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Abstract

Existing accounts of investment competitiveness in Southeast Asia are dominated by macroeconomic-determinants research, which
explains why fundamentals differ across economies but not how countries strategically position themselves for capital once those
fundamentals are broadly comparable. This paper addresses that gap through a comparative strategic analysis of investment-positioning
architecture in the Philippines relative to Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia. Drawing on peer-reviewed international business
and entrepreneurship literature alongside documentary and applied domestic evidence, the paper develops a three-component framework
— investment promotion and branding, entrepreneurial ecosystem signaling, and sectoral value-proposition design — and evaluates each
comparator economy on the presence and coherence of these components. The analysis finds that Vietnam, Malaysia, and, more unevenly,
Indonesia and Thailand each exhibit a reasonably coherent investor-facing narrative, while the Philippines exhibits presence without
coherence: individual components are documented as active, but none functions as a unifying proposition. Domestic evidence sharpens
this picture, identifying funding facilitation as a specific weak point within an otherwise moderately available entrepreneurial ecosystem,
and a national credibility narrative that remains “open but shallow.” A structurally similar coherence-versus-presence pattern is also
observed, illustratively, in applied Philippine equity-market evaluation, lending practical plausibility to the framework. The paper
concludes that the Philippines’ comparative disadvantage lies less in missing positioning mechanisms than in the alignment among
existing ones, and offers measured, coordination-focused recommendations for investment promotion agencies and entreprencurial
ecosystem builders rather than calls for new promotional infrastructure. The analysis is interpretive and qualitative throughout, makes no
causal claims about investment inflows, and is explicitly bounded from, rather than competing with, the fundamentals-based literature it
deliberately leaves undisturbed.
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1. Introduction

Investment competition among Southeast Asian economies has intensified as multinational firms diversify supply
chains, relocate manufacturing capacity, and expand digital and services footprints across the region. Within this contest,
the Philippines is frequently discussed in relation to its macroeconomic fundamentals — labor cost, demographic profile,
growth trajectory, and institutional quality — and a substantial empirical literature has examined how such fundamentals
correlate with foreign direct investment inflows. What remains comparatively underexamined is a strategic-level question
that fundamentals alone cannot answer: how does the Philippines actively position itself for capital relative to its ASEAN
peers, and what does that positioning architecture reveal about its competitive standing as an investment destination?

This distinction matters because fundamentals and positioning operate at different levels of managerial and policy
action. Fundamentals describe conditions that shift slowly and are largely exogenous to any single strategic actor — labor
markets, infrastructure stock, or macroeconomic stability are not redesigned by an investment promotion agency in a single
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planning cycle. Positioning, by contrast, is a deliberate strategic choice: which sectors to target, how the value proposition
to investors is framed, which institutional narratives are emphasized, and how the entrepreneurial ecosystem is signaled to
prospective capital. Vietnam’s manufacturing-relocation narrative, Indonesia’s scale-and-market-size proposition,
Thailand’s industrial-corridor branding, and Malaysia’s mid-value services and technology positioning each represent
distinct strategic architectures layered atop broadly comparable regional fundamentals. The Philippines’ own positioning
— historically anchored in business process outsourcing and English-language services competence — has evolved
unevenly, and the strategic logic behind that evolution, and its comparative strength against neighboring approaches, has
not been systematically analyzed.

The problem this paper addresses is therefore strategic rather than econometric. Existing empirical work has usefully
established why investment flows differ across countries in terms of measurable fundamentals. It has not addressed how
countries within a broadly similar fundamentals band compete through positioning choices, nor how the Philippines’
positioning architecture compares, structurally, with the approaches taken by its principal ASEAN competitors. This is not
a gap in data availability; it is a gap in analytical framing. A fundamentals-only account cannot explain why countries with
similar macroeconomic profiles achieve materially different investment outcomes in specific sectors, nor can it guide
investment promotion agencies, corporate strategists, or entrepreneurial ecosystem builders toward actionable strategic
choices, since fundamentals are largely outside their direct control. A strategy-level account, grounded in comparative
analysis of positioning architecture, speaks directly to the decisions these actors can actually make.

The issue carries particular weight in the current Southeast Asian context. Supply chain diversification pressures,
heightened geopolitical sensitivity around manufacturing location, and the regional maturation of digital and knowledge-
based industries have made investment competition within ASEAN more explicit and more strategically self-conscious
than in prior decades. Investment promotion agencies across the region increasingly behave as strategic actors — crafting
sector-specific value propositions, cultivating ecosystem narratives for investors, and adjusting institutional messaging in
response to competitors’ moves — rather than as passive administrators of fixed national endowments. Understanding this
behavior requires a framework attentive to positioning and competitive strategy, concepts long established in the strategic
management literature but rarely applied systematically to the question of how nations compete for capital.

Given the nature of this problem, an econometric or purely macroeconomic approach is not well suited to the task at
hand, both because that ground has been substantively covered elsewhere in the empirical literature and because positioning
strategy is not readily reducible to a small set of quantifiable predictors. What is required instead is a comparative,
documentary, and analytically structured review — one that draws on investment promotion materials, sector strategy
documentation, and the strategic management and international business literature to reconstruct and compare positioning
architectures across the Philippines and selected ASEAN peers. This approach allows the analysis to remain anchored in
verifiable strategic documentation and established theory, while explicitly avoiding any claim to statistical prediction or
causal estimation of investment inflows — a claim the paper does not make and for which no primary data exists within its
scope.

Accordingly, this paper undertakes a comparative strategic analysis with three interrelated aims. First, it examines the
theoretical foundations of location attractiveness and investment motivation to establish a conceptual vocabulary for
distinguishing fundamentals from positioning. Second, it reconstructs the strategic positioning architecture the Philippines
has pursued for investment attraction — its sectoral targeting choices, ecosystem signaling, and institutional narrative —
and situates this architecture against the comparable strategic approaches of Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia.
Third, it draws out the strategic and managerial implications of this comparison, both for how the Philippines might refine
its competitive positioning and for how scholars might extend strategic-positioning frameworks, developed largely in firm-
level contexts, to the analysis of national and sub-national investment competition.

The paper’s contribution is intended for two audiences simultaneously. For the academic literature on international
business and strategic management, it extends positioning and competitive-strategy concepts, conventionally applied to
firms, to the comparative analysis of national investment attraction — a level of analysis that existing macroeconomic-
determinants literature does not address. For practitioners — investment promotion officials, entrepreneurial ecosystem
builders, and corporate strategists evaluating Southeast Asian markets — it offers a structured, comparative account of
positioning choices that is more directly actionable than fundamentals-based analysis, precisely because positioning, unlike
fundamentals, lies within the reach of deliberate strategic decision-making.
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2. Review of Related Literature

2.1 Location Attractiveness and Investment-Motivation Theory

The international business literature provides a vocabulary for separating locational fundamentals from firm-perceived
strategic factors, but the separation is conceptual rather than clean. The eclectic (OLI) paradigm treats ownership and
internalization advantages as firm-specific while locating factor endowments, market size, and tax policy as host-country
fundamentals (Zhao et al., 2022), and the closely related FSA—CSA framework similarly casts country-specific advantages
as broadly exogenous while firm-specific advantages remain within managerial control (Saittakari et al., 2023). Dunning’s
four investment motives — resource-seeking, market-seeking, efficiency-seeking, and strategic-asset-seeking — extend
this logic by showing that the same fixed locational attribute can carry different strategic weight depending on why a firm
is investing in the first place (Moradlou et al., 2021; Saittakari et al., 2023).

Empirical work complicates any assumption that fundamentals operate independently of firm-level interpretation. Tax
profile moderates how strongly geographic distance deters acquisition location choice (Jiang, 2023); state ownership
changes whether institutional distance affects location decisions at all (Zhao et al., 2022); and even managerial cognition,
in the form of CEO hubris, has been shown to distort how cultural distance is assessed in the first place (Picone et al., 2021).
Institutional quality itself does not have a single fixed effect — it attracts market- and efficiency-seeking investment while
discouraging resource-seeking investment in the identical location (Siyue et al., 2022). Taken together, this literature does
not support a hard boundary between what a country is and how a country’s attractiveness is perceived and acted upon by
investors — the boundary is porous, and existing scholarship explicitly frames it as such (Zhao et al., 2022; Saittakari et
al., 2023). This is not, however, a reason to abandon the distinction; it is a reason to treat positioning as an analytically
separable layer that operates on top of, and interacts with, fundamentals, rather than as a residual explained away once
fundamentals are accounted for. That analytical stance is what the present paper adopts, and it is what justifies examining
positioning architecture as a legitimate object of study in its own right.

2.2 Investment Promotion Strategy and Place/Nation Branding

A distinct strand of literature treats investment promotion as deliberate strategic activity rather than a downstream
effect of macroeconomic policy. Ukraine’s post-war investment marketing is documented as a shift from passive
communication toward active reconstruction of national image — from risk zone to opportunity space — carried out through
dedicated agencies and modern presentation tools rather than fiscal incentives alone (Hramotniev, 2025). Place branding
theory extends corporate branding logic to nations, treating a country as possessing its own brand equity rather than a fixed
set of passive endowments (Bose et al., 2021), and government policy has been shown to actively shape branding
performance, with demand-side policy instruments proving most consequential (Zhou et al., 2022).

Evidence on whether branding independently shapes investor perception, apart from underlying fundamentals, is
generally supportive but qualified. Positive national image has been linked directly to increased FDI inflows (Dineri et al.,
2024), and Qatar’s case shows nation-brand dimensions — prosperity, global-hub positioning, cultural distinctiveness —
exerting effects on investment attraction that combine with, rather than substitute for, classical OLI locational advantages
(Mohib & Carroll, 2024). At the same time, branding effectiveness is not fully autonomous: regional economic conditions
form the resource base against which branding operates, with indicators such as gross regional product and investment
attractiveness shaping brand outcomes (Makarov & Chub, 2023), and a bidirectional relationship between economic
performance and brand perception has been documented empirically (Dineri et al., 2024). The literature therefore supports
treating investment promotion and place branding as a genuine strategic lever, while cautioning that this lever’s
effectiveness is partly conditioned by the same fundamentals it is meant to be analytically distinct from — a tension directly
relevant to how this paper frames the Philippines’ positioning choices.

2.3 Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Readiness and Signaling to Investors

Signaling theory is the dominant framework for explaining how new ventures attract external capital under conditions
of information asymmetry (Bafera & Kleinert, 2022), but most of this literature operates at the level of the individual
venture; scholarship examining signaling at the ecosystem level remains comparatively scarce (Donaldson et al., 2024).
Where it does exist, it identifies concrete mechanisms: government-certified incubators in China function as ecosystem-
level signaling infrastructure, amplifying founder- and firm-level signals to reduce investor information friction, through
certification screening, signal validation, and inclusive signal rebalancing (Du et al., 2025). Ecosystem legitimacy itself has
been theorized as something nascent ecosystems must actively build through inside-out and outside-in signaling, rather than
something that follows automatically from underlying activity (Donaldson et al., 2024).
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Emerging-market ecosystems in particular appear to use deliberate positioning to compensate for comparatively
weaker fundamentals. Digitalization has been shown to reduce ecosystems’ dependence on local agglomeration, allowing
ventures to access resources and opportunities beyond their immediate cluster (Alaassar et al., 2021); anchor organizations
in nascent ecosystems adapt their strategic function over time to multiply and diversify available resources (Harima et al.,
2024); and policymakers have been shown to catalyze ecosystem development by bridging networks between mature and
nascent ecosystems, with matching capital lowering the threshold for private investment (Frimanslund et al., 2022). This
body of work also carries a caution directly relevant to the present paper: sustainability and legitimacy narratives in
emerging-market mega-projects have been found to outpace verifiable performance, creating a gap between signaling and
substance (Nouvel & Saad, 2026). Ecosystem-level positioning, in other words, is a real and demonstrated lever for
emerging economies, but one whose credibility depends on being anchored in demonstrable capability rather than narrative
alone.

2.4 Sectoral Targeting and Value-Proposition Design in Emerging-Market Investment Strategy

The literature treats sectoral targeting as a deliberate strategic choice rather than an incidental feature of general
reform. Evidence from Europe indicates that merely establishing an investment promotion agency is insufficient — agencies
increase FDI only once they select and actively target priority sectors (Crescenzi et al., 2021). The contrast case is
instructive: Bulgaria’s open-door, non-targeted approach produced unbalanced sectoral outcomes and weaker structural
transformation relative to peers pursuing deliberate targeting (Zhelev & Kussainova, 2024).

Targeting, however, only functions through a sector-specific value proposition rather than through naming a priority
industry in the abstract. In Bangladesh’s renewable energy sector, investors rank credible policy continuity above
macroeconomic or natural conditions as the decisive factor (Mahbub et al., 2022); in Kurdistan, differentiated regional
offers are explicitly tied to local comparative advantage, directing services and logistics investment to one governorate and
agribusiness or light manufacturing to others (Khdir & Cieslik, 2025). Where offers are generic across sectors, promotion
has been shown to be less effective, since different sectors require materially different support packages (Zhelev &
Kussainova, 2024). The outcome evidence reinforces that targeting matters: in Tanzania, FDI in transport and storage
supported measurable growth while FDI in real estate, information and communication, and electricity and gas showed no
significant effect, prompting calls for more deliberately productive sector strategy (Nampoto & Mwamkonko, 2023). At
the same time, innovation-oriented targeting has been found to attract FDI while traditional fundamentals still dominate its
magnitude (Tu, 2024) — a further reminder that sectoral positioning strategy operates alongside, and not as a replacement
for, the fundamentals-level literature already well established elsewhere. Philippine evidence provides a directly adjacent
sectoral illustration: a WDI-based analysis of foreign direct investment and manufacturing performance treats productive
absorption in manufacturing, rather than aggregate inflow volume alone, as the relevant lens for assessing investment
contribution (Refozar et al., 2026).

2.5 Comparative Southeast Asian Investment Positioning Models

Comparative ASEAN scholarship supports the existence of nationally differentiated positioning strategies rather than
a single regional investment-attraction model (Pham et al., 2023; Salim et al., 2025). Vietnam is consistently framed as an
export-manufacturing hub, built around trade agreements such as CPTPP and EVFTA, industrial parks, and integration into
global value chains, and is repeatedly identified as the beneficiary of FDI diversion away from Indonesia amid regional and
geopolitical shifts (Yosif et al., 2025; Fatimah & Nugroho, 2025). Indonesia’s positioning centers on natural resources,
market scale, and SEZ-led industrial ambition, including a distinct nickel-based strategy, though this is persistently offset
by bureaucratic inconsistency and resource nationalism (Yosif et al., 2025; Zhao, 2025). Malaysia is positioned less around
labor-cost competition than around market-seeking demand and financial-system depth (Chong & Tee, 2024; Hidayat &
Shodrokova, 2024), while Thailand and Malaysia together are characterized as efficiency-driven, middle-income
competitiveness platforms rather than low-cost catch-up destinations, notwithstanding Thailand’s comparatively volatile
FDI flows (Virasa et al., 2022; Galovi¢, 2021).

Against these comparatively well-articulated national models, the Philippines is characterized in the literature as a
“mixed, less differentiated” case (Pitaloka & Slamet, 2025; Tian, 2025; Galovi¢, 2021). It is grouped with Vietnam as a
factor-driven economy rather than with the efficiency-driven cluster of Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia (Virasa et al.,
2022), yet its FDI inflows remain moderate and fluctuating relative to both Indonesia and Vietnam (Pitaloka & Slamet,
2025), and it is grouped among ASEAN members identified as having considerable room for competitiveness improvement
(Galovi¢, 2021). Where distinctiveness does appear, it is narrower and more conditional than its neighbors’ positioning
narratives: a nickel-based critical-minerals hedging strategy aimed at reducing external dependence (Zhao, 2025), and a
trade and export positioning that depends on complementary domestic reforms in logistics, infrastructure, and digital
readiness rather than standing on a single coherent sectoral narrative (Tian, 2025). The comparative literature, in short,
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differentiates the Philippines more by constraint and conditionality than by a clearly branded investor-facing proposition
— a pattern that stands in direct contrast to Vietnam’s manufacturing narrative, Indonesia’s resource-and-scale narrative,
and Malaysia’s market-and-finance narrative.

2.6 Synthesis of Literature

Across the four thematic clusters reviewed, a consistent pattern emerges: investment attraction operates on two
analytically distinct but interacting layers. The theoretical literature (2.1) establishes that locational fundamentals and firm-
perceived strategic factors cannot be cleanly separated in practice, yet international business theory itself provides the
vocabulary to treat them as distinguishable — the eclectic paradigm and FSA-CSA framework both retain a
fundamentals/strategy distinction even while acknowledging its porousness (Zhao et al., 2022; Saittakari et al., 2023). The
three applied literatures that follow — investment promotion and branding (2.2), entrepreneurial ecosystem signaling (2.3),
and sectoral targeting and value-proposition design (2.4) — each independently confirm that this strategic layer is not
merely theoretical but observably deployed by real economic actors, with measurable effects on investor perception and, in
some cases, investment outcomes (Dineri et al., 2024; Du et al., 2025; Crescenzi et al., 2021).

What these three applied literatures do not do, however, is treat branding, ecosystem signaling, and sectoral targeting
as components of a single, coherent positioning architecture. Each is studied largely in isolation — place-branding
scholarship rarely engages entreprencurial ecosystem signaling, and sectoral value-proposition research proceeds largely
independently of both. The comparative ASEAN literature (2.5) offers the clearest indication of why this matters: Vietnam,
Indonesia, and Malaysia are each characterized by comparative scholars as pursuing a recognizably coherent strategic
narrative — export-manufacturing hub, resource-and-scale platform, market-and-finance platform, respectively (Yosif et
al., 2025; Zhao, 2025; Chong & Tee, 2024) — narratives that plausibly integrate branding, ecosystem signaling, and sectoral
targeting into a single legible proposition, even though the literature examining each peer country does not use that
integrative language explicitly. The Philippines, by contrast, is repeatedly described as “mixed” and “less differentiated”
(Pitaloka & Slamet, 2025; Galovi¢, 2021), with such distinctiveness as exists — nickel-based critical-minerals hedging,
conditional trade competitiveness — appearing narrower and more constraint-driven than narrative-driven (Zhao, 2025;
Tian, 2025). Read together, the literatures reviewed suggest that positioning architecture, not merely positioning activity,
may be the more useful unit of comparative analysis, and that the Philippines’ comparative disadvantage may lie less in the
absence of any single mechanism than in the absence of coherence across mechanisms.

2.7 Gaps in the Literature

Four gaps follow directly from this synthesis. First, no reviewed study integrates investment promotion/branding,
entrepreneurial ecosystem signaling, and sectoral targeting into a single comparative framework; each is treated as a self-
contained research stream, leaving the architecture-level question — how these mechanisms combine, or fail to combine,
into a coherent investor-facing proposition — analytically unaddressed.

Second, the characterization of the Philippines as “mixed” or “less differentiated” (Pitaloka & Slamet, 2025; Galovic,
2021; Tian, 2025) is descriptive rather than explanatory. The comparative literature documents that the Philippines is less
differentiated than its peers but does not explain this through a strategic-architecture lens — it is explained largely in terms
of competitiveness rankings and trade-facilitation conditionality, not in terms of how branding, ecosystem signaling, and
sectoral targeting are (or are not) deployed coherently.

Third, the ecosystem-signaling literature is itself acknowledged as thin at the ecosystem level relative to the venture
level (Donaldson et al., 2024), and where ecosystem-level signaling has been studied empirically, the evidence is
concentrated in single-country cases such as China (Du et al., 2025) rather than applied comparatively across ASEAN
economies. There is no comparative account of how ASEAN entrepreneurial ecosystems signal investor readiness relative
to one another.

Fourth, the sectoral targeting and value-proposition literature is rich in case evidence — Bangladesh, Kurdistan,
Bulgaria, Tanzania (Mahbub et al., 2022; Khdir & Cieslik, 2025; Zhelev & Kussainova, 2024; Nampoto & Mwamkonko,
2023) — but this evidence has not been synthesized into a systematic cross-national comparison within ASEAN
specifically, despite the region’s evident heterogeneity in sectoral strategy (Pham et al., 2023). Relatedly, the caution raised
in the ecosystem-signaling literature about the gap between narrative and verifiable substance (Nouvel & Saad, 2026) has
not been examined as a risk specific to any ASEAN economy’s positioning strategy, including the Philippines’.
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2.8 Contribution of the Present Paper

This paper addresses these gaps by constructing a single comparative positioning-architecture framework —
integrating investment promotion/branding, entrepreneurial ecosystem signaling, and sectoral value-proposition design as
three interacting components of a country’s investor-facing strategy — and applying it systematically to compare the
Philippines against Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia. In doing so, it moves the existing “mixed, less
differentiated” characterization of the Philippines from a descriptive finding toward an explanatory one: the analysis
examines whether the Philippines’ comparative disadvantage is better understood as a coherence problem across the three
mechanisms, rather than a deficiency in any single mechanism considered in isolation.

The paper’s contribution to theory is to extend positioning and value-proposition concepts, developed largely in firm-
level strategic management and international business scholarship, to the level of national investment-attraction strategy,
integrating three literatures that have so far developed independently of one another. Its contribution to practice is a
structured comparative account that investment promotion agencies, entrepreneurial ecosystem builders, and corporate
strategists can act on directly, since positioning architecture — unlike the macroeconomic fundamentals treated elsewhere
in the literature — is within the reach of deliberate strategic redesign.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This paper adopts a comparative strategic analysis / documentary-analytical review design. It is explicitly non-
empirical in the sense of producing no primary data collection, no survey instrument, and no statistical estimation of
investment predictors. The paper instead applies a structured, theory-guided comparative method to secondary documentary
sources and published academic literature, in order to reconstruct and compare the investment-positioning architecture of
five ASEAN economies. This design choice follows directly from the paper’s framing: the aim is to characterize how
countries strategically position themselves for capital, not to estimate why investment flows differ in magnitude — a
question already substantively addressed by the macroeconomic-determinants literature this paper deliberately does not
replicate.

3.2 Source Orientation

Two categories of source material inform the analysis. The first is the peer-reviewed academic literature retrieved
through the five thematic searches covering location-choice theory, investment promotion and place branding,
entrepreneurial ecosystem signaling, sectoral targeting and value-proposition design, and comparative ASEAN positioning
scholarship. This literature supplies both the theoretical vocabulary (fundamentals versus positioning; signaling; value
proposition) and the comparative empirical characterizations of each country’s strategic profile that anchor the analytical
synthesis in Section 4.

The second category is publicly available documentary material describing each country’s investment-attraction
apparatus — investment promotion agency communications, sector strategy statements, and institutional branding
materials, where such material is drawn upon to illustrate or corroborate patterns already identified in the peer-reviewed
literature. This material is used illustratively rather than as an independent evidentiary base; no claim in the paper rests
solely on a promotional or agency document without literature-based corroboration. This distinction is maintained
throughout to avoid overstating the evidentiary weight of promotional material, which is authored by interested parties and
cannot be treated as neutral evidence of positioning effectiveness.

3.3 Inclusion Logic

Literature was included on the basis of thematic fit to the paper’s five guide-question clusters, established relevance
to investment attraction, location choice, or comparative ASEAN economic strategy, and bibliographic traceability; DOI
information was retained and verified where supplied. Sources restricted to macroeconomic FDI-determinants modeling
with no strategic or positioning dimension were noted but not treated as core evidence, consistent with this paper’s deliberate
scope boundary against the econometric-determinants literature already established elsewhere. Country-level focus was
limited to the Philippines and four comparator economies — Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia — selected
because the comparative literature itself repeatedly treats this set as the relevant ASEAN reference group for investment-
positioning discussion (Pham et al., 2023; Virasa et al., 2022), rather than the full ASEAN-10.
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3.4 Thematic Grouping Logic

Evidence was organized around the three-component positioning-architecture framework developed through the
synthesis in Section 2.6: investment promotion and branding, entrepreneurial ecosystem signaling, and sectoral targeting
and value-proposition design, with location-choice theory (2.1) supplying the conceptual foundation distinguishing this
architecture from locational fundamentals. Country-level evidence from Section 2.5 was then mapped against these three
components to characterize each comparator economy’s positioning profile, and to characterize the Philippines’ profile
against the same structure. This mapping is the paper’s central analytical device and is applied consistently in Section 4.

3.5 Evaluative and Analytical Criteria

Positioning architecture is evaluated along two dimensions consistent with the literature reviewed: presence —
whether a given mechanism (branding narrative, ecosystem signaling infrastructure, sectoral value proposition) is
documented as actively deployed — and coherence — whether the mechanisms observed for a given country reinforce a
single legible investor-facing narrative, as the literature suggests is the case for Vietnam, Indonesia, and Malaysia, or instead
function as disconnected, parallel efforts. No numerical scoring or ranking system is applied; the evaluation is qualitative
and interpretive, grounded in the characterizations already present in the peer-reviewed comparative literature rather than
an independently constructed index. This choice is deliberate: constructing a novel quantitative index would risk both
overstating the paper’s methodological ambition and duplicating, in weaker form, the econometric work already published
elsewhere.

3.6 Geographic and Sectoral Focus

The analysis is geographically bounded to the Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia. It is not
sector-exclusive; rather, sectoral variation (e.g., Vietnam’s manufacturing focus, Indonesia’s resource and digital-economy
focus, the Philippines’ services and nickel-hedging focus) is treated as itself part of each country’s positioning profile,
consistent with the sectoral-targeting literature reviewed in Section 2.4.

3.7 Strategic and Managerial Framing

The methodology is oriented toward strategic management and international business theory throughout —
positioning, signaling, and value proposition are treated as constructs transferable from firm-level to national-level analysis,
consistent with the paper’s stated theoretical contribution. This framing is maintained specifically to keep the analysis
within the paper’s declared disciplinary scope and distinct from a macroeconomic or financial-economics treatment of the
same countries.

3.8 Limitations

This design carries clear limitations, stated plainly rather than minimized. It cannot establish that positioning
architecture causes differences in investment inflows; any relationship between positioning coherence and investment
outcomes discussed in Section 4 is interpretive, not causal. It relies on the characterizations available in existing published
literature and public documentary material, which may itself be incomplete, unevenly available across the five countries,
or shaped by each country’s own promotional interests. It does not incorporate primary interviews with investment
promotion officials, investors, or entrepreneurs, and therefore cannot verify how positioning strategies are actually
perceived by capital allocators — a limitation the paper flags explicitly rather than working around. Finally, the qualitative
presence/coherence evaluation, while grounded in the literature, involves interpretive judgment that a differently constituted
review might weigh differently.

4. Analytical Synthesis and Discussion

This section compares the Philippines against Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia using the three-component
positioning-architecture framework developed in Section 2.6: investment promotion and branding, entrepreneurial
ecosystem signaling, and sectoral value-proposition design. Each country is assessed on two qualitative dimensions
consistent with the methodology in Section 3 — presence (whether a mechanism is documented as actively deployed) and
coherence (whether the mechanisms observed reinforce a single legible investor-facing narrative or operate as disconnected,
parallel efforts).
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4.1 Vietnam: High Coherence Around a Single Narrative

Vietnam’s positioning architecture is the most internally consistent of the five economies reviewed. Its branding
narrative — export-manufacturing hub, anchored in trade agreements such as CPTPP and EVFTA — is reinforced rather
than contradicted by its sectoral targeting, which concentrates on manufacturing, industrial parks, and global-value-chain
integration (Yosif et al., 2025; Fatimah & Nugroho, 2025). This is precisely the condition the literature identifies as most
effective: sector-specific value propositions built from tailored incentives and infrastructure investment, rather than generic
horizontal promotion (Zhelev & Kussainova, 2024). Vietnam’s positioning also benefits from a favorable structural
coincidence rather than deliberate architecture alone — regional FDI diversion away from Indonesia amid geopolitical
tension has reinforced the manufacturing narrative independently of promotional effort (Fatimah & Nugroho, 2025).
Ecosystem-level signaling is comparatively less documented in the literature reviewed, but the overall architecture reads as
coherent: a single sectoral identity, consistently reinforced across branding and targeting.

4.2 Indonesia: Scale Narrative Undermined by Institutional Inconsistency

Indonesia’s positioning centers on market scale, natural resources, and a distinct nickel-based industrial strategy,
reinforced by SEZ-led targeting of energy, infrastructure, and digital-economy sectors (Yosif et al., 2025; Zhao, 2025). This
is a genuine sectoral value proposition rather than an undifferentiated appeal to size. However, the coherence of this
architecture is persistently undermined by a factor outside the branding and targeting layers themselves: bureaucratic
inconsistency and resource nationalism, repeatedly identified in the comparative literature as offsetting Indonesia’s scale
advantages (Yosif et al., 2025; Fatimah & Nugroho, 2025). This illustrates a boundary condition for the positioning-
architecture framework: a well-articulated sectoral narrative can be present without being fully coherent in practice, if
institutional delivery contradicts the promotional message. Indonesia’s case also demonstrates a lesson relevant to the
Philippines — that scale or resource endowments alone do not translate into a stable positioning advantage without
complementary institutional follow-through.

4.3 Malaysia and Thailand: Efficiency-Platform Positioning with Divergent Stability

Malaysia and Thailand are best read together, as the literature frames both as efficiency-driven, middle-income
competitiveness platforms rather than low-cost catch-up destinations (Virasa et al., 2022; Galovi¢, 2021). Malaysia’s
architecture is anchored less in labor-cost competition than in market-seeking demand and financial-system depth, giving
it a services- and finance-oriented value proposition distinct from Vietnam’s manufacturing narrative (Chong & Tee, 2024;
Hidayat & Shodrokova, 2024). This narrative is reasonably coherent, though the literature reviewed does not document as
explicit an ecosystem-signaling apparatus as ideal-typical positioning theory would predict.

Thailand’s profile is more mixed: it shares the efficiency-platform positioning but exhibits volatile FDI flows despite
strong underlying trade competitiveness (Galovi¢, 2021; Pitaloka & Slamet, 2025). This divergence between a stated
competitiveness narrative and unstable investment outcomes is a useful comparator for the Philippines, since it demonstrates
that positioning presence does not guarantee positioning effectiveness — a caution the paper carries into the Philippines
analysis below and into the Discussion.

4.4 The Philippines: Presence Without Coherence

The Philippines presents the clearest case in this comparative set of a positioning architecture where individual
components exist but do not cohere into a single investor-facing narrative — a pattern consistent with the comparative
literature’s characterization of the country as “mixed” and “less differentiated” (Pitaloka & Slamet, 2025; Galovi¢, 2021),
and one that this paper’s own analysis, incorporating domestic evidence, substantiates in more granular detail.

Branding and promotion. At the level of national economic narrative, Atento’s (2025) ASEAN-6 benchmarking
analysis is directly instructive. That study frames Philippine diplomatic and economic credibility as “open but shallow” —
the country participates in regional trade and security architecture but lacks the domestic institutional depth to convert that
participation into autonomous positioning, a condition it characterizes as “integration without autonomy.” Applied to
investment positioning specifically, this suggests the Philippines’ promotional narrative is not absent but is not load-bearing:
participation in regional frameworks substitutes for, rather than complements, a distinctive sectoral or institutional story of
the kind Vietnam and Indonesia have each constructed. At the individual-investor level, a related Philippine credibility
constraint is visible: respondents in key Laguna cities reported comparatively lower government trust than risk tolerance
and capital-market attitudes, while attitude toward investment and monthly salary emerged as significant predictors of
investment decision (Lantin-Magana et al., 2026). Although this evidence concerns domestic individual investors rather
than FDI, it reinforces the narrower point that formal market access and positive investment attitudes do not automatically
translate into confidence-backed capital allocation.
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Ecosystem signaling. At the ecosystem level, domestic evidence points to a specific and identifiable weak point rather
than a generalized deficiency. Delmonte and Mendoza’s (2026) survey of entrepreneurship students at a Manila state
university found the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem rated as “moderately available” overall, with mentorship and
training programs rated as relative strengths — but funding support rated the weakest dimension by a clear margin, at a
level the study characterizes as only “slightly available.” While this finding is drawn from a single-institution, student-level
sample and should not be generalized to the national investment ecosystem without qualification, it is consistent with —
and gives a concrete, ground-level texture to — the broader pattern the comparative literature identifies: the Philippines’
ecosystem signaling to investors is present in some dimensions (training, mentorship infrastructure) but structurally weak
in the dimension signaling theory identifies as most consequential for actually converting interest into capital, namely
funding access (Du et al., 2025; Frimanslund et al., 2022).

Sectoral targeting. The Philippines’ sectoral value proposition is the least singular of the five countries reviewed.
Where Vietnam has manufacturing and Indonesia has resources, the Philippines’ documented distinctiveness is narrower
and more defensive in character: a nickel-based critical-minerals hedging strategy aimed at reducing external dependence
(Zhao, 2025), alongside export competitiveness that remains conditional on complementary domestic reforms in logistics,
infrastructure, and digital readiness rather than resting on a single coherent narrative (Tian, 2025). Atento’s (2026)
macroeconomic analysis of business entry across nine ASEAN economies is a useful boundary marker here: it establishes
that formal entrepreneurial entry across the region is driven primarily by structural fundamentals — GDP per capita,
financial depth, population density — rather than by promotional or targeting activity. That finding does not contradict the
present analysis; it clarifies its scope. The present paper is not claiming that positioning architecture substitutes for
fundamentals in explaining aggregate entrepreneurial entry; it is claiming that, holding fundamentals broadly constant
across comparably situated ASEAN economies, positioning coherence remains an underexamined source of the Philippines’
comparative disadvantage.

A domestic precedent for the paper’s central move. It is worth noting that the theoretical move this paper makes at the
national level — treating positioning and value-proposition design as a deliberate strategic lever distinct from underlying
fundamentals — already has a demonstrated precedent within Philippine business practice at the firm level. Teodosio et
al.’s (2025) case analysis of a family-owned Philippine SME’s shift from price-led competition toward a differentiated
“solutions hub” model, using Blue Ocean Strategy tools, shows the same underlying logic operating successfully at micro
scale: value innovation and coherent positioning, rather than expansion or capital intensity alone, as the lever for competitive
escape. That case also identified a specific coherence gap — strong service positioning undermined by weak marketing
visibility — structurally analogous to the presence-without-coherence pattern this paper identifies at the national level. This
parallel does not establish that firm-level and national-level positioning operate identically, but it does suggest the
vocabulary of coherence gaps is not foreign to the Philippine business context; it is already operative locally and awaits
deliberate application at the level of national investment strategy.

4.5 Cross-Country Synthesis

Read together, the five profiles support a central pattern: coherence, more than the mere presence of any single
positioning mechanism, distinguishes the comparator economies from the Philippines. Vietnam achieves coherence through
narrative-targeting alignment; Malaysia achieves it through a consistent market-and-finance identity; Indonesia possesses
a coherent sectoral narrative but suffers coherence erosion from institutional inconsistency; Thailand possesses positioning
presence without stable outcomes. The Philippines is distinct from all four in that its individual components — regional
integration narrative, ecosystem infrastructure, sectoral targeting — are each documented as present in some form, yet none
is documented as dominant or unifying, and domestic evidence at both the ecosystem level (Delmonte & Mendoza, 2026)
and the national-narrative level (Atento, 2025) points toward the same underlying condition: presence without coherence.
This distinction — between the absence of positioning mechanisms and the absence of coherence among mechanisms that
do exist — is the paper’s central analytical contribution and is developed further below.

4.6 Theoretical Implications

The central finding above — that the Philippines is distinguished from its ASEAN comparators less by the absence of
positioning mechanisms than by the absence of coherence among mechanisms that are individually present — has a direct
theoretical implication for how positioning and value-proposition constructs should be applied above the firm level. The
location-choice literature reviewed in Section 2.1 already treats fundamentals and firm-perceived strategic factors as
conceptually porous rather than cleanly separable (Zhao et al., 2022; Saittakari et al., 2023); the comparative analysis in
this paper suggests that positioning components themselves exhibit an analogous porousness. Branding, ecosystem
signaling, and sectoral targeting are not independent levers whose sum determines investor perception; their alignment
appears to matter at least as much as their individual strength. This refines rather than contradicts the applied literatures
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reviewed in Sections 2.2-2.4, each of which studies its respective mechanism largely in isolation. The present paper’s
contribution is to show, through comparative application, that a coherence-focused reading adds explanatory value the
single-mechanism literatures do not by themselves supply.

4.7 A Domestic Capital-Markets Echo

This coherence logic is not confined to the national scale examined above; it recurs, in miniature, within the Philippine
equity market itself, where the same conditional relationship between component alignment and investment verdict is
directly documented. Nona and Atento’s (2025) evaluation of Puregold Price Club integrates fundamental valuation with
technical momentum and finds both dimensions reinforcing one another — “value-with-quality” fundamentals confirmed
by constructive technical signals — producing a decisive Attractive/Buy classification, conditional on continued alignment
between the two. By contrast, Dela Costa and Atento’s (2025) evaluation of Globe Telecom and Del Mundo and Atento’s
(2025) evaluation of San Miguel Corporation each find fundamentals and market-behavior signals working against one
another: Globe shows revenue resilience undercut by declining profitability and high leverage, alongside bearish technical
momentum; San Miguel shows a valuation discount undercut by elevated leverage and a divergent short-term-bullish, long-
term-bearish trend structure. In both cases, the individually adequate components fail to cohere, and the resulting
recommendation is a cautious Hold rather than a decisive stance. This pattern — decisive outcomes where components
align, hedged outcomes where they do not — is not offered here as statistical evidence; it is a single-issuer, non-
generalizable set of case analyses. But its structural resemblance to the national-level pattern identified above is a useful
illustration that the coherence logic this paper develops for investment-positioning architecture is not an imported
abstraction. It is already legible in how Philippine capital-market assets are evaluated in applied domestic research, lending
practical plausibility to a framework that might otherwise read as a purely theoretical import from firm-level strategy
scholarship. A broader cross-sectional study of PSE-listed firms as of end-Q1 2026 similarly documents sectorally uneven
valuation responses in relation to differences in earnings quality (Reyes et al., 2026). This remains an illustrative capital-
markets parallel rather than evidence about FDI, but it strengthens the paper’s narrower contention that capital evaluates
sectoral propositions differentially rather than treating the Philippine market as a homogeneous signal.

4.8 Practitioner and Managerial Implications

For investment promotion agencies and entrepreneurial ecosystem builders, the practical implication is that
positioning strategy should be evaluated as a system rather than as a checklist of present or absent mechanisms. The findings
point to two specific, addressable gaps rather than a diffuse competitiveness deficit. First, at the ecosystem-signaling level,
Delmonte and Mendoza’s (2026) domestic evidence identifies funding facilitation as the specific weak link relative to
mentorship and training infrastructure — a finding consistent with the broader signaling literature’s emphasis on funding
access as the mechanism most directly convertible into investor confidence (Du et al., 2025). Second, at the narrative level,
Atento’s (2025) credibility-framework analysis offers a template already grounded in Philippine policy discourse —
institutional professionalism, industrial modernization, and policy coherence — that could plausibly be adapted from a
diplomatic-credibility framing into an investment-positioning framing, rather than requiring an entirely new promotional
apparatus to be built from scratch. Both implications point toward integration of existing efforts rather than the addition of
new ones, which is a materially different and more immediately actionable recommendation than the alternative of building
additional standalone promotional infrastructure.

4.9 Southeast Asian and Emerging-Market Relevance

The comparative pattern also carries a regional lesson beyond the Philippines. Indonesia’s case in 4.2 demonstrates
that a coherent sectoral narrative can still fail to translate into stable investor confidence when institutional delivery
contradicts it, while Thailand’s case in 4.3 shows that positioning presence does not guarantee stable outcomes. Read
alongside the Philippines’ presence-without-coherence pattern, these cases together suggest that ASEAN economies face
at least three distinct positioning failure modes — narrative absence, narrative-delivery contradiction, and component
incoherence — that a single “attract more investment” policy prescription cannot address uniformly. This differentiation is
itself a modest theoretical contribution: it argues against treating “investment promotion effectiveness” as a single latent
construct across emerging-market contexts.

4.10 Boundaries of the Analysis

These findings should be read within clearly stated limits. The coherence framework is interpretive and qualitative; it
identifies patterns of alignment and misalignment across documented mechanisms but does not, and cannot, estimate the
magnitude of any resulting effect on investment inflows. It does not compete with or supersede the fundamentals-based
literature it deliberately did not replicate — Atento’s (2026) finding that formal business entry across ASEAN is driven
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primarily by financial depth, development level, and population concentration remains the relevant account of aggregate
entrepreneurial outcomes, and nothing in this paper’s comparative synthesis should be read as displacing it. The domestic
capital-markets parallel drawn above is illustrative rather than evidentiary: three single-issuer case studies cannot establish
that the coherence logic operating in equity evaluation is the same mechanism operating in national investment positioning,
only that a structurally similar pattern is independently observable at both levels. Finally, the depth of documentary evidence
available for the Philippines exceeds that available for its four comparators in this review, an asymmetry that reflects the
paper’s deliberate focal-case design rather than a claim that the Philippines’ positioning problem is more severe in an
absolute sense than has been established here.

5. Conclusions and Recommendations

5.1 Conclusions

This paper set out to examine a question the macroeconomic-determinants literature does not answer: not why
investment flows differ across ASEAN economies in magnitude, but how the Philippines strategically positions itself for
capital relative to its regional peers, and what that positioning architecture reveals about its comparative standing. Applying
a three-component framework — investment promotion and branding, entrepreneurial ecosystem signaling, and sectoral
value-proposition design — across the Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia, the analysis finds that the
comparator economies are each distinguished by a reasonably coherent positioning narrative, even where that coherence is
partial (Indonesia) or unstable in outcome (Thailand). The Philippines, by contrast, exhibits presence without coherence:
each component of the framework is documented in some form, but none functions as a unifying investor-facing narrative.
This distinction, rather than any single missing mechanism, is this paper’s central finding.

Three insights follow directly from the analysis and merit restating plainly, without overstating their reach. First, the
Philippines’ comparative disadvantage in investment positioning is not well characterized as an absence of effort or
infrastructure; domestic evidence shows ecosystem-support infrastructure, national economic narrative-building, and
sectoral hedging strategy each actively underway. What is comparatively underdeveloped is the alignment among them.
Second, the specific, addressable gap identified within the ecosystem-signaling component — funding facilitation, relative
to stronger mentorship and training provision — offers a more actionable target than a general call to “strengthen the
ecosystem.” Third, the structural echo of this coherence-versus-presence pattern in domestic equity-market evaluation
suggests the logic developed here is not a theoretical import foreign to Philippine business practice, but a pattern already
legible, in miniature, within existing applied research on Philippine firms.

This paper has not attempted to explain why investment flows to the Philippines differ in magnitude from those to its
neighbors; that account remains the proper task of the fundamentals-based literature this paper has deliberately left
undisturbed. What it has offered instead is a vocabulary and a comparative structure for a question fundamentals alone
cannot address: whether a country’s strategic choices about how it presents itself to capital are internally consistent. On that
narrower but genuinely actionable question, the evidence assembled here suggests the Philippines’ task is less to build new
positioning mechanisms than to align the ones it already has.

5.2 Recommendations

For management and policy practice, three measured recommendations follow. Investment promotion efforts would
benefit from treating existing narrative, ecosystem, and sectoral initiatives as components of a single architecture to be
aligned, rather than as separate work-streams to be separately strengthened; this is a coordination and sequencing
recommendation, not a call for new promotional spending. Ecosystem-development initiatives should treat funding
facilitation as a specific priority relative to the comparatively better-served domains of mentorship and training, on the basis
of the domestic evidence reviewed. And where sectoral positioning is pursued — as in the Philippines’ documented nickel
and critical-minerals hedging strategy — it would be strengthened by explicit narrative and ecosystem reinforcement,
following the pattern observed in Vietnam’s manufacturing-narrative alignment, rather than being allowed to stand as an
isolated sectoral initiative.

For future research, three directions follow from the boundaries stated in 4.10. A structured, comparative documentary
analysis using consistent source depth across all five economies, rather than the Philippines-focused asymmetry of the
present review, would allow firmer comparative claims about coherence gaps elsewhere in the region. Primary research
with investment promotion officials, entrepreneurial ecosystem actors, and investors themselves would test whether the
coherence construct developed here interpretively is actually perceived and weighted by the capital allocators it is meant to
describe. And longitudinal tracking of the Philippines’ positioning architecture over time — particularly whether recent
institutional-credibility and critical-minerals initiatives converge into a more unified narrative — would allow the
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interpretive coherence assessment offered here to be revisited against subsequent evidence rather than treated as a fixed
characterization.
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