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CRITICAL THINKING AT THE CRITICAL TIME™ 

Business in Yangon is booming. As well-heeled executives fill 

the business lounges of the few international hotels across the 

city, it’s clear that investors are eager to enter Myanmar as its 

market opens to the world. The head of FTI Consulting’s 

Strategic Communications team in Singapore, Tom Evrard, 

looks at how these executives can best use stakeholder 

engagement to navigate the complexities of a successful entry 

into Myanmar, South East Asia’s new frontier. 

 

 

 

Gone are the days when a firm could simply ease its way into 

the market with little to no consideration for local 

requirements. Today, when looking to enter a market, 

businesses are obliged to consider a host of factors from local 

regulatory circumstances and environmental impact to societal 

consequences and international media scrutiny. Beyond a 

license to operate, companies now need a comprehensive 

plan to condition the market prior to their arrival and to help 

stakeholders better understand their intentions. Nowhere is 

this more so than in Myanmar, where isolationist military rule 

has given way to a civilian government extending its welcome 

to the international community. 

Experts estimate that US$650 billion of investment is needed 

in Myanmar by 2030 in order for the country’s growth potential 

to be fully realised.1 An ambitious target as long as property 

prices in the centre of Myanmar’s capital, Yangon, sit higher 

per square foot than in many western capital cities.   

For foreign firms that commit, the rewards are likely to come 

with considerable challenges as they attempt to cope with the 

daily trials of operating in these unchartered waters. Unreliable 

power connections, intermittent phone connectivity and poor 

transport networks are some of the obstacles which confront 

all companies on a day-to-day basis. Local businesses are 

used to these problems, but foreign firms which have entered 

the market in the wake of political and economic liberalisation 

have these and other important issues to deal with. For those 

doing business in Myanmar, stakeholder engagement 

requirements are becoming increasingly sophisticated.  

In Myanmar, the military still remains influential and 

commands a significant amount of loyalty. Couple this 

precarious political environment with infrastructure 

challenges, ethnic conflicts and perceived on-going human 

rights violations and many questions remain as to whether 

multinationals can succeed commercially in Myanmar. 

Regardless, the manner in which these companies enter the 

market is critical.  

                                                                 
1 McKinsey Global Institute, Myanmar’s moment: Unique opportunities, major 

challenges (June 2013) 

Establish a Stakeholder 
Engagement Infrastructure 
We know that appropriately entering a new market, particularly 

without a local partner, requires the development and 

execution of a comprehensive stakeholder engagement 

programme and communications infrastructure to support it 

over the long term. Identifying the appropriate resources to put 

in place as well as the individuals with the right experience to 

navigate through the bureaucratic, cultural and social 

complexities of Myanmar is critical.  

Companies entering Myanmar need to establish relationships 

with the appropriate ministries and engage support from the 

few local communications strategists that have operations on-

the-ground. While international advisory services are 

imperative, communicating in the local Myanmar language and 

considering what will resonate with various stakeholders is 

important. The engagement infrastructure an organisation 

creates to support its business objectives may well have a 

dramatic impact on the ease with which it enters the market 

as well as its long term growth prospects and operational 

continuity.     

Counter the Sceptics 
Despite Myanmar’s elevation on the international stage and 

the decision by the majority of western countries to lift 

sanctions, many stakeholders familiar with its complex political 

landscape and history of human rights violations are wary of 

western companies succeeding there. Aside from commercial 

challenges, there are reputational risks should multinationals 

partner with local companies previously known for involvement 

in criminal activity such as drug trafficking or arms dealing. 

And impatient investors may question ROI potential depending 

on the nature of the business. 

Organisations must develop and appropriately amplify a 

comprehensive narrative that addresses these concerns, helps 

assuage stakeholder fear and limits media scrutiny. Identifying 

the right communications channels and platforms through 

which to do so takes time and must be consistently re-

evaluated.  

Demonstrate Market 
Commitment  
While Myanmar's expanding middle class and young 

generation of entrepreneurs are responding favourably to the 

availability of western brands, there is a feeling among some 

that multinationals are taking advantage of the country's loose 

regulatory framework and sweeping in to capitalise on the 

liberalised economy’s infancy. Public discourse through social 

media channels is on the rise, offering a platform for  
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consumers to question the intentions of foreign firms and the 

viability of their business.  

Demonstrating a long term commitment to Myanmar through 

gestures of goodwill and integrated sustainability or corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) programmes is important to curtail 

any negative connotations associated with a corporate brand 

entering this market, as demonstrated earlier this year by 

Coca-Cola and its partnership with global NGO, Pact, in which it 

pledged to support the empowerment of women in Myanmar. 

Beyond authentic CSR programmes and corporate and brand 

communications, businesses must also illustrate consideration 

for Myanmar’s cultural and historical sensitivities. This is a 

country that has undergone significant political change, faced 

gruelling human rights violations and has only recently re-

established ties with the international community beyond its 

borders.  

Apart from engaging with NGOs, companies should also 

maintain an on-going dialogue with ministries relevant to their 

business. In addition to illustrating market commitment, for 

every business initiative that is put into place an organisation 

must consider the impact its business may have on the 

communities in which it is operating. This has been particularly 

clear in the message telecommunications provider Ooredoo 

has articulated around its entry into the market as it has 

pledged to support human growth in an environmentally 

responsible manner. This is a commitment which has been 

repeatedly put into action since the company’s market entry 

through two welfare donations for those communities affected 

by the devastation caused by flooding last August and a 

partnership with the Cherie Blair Women’s Foundation to 

foster and support women entrepreneurs across the country.  

Broadcast Simple Messages 
At a very tactical level, where message development is 

concerned, often less is more. The media environment blends 

state owned outlets with privatised industry media players, 

both of which employ generally young and inexperienced 

reporters. Educating them on your business is important but 

must not be overcomplicated. Complex press releases ridden 

with corporate jargon and technical terminology risk getting 

lost in translation, which may result in inaccurate media 

reports and the creation of misperceptions. 

In Summary 
In Myanmar times are changing and in entering this market 

businesses must chart a careful course as they navigate 

through unpredictable waters. As one of the world’s very few 

underdeveloped frontier markets, these are exciting times 

offering great opportunities for both business and those within 

the country itself. Nevertheless, these opportunities must be 

approached carefully, with a sense of responsibility for the 

communities, people and environment affected and for 

international firms, a clear acknowledgement of any significant 

stakeholder concerns.   

For more information on FTI Consulting’s market entry advisory 

services please contact Tom Evrard at +65 9107 6123 or 

tom.evrard@fticonsulting.com.  
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