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UNDERSTAND THAILAND
Excerpted and Adapted from Tourism Board of Thailand

Introduction From the Tourism Board of Thailand:
Thailand is a wondrous kingdom, featuring Buddhist temples, exotic wildlife, and spectacular 
islands. Along with a fascinating history and a unique culture that includes delectable Thai food 
and massage, Thailand features a modern capital city, and friendly people who epitomize 
Thailand’s “land of smiles” reputation.

History and Leadership:
Thailand, the only Southeast Asian nation never to have been colonized by European powers, is 
a constitutional monarchy whose current head of state is His Majesty Bhumibol Adulyadej who, 
having reigned since 1946, is the world's longest serving head of state and the longest reigning 
monarch in Thai history. A unified Thai kingdom has existed since the mid-14th century, and 
Thailand was known as Siam until 1939 when it o�cially became the Kingdom of Thailand.

Demographics:
Thailand is the world's 51st largest country in terms of total area, roughly the size of France or 
Texas, and is the 20th most populous country, with around 64 million people. The capital and 
largest city is Bangkok, which is Thailand's political, commer- cial, industrial and cultural hub. 
About 75% of the population is ethnically Thai, 14% is of Chinese origin, and 3% is ethnically 
Malay; the rest belong to minority groups including Mons, Khmers and various hill tribes. The 
country's o�cial language is Thai.

Religion and Culture:
The primary religion is Buddhism, which is practiced by around 95% of the population, and 
mainland Thai culture is heavily influenced by Buddhism. Thai temples known as wats, 
resplendent with gold and easily identifiable with their ornate, multicolored, pointy roofs are 
ubiquitous and becoming an orange-robed monk for a short period, typically the three-month 
rainy season, is a common rite of passage for young Thai boys and men.

Economics and Tourism:
Thailand is an emerging economy and considered as a newly industrialized country. Thailand 
experienced the world's highest economic growth rate from 1985 to 1996 averaging 12.4% 
annual GDP growth during which time the economy boomed and real estate development 
surged. However, this growth was unsustainable and Thai- land became entrapped in its own 
desire to look like a fully developed country, with sales of BMWs and luxury cars rising out of 
nowhere and huge skyscrapers built across the country. By 1997, it was clear the Thai Baht was 
overvalued, it could no longer be pegged to the US dollar, and the currency quickly collapsed, 
sparking the 1997 Asian financial crisis. Thailand's economy largely recovered by 2001, but this 
period of rapid development put Thailand on the map as an international economy and 
increased the concentration of wealth in the country. Today, substantial industries include 
electric appliances, components, computer parts and cars, while tourism in Thailand makes up 
about 6% of the economy. 



Chiang RaI:

The town has a population of around 62,000 
and is the main commercial center serving 
the Golden Triangle border region of 
Thailand, Myanmar and Laos. When visitors 
want to escape into Thailand's natural 
splendor, gorgeous views, and scenic rice 
paddies – this is the place to go!

Chiang Mai:

Chiang Mai is the hub of Northern Thailand 
and its cultural heart. With a population of 
over 170,000 in the city proper (but more 
than 1 million in the metropolitan area),it is 
Thailand's fifth largest city and one of the 
country's top tourist destinations –and with 
good reason! Surrounded by mountains and 
lush countryside, it is much greener and 
quieter than Bangkok, and is home to some 
of the country's most beautiful sites. It's no 
wonder so many international expats 
discover Chang Mai and never want to leave!

bangkok:
Bangkok is the capital of Thailand and, with 
a population of over eleven million 
inhabitants, by far its largest city. Its modern 
highrise buildings, pulsing night life, and 
buzzing tourist center immediately welcome 
you to the heart of Southeast Asia!



Cultural Understanding

Feet:
Never put your feet up on any furniture, never point with your foot. Feet are considered the 
lowest and dirtiest part of the body. When going into someone’s home ALWAYS take off your 
shoes.

Buddhism:
Be very respectful of the Buddhist religion.

The King:
Be very respectful of the King and Royal Family. To speak ill of the King is illegal in Thailand and 
could result in jail-time.

Greetings:
The traditional Thai greeting is not a handshake but a “wai” (pronounced “why”), where the 
hands are brought together in front of the chin. The younger or lower-ranking person wais first, 
but don’t let this stand in your way if you feel someone merits a “wai”. You are not expected to 
“wai” customer service personnel (ie: waiters, shopkeepers, hotel staff, etc).

Affection:
Displays of affection between the sexes in public are not common in Thailand and are 
considered inappropriate.

Western Interest:
Thais are quite respectful of Westerners (farangs) and you will probably meet people wanting to 
try out their English on you. Don’t be offended by questions about your age, salary and marital 
status. They don’t mean to be intrusive as these are common questions in Thai culture.

Teeth and Nose:
Do not clean your teeth in public. This is the equivalent of picking your nose in
public. On the other side of that - Picking your nose in public is acceptable in Thai culture.

Water:
Only drink bottled water.

Directions:
Be aware when asking for directions Thais will frequently behave as if they know the way, when 
they don’t (to save face). It’s best to confirm with more than one person.



Cultural Understanding

Toilets:
Due to the Eastern styled bathrooms it is a good idea to carry tissues and hand sanitizer on you 
as most bathrooms will not have toilet paper. Also, do not flush toilet paper, place it in the bin 
besides the toilet.

Waving:
Thais will wave you towards them with their palms facing down (the opposite of how we would 
beckon someone in the States). It’s best to reciprocate this motion. To wave someone over as we 
do in America/Europe is how Thais calls dogs over.

Saving Face:
Thai people have a refined sense of public image and believe strongly in the concept of saving 
face. That is, they will go to great lengths to avoid confrontation and endeavor not to embarrass 
either themselves or other people. The ideal facesaver does not bring up negative topics in 
conversation, or talk in an argumentative, judgmental or aggressive manner. Raising your voice 
or losing your temper will never be constructive in Thailand. It will result in loss of face for 
everyone involved, and you may be ignored as a result. You may notice Thai people smiling in the 
face of another’s misfortune. This is not a sign of callousness, but an attempt to save face for the 
person suffering misfortune. Saving face is the major source of the famous Thai smile



THAI LANGUAGE AND PHRASES
Thai people are sometimes self-conscious about their English, so greeting 
them in Thai can be a good ice breaker. The children, especially, enjoy it when 
we try to speak Thai.

Understand, Thai is a “tonal” language and the inflection you use changes the 
mean- ing of the word. Listen to native speakers on YouTube to get a sense of 
the sing- songy flow of the tones - we like this video series with Rawinpon, isn't 
she sweet?
ThaiPod101.com - Speak Thai in 3 Minutes:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uBpjbhHtxk0&feature=edu&list=PLF4E9
27727 FDBA57E

Basics:
Males say Khap, Females say Kah as an added 'politeness word' at the end of a
phrase.
Sawadee khap/Kah: Hello.
Kop-Kun-khap/kah: Thank you.
Poot-pasa-thai-me-dai: I don’t speak Thai. 
Mai-cow-jai: I don’t understand. Sabadi-Mai: How are you?
Sabadi: I am well.
Khun-chu-arai: What is your name?
are– you- tao- rai: How old are you? 
Khun-you-ti-nai-kah: Where are you from? 
Ani-tao-rai: How much?
Geng-maak: Very good!
Peng-maak: Very expensive
Arroy: Delicious.
Mai-pet: Not spicy.



Cell Phones:
Cell phones are useful in Thailand, many 
participants opt to bring one/buy one. If you 
want a phone, you'll need local service, you 
can do this in 3 ways:
1.Bring an old phone, get it “unlocked” there 
so it will accept a local SIM card. Purchase a 
simple phone there (~$30).
2.Contact your cell phone provide and 
inquire how much you will be charged for 
inter- national use and data.
3.You can purchase a cheap, simple SIM 
card that will let you connect to Thai cell 
service. You then “add credit” to your SIM 
card to make calls; this is done at any 
convenience store.

For long distance, consider setting up a 
Skype account (www.skype.com) to call or 
video chat with friends and family from 
abroad.

Computers and Technology:
Consider leaving your technology behind 
and enjoying Thailand untethered. It's a 
welcome treat. That said, all places we stay 
will have WiFi internet. If you need to be in 
touch frequently (business, nervous parents, 
significant other) then it IS best to bring your 
own WiFi enabled device.
If you need occasional access to a computer, 
there are many internet cafes where you can 
get on a computer.

Money Management:
ATMs are everywhere and an ATM card is 
the best way to get Thai Baht (the local 
currency). Fees for withdrawing are roughly 
$5 per withdrawal, so make fewer with- 
drawals of larger amounts. Tell your banks 
you're traveling so you're approved to use 
your credit/debit cards overseas. There are 
cash exchanges available, but they're less 
common. Rates are fairly standard across 
exchanges.

Vaccines:
We're not doctors or medical experts, we 
cannot give spe- cific medical advice. We 
recommend you follow the guidelines set out 
by the CDC for Thailand and your medical 
professional. See CDC.gov for more infor- 
mation. To help you make an informed 
decisioin conversation with your doctor, 
here's some information to help understand 
your risk:

Malaria and Mosquitoes:
We're mostly in Bangkok, Chiang Mai, and 
Chiang Rai, which the CDC reports do not 
have malaria. We will spend some time in 
villages outside Chiang Rai. These are not 
listed among the “high-risk” areas and our 
local guides say there is no malaria where we 
go, but these rural areas have not been listed 
as malaria-free by the CDC. 
Overall, the CDC says of Malaria in 
Thailand: “Estimated relative risk of malaria 
for US travelers: Low”

Consult with a doctor advice about taking 
preventative pills for malaria. However, 
caution should be taken to avoid mosquito 
bites and prevent the risk of other possible 
mosquito borne illnesses. Strong bug spray 
and lightweight long clothing that covers 
arms and legs can help to prevent bug bites 
and is strongly recommended.

Exposure to Health Risks:
Some other diseases listed on the CDC 
website are noted as being contracted 
primar- ily from unhygienic food/water or 
through exposure to bodily fluids. We make 
diligent efforts to reduce this exposure. All 
food provided will be washed and checked 
for insects and rot, we source only kosher 
meat, and we cook our own food to kosher 
standards. Additionally, we do not plan any 
activities that will put you in contact with 
bodily fluids, open wounds, or medical 
procedures.
We encourage you to make informed 
vaccination decisions in consultation with 
your healthcare provider.

PREPARING FOR YOUR TRIP



Weather in Thailand:
(Excerpted and Adapted from 
Urban-Light.org)

March - May
Hot Season / Dry Weather
Expect exceptionally hot dry weather from 
March or April thru June or July. 
Generally, temperatures will reach the high 
30s C (100 F) and stay at this temperature for 
several days in a row. Rainfall is scarce, with 
some rare exceptions.

June - October
 Rainy Season
“Rainy Season” is a bit of a misnomer, as 
rainfall in Thailand is usually brief and 
intense with pleasant weather for most for 
the days and occasional storms overnight. 
The period of time just before a rainstorm 
can be uncomfortable because the humidity 
rises, but the refreshing cool that comes 
after rainfall makes for a pleasant relief from 
the heat.

November – February 
Mild and Cool Season
Or, rather, “Cooler than Usual” - it’s still 
pretty warm! Temperatures dip into the 20s 
C (60F). The cool season may well remind 
you of a warm spring day or a cool summer 
day. Rainfall is rare.

Visas:

For most countries, including the United 
States, Canada, United Kingdom, Australia, 
and Israel, visitors are granted a 30-day visa 
upon arrival. This does not require 
advanced preparations, you are given a 
stamp in your passport and a departure card 
when you enter. Your stamp IS your 'visa' 
and DO NOT LOSE YOUR DEPARTURE 
CARD. You departure card is usually stapled 
into your passport, but losing it results in a 
hassle when it's time to depart. Rarely, you 
may be asked for proof of onward transit. It's 
a good idea to have proof of your next flight 
out, just in case.

NOTE: Your purpose for travel is always 
“Tourism.” Other purposes for travel 
(Business, education, etc) require different 
visas obtained in advance. We've cleared this 
with the US Consulate, everything we do in 
Thailand is covered by “Tourism.”



Staying safe:
Thailand is surprisingly safe and safety is a top priority on our programs. 
Every year over 11 million tourists visit Thailand, and it's very rare to have any 
problems. That said, we want to help you take all reasonable precautions, so 
here's a few tips to stay safe and out of trouble:

Strictly NO drug use on the program. You could go to jail for use or possession, 
occasionally people are stopped and searched, don't risk it. Additionally, 
dealers often work in collaboration with the police, so do
not trust anyone offering you drugs. Like in middle school, Just Say NO :)

Use of motorbikes on the program is prohibited. Motorbikes are the leading 
cause of death and injury for tourists in Thailand. Yes, many people ride them 
without any prolems, but we’re being overly cautious here and don’t want you 
to risk it!

Be respectful. To elders, teachers, business owners, drivers, guides, everyone. 
We're guests in their country so be courteous, it goes a long way.
Avoid conflict at all times, never argue. Even if you're “right,” it's ALWAYS best 
to smile and apologize, and politely walk away.

Store your stuff safely. Theft is not common, but happens. Don't leave personal 
items unattended, keep purses or shoulder bags close to your person in public, 
and keep valuables out of sight in hotel rooms (or use the safe in the room or 
behind the front desk). Consider a luggage lock or lockable luggage if you're 
nervous. 
NOTE: Hotels often ask for a passport to hold at the front desk. This is safe, but 
they will often accept a $30-50 cash deposit instead if you ask.



arriving in THAILAND

Withdraw at least 1,500 Baht (about $50):
On arrival, withdraw or exchange money at the airport. We would suggest the equivalent of at 
least $50, which is approximately 1,500 Baht. You are charged 150 baht ($5) every time you take 
out money, so consider withdrawing more at a time if you think you'll spend it.

Getting a Taxi:
Please refer to your specific pre-trip resources  for the name and address of the hotel you will be 
meeting the group at.

Take a public taxi from the airport. This is very easy to do, over a hundred alumni have done this 
before you, so don’t worry. 

The taxis are located on the ground floor of the Arrival hall, just follow the signs. Travel agents 
and any driver who approaches you will overcharge you, only take a registered taxi from the 
“Public Taxi” stand. Approach the counter and tell the clerk your destination, she'll write it down 
and give it to your driver. The fare to anywhere in Bangkok should be fixed (at time of writing, 
it's 400 Baht) and will take roughly 60-90 minutes with tra�c.

NOTE: Don't accept an SUV taxi, as they will sometimes complain “Big car, more gas!” and try 
to overcharge you. Politely insist on a regular size taxi.


