary. Markeling Plan expecially market segmentation.
target markel selection. unique product development and promeotion would be particularly important for the tuture
even if the consumers might nol be much ditferent from the current groups.

. In general, the current labor skill, if improved, particularly in production and systematic marketing. could
serve the future market of the traditional textile industry. Such higher skill development would require experts’ and
designers’ advice and collaberation so as to set skill standard, to improve products, and to develop creativity. Once
skills were developed, they should be transferred. The effort to improve skills would require assistance and support
ifrom both the public and privale organizations. The research findings of this project are likely lo be applicable 10

other provinces producing traditional textile products under the similar {uture business environments.
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Executive summary

1. Introduction

Human resource is a crucial factor in a production process. However, most developing countries have common
human resource problems: low skill. inappropriate policy and plan in relalion to the market demand for human resources.
Generally. production of any product must be based on consumer’s demand. {McKitterick., 1957). This is common to the
production of human resources. If the future demand for human resources can be identified, a plan for their production is
possible. In order to seck the future human resource demand, it is necessary to assess (he current labor skills in the
production of products or their similarities, to understand the production process, the market and the future consumer

demand for associated goods and services (Koselka, 1992; Strom, 1993).

In general, unique products are usually highly competitive in a niche market (Gardner and Levy: 1955;
Linneman and Staton, 1991}. Thai textile products are characterized for their uniqueness and their cullural values.
Improved quality will enable the products to become more desirable. This will require higher labor skills, appropriate
guality of raw materials and technology according to the production process. The knowledge of consumer demand and
trends is necessary to determine target markets. The information is important for human resource and production
lechnology deveiopment planning according ro the national objectives of social and economic development plan. Due to
the fact that there are varieties of Thai traditional textile products in different localities, the study selected the hand-
woven teatile products of Nan Province to demonstrate how future labor skills can be identified for a potentially niche

product.

Traditional Thai textile produet is a handicratt of which the skills and product patterns have been passed on
from generation 1o generation, In Nan, the traditional product patterns. particularly, Nam Lai (Water Paitern) and other
older vnes are prides of the provinee. All patterns are unique and specialized of Nan. Seven major traditional patterns are
Sin Kum Kerb, Sin Pong, Sin Man, Sin Kad Gan (Mat Gan), Sin Yok Dok, Sin Nam Lai, and Thai Lue. These patterns
were developed trom the ancient time using local technology. Overtime they have been modified to modern sivles,
weaving technology, dying but yet remain the unique and fine characteristics which should be conserved and passed on
to the future generation. Nan traditional textile products are symbols of the overall Thai heritage. They are well known
and widely used. The products appear in the market as cloth and modified textile goods. They are relatively important

source of mcome secondary Lo income from agricullural work.



2. Research methodology
The study planned for 2 phases:

2.1 Phase I: Review the traditional textile industry in Nan from secondary sources. Struciured questionnaires
were employed to collect information from 4 groups: leaders of textile products/weaving groups. textiie product
producers, supporting agencies, and distributors. The samples were randomly selected. There were 64 weaving groups in
Nan. Three districts were selected to for the study: Tung Chang, Pua. and Viang Sa. Weaving Group Leaders of selected
groups were interviewed. Other groups were interviewed in the fieldwork during 12 May to 16 June 2000. Descriptive
statistics were used to analyze the results.

2.2 Phase II: Future perspectives of Thai textile industry. Delphi method was applied in 2 rounds to collect the
future perspectives from various experts and stakeholders of traditional Thai textile products. The objective is to coliect
information on the market trend, competitiveness and required skili needs for the future. The method aimed to seek
consensus result of research based on freedom and unintluenced responses in the first round. Then the results were
synthesized and analyzed to set close-ended questions in the second round to establish consensus. In this study 60%
majority was used for consensus based on Flanders’s echnigue {Flanders, 1989).

The first round took place from 28 November 2001 to 2 April 2002, The second round was conducted from {3
June to 16 August 2002, Twenty one experts were used in the Delphi sessions. Out of all experts, thirteen are owners of

the business, tour were academics and the remaining tour were designers.

3. Findings of the research

3.1 Phase |

in this phase. basic information was collected to describe the labor skill. market and the production of the
traditional textile industry in secking to identify the future labor skill needs. The market size was about 60 million baht
per year. Three most commercialized patterns in terms of income from cloth products were Nam Lai, accounted tor about
35%. Thai Lue about 33%, and Sin Pong, about 23%. There were 64 traditional weaving groups in Nan. All were
developed primarily by their own initiatives with little support, unsystematic training. The knowledge and skilts were
transferred by mainly traditional means. from relatives in the families and peers in the weaving groups. The majority of
the weavers have primary education and are in average age ot 35-45 years with average work of 6.16 years. Most
weaving groups lack marketing skills and mainly rely on the distributors and middleman. Marketing activities are only
in the basic stage and unsystematic. There is little attempt in product promotion. Besides, products are imitated. thus
competing with cach other. As a result. traditional textile producers tend to be price 1akers rather price setters. The price

depends on the market rather than on its use and craftsmanship value.



3.2 Phase 11

This phase explored the future demand for traditional textile products and skill needs based on Delphi method.

The findings are summuarized as follows:

Nan traditional textile market can be expanded providing that there is product improvement and upgraded
production techniques in all stages. Designing and designers are important additionat inputs for product
improvement, but presently are negligible.
There is a strong need for more systematic marketing. .
Nan (raditional textile is unigue with fine and beautiful pattern, which is the strength. Although there is no
apparent weakness, there is a need to assess the color and styles of pattern that may not be attractive to
consumers.
C Direction for improvement to increase the competitiveness of the indusiry in the future is to improve
standard and identity of the products.
The role of designers should be more appreciated and become key inputs in the production.
More systematic, wetl~planned and active marketing strategies particularly in fashion business such as
exhibition in showroom, fashion shows and magazines are important.
G Products should be distributed and sold through distribution centers.
Consumer groups may not be different from the existing groups.
In future competition, business must segment the markel and select appropriate target market by ecmphasizing
marketing practices, promotions and offering unique merchandize.
Existing labor skill can be upgraded by following expert’s advice and incentive development, labour skill
transfer. standard setting and creative design ideas.
Government and private agencies should have more role in skill development.

Competitors in the future will remain within the country.

4. Future perspectives of the market and labor skills

4.1 Market segmentation

Market of waditional textile product in Nan is relatively small in comparison with the total textile market. The

product is sold through mass marketing. There are multiple market oullets and target market is absent. The products are

repetitive and produced by traditional skills that have been transferred from forefathers rather than by responding to

market demand. The production aims at volume and mass production rather than at quality, designs, and styles. But

because the products require a long production time and fine skills, hence, littte support has been provided to promote the

activities. However, exporters and foreign distributors started to enter the industry by using their marketing skills,



production designs (o modernize and diversified products with mixed skills of various local specializations. Thereforc
sorne of the traditional patterns have been lost and neglected.

The characteristics of marketable products are based on their application and use benefits. Higher value added
products are mainly in garments, accounted for 79.22%, and the rest are decorative textile-retated products. The latter
emphasizes the use value by consumers, primarily local and foreign tourists. Bui the market for textile-related products
are not well developed.

4.2 Targeting .

Distributors and middlemen mainly decide the markets for producers. So far, they concentrate largely on the
tocat market and Thai consumers only. Markets other than the traditional cloth and textile-related products, such as
furniture and decorations have high potentials bui have been untapped.

4.3 Positioning

There is no clear positioning of Nan textile products as a result of mass production and the complacency of
inherited (echnology. Littic effort has been devoted to the research and development of brand and quality, essential for
marketing. Specific market targets and clear positioning will be useful to promote the traditional textile products.

4.4 Marker Mix

There could be at least (wo markets; markets for traditional/cultural products which aim to conserve and
promote traditional patterns. unique products, and market for modified traditional textile products which should
emphasive on marketing both inside and outstde Thailand.

4.5 Product

Products arc produced as a part of the old tradition to weave for personal or family uses, or in response (o
market demand. Little attention is paid on the product quality. Purchasers cannot identify signiticant ditferences of
traditional textile products from various sources, parily as a result of exiensive imiations and their similarities. New
products are highly subject to imitations which may be one of the factors that discourage new innovations. The only
difference mattered seems to be product prices. Some new designs and brand name development have just recently
begun, particularly among retailed and foreign owned stores.

An expansion of Nan traditional textile markel will require more extensive applications. Nan traditional cloth is
transtormed into related-textile products to provide larger consumer choices. Nan textile already has the advantages in
the unique designs and colors which will be attractive for textile-related products. Focus should be placed on product
quality and standards. Effort to maintain the uniqueness and identity of Nan textile should be encouraged. At the same
time. textile experts and designer should work closely to advise producers in the production process from the stage of raw
material to product designs and marketing. Experts and designers should have better comprehension of the traditional and
cultural evelution for Thai textile industry to provide appropriate advice and direction to producers according to the

market demand and (rends, Producers should be aware of the necessity of product grading and consumer’s tasies and




values to determine their production process, lo select raw materials and related prices, as well as cost accordingly.
Advice from experts can also help in creating continuity of work and of skill development.

4.6 Price

Product prices are usually determined by producers and distributors or the middleman. Producers have littie
understanding of the cost structure. A larger part of profit and income benefit the middle persons. Since products are not
distinctively different, the price received by producers are relatively uniformed, and hence the price of products. Apart
from the similar local products, there are even cheaper competing substitutes from Laos. Basically, the middlernan and
distributors set their purchase price on Lao products. This practice puts Thai producers and products at disadvantage even
il the quality of Thai products is generally higher. For the middleman, quality is not a basis of their purchase price. In
fact, to be fair, the price should be based on the quality. Since, Thai producers have little market skills and experience
and may be unwilling to devote time for marketing, they have low bargaining power. Additionally, weaving is an off-
farm tncome-generating activities supplementing income from agricultural work, the producers do not feel serious about
it. Their main concern is with their agricultural products.

4.7 Distribution

A large proportion of traditional textile products ts mass production for contracted business destined for
cxports. Only one-thirds is for retail distribution. It is possible to observe vertical integration with forward linkage as well
as backward links created by the distributors. [n some areas, distributors have rather close links wi@h the contracted
producers in securing the markets as well as providing necessary production inputs. Therefore, the formerly free weavers
become hired weavers. However, recently, with networks of friends and relatives in other provinces, producers are
beginming to expand forwardly to do their own distribution to capture higher profits formerly gained by the middleman.
Some of the large retail stores expand their business toward backward integration by forming owned textile producer
groups 1o reduce the cost, to have some control of the production and to increase value added of producis. Most of the
producers and distributors expresscd a desire to have a center for product distribution and sales with application of new
technology to speed up the distribution and flows of business between the producers and consumers.

4.8 Promation

Nan textile producers have not actively taken many initiatives to do own sale promotion. They mainly depend
on the official departments o organize exhibition and trade tair. There are more rooms to promote markets such as
product sales and displayed at larger tourist attraction sites. Product promotion should be more active to expand markets
and attract consumers by educating and introducing Nan products in the markel. There must be more creativity to
increase the value added of the conventional textile products. Modern technology should be applied to increase
promotion and to target specific markets, particularly higher end markets. More extensive use of different means and
media as product displayed and advertisement in fashion shops and magazines is advantageous for sale promotion and

marketing.



5. Policy recommendation

The future labor skills and their demand depend on the characteristics of the current traditional Thai products,

In summary the tabor skills in this industry should be developed in the following ways:

1.

Development of basic skills: speaking, listening, reading and writing Thai, English and computer
languages, must be prepared to build higher skitls.

Higher skills to upgrade quality and product standards.

Promotion of creativity and skills to develop new product development, new siyles, new designs and
styles, and improved quality based on markets and consumer’s preferences. Such skill development will
require collaboration and close links between producers, business, researchers/academics, and designers.
Skills in systematic, well-designed and strategic marketing with continuity over different period times.
Skill in technology and knowledge transfer of the traditional textile preduction should be developed and

promoted for appropriate and continuous skill transfer.

The survival and sustainability of the traditional Thai textile industry depend not only the labor skilis related

to production and marketing, but also the labor’s business attitude, technical skills in mathematics and sciences,

management skill in cost/resource administer, and public refation skills to promote cooperation and collaboration with

various stakcholders. All these skills are essential for the competitiveness capacity of Thai textile products lo fully

cxploit their product identity and uniqueness in the local and international markets.
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