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ABOUT CAUTHE 
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comprised of Chapters covering the various higher education providers of bachelor degree level and 

above in Australia and New Zealand which are involved in the teaching, research and or administration of 

tourism, hospitality and/or events education. 

In addition to Chapter membership, CAUTHE offers Affiliate membership for those organisations 

interested in hospitality, tourism and/or events education. Individuals are eligible for Associate or Student 

membership. Members of CAUTHE have opportunities to meet and network with other academics who 

are interested in hospitality, tourism and events research through involvement in the annual conference, 

mid-year meeting, special interest groups, industry and other workshops. 

CAUTHE conducts an annual conference, which is organised by a host committee drawn from a single 

institution or a consortium of closely located institutions, for academics, students and industry. The first 

annual CAUTHE conference was held in 1993, with two conferences having been held prior to the 

formalisation of CAUTHE in 1988 and 1991. CAUTHE publishes the Journal of Hospitality and Tourism 

Management. 
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THE SOCIAL CAPITAL OF ETHNIC MINORITY SOUVENIR VENDORS: PROMISES 

AND PITFALLS 

 

Alexander Trupp 
a 

 
a
 The University of the South Pacific (USP) 

 

ABSTRACT  

 

Tourists in Thailand’s urban and beach-sided tourist hotspots notice the presence of 

colourful and predominantly female vendors offering self-made and mass-manufactured 

products. A high percentage of these vendors are members of the highland ethnic minority 

group of Akha who over the last decades have migrated temporary or permanently into 

Thailand’s urban and beach sided tourist areas. Based on ten months of qualitative research, 

this paper examines how economic action of souvenir street vendors in Thailand’s urban 

areas is embedded in social relations and experiences. I argue that social resources – 

conceptualized as social capital – constitute a central asset and challenge for ethnic minority 

souvenir vendors who work at the very bottom of a business niche in the informal tourism 

sector.  

 

Keywords: Social capital; street vendors; Thailand; ethnic tourism 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The work of self-employed Akha souvenir sellers in Thailand’s capital city is situated at the 

intersection of tourism, migration, and the informal sector. The areas of sale in which Akha vendors 

are active –such as the famous travellers quarter of Khaosan Road and the Lower Sukhumwit area in 

Bangkok or the red light zone of Patpong on Phuket island – have become interfaces between street 

vendors or ethnic minority entrepreneurs and a wider economy in which domestic and international 

tourists, expatriates, business owners and workers, officials, and various members of mainstream Thai 

society participate. The Akha migrants treated in this study have moved mainly from the northern 

provinces of Chiang Rai and Chiang Mai to Bangkok in order to become self-employed and sell 

souvenirs since the 1990s, when economic opportunities in their highland home regions deteriorated 

and competition among vendors in the northern city of Chiang Mai intensified (Trupp, 2017).  

 

Based on a case study of ethnic minority souvenir vendors in Thailand’s tourist areas, this paper seeks 

to uncover sources of social capital and examine positive and critical outcomes of social relationships 

within the field of ethnic minority souvenir businesses.  

 

The concept of social capital has been widely used in the various fields of communities and 

development but its application to tourism studies has remained rather limited (McGehee et al., 2010). 

Social capital in tourism studies has been used in order to explain success and failures of community-

based tourism (Jones, 2005), to assess individual’s decisions to start up tourism enterprises (Bennet, 

2005; Zhao et al., 2011) and as the missing link to other forms of (political, cultural, economic) 

capital that broaden our understanding of regional tourism development (Johanesson et al, 2003; 

Macbeth et al., 2004). 

 

This research is based on ten months of field research in different urban and coastal tourist areas in 

Thailand. 30 semi-structured interviews with Akha souvenir vendors, forms of observation in Akha 

urban homes and at popular sale locations, and informal conversations with Akha vendors and tourists 

were the methods used to obtain data. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW: SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

Social capital refers to the ability to mobilize social relations and may rest on solidarity, reciprocity as 

a pattern of mutual exchange of gratifications, or “value introjections” emphasizing the moral 

character of granting resources (Gouldner, 1960; Bourdieu, 1986; Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993; 

Portes and Landolt, 2000). 

 

Generally, social capital can be seen as a community feature (Putnam, 2000) with relevant question 

how communities develop and maintain social capital as a collective asset or as an individual feature 

linking to the question how individuals can maximize their benefits out of their personal networks 

(Portes, 1998).  

 

Putnam (2000) highlights two dimensions of social capital: First, bonding (or exclusive) social capital 

refers to networks within a community that tend to reinforce homogenous groups such as family 

networks (Boyd, 1989), business organizations or ethnic enclaves (Bonacich, 1973), strengthen 

specific reciprocity, and mobilize solidarity. The second dimension, bridging social capital, refers to 

open networks that connect or ‘bridge’ different groups and communities, and are thus much more 

heterogeneous (Turner and An Nguyen, 2005, p. 1695).  

 

Another distinction of social capital can be made in reference to hierarchy of social ties within the 

networks. I distinguish, referring to Mayoux (2001), horizontal and vertical linkages.  

 

BONDING SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

A collective experience of discrimination constituted a central source of solidarity within the vendor’s 

group. Most of the Akha souvenir vendors working in the urban and beachside tourist businesses 

experienced forms of outside discrimination or exploitation during their previous working and 

migration experiences as well as during their daily sales activities as souvenir sellers. When the first 

Akha vendors – for example – migrated to the tourist hotspot of Pattaya in order to run their 

businesses, Thai guesthouse owners denied them access. In the context of routine vending activities, 

Akha vendors are confronted with pejorative exonyms like meo by members of Thai mainstream 

society, including shop owners, business people or domestic tourists, and other forms of disrespect 

and prejudice.  

 

The second source of this form of social capital is based on similar socio-economic status, especially 

among the group of mobile sellers. The majority of Akha vendors have no or low formal education, 

limited job opportunities in their home regions, and a responsibility for those ‘left behind’ in the 

villages. Moreover, they share the same or similar hard working conditions. Akha souvenir vendors 

migrate to urban and beachside tourist areas in search for better work or independence. They start 

selling in the afternoon or early evening, and return home around midnight; before or after their sales 

activities, they work numerous hours to produce souvenirs.   

 

Under these conditional structures and social antecedents, a feeling of togetherness is embodied that is 

limited to the members of a specific group which share common experiences or events in a particular 

time and space.  

 

Collective experiences of discrimination and a shared or similar socio-economic background 

conceptualized as forms of internal social capital lead to three major outcomes which are central to 

survive at the competitive market of street vending: Information transfer, social cohesion in conflict 

situations and an understanding for increasing competition.  

 
“I got advice from my mother and [a friend] who is the first female Akha in Khaosan area. She 

always gives me advice for how to run this business: Don’t be annoyer for tourist, shouldn’t sell 

souvenir to tourist while they having food and so on. (Interview with Akha street vendor, 

Bangkok)”  
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Starting up a micro souvenir business requires a range of information. This includes information 

related to the migration process such as knowing where to migrate, which transportation to use, 

information related to the souvenir business such as knowing where to sell, how to reach the sales 

spots, where to buy raw materials or manufactured items, how to deal with customers and vending 

regulations, and information related to daily life such as knowing where to sleep, to eat, and to shop. 

Another outcome of social capital as internal solidarity is social cohesion in conflict situations with 

state authorities. As most mobile and semimobile vendors do not have official vending permits or 

licenses, they are in constant danger of being charged by supervisory bodies. Akha mobile vendors 

warn each other when they spot municipal police checking up on them and even hang together in 

more severe situations of conflict. A third outcome leads to an understanding and tolerance for the 

increasing numbers of newcomers and competitors. Vendors are well aware of the increasing 

competition in the field of urban ethnic minority souvenir businesses. Yet, the majority of them 

showed understanding for the newcomers who shared a similar situation and background. 

Simultaneously, however, forms of negative social capital within the Akha seller group cannot be 

denied, especially in the context of deteriorating economic success. 

 
“I know so many newcomers for now. But for me it is fine. They need money to survive and 

support their family that’s why they come over. And we don’t have high education for applying 

other jobs so we have to work as souvenir seller like this.” (Interview with Akha street vendor, 

Bangkok) 

 

On a community level, specific circumstances require closer cooperation in order to reduce financial 

expenses, establish security, and create sociality. Such community practices are not carried out by the 

entire ‘Akha vending community’, but by a few (two to ten) persons. These practices include 

migrating to and in-between tourist destinations, walking in groups, going to and returning home from 

work, and room sharing. 

 

BRIDGING SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

In addition to these forms of social capital and insider relations outlined above, Akha vendors have 

bridged a set of ties to outsiders such as tourists, expatriates, other minority groups, and members of 

Thai mainstream society. Literature on social capital suggests that outsider relations are more valuable 

than ties to family members or co-ethnics in order to substantially succeed and improve one’s socio-

economic status (Putnam, 2000). In this context, the transformation of social relations to economic 

and embodied cultural capital are relevant. Through daily interactions with predominantly foreign 

tourists and expatriates, Akha vendors accumulate basic language skills in English, and some 

additionally in Japanese or Spanish, and can establish long-time business and in some cases social-

emotional relations. Akha vendors’ relations to members of Thai mainstream society however can be 

characterized as rather weak. These relations are rather impersonal, not maintained on a regular basis, 

and difficult to mobilize and transform to other (sustainable) forms of capital. Thailand’s internal 

tourist areas are dominated by traditional local and new economic elites, and most of the market 

places are owned or rented by Thais who can transfer the legal rights of use to friends and family or 

employ workers in their shops or stalls. The lack of bridging vertical relations to other Thai members 

of the market place as well as the lack of financial capital has led to the peripheral position of Akha 

vendors who mainly find themselves as informal mobile sellers in Thailand’s urban and tourist areas. 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

Based on collective experiences of discrimination in the context of previous migrations and work as 

well as on a similar socio-economic status among Akha souvenir vendors, an internal solidarity has 

been created that shapes altruistic forms of support for community members. In addition to social 

capital mobilization achieved on an individual level, Akha vendors pursue ‘group strategies’ such as 

migrating to and in-between tourist destinations, walking in groups, going to and returning home from 

work, room-sharing, socializing aimed at establishing security, sociality and at reducing expenses.  
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Existing literature argues that “bonding social capital is good for getting by, but bridging capital is 

crucial for getting ahead” (Putnam, 2000, p. 23). This is partly confirmed by the introduced case study 

as social relations within the Akha group on horizontal level are strong but rather weak between 

unequal powerful agents. The exchange in the sense of bridging social capital with stronger players of 

the tourism industry remains limited and keeps Akha ethnic minority street vendors at the lowest 

strata of the tourism industry echelon. Social capital reproduces group solidarity and maintains the 

group’s dominant or weak position (Bourdieu, 1997) and thus also impedes upward social mobility of 

ethnic minority vendors in the informal tourism sector.  
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