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F O R E W O R D

A Word from LAN Business 
Consulting

This is Alia Hadiouche’s second stay with us, and that matters. An intern who comes back knows 

the firm, knows the city and knows the clients. She did not spend her first weeks finding her feet. 

She spent them in the field, sitting across the table from business owners in law, wellness, 

education, software and hospitality, asking them how their businesses actually run.

That fieldwork is what makes this paper worth your time. Most guides on AI for business are 

written from a distance, by people who have never issued an invoice in Thailand or managed a 

team where three languages are spoken before lunch. This one was researched here, in Chiang 

Mai, with the businesses it is written for.

I have spent 30 years implementing software, much of it in banks where a failed rollout costs 

millions and careers. The lesson from that world applies just as directly to a five-person firm on 

Nimmanhaemin: technology does not fix a process. It amplifies one. If your process is clear, 

automation makes it faster. If your process lives only in your head, automation gives you a more 

expensive version of the same confusion.

That is why there is no single answer in these pages, and deliberately so. AI in small businesses 

is not one size fits all. The right tool for a solo café owner is the wrong tool for a legal practice. 

The right starting point for a startup is the wrong one for a business built over 20 years. What 

Alia has built instead is a way of deciding: a framework for matching tools to your business as it 

actually operates, not as software vendors imagine it operates.

Her research produced a database of 65 evaluated tools, six in-depth interviews, survey data 

from our business community, and the discipline to say clearly what AI cannot do. That is a 

serious piece of work by any standard, and a remarkable one for an intern.

Read it with your own business in mind. Then, before you buy anything, do what this paper tells 

you to do first: write your process down.

“In my experience, automation on its own does not fix a broken process. It 
accelerates the problem.”
Lone Andersen, Founder, LAN Business Consulting

Lone Andersen
Founder, LAN Business Consulting
Chiang Mai, Thailand, 2026
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Key Findings at First Glance

Most AI guides are written for large companies in wealthy countries, and they do not describe 

what it means to run a business with a team of five in Chiang Mai, a limited budget and staff who 

were not trained as engineers.

This guide is grounded in direct conversations with local business owners and survey data from 

Chiang Mai SMEs, and everything in it was judged by one question: does it work for a small 

business in Thailand today?

What we found

Three themes came up in almost every conversation with local business owners.

• Nobody has a system that talks to itself. Tools are used in isolation, data is copied by 

hand between platforms, and the person at the top is often the only one who knows where 

everything is.

• Time is the real currency. The six SME owners we surveyed lose between four and 23 

hours a week to repetitive tasks that could be partly or fully automated, an average of about 

11 hours, which is more than one full working day. The sample is small, so the figure indicates 

a pattern and does not describe all Thai SMEs (see Section VIII).

• The barrier is rarely cost alone. Many of the tools that make a real difference have free 

plans or cost less than a team lunch, and the larger barrier is knowing where to start and 

matching the right tool to a process that is well understood.

“I need something that tells me: this project starts next week. Not something I have  
to go and look for.”
Fang, Founder of YourAssistants.co

What this guide covers

• The Thai business context: why the pressure to automate is greater here than most 

people realise, and what the government is doing about it.

• AI and automation in plain language: how these tools work and what they can do for a 

small business, written for non-technical readers.

• A six-pillar evaluation framework developed for Thai SMEs, covering ease of use, 

implementation time, security and PDPA fit, ROI potential (return on investment), 

operational impact and integration.
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• A curated selection of tools drawn from a database of 65 evaluated options and narrowed 

to those best suited to Thai SMEs.

• A step-by-step implementation guide.

• Field research from Chiang Mai businesses across law, software, wellness, education, 

hospitality and retail.

Our core recommendation

Standardise before you automate.
The most common reason AI tools fail in small businesses is that the underlying process 

was never clearly defined, and the technology itself is rarely the cause. Before investing in 

any tool, map out how your business works, and the rest follows from that.
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S E C T I O N  I

Understanding the Landscape: Thai 
SMEs in 2026

Before discussing tools and technology, it helps to understand the environment in which 
Thai SMEs operate. The pressures are real, the constraints are specific and the opportunity 
is large, and none of that appears if the discussion starts with software.

1.1 What is an SME?
In Thailand, micro, small and medium-sized enterprises are defined by the Office of SMEs 

Promotion (OSMEP) according to annual revenue and number of employees, with different 

thresholds for each sector.

S E C T O R S M A L L  E N T E R P R I S E M E D I U M  E N T E R P R I S E

Manufacturing
Up to 50 employees and up to 100 

million baht annual revenue

Up to 200 employees and up to 500 

million baht annual revenue

Trade and services
Up to 30 employees and up to 50 

million baht annual revenue

Up to 100 employees and up to 300 

million baht annual revenue

Trade and service businesses make up most of the companies this guide addresses. In practice 

they are often smaller still: a team of three to 15 people, a founder who remains involved in daily 

operations, and a mix of full-time staff and freelancers. They fall into two broad groups, service 

businesses and product businesses, and the recommendations apply to both, although service 

businesses tend to see faster returns from automation because of the nature of their workflows.

1.2 SMEs by the numbers
SMEs are the main event in the Thai economy. According to OSMEP:

“SMEs represent approximately 99.5% of all registered businesses in Thailand and 
account for around 70% of total employment with significant contributions to 
GDP both directly and through supply chains.”
Office of SMEs Promotion (OSMEP)
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Chiang Mai’s economy is built on small businesses in hospitality, retail, professional services, 

education, wellness and the creative industries. The city also has a large expatriate business 

community alongside Thai-owned enterprises, which creates a bilingual, multicultural operating 

environment that adds both richness and complexity to everyday business.

1.3 The family business dynamic
Family-owned businesses play a central role in Thailand’s economy, and research estimates that 

they contribute around 70% of national GDP. This shapes decision-making structures, attitudes 

to risk, relationships with employees and resistance to change.

In many Thai family businesses the founder is the owner and also the process, the memory, the 

quality control and the final word on every significant decision. That centralisation works at 

small scale and becomes a bottleneck as the business grows: when the founder is on holiday 

things slow down, and when the founder retires institutional knowledge disappears.

The same dynamic shapes how technology is received. The founder generation often built the 

business through relationships and intuition rather than systems, and may see automation as a 

threat to the culture they created or as evidence that their way of working was inadequate. The 

next generation often arrives with an appetite for digital tools and a frustration with manual 

processes.

Anyone introducing technology into a Thai SME needs to understand this tension. The aim is to 

free more of the founder’s time for the work that requires their judgement, and replacing that 

judgement is not part of the aim.

1.4 The communication gap
A recurring theme in our conversations with Chiang Mai business owners was communication, 

and the gap sits between cultures more than between departments. Many local SMEs serve a 

predominantly foreign clientele or are managed by expatriates working alongside Thai staff.

A Thai employee may be highly competent and still struggle with the nuances of English, while a 

foreign manager may not understand Thai administrative requirements or the cultural 

expectations around hierarchy and indirect communication. Misunderstandings accumulate, 

and the person at the centre, often the founder or a bilingual assistant, becomes a permanent 

bottleneck.

AI tools help here in ways that are often underestimated: drafting professional emails in a 

second language, summarising meeting notes for non-native speakers, translating documents 

with cultural sensitivity and standardising communication templates so that everyday 

correspondence no longer depends on guesswork.
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LINE, Thailand’s dominant messaging platform, adds a further layer. Where most Western 

businesses communicate internally by email or Slack, Thai teams default to LINE, which is 

efficient for quick exchanges and creates problems for documentation, file storage 

(attachments expire) and integration with professional tools. Bridging that gap is one of the 

quieter challenges of digital transformation in the Thai context.

1.5 The strengths SMEs should not overlook
SMEs are not struggling underdogs. They hold structural advantages that large corporations 

would pay heavily to replicate.

• Speed: a small business can decide to adopt a new tool on Monday and have it running by 

Wednesday, while a large corporation can take six months to get through procurement.

• Proximity to the customer: owners know their clients personally, and automation 

strengthens that relationship rather than replacing it.

• Flexibility: there is no IT department to approve a software change, no legacy system to 

maintain and no political process to navigate, so a tool that does not work is simply 

dropped.

• Low switching costs: most modern tools are subscription-based, so the financial risk of 

trying something new is small.

These advantages mean that a well-chosen automation tool delivers visible results within weeks 

in an SME, where the same tool takes a year to show impact in a large organisation.
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S E C T I O N  I I

Why Now? The Strategic Urgency 
of Digital Transformation

Thailand is automating because the alternative is economic stagnation, and the reasons for 
that pressure explain why this whitepaper matters now rather than in five years.

2.1 The demographic shock
Thailand has crossed a threshold: more than 20% of its population is now aged 60 or older, 

which places it among the most rapidly ageing societies in the developing world, and the 

national median age is projected to reach 49 by 2050.

The labour-market consequence is large. The dependency ratio, the number of working-age 

people supporting each retiree, stood at 3.6 workers per retiree in 2020 and is projected to fall 

to 1.8 by 2040. For the Thai government, automation is the only realistic way to sustain GDP and 

industrial output with roughly half the available workforce.

1.8 workers supporting each retiree by 2040, down from 3.6 in 
2020

2.2 Thailand 4.0 and the regional race
Thailand is also losing ground to lower-cost neighbours. Vietnam and Indonesia have captured 

substantial electronics assembly contracts from companies such as Apple and Samsung, largely 

on the strength of lower labour costs, and Thailand can no longer compete on price alone.

The national response is the Thailand 4.0 strategy, which moves the country from low-cost 

manufacturing toward becoming the high-value technology hub of ASEAN, with R&D spending 

targeted at 2% of GDP and a focus on sectors such as electric vehicles and advanced printed 

circuit boards. Failing to automate over the next five years is estimated to cost the country 1.8 

trillion baht in direct economic loss.
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2.3 An unexpected tailwind: Thailand is catching up fast
The more encouraging part of the story is the rate of change. Thailand’s overall AI adoption 

remains modest compared with global leaders such as the UAE (70% of the working-age 

population) and Singapore (63%), yet between the second half of 2025 and the first quarter of 

2026 AI usage in Thailand grew by 36.2%, the second-fastest growth rate in the world after 

South Korea (43.2%) and ahead of Japan (34.1%).

Thailand’s AI adoption grew by 36.2% in a single two-quarter window, the 
second-fastest rate of any country in the world.
Source: Visual Capitalist, AI adoption by country in 2026

This changes how the guide should be read. Thailand started later and is closing the gap faster 

than almost anywhere else, which means an SME owner is early in a wave that is moving quickly 

and is not late. The businesses that move now will hold a structural advantage over those that 

wait.

2.4 What this means for SMEs specifically
National momentum does not translate automatically into SME action. While national AI 

adoption accelerates, many smaller businesses still face practical barriers, including limited 

digital skills, fragmented processes, uncertainty over which tools to adopt and difficulty turning 

new technology into concrete business value.

The gap between national momentum and SME readiness is the central problem this whitepaper 

addresses.
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S E C T I O N  I I I

The Thai Government as an 
Enabler

Unlike in many countries, Thai SMEs do not navigate digital transformation alone. Several 
government bodies have built financial and institutional support for this transition, and 
knowing what exists and how to access it changes the cost calculation for adopting new 
tools.

3.1 BOI: tax incentives worth knowing about
The Board of Investment (BOI) operates an Efficiency Enhancement measure that covers 

investments in automation, robotics and digital technology. Under the current framework, 

qualifying projects can receive corporate income tax exemptions for up to three years, 

calculated at 50% or 100% of eligible investment value depending on the applicable conditions.

Eligibility and incentive conditions vary by project, so SMEs should confirm current 

requirements directly with BOI, starting with the BOI guide, before making an investment 

decision.

3.2 DEPA and the push for digital skills
The Digital Economy Promotion Agency (DEPA) supports automation adoption through system 

integrator labelling, which certifies the technology vendors and consultants that meet quality 

standards, through digital skills programmes such as Coding Thailand and through reskilling 

initiatives that aim to close the technical talent gap. The labelling matters because one of the 

most commonly cited barriers among Thai SMEs is not knowing which vendors or consultants 

can be trusted.

3.3 ThaiLLM: a sovereign AI alternative
ThaiLLM is a national Thai-language foundation-model initiative (a large AI model built to serve 

as the base for many applications) developed through a collaboration among the Ministry of 

Digital Economy and Society, the Big Data Institute, the Ministry of Higher Education, Science, 

Research and Innovation, NECTEC, and academic and private-sector partners. It was presented 

publicly as national AI infrastructure in early 2026, as the NSTDA announcement records.
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ThaiLLM has been trained on more than 100 billion Thai-language tokens, where a token is a 

word or part of a word, and its development was supported by Thailand’s national high-

performance computing infrastructure, including the LANTA supercomputer operated through 

ThaiSC.

The initiative matters beyond the model itself, because it signals a national AI programme 

designed to make advanced AI capabilities more accessible to Thai organisations. As that 

programme matures, SMEs can expect a wider range of locally adapted AI solutions, 

implementation partners and support schemes than were available before.

3.4 Government-backed financing for SME modernisation
Access to financing remains a major obstacle for many Thai SMEs. To support modernisation 

and improve access to credit, the government has introduced subsidised lending programmes 

through state-owned financial institutions, including SME D Bank and the Government Savings 

Bank. These include a 100-billion-baht soft-loan programme and dedicated SME support funds 

with preferential interest rates, in some cases as low as 1% for eligible businesses.

The measures carry weight because the non-performing loan (NPL) ratio among Thai SMEs, the 

share of loans on which borrowers have stopped repaying, exceeded 7% in early 2026 and limits 

access to conventional bank financing.

3.5 The practical limits of government support
The programmes described in this section are real and financially significant, and accessing 

them is not always straightforward, particularly for very small businesses without a dedicated 

finance or legal team. Knowing where the friction sits helps SME owners approach these 

resources with realistic expectations.

“Among the most critical gaps identified is the need for financial and advisory 
support specifically for SMEs lacking digital expertise. Thailand must lower 
barriers to digital adoption, enhance digital skills training, and develop a more 
conducive environment for digital trade.”
Access Partnership, Promoting Thailand’s Digital Transformation

Research consistently shows that the support system is still catching up with conditions on the 

ground, and that barriers to digital adoption and limited access to practical advisory support 

continue to slow SME transformation.

13%
of small Thai firms employ ICT-skilled personnel, compared with 
40% of medium firms and 70% of large firms

Source: ScienceDirect, AI for Tourism SMEs in Thailand (2026)
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This structural gap matters because government support programmes are often designed with 

a minimum level of digital readiness in mind. A BOI application, for example, requires 

documentation, financial projections and administrative procedures that many micro-

businesses struggle to manage.

“Financial constraints, workforce skill shortages, and poor data quality represent 
the major obstacles to AI adoption. Business process maturity and strategic 
leadership are the most influential enablers.”
ScienceDirect, AI Adoption Barriers among SMEs in Northern Thailand (2025)

This finding reframes the challenge: even generous financial incentives have limited effect when 

a business lacks the organisational foundations to use them. Standardising processes before 

applying for support, or before adopting new digital tools, is a prerequisite for benefiting from 

existing programmes.

“SMEs still face barriers to accessing finance across the region, and there is a 
persistent lack of knowledge of available mechanisms and opportunities pointing 
to the need for stronger financial literacy programmes and more accessible 
support channels.”
ASEAN SME Policy Index 2024, ERIA and OECD

The practical takeaway

The support is real and worth pursuing, and it rewards a proactive, informed approach. Based on 

the evidence above, a practical first step for SME owners in Chiang Mai is to contact DEPA 

directly or visit the local BOI office, where staff clarify current eligibility without requiring a 

formal application.

DEPA
Digital adoption support, 

system integrator labels, skills 

programmes

depa.or.th

BOI
Tax exemptions, investment 

promotion, automation 

incentives

boi.go.th

SME Bank
Subsidised loans for digital 

modernisation, no BOI approval 

required

smebank.co.th
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S E C T I O N  I V

The Legal and Ethical Framework

Adopting AI tools in Thailand is a legal decision as well as a technology decision, and 
ignoring the obligations can result in substantial fines. This section covers what every SME 
owner needs to know before connecting customer data to a new tool.

4.1 The PDPA: Thailand's data protection law
Thailand’s Personal Data Protection Act (PDPA), in force since 2022, regulates how businesses 

collect, store and process personal data, including through AI systems. Two provisions matter 

most for SMEs.

• A lawful basis for collection, usually consent. Personal data is collected and used only 

with the freely given consent of the person it describes, or on another lawful basis that the 

Act recognises.

• Security and breach notification. The business that controls the data keeps it under 

appropriate security measures and reports a personal data breach to the Personal Data 

Protection Committee without undue delay and, where feasible, within 72 hours of 

becoming aware of it, unless the breach poses no risk to individuals’ rights and freedoms.

In practice, any tool that stores customer data, whether a CRM (customer relationship 

management system), an accounting platform or a chatbot, is judged on where that data is 

hosted and how it is secured as well as on its functionality. This is why the evaluation framework 

in Section VI includes PDPA compliance as one of its core pillars.

4.2 Cross-border data and the China question
Several tools covered in this guide, including Xiaohongshu, WeChat Pay and WorkBuddy, are 

developed by Chinese companies and can process data outside Thailand. The PDPA places 

conditions on transfers of personal data abroad, so the hosting location of a tool is a fair 

question to put to any vendor.

This is not a reason to avoid these tools outright. One interviewee said that the business 

depends heavily on these platforms to reach Chinese tourist markets, and comparable local 

alternatives are limited.

The practical guidance is to treat data sovereignty as one factor among several and not as an 

automatic disqualifier. SMEs that handle highly sensitive data, such as legal or medical records, 
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apply additional caution, while for a wellness business posting marketing content to attract 

tourists the calculation is different.

4.3 National AI ethics principles
Thailand’s AI Governance Clinic, operating under the Electronic Transactions Development 

Agency (ETDA), has established six guiding principles for AI use in critical sectors.

• Competitiveness and sustainable development: use AI to improve productivity and 

innovation while supporting long-term economic and environmental sustainability.

• Compliance with laws, ethics and international standards: ensure AI systems comply 

with Thai regulations, ethical principles and recognised international best practice.

• Transparency and accountability: be clear about when and how AI is used, and keep 

responsibility for AI-assisted decisions with the organisation.

• Security and privacy: protect sensitive data and apply appropriate cybersecurity and 

privacy safeguards throughout the AI lifecycle.

• Equality, diversity, inclusiveness and fairness: minimise bias and ensure AI systems treat 

individuals fairly and without discrimination.

• Reliability: ensure AI systems are accurate, dependable and consistently perform as 

intended.

These principles bind large institutions most strongly, and they serve as a useful checklist for 

any SME introducing AI into customer-facing processes.

4.4 Keeping AI human: practical recommendations
Across our interviews, customers and staff were consistently more comfortable with AI when a 

human remained visibly in the loop. Three habits make that easier to achieve.

• Human-in-the-loop validation: a person reviews AI-generated output before it reaches a 

customer, particularly anything involving pricing, legal advice or sensitive communication.

• A visible escalation path: a customer can reach a human easily and quickly and is never 

trapped in an automated flow.

• Locally tuned tone: AI tools are configured, or Thai-specific models such as ThaiLLM are 

used, to reflect appropriate register and politeness markers and not a generic, imported 

tone.
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S E C T I O N  V

Understanding AI & Automation 
for Non-Technical Readers

If you have never written a line of code and the word AI suggests science fiction more than 
spreadsheets, this section is written for you, because none of the recommendations in this 
guide require technical training.

5.1 Automation vs. AI: two different things
Automation hands a repetitive, rules-based task to a computer so that it happens the same way 

every time without anyone having to remember it. A new invoice that triggers an automatic 

email reminder three days later is automation: no thinking is involved and the computer follows 

a fixed recipe.

AI, and more specifically the generative AI behind tools such as ChatGPT or Claude, is different. 

It interprets unstructured information, such as a messy email, a photo or a voice note, and 

produces a reasonable response without being told each step. It does not think the way a 

person thinks, and it approximates judgement well enough to be useful for drafting, 

summarising, translating and answering questions.

Most of the value for a small business comes from combining the two. AI handles the step that 

needs judgement, such as reading and understanding a customer email, and automation handles 

the repetitive mechanical step, such as filing it, tagging it and sending a templated reply for 

approval.

5.2 How these tools actually work
A generative AI model such as ChatGPT or Claude was trained by reading enormous amounts of 

text and learning the statistical patterns of language. When you ask it a question it does not look 

up an answer in a database; it predicts, word by word, what a good answer looks like given those 

patterns. This is why it is sometimes wrong with complete confidence, and why a person 

reviews anything AI produces before it reaches a customer.

Automation platforms such as n8n, Zapier and Make work differently. You build a visual flow of 

the form “when this happens, do that” without writing code, and the result is a flowchart that the 

computer executes every time the trigger occurs.
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5.3 Can non-technical users really use AI?
Yes, and the point deserves a direct statement because it was the most common hesitation in 

our interviews. Every tool recommended in Section VII was selected because it does not require 

coding knowledge, and setting up an automated email sorter, a scheduling link or an AI-assisted 

invoicing system is closer to setting up a new phone than to programming.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   Y O U R A S S I S T A N T S . C O

“I’m not a tech girl. I’m happy to pay for a $10 to $15 subscription rather than spending five 
days learning to build a tool myself.”

The instinct is right for most SME owners, because the aim is to choose tools that have already 

done the technical work and not to become a developer.

5.4 The market is bigger than you think
AI tool adoption is not a niche trend. Global AI investment has grown sharply over the past 

decade and forecasts show strong growth through 2030, so a tool already exists for most of the 

frustrations a business meets every day, from simple scheduling apps to advanced workflow 

builders.

5.5 What AI and automation cannot do
The limits matter as much as the capabilities. In every interview we conducted, one theme 

repeated without exception: AI cannot replace direct human contact where the situation 

requires trust, negotiation or navigating local bureaucracy.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   O P U S  L A W  I N T E R N A T I O N A L

“Clients often arrive having already asked ChatGPT or Gemini about Thai law, confident in 
the answer. But general AI models can produce information that is not accurate for official 
legal documents. AI can be an assistant. It should not be the main character making the 
decision.”

This is a useful filter and not a limitation to apologise for. A task that requires building trust, 

exercising judgement under ambiguity or representing the business face to face with a 

government office stays with a person, and automation targets the repetitive, rules-based work 

around those human moments.
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S E C T I O N  V I

The Evaluation Framework: How 
to Choose the Right Tool

With dozens of new tools launching every month, the challenge for an SME owner is less a 
lack of options than the absence of a consistent way to compare them. This section presents 
the six-pillar framework used throughout this guide and the one principle that comes before  
it.

6.1 Standardise before you automate
This is the central idea of the whitepaper: automation cannot fix a process that was never 

clearly defined. If the invoicing workflow lives only in the owner’s head, an AI accounting tool 

does not make it consistent, and gives the owner a faster way to do something inconsistently.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   H E R B  M A S S A G E  A T  N I M M A N

The founder introduced a point-of-sale (POS) system twice and abandoned it both times, not 
because the technology was bad, but because it was layered onto a workflow that had never 
been adapted to her staff and customer flow, including team members who could not reliably 
read the Thai script the system displayed. The system added a step instead of removing one.

Before evaluating any tool, take 30 minutes to write down, in order, exactly what happens during 

one recurring task. Only when that process is clear can you identify which part, if any, a tool can 

take over.
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6.2 The six pillars
Every tool in this guide’s database was scored against the same six criteria, and each qualitative 

judgement (very easy, medium, very high and so on) was translated into a numerical score from 

one to five.

P I L L A R W H A T  I T  M E A S U R E S

Ease of use Can a non-technical team member use this without extensive training?

Implementation time How quickly can this be set up and start delivering value?

Security and PDPA fit Is customer data protected, and where is it actually stored?

ROI potential What is the realistic return relative to cost and effort?

Operational impact Does this measurably improve daily operations, not just look impressive?

Integration Does it work with the tools the business already uses?

A tool that scores five across the board is rare and is not the goal. A tool that scores four on 

ease of use and ROI and three on integration can still be the right first step for a business with 

no existing systems to connect to.

6.3 Startups vs. established businesses: different priorities
A startup founder and a long-standing business owner can both run a small team and are rarely 

solving the same problem.

A startup typically optimises for speed and revenue. Every tool decision is a bet on whether it 

will help acquire customers faster, reduce the rate at which cash is spent or scale without hiring, 

so automation at this stage is about doing more with less, with an appetite for experiments and 

a tolerance for switching tools when something better arrives.

An established business owner has usually built something that already works, held together by 

experience, relationships and processes that live largely in the owner’s head. The priority there 

is longevity and stability, and the risk is becoming the permanent bottleneck of an operation 

that cannot run without them. The most valuable tools for this profile capture institutional 

knowledge, reduce dependency on a single person and create consistency across the team.

The distinction matters because the same tool can be right for one and wrong for the other. A 

flexible, build-your-own platform such as Notion or Coda suits a startup comfortable with 

customisation, while a ready-to-use solution such as FlowAccount or Pipedrive often suits an 

established owner who needs something working by Friday and not something perfect in three 

months.
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6.4 Choosing the right pricing model
Most tools recommended in this guide use one of four common SaaS pricing structures, where 

SaaS (software as a service) means software rented by subscription. Understanding them 

avoids both overpaying and underestimating long-term cost.

M O D E L H O W  I T  W O R K S T Y P I C A L  P R I C E B E S T  F O R

Per-seat Fixed cost per user per month
$5 to $30 per user 

per month

Predictable teams with 

stable headcount

Tiered
Fixed monthly packages with 

increasing features

$20 to $150 per 

month

SMEs wanting predictable 

billing

Usage-based
Pay for what you consume 

(tokens, storage, API calls)
Variable

Irregular or seasonal usage 

patterns

Freemium
Free for basic features, paid 

for advanced ones
$0 to start

Testing ROI before 

committing financially

W H A T  D O E S  Y O U R  S T A C K  A C T U A L L Y  C O S T ?

A typical SME that uses separate tools for email, calendar, CRM, project management, 

design and automation easily reaches $40 to $60 per employee per month. This is one 

reason all-in-one platforms such as Notion, Coda or Lark Suite deserve consideration 

before any AI capability is added.
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S E C T I O N  V I I

Tool Recommendations by 
Business Need

This section presents the 36 recommended tools drawn from a database of 65 evaluated 
options, curated for Thai SMEs on affordability, ease of use and local market relevance. 
Prices are those recorded during the research and change often, so confirm current pricing 
with the vendor before subscribing.

7.1 AI assistants

ChatGPT The best all-round AI assistant: versatile, widely 

adopted and the easiest entry point for any Thai 

SME.

 Most popular 

$20/month

Claude Strong reasoning and document drafting, suited to 

analysis, contracts and detailed business writing, 

with a strong data security posture.

 Best for writing 

$20/month

ThaiLLM Thailand’s national Thai-language AI infrastructure, 

designed around Thai language and cultural context 

and developed with national data-sovereignty 

objectives.

 Thai-focused 

Public access available

Copilot Recommended where Microsoft 365 is already in 

place, with deep integration into Word, Excel, 

Outlook and Teams.

 Microsoft 365 users only 

~$30/user/month

7.2 Email management

SaneBox Affordable AI inbox management that sorts email 

automatically and surfaces what matters, with 

instant value and no setup friction.

 Best ROI 

~$7/month
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7.3 Data analytics

Polymer The most accessible no-code business intelligence 

tool, which turns data into dashboards. Upload a 

spreadsheet and get instant dashboards with no 

technical skill.

 Top scored 

Free / ~$10/month

Looker Studio A free, Google-native dashboard tool and a zero-

cost entry for SMEs already on Google Workspace.

 Free 

Google-native

7.4 Data enrichment and prospecting

Clay
AI-powered lead 

generation and contact 

enrichment for outbound 

sales

Best-in-class contact enrichment with AI, 

recommended for SMEs doing serious outbound 

prospecting with more than 200 contacts.

 200+ contacts 

From $185/month

7.5 Financial analysis

Syft Analytics Clear financial dashboards with industry 

benchmarking, connecting directly to FlowAccount, 

Xero and QuickBooks.

 Benchmarking 

$50 to $80/month

7.6 Accounting

FlowAccount Thai-localised accounting that is VAT-ready, with 

local bank integrations and THB pricing. Validated 

independently by three of our field interviewees.

 Validated in the field 

~$15 to $30/month

7.7 Workflow automation

Zapier The easiest automation tool for non-technical SME 

owners, with thousands of integrations and no code 

required.

 Best to start 

~$20 to $50/month
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Make More flexible than Zapier at lower cost, suited to 

slightly technical teams who want more control over 

their flows.

 More control 

~$10 to $29/month

WorkBuddy
Tencent

A non-technical AI agent from Tencent that 

executes full office workflows from a single 

instruction. It launched in March 2026 and is worth 

monitoring as it expands internationally.

 New in 2026 

Pricing to be confirmed

7.8 Content creation

Canva Pro The top-rated tool in the entire database, producing 

professional visuals with no design expertise.

 Top scored 

~$12 to $15/month

Pomelli A free Google Labs AI marketing tool that generates 

brand-consistent content from your website URL.

 Free (beta) 

No charge during beta

HeyGen AI video and avatar generation that produces 

professional video content without a production 

team.

 Video AI 

~$24 to $120/month

7.9 Productivity and knowledge base

Notion
CRM, project 

management, wikis, 

databases

The best all-in-one workspace, combining docs, 

project management and a knowledge base in one 

affordable tool.

 All-in-one 

~$10 to $15/user

Evernote A note-taking and personal knowledge management 

tool for organising notes, documents and reference 

material in one searchable workspace.

 Free plan available 

Free plan limited to 50 
notes and one notebook

7.10 Marketing and social media

Buffer The simplest social media scheduler, with a free tier 

and a very low learning curve, for planning and 

publishing across all channels.

 Free to start 

~$6 to $12/channel
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7.11 Meetings and transcription

Fireflies.ai Automatically transcribes and summarises meetings, 

saving time immediately for any SME with regular 

client calls.

 Instant ROI 

~$10 to $19/user

7.12 Customer support

Tidio Live chat and an AI chatbot combined, a good fit for 

e-commerce and service-based SMEs.

 Chat and AI 

~$29/month

7.13 CRM and sales

Pipedrive The most intuitive CRM (customer relationship 

management system), with a visual pipeline, fast 

setup and a strong mobile app, and no technical 

support needed.

 Easiest setup 

~$14 to $49/user

DosInk A Thai-market loyalty and CRM combination, niche 

but a strong fit for retail and F&B SMEs in Chiang Mai.

 Thai market 

Custom pricing

Rocket CRM A LINE-integrated CRM, directly relevant for B2C Thai 

SMEs where LINE is the primary communication 

channel.

 LINE-native 

Custom pricing

7.14 HR and payroll

HumanOS A Thai-market HR tool that streamlines employee 

management and payroll for growing SMEs.

 Thai market 

Custom pricing

7.15 Scheduling

TidyCal A one-time $29 lifetime deal and the best ROI on the 

entire tool list, for simple, reliable appointment 

booking.

 Best ROI on the list 

$29 one-time
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7.16 Document management

Draftable Best for legal and contract-heavy SMEs, with instant 

document comparison that highlights every change.

 Legal fit 

~$10 to $20/user

7.17 Document publishing

Paperturn The most professional flipbook tool (digital 

publications with turning pages): GDPR-compliant, 

ad-free and fully trackable, and best for formal 

publications.

 Most professional 

~$15 to $50/month

Yumpu Strong free-tier usability, although third-party ads 

appear on the free plan unless upgraded.

 Free tier available 

Paid plans remove ads

Heyzine The most budget-friendly flipbook tool, with a usable 

free plan and no forced ads, ideal for one-off 

documents.

 Best budget option 

From $8/month

7.18 Inventory management

Sortly Free tier, mobile-first and visual tracking, accessible 

to any retail SME with physical stock.

 Free tier 

~$49 to $149/month

Craftybase Best fit for product-based makers (cosmetics, food, 

crafts), with automatic cost-of-goods-sold tracking.

 Makers fit 

~$49 to $349/month

7.19 Due date and contract tracking

Airtable
Due dates, project 

management, CRM, 

inventory, content 

workflows

The most flexible off-the-shelf solution for 

contracts, equipment and licence deadlines, with a 

free plan that covers most SME needs.

 Free plan 

~$20 to $45/user
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7.20 Workspace and collaboration

Google 
Workspace

The most widely used platform: Gmail, Drive, Docs, 

Sheets and Meet cover most daily operational needs, 

alongside calendar, forms, video calls and cloud 

storage. The natural starting point for most 

businesses.

 Most used 

~$6 to $12/user/month

Lark Suite Replaces up to six separate subscriptions in one 

platform and gives the best ROI for very small teams 

(one to 20 people), with messaging, video calls, docs, 

scheduling and project management. Data 

sovereignty considerations apply (ByteDance).

 Replaces six tools 

Free / ~$12/user

7.21 Payments for the Chinese market

WeChat Pay Near mandatory for any Thai SME targeting Chinese 

tourists, accessible through the Bangkok Bank EDC 

(card terminal) partnership. No upfront cost.

 Essential 

Free setup / 0.6% fee

A  N O T E  O N  D A T A  S O V E R E I G N T Y

Several tools in this section, including WeChat Pay, WorkBuddy and Lark Suite, are 

developed by Chinese companies and can process data outside Thailand, as can platforms 

such as Xiaohongshu that this guide discusses elsewhere. This is a factor to weigh and not 

a disqualifying flaw. SMEs that handle highly sensitive data (legal, medical, financial) apply 

additional scrutiny, and for most others the practical benefit outweighs the sovereignty 

consideration.
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S E C T I O N  V I I I

Field Research: The Interviews

Everything in the previous sections rests on conversations with business owners across 
Chiang Mai in legal services, software, wellness, language education, hospitality and retail, 
presented here in their own words wherever possible.

8.1 Methodology and limitations
This research combines six in-depth interviews with a short survey distributed through the 

Chiang Mai Business Network. The survey received six responses from roughly 350 people who 

opened it. The low response rate is itself informative, because it suggests that automation and 

AI remain difficult subjects for many local SMEs to turn into concrete action.

The six businesses that responded to the survey, together with the six interviewed directly, are 

qualitative case studies and not a statistically representative sample, and the figures in this 

whitepaper indicate patterns and do not describe the average Thai SME.
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8.2 Survey findings
Despite the small sample, a consistent pattern emerged: every respondent reported losing time 

to repetitive tasks, between four and 23 hours a week, with an average of about 11 hours across 

the six respondents. At 11 hours a week, more than one full working day goes to tasks that in 

most cases can be partly automated.

B U S I N E S S S E C T O R H O U R S  L O S T 
W E E K L Y

M A I N  P A I N  P O I N T

999 Developments Construction 5 Accounting workflow

Green Light Studio Creative agency 12 Client data management

Pure Thai Naturals Retail 23
Disconnected tools, social 

media

Ryer Labs Consulting 15
Needs a more capable AI 

workflow

My One Base
Health and 

community
4

Tool overload, not under-

adoption

CNX Cigars Retail 8
Inventory tracking, needs a 

CRM

Average of six 

respondents
11

O N E  D E T A I L  T O  N O T E

Not every business under-uses technology. Caroline at My One Base already uses Claude, 

NotebookLM and Canva AI, and her main frustration was tool overload and not a lack of 

tools. For some SMEs the goal is consolidation and not adoption.

8.3 Interview insight: YourAssistants.co
The founder runs a solo outsourcing business that helps foreigners navigate Thai bureaucracy, 

supported by a flexible pool of freelancers. Her operation relies on Notion, FlowAccount and 

Google Workspace, and she deliberately avoids tools that require her clients to learn anything 

new.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   F O U N D E R ,  Y O U R A S S I S T A N T S . C O

“I need something in the middle that links Google Calendar’s day-to-day view with a long-
term project timeline. Notion doesn’t have a notification system that pops up to remind me of 
things. You have to go into the app to look.”
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Her philosophy appears in several interviews: AI should accelerate work and not replace the 

human relationship at the centre of the business, which is why she still hires student illustrators 

and does not generate graphics with AI.

8.4 Interview insight: Opus Law International
Opus Law is a five-person legal firm with a clientele that is roughly 90% foreign. It uses AI mainly 

to polish written communication and uses FlowAccount for invoicing, and its main pain point is 

inbox triage.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   L A W Y E R ,  O P U S  L A W  I N T E R N A T I O N A L

“If AI was smarter than now, like if we got an email from a client, maybe AI can screen it and 
let us know what they want, so we know how to reply or set up the system.”

She also raised a subtler issue for any service business with foreign clients: customers 

increasingly arrive having already asked ChatGPT or Gemini for legal guidance, sometimes with 

more confidence in the answer than the situation supports. Managing that expectation gap is 

now part of the job.

8.5 Interview insight: Manao Software
Manao Software is the most technically advanced business we spoke with and the most 

instructive. It has built sophisticated automation pipelines that combine n8n with large language 

models (LLMs, the AI models behind tools such as ChatGPT and Claude), which gives a practical 

example of advanced end-to-end automation inside a small Chiang Mai business.

Where they stand on the automation journey

M A N A O  S O F T W A R E

~100%
Highly automated: multiple end-to-end 

automation pipelines in production.

K E Y  T O O L S

n8n + LLMs (custom-built workflows)

A P P R O A C H

Technical-first: developers build and maintain 

their own automation stack.

L A N  B U S I N E S S  C O N S U L T I N G

~50%
Actively experimenting: custom apps in 

development, heading toward Manao.

K E Y  T O O L S

Custom applications and selective manual 

processes

A P P R O A C H

Consulting-first: automates gradually while 

testing with real clients.
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This guide is not written from a position of detachment. LAN Business Consulting is navigating 

the same transition it asks its clients to consider, and Manao Software shows that sophisticated 

end-to-end automation is already achievable for a small Chiang Mai business with the right 

technical capabilities.

8.6 Interview insight: Herb Massage at Nimman
This is the richest case study in the research and it illustrates almost every theme in this guide. 

The founder began with one branch and four employees six years ago and now runs five 

branches with 40 to 50 staff, serving a clientele that is almost entirely Chinese and Korean 

tourists.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   F O U N D E R ,  H E R B  M A S S A G E  A T  N I M M A N

“When a business grows but its systems do not grow along with it, the owner unknowingly 
becomes the bottleneck. Right now, I feel that the constraint of the business is no longer the 
staff, but rather the capability of the owner.”

Her experience with technology is instructive because it failed twice. She introduced a POS 

(point-of-sale) system on two occasions and abandoned both attempts, not because of cost or 

resistance to change, but because a large part of her staff, women from hill tribe communities in 

their 40s to 60s, could not reliably read the Thai script the system displayed. The tool added a 

step instead of removing one.

This is the clearest field validation of the central principle of this guide: the technology was not 

wrong, and it was mismatched to the literacy of the people meant to use it. The case also shows 

the workforce literacy gap as an adoption barrier distinct from cost or willingness, which 

deserves explicit consideration in any Thai SME’s automation planning.

On the marketing side, her experience shows the importance of Xiaohongshu for businesses 

that target Chinese tourists: the business has grown almost entirely through that platform and 

word of mouth, while Facebook and LINE generate close to no new Chinese customers.

8.7 Interview insight: Cornerstone Language School
One of the staff we interviewed teaches Thai at a language school serving students from age 

four to over 70. Administrative work, particularly curriculum development and email 

management, takes the most time, and she already uses ChatGPT to speed up vocabulary 

translation work that previously took hours of manual lookup.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   T E A C H E R ,  C O R N E R S T O N E  L A N G U A G E  S C H O O L

“If a tool could automatically sort emails by category, registration, fees, general inquiries, and 
help draft replies, that would be very useful. I’d choose that.”
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Her view of AI’s limits in education mirrors the boundary identified in the legal and outsourcing 

interviews: AI can bridge a vocabulary gap or speed up preparation, and it extends capacity 

without substituting for the human relationship at the centre of teaching.

8.8 Interview insight: TGT Art & Craft Café
TGT Art & Craft Café (Three Golden Thread) is a one-woman coffee and creativity business built 

around the story of its beans and its farmers and a deliberately slow, relationship-first approach 

to hospitality. The founder runs everything herself: coffee, content, accounts and community.

Like several other businesses we interviewed, she uses FlowAccount for both accounting and 

stock management, tracking bean inventory, logging incoming products and managing invoices 

on a single platform. This is the third independent validation of FlowAccount in our field 

interviews, each time in a different sector and from a different type of business owner.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   F O U N D E R ,  T G T  A R T  &  C R A F T  C A F É

“For TGT products, we use FlowAccount for stock management too. When we receive a 
product, we log it in the program and submit the document. When we sell, we deduct it. 
Everything is documented there.”

On the content side she uses ChatGPT and Gemini to write captions and posts in Thai and 

English, a practical answer to the bilingual demands that many Chiang Mai SMEs face daily. AI 

handles the grammar and vocabulary, and she handles the identity and story. Her view of AI’s 

limits is among the clearest we heard.

F I E L D  I N S I G H T   ·   F O U N D E R ,  T G T  A R T  &  C R A F T  C A F É

“AI is good for efficiency. But a brand is unique. If AI generates everything, everyone can tell. 
You also need to give it a lot of information, direction, and context to guide it properly.”

She previously paid 30,000 baht a month to a marketing agency for 12 posts, and said a 

scheduling and cross-platform tool at 1,000 to 2,000 baht a month is something she would try 

immediately.

8.9 The common thread
Across very different sectors, from law to wellness to language education, the same pattern 

appears: businesses are not failing for lack of access to technology. They struggle because their 

underlying processes were never standardised, because tools were adopted without 

considering who would use them, or because no single system connects the pieces they already 

have, and the framework in Section VI is designed to close that gap.
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S E C T I O N  I X

How to Get Started: A Step-by-Step 
Guide

Knowing which tools exist is not the same as knowing how to introduce one without 
disrupting a business that is already running. This section sets out a practical sequence for 
any SME owner ready to begin.

9.1 FlowAccount: getting your finances out of spreadsheets
FlowAccount is the most consistently mentioned tool in our field research, validated by three 

interviewees in different sectors. It is Thai-localised, VAT-ready and connected to the Thai 

government’s e-tax system. For an SME that still manages invoices in Excel or on paper, this is 

the highest-impact first step.

A C C O U N T I N G

FlowAccount

1 Create a free trial at flowaccount.com. No credit card is required for the first 30 days.

2 Set up your company profile: business name, tax ID, VAT status and bank account details.

3 Build your product or service catalogue, which populates your quotes and invoices 

automatically.

4 Issue your first quotation or invoice to a real client. The document generates instantly and can 

be sent by email directly from the platform.

5 Connect your bank account (Bangkok Bank, Kasikorn and SCB are natively supported) for 

automatic transaction matching.

6 At month end, export your tax report. FlowAccount formats it to Thai Revenue Department 

requirements.

N O T E

FlowAccount also handles stock management alongside accounting, so a separate inventory tool is 

unnecessary if your product catalogue is simple.

Realistic timeline: most businesses issue their first invoice within one hour of sign-up, and full 

setup including the bank connection typically takes one working day.

Chiang Mai Business Network  ·  in collaboration with LAN Business Consulting 33

https://flowaccount.com/


A I  &  A U T O M A T I O N  I N  C H I A N G  M A I

9.2 ChatGPT and Claude: AI as a daily work tool
The gap between having an AI subscription and getting value from it is almost entirely a matter 

of habit. The businesses in our research that use AI most effectively are not the most technical; 

they identified two or three specific daily tasks and made the tool their first stop every time.

A I  A S S I S T A N T

ChatGPT or Claude

1 Sign up at chatgpt.com (ChatGPT, free tier available) or claude.ai (Claude, free tier available).

2 Identify your single most time-consuming writing task, such as a client email, a weekly report 

or a social media caption, and start there and not everywhere.

3 Treat the first AI response as a draft, and refine it by replying with what you want changed so 

that you do not start over each time.

4 For Thai-language content, try ThaiLLM, which handles local register and politeness levels more 

naturally than international models.

5 Build a short document of five to 10 prompts that work well for your business and share it with 

your team. This becomes your AI playbook.

N O T E

AI output always needs a human review before it reaches a client or a government office. Opus Law noted 

that AI gives good general guidance and cannot be trusted for legally precise Thai-specific documents 

without verification.
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9.3 Fireflies.ai: never take meeting notes again
For any SME that holds regular client calls, team meetings or interviews, Fireflies.ai records, 

transcribes and summarises every conversation automatically. The output reaches your inbox 

within minutes of the call ending, searchable, shareable and linked to the recording.

M E E T I N G S  A N D  T R A N S C R I P T I O N

Fireflies.ai

1
Sign up at fireflies.ai. A free plan includes core transcription and AI summary features, and paid 

plans start from $10/user/month when billed annually. Plan limits and included features change 

regularly, so check the current pricing page before subscribing.

2 Connect your Google Meet, Zoom or Microsoft Teams account. Fireflies joins as a silent 

participant and records automatically once the meeting starts.

3 After the meeting, open the summary in your Fireflies dashboard, which shows the key topics 

discussed, the extracted action items and a full searchable transcript.

4 Share the summary link with anyone who missed the meeting, with no notes to write and no 

recap to send by hand.

5 Use the search function across all past meetings to find when a topic was discussed or what 

was agreed with a particular client.

N O T E

Fireflies supports Thai-language transcription, and accuracy varies with language and audio quality, so test 

it on a short meeting before relying on it for important Thai-language calls.
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9.4 Zapier or Make: connecting your tools together
Workflow automation means that when something happens in one app, something else happens 

automatically in another. A new form submission creates a spreadsheet row, a new invoice 

triggers a Slack notification and a new booking sends a confirmation email. These connections 

used to require a developer and now take about 20 minutes to build.

W O R K F L O W  A U T O M A T I O N

Zapier (beginner) or Make (intermediate)

1 Sign up at zapier.com (free up to 100 tasks a month) or make.com (free up to 1,000 operations 

a month).

2 Choose your first automation: something that currently requires you to copy information from 

one app to another by hand.

3 In Zapier, click Create Zap, select your trigger app (for example Google Forms or Gmail) and 

then your action app (for example Google Sheets, Slack or FlowAccount).

4 Test with real data before activating. Zapier shows exactly what passes between apps so that 

you catch errors first.

5 Run your first automation for two weeks. When it is stable, add the next one, and never build 

five at once.

N O T E

Make is more flexible than Zapier for multi-step flows. n8n is the most powerful option and needs more 

technical comfort; it is what Manao Software uses to build full AI-integrated pipelines.
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9.5 Buffer: social media without the daily pressure
Buffer separates content creation from content publishing. Instead of posting every day, you sit 

down once a week, schedule everything and let it go out automatically, which is the simplest 

way for solo and micro-business owners to stay consistent without constant attention to their 

phones.

M A R K E T I N G

Buffer

1 Create a free account at buffer.com. The free tier covers one user and up to three social 

channels.

2 Connect your Facebook page, Instagram or LinkedIn. Buffer guides you through authorisation 

step by step.

3 Use the calendar view to schedule one week of posts in a single session. Three to five posts a 

week is a sustainable starting point.

4 Write captions with ChatGPT or Claude as a first draft, then edit them to add your brand voice 

before scheduling.

5 After four weeks, check the analytics. Buffer shows which posts earned the most engagement 

by day, time and format, and you use that to refine your schedule.

N O T E

Buffer does not manage Xiaohongshu, which requires direct posting through its own app. Use Buffer for 

Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn, and manage Xiaohongshu separately if it matters to your audience.

9.6 Building your first real workflow: n8n + Claude + reminders
This section moves from individual tools to showing how they work together. The example is 

inspired by what Manao Software has built: a small automated pipeline in which n8n connects 

the pieces, Claude or ChatGPT does the thinking, and the result arrives where you need it 

without anyone pressing a button.

The scenario: you run a service business and want a reminder three days before any client 

contract expires, with a draft renewal email ready to send.
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What you need

• n8n: the free Community Edition if self-hosted, or n8n Cloud from €20/month when billed 

annually.

• A Claude API key: an Anthropic API key, where an API (application programming interface) 

is the way one program talks to another. Usage is billed separately, based on API 

consumption.

• Google Sheets, to store your client contracts.

• Gmail or Outlook, to send the reminders.

How the workflow runs

Once built, the workflow runs every morning and nobody has to check anything.

1
Every morning at 8:00 AM   n8n trigger

n8n wakes up and runs the workflow on a schedule, like an alarm clock for your automation.

2
Read contract data   Google Sheets

n8n reads your Google Sheet (client name, contract end date, email address) and filters for 

contracts expiring in the next three days.

3
Draft the renewal email   Claude API

n8n sends the client’s name and contract details to Claude with a prompt: “Write a professional 

renewal reminder email for [client name] whose contract expires on [date]. Keep it friendly and 

under 150 words.”

4
Send or save as draft   Gmail / Outlook

n8n takes Claude’s output and either sends it automatically or saves it as a draft in your inbox for 

final review before sending. The choice is yours.

5
No action needed   Done

If no contracts expire within three days, n8n does nothing and waits until tomorrow, with zero 

noise and zero false alerts.
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How to build it in n8n

W O R K F L O W  A U T O M A T I O N  A N D  A I

n8n workflow, step by step

1
Sign up at n8n.io. For non-technical users n8n Cloud is the simplest option, because n8n 

handles hosting, updates and maintenance. The Starter plan currently begins at €20/month 

when billed annually.

2 Create a new workflow. Add a Schedule Trigger node and set it to run daily at 8:00 AM.

3
Add a Google Sheets node connected to your contract tracking sheet. Set the filter to 

“Contract End Date is within 3 days from today”. n8n has a built-in date calculation function 

for this.

4
Add an HTTP Request node or the appropriate Anthropic integration to call the Claude API. 

Create an API key in the Anthropic Console and make sure billing or sufficient API credits are in 

place.

5 Add a Gmail node (or Outlook) connected to receive Claude’s output, and set the node to 

send the email directly or save it as a draft.

6 Test the workflow by clicking Execute manually with one real row from your sheet, and check 

the output at each step before activating.

7 Turn on the workflow. It now runs every morning automatically, and you can monitor it from the 

n8n dashboard.

N O T E

The same pattern works for any reminder-based task: invoice follow-ups, staff contract renewals, visa 

expiry alerts and equipment maintenance schedules. The structure is always the same: trigger, read data, 

think with Claude, act.

The first build takes about two to three hours. Once the pattern is understood the next takes 

about 30 minutes, which is the compounding value of learning automation: the first workflow is 

the hardest and each one after it is easier.

T H E  R I G H T  O R D E R

For most SMEs the sequence is to start with FlowAccount to bring finances under control, 

add ChatGPT or Claude for daily writing tasks, add Fireflies for meetings and Buffer for 

social media, and build the first n8n workflow once those are stable, to connect them. 

Standardise before you automate.
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C O N C L U S I O N

What the Data Actually Tells Us

Across every business we interviewed the conclusion was the same. The main barrier was 

neither a lack of interest in technology nor a lack of budget for the kinds of tools recommended 

here, and it was the gap between how software assumes a business operates and how that 

business actually works, a gap that is a process problem and not a technology problem.

The founder of Herb Massage at Nimman did not struggle with her POS system because the 

software was poorly designed. She struggled because it assumed literate staff, predictable 

customer flow and enough time to enter information between clients, whereas the reality was a 

high-volume tourist massage business in which the next group often arrives before the previous 

one has checked out. The software was designed around assumptions that did not reflect the 

day-to-day reality of her business.

The observation extends beyond one case study. Throughout our interviews, businesses rarely 

failed because the technology was inadequate; they struggled when technology arrived before 

the underlying process was understood, documented and adapted to the people expected to 

use it.

This is the central argument of the guide in its simplest form: automation is not something you 

introduce into a business; it is something you build from a business. Technology reflects the 

way a business actually operates and not the way a software developer imagines it operates, so 

the process comes first and only then does automation create value.

Five years is not a long time
In 2021, advanced language models such as GPT-3 were already available through developer 

tools and could generate sophisticated text. The mass-market shift had not yet happened: 

ChatGPT did not exist and generative AI was unfamiliar to the average small-business owner. A 

small massage business in Chiang Mai drafting bilingual marketing content, or a solo service 

provider triaging email by urgency with AI, was far from an everyday reality for most SMEs.

What changed over the following five years was the accessibility of the technology as much as 

its capability, and progress has compounded rather than followed a straight line. ThaiLLM, a 

sovereign Thai-language model trained on more than 100 billion tokens, did not exist 18 months 

before this guide was written, and Tencent’s WorkBuddy, which executes complete office 

workflows from a single natural-language instruction, launched only months before these pages 
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were drafted. The distance between what feels like science fiction and what an affordable 

monthly subscription provides shrinks with every product cycle.

No one can predict with certainty what AI will look like in five years, but the direction is clear. 

Many of the tools recommended here will look limited by 2031, as a 2021 chatbot looks limited 

today, and the barrier to entry will keep falling as every major AI company competes on 

accessibility as well as capability. Businesses that develop the habit of evaluating, testing, 

adopting and replacing tools as they evolve will be far better placed to benefit from future 

advances than those waiting for the perfect moment to begin.

The staff at Herb Massage, who struggled with a Thai-script POS interface in 2024, may soon be 

using voice-driven systems that need almost no reading. The wish of the YourAssistants.co 

founder for software that proactively tells her “This project starts next week” is no longer a 

distant ambition, and it closely resembles the direction in which AI agents are evolving.

Many of the obstacles documented in this research are temporary constraints and not 

permanent characteristics of Thai SMEs. They reflect the current stage of the technology and 

not the limits of the businesses themselves.

What will always matter
None of this is an argument for waiting until the technology matures. Businesses that postpone 

adoption until the tools are ready will wait indefinitely, because these tools are never finished: 

every new generation improves capability, lowers cost and changes expectations. What stays 

constant is the discipline required to use them well.

• Know your processes before you automate them.

• Choose tools that match the capabilities of your actual staff and not an idealised version of 

them.

• Pilot before committing.

• Measure what changes.

The specific platforms that do these jobs will almost certainly differ five years from now, and the 

principles behind successful adoption will not. This guide is a practical framework for making 

better technology decisions and not a definitive list of tools. LAN Business Consulting will keep 

refining its recommendations through ongoing work with businesses across Chiang Mai, so that 

future guidance stays grounded in local realities and not in global trends alone.

Technology will keep evolving faster than any business can predict, and 
businesses that understand themselves before they automate will always 
adapt better than those that chase the next new tool.

Chiang Mai Business Network  ·  in collaboration with LAN Business Consulting 41



A I  &  A U T O M A T I O N  I N  C H I A N G  M A I

N E X T  S T E P

Map One Process with Us

The first step in this guide is to write one process down, and LAN Business Consulting will 
do that with you.

LAN Business Consulting offers a free 30-minute process-mapping call. In the call we take one 

recurring task in your business, write down each step in order, and identify which part a tool can 

take over and which part stays with your team.

The call applies the principle behind this whitepaper to your own business, and it gives you a 

clear starting point before you spend anything on software.

B O O K  Y O U R  F R E E  3 0 - M I N U T E  C A L L

[Booking link or email to be confirmed]

About the research

This whitepaper was researched by Alia Hadiouche and supervised by Lone Andersen and Kwan 

Intachaisri. It draws on six in-depth interviews with Chiang Mai business owners, a survey 

distributed through the Chiang Mai Business Network, and a database of 65 evaluated tools.

LAN Business Consulting
A Chiang Mai consultancy founded by Lone 

Andersen, who has 30 years of experience 

implementing software, much of it in banks.

Chiang Mai Business Network
A community of 750 member businesses, mostly 

in Chiang Mai, with 2,500 CMBN Dispatch 

subscribers and more than 75,000 followers 

across the CMBN Media Network.
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