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The pursuit of process excellence in Asia Pacific

Processes are the core of almost every business function – whether it’s developing 
sales & marketing campaigns, designing applications or managing front line staff. 
Enterprises strive for excellence in business processes, and stakeholders perceive the 
topic of business processes differently.

The pace of the global economy has ushered in a new era for technology, efficiency 
and cost effectiveness across industries – much of which is driven by customer 
expectations and increased market competitiveness.

Business agendas are exposing process agility as a vital influence for companies and 
organisations. Although this acceleration poses a challenge, it’s also an opportunity to 
reengineer business processes and enable new ways of working with customers and 
building relationships.

Innovation has never been more important, and it’s this journey that will transform 
process excellence within companies, regardless of industry or sector.

A survey on process excellence was recently conducted across Asia, Australia and 
New Zealand, featuring insights from 105 respondents in more than 19 industries. 
This report, produced by PEX Network, explores the challenges, trends and efforts 
across the Asia Pacific (APAC) region to reduce costs, meet changing customer 
demands and support business change.

By Jared Haube
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The pursuit of process excellence in Asia Pacific

RESPONDENT PROFILE

How many full-time employees are in your company?  

1 to 100
101 to 1000

1,001 to 5,000
5,001 to 10,000

More than 10,000

17%

23%
30%

10%
20%

What is the annual budget for your process excellence program? 

$0-$500,000
$1 million to $5 million

$5 million to $10 million
$500,000 to $999,999

Don’t know
Over $10 million

44%

2%

10%
2%

10%
30%

What is your company’s primary industry? 

Manufacturing
Financial Services

Business/Consulting Services
Government
Automotive

Other
Telecommunications

Transportation & Logistics
Aerospace/Defense

Chemicals
Energy

Construction
Education/Research

Insurance
Pharmaceutical/Biotechnology

Distribution
Food and Beverage

Healthcare
Mining/Minerals

14%

4%

6%

2%

13%

3%

5%

1%

12%

3%

5%

1%

9%

3%

4%

1%

6%

3%

4%
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The pursuit of process excellence in Asia Pacific

THE PRIMARY MEASURE OF SUCCESS

The measure of success for process improvement influences 
the long-term strategy for an organisation. Figure One shows 
that 25 per cent of respondents highlighted cost savings 
as the primary measure. Whilst this indicates a fundamental 
approach to meeting economic pressures, it’s important 
to note that 23 per cent marked increased throughput/
efficiency.

Both measures closely relate to each other and reflect the 
overarching economic impact – influencing a stronger push 
for productivity-driven cost savings. 

The first step to improving process efficiency is to understand 
the priorities of business units within the company. There’s no 
one-size-fits-all method. The strategy needs to be tailored to 
ensure process optimisation supports the underlying business 
goals. 

In 2009 and 2010, The General Manager at Armidale 
Dumaresq Council in New South Wales set a target of 3 per 
cent productivity improvement, which equated to $1.2 million. 
The improvement had to be measurable and could be a 
combination of dollars saved or staff time saved. 

In 2011, the Council implemented the 10 Community Strategic 
Plan, which included a goal to achieve an annual productivity 
target to offset the annual revenue and expenditure gap.

In 2012, the annual productivity set target was $600,000. 
Measurability was carried out through business process 
mapping, and linking roles with the time taken for each 
activity within a process. 

Scenarios were developed with key stakeholders to reduce 
duplication, use technology more efficiently and eliminate 
past business clutter. The cost and time of existing and newly-
proposed processes were subsequently compared.
Some of the major challenges related to staff not having a 
repeatable process that was understood by all stakeholders, 
and discrepancies in the perception of the process between 
supervisors and staff.

By mid-2012, the Council had achieved $2.1 million in 
productivity improvement, and a total FTE saving of 15.05.

Economic and business needs are always changing, and 
organisations often have to adjust their initial productivity 
and efficiency objectives. It’s interesting to note that Figure 
One highlights 16 per cent of respondents chose improved 
customer satisfaction, which reflects a growing trend 
worldwide of customer centricity as a critical success factor 
for process excellence. 

Organisations have far more capability since the early ‘90s, 
when American engineer Michael Hammer evangelised 
business process reengineering (BPR) as a transformation 
approach. 

Over the last 10 years multiple business process management 
tools have entered the market. Companies now have a 
full life cycle capability of process design, automation and 
continuous improvement. There’s even a convergence of all of 
these technologies into integrated business process suites.

However, new methods are still needed to help respond to 
changing customer patterns; ranging from behaviours to 
social interactions. Gone are the days when customers were 
merely recipients of goods and services – they’ve become 
influencers and contributors to innovation processes.

Based on the 16 per cent of respondents using improved 
customer satisfaction as the primary driver of success, the 
APAC region lags behind the rest of the world – in a global 
report 23 per cent of companies highlighted it as the primary 
measure (secondary to cost savings).

The element of ‘customer experience’ is adding a new 
dimension to business processes. The industry value chain 
and the customer journey map must have linkages. The 
map illustrates the steps customers go through in engaging 
with a company; whether it’s a product purchase, an online 
experience, retail experience, or a service.

What is your primary measure of success for your process improvement/excellence program? 

Cost Savings
Increased Throughput/Efficiency
Improved Customer Satisfaction

(Net Promoter Score or other measure)
Customer Satisfaction

Employee attitude change
Top line Revenue Growth

Reduced Operational Risk
Reduced Defects

Number of Trained Employees

25%
23%

16%

6%
5%

3%

12%

2%

9%

(Figure One)
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The pursuit of process excellence in Asia Pacific

THE PERCEPTION OF PROCESS EXCELLENCE

Strategic alignment is another priority for APAC organisations 
against the backdrop of enhanced productivity agendas. 
In Figure Two, 37 per cent of respondents’ companies see 
process excellence as a way to help the organisation deliver its 
strategic objectives.

Traditionally, business strategy embodied the method through 
which companies established their mission, vision and policies 
to reach desired objectives. Long-term business planning only 
focuses on the scope of companies’ activities, which reinforces 
the notion that the concept of business strategy isn’t the 
problem.

Delivering strategic objectives is interlinked with customer 
satisfaction and efficiency improvement, which as seen in 
Figure Two was rated by 25 per cent of respondents on how 
their companies see process excellence. 

Customers need to be kept as a reference in process models 
– there’s ample opportunity to explore customer touch points 
across the value chain. Every touch point enables the chance 
to build longer term relationships with customers and engage 
with them in a structured and repeatable manner. 

David Jirik, Senior Manager – Group Continuous Improvement 
(Lean) Bendigo & Adelaide Bank, has said that: 

“Sustaining a culture of continuous improvement is about 
having a problem solving culture. A deliberate sense of belief 
in the business that closing gaps, removing waste and solving 
customer issues will genuinely take the business to a better 
place.”

The ‘problem solving culture’ to which he refers is a vital step 
to establishing the customer-centric perspective. Prem Victoria, 
Manager – Operations Improvement, NAB, is also on that path. 
Last year they were one-third of the way through a 10-year 
journey to fundamentally transform the entire IT environment.

“It is imperative to make sure whatever we do is aligned to our 
strategy and overall business objectives. This is to ensure we are 
focusing on the right areas or processes of the business. There 
are additional benefits like ensuring we are customer focused, 
share best practices across the enterprise, and also embrace 
innovation,” he said. 

The concept of business agility is a false promise unless 
customer centricity is essentially embedded within process 
models. 

According to David, the “Bendigo & Adelaide Bank has a 
heritage that has developed over 150 years of continuous 
service to the industry. At its core are customer, community and 
business sustainability – these are reflected in the company’s 
values and commercial goals. This translates very simply into a 
two-pronged approach for the business – customer and
efficiency.”

Customers – internal and external – are continually providing 
feedback and companies need to establish a process that 
genuinely looks to solving the root cause, rather than merely 
dealing with the day-to-day symptoms.

Which of the following best describes how your company views the process excellence function? 

A way to help the organisation deliver its strategic objectives
A way to improve customer satisfaction through better quality and efficiency
A way to cut costs by improving productivity and/or reducing headcount
A way to improve the quality of a product or service
A way to ensure compliance with regulatory regimes

24%
10%

2%

37%
25%

(Figure Two)
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PROCESS EXCELLENCE SUCCESS
How successful is your process excellence program at your organisation? 

(Figure Three)

4%

6%

33%

44%

13%

Highly successful

Highly Unsuccessful

Neither successful nor unsuccessful

Successful

Unsuccessful
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In recent years, continuous improvement has been championed by 
many organisations as essential for improving business performance.
According to Figure Three, 44 per cent of respondents indicated that 
their process excellence programs were successful, highlighting that 
the process improvement methodology was effectively incorporated 
into the ‘fabric of the business.’

Continuous improvement encompasses multiple disciplines 
and methodologies including Business Process Management, 
Performance Management, Quality Management, Compliance, 
Lean, Six Sigma and more.

Despite the number of possible disciplines, there are commonalities 
that aim to continuously improve business processes and enhance 
business results – but not without obstacles.

Many stakeholders need to be engaged in continuous improvement: 
Process Owners and SMEs, Process Analysts, Lean/Six Sigma 
specialists, Quality Managers, IT, and Training to name a few. If it’s a 
highly regulated industry, the list of stakeholders will likely include Risk 
and Compliance Officers.

Prioritising improvement efforts can be tricky – are the right things 
being measured? Do the KPIs connect to the strategy? Can the KPIs 
relate to relevant processes? Do the right people look at the right 
metrics? Are they empowered to carry out constructive decisions 
as a consequence? (Performance management vs performance 
reporting).

There’s equally no shortage of business process management 
software from which to choose, presenting a challenge of ill-suited 
process management tooling. 

Paper based methods, Microsoft Office and Visio are universally 
available and seen as the free (or already paid for) option. But 
processes are supposed to be treated as assets. 

They need capturing, analysing, improving and deploying or else 
companies won’t exploit these valuable knowledge assets to the 
best effect. Business process management tooling will ultimately be 
needed for continuous improvement – it’s just a question of which 
one is most compatible.

Considering the changing nature of customer expectations, and 
a collective focus on cost savings and efficiency, is continuous 
improvement as effective as it should be? Only 4 per cent of 
respondents rated their process excellence program as highly 
successful (see Figure Three), but 44 per cent said they consider their 
program successful.

There’s no question that continuous improvement influences long 
term prosperity from a business perspective, but the pace of change 
is faster than ever, and a unique shift from continuous improvement is 
occurring – to continuous innovation. 

Still based on a non-episodic approach, this concept also comprises 
large end to end changes that are discontinuous and radical (the 
innovation part). 

Brad Power, Management Consultant – Process Innovation, Partner 
at FBC Partners, noted in an interview that it’s “not good enough just 
to be doing continuous improvement or episodic innovation. Both 
of those are hard, and they’re not good enough because there are 
some companies out there that are doing this on a serial, repeated 
basis.”

High-tech companies such as Intel, Apple and Google have to 
innovate frequently, because product lifecycles are short. For 
example, when Apple comes out with new iPhone models, they’re 
only valid innovations for six months to a year. 

Innovation and disruption are happening as a natural course of 
events in high-tech industries – products are having more technology 
embedded within them. 

But the customer is as equally important in the development of 
continuous innovation. eBay, a prime example of a company 
operating in a highly competitive digital environment, is transforming 
its approach. 

Cathal Murphy, Director of Customer Experience at eBay Australia 
and New Zealand, is involved in a crucial transformation project 
through which the company is becoming more aligned with 
customer experience.

“One of the things we’ve been working on is expanding our listening 
posts, so that we’re not just making decisions on the customers that 
do contact us. It’s starting to look at how we can understand and 
interact with those customers that never contact us – could they be 
silent sufferers?” he said. 

The focus on the ‘silent sufferers’ represents eBay’s disruption of 
its business model to exploit a gap that could well provide huge 
growth opportunity. To test and measure ROI from a customer-
centric perspective can enable the company to meet the pace of 
demand.

Continuous innovation could be the game changer, but it requires 
more than fine-tuning the performance engine – the entire business 
model needs to be disrupted.



“We’re active on several social media platforms including Twitter, 
Facebook, Instagram and Flickr. We know that every customer is 
unique and we want them to be able to reach us in the way that 
best suits them. Every employee who interacts with customers via 
social media platforms, email or over the phone are trained with the 
same key messages,” she said.

When a company attempts a transformation focused on its 
operations or specific departments, a sound plan and a robust 
execution strategy are not necessarily enough. Designating specific 
employees as change agents contributes to the success of the 
transformation.

NC Narayanan, Founder & Chairman, SSA Group, India, observed 
that “the exact nature of the process improvement champions' role 
will be influenced by the magnitude, urgency and nature of the 
transformation; the capabilities and failings of the organisation; and 
the personal style of the leader.”

He goes on to list the following attributes that characterise the best 
process improvement champions in a business: 

1. Envision and translate it into reality—Strategic intelligence
2. Advocate and enact values—Culture building
3. Align business with social interests—Social  relevance
4. Teach others to be leaders—Decision making
5. Develop and spread trust at all levels—Empowerment
6. Develop win-win propositions with external partners—Teamwork
7. Distinguish timeless tenets (ideology, values) from organisational 
 practices and strategies

Business activities constantly evolve, which correlates to the need of 
having business managers that can conceive new ways of meeting 
and facilitating demand. Dan Morris from Wendan Inc believes 
it’s the business managers who are responsible for performance 
effectiveness from changes that have been made. 

“No one else can make this determination. To make certain any 
approach or solution is sound, business managers and staff must be 
involved throughout the effort.” he said. 

The pursuit of process excellence in Asia Pacific

APPLYING PROCESS IMPROVEMENT

Business process management project teams need to be made of 
people with different skills and perspectives.  All need to share their 
knowledge and experience to build an optimal solution.
But who needs to drive the collaboration? Is any single perspective 
more important than the others?

Any business improvement project team will need to deliver a 
solution, but what should it be based on? Solution frameworks vary 
based on the perspective of those leading the project. 

More than 60 per cent of respondents marked General Business 
Operations as the department in which process improvement 
methodologies are being applied (see Figure Four). Interestingly, 31 
per cent specified IT. 

Dan Morris, Managing Principal, Wendan Inc, remarked earlier this 
year in an article that: 

“I have seen a growing trend in IT to become the driving force within 
the company for business modelling and change.”

At NAB, the IT project in which Prem Victoria (Manager – Operations 
Improvement) is involved, reflects this trend. “The transformation 
will give NAB the ability to be innovative, agile, sustainable and 
adaptive,” he said.

They’ve employed an initiative prioritisation framework, and a flexible 
shared resource pool across the business that can be used at any 
time, depending on priority and nature of the work required.  

In Figure Four, 34 per cent of respondents highlighted customer 
service (excluding call centres) as the area to which process 
improvement is being applied. 

RedBalloon, a leading Australian ‘experience gift’ site, has 
empowered their Customer Happiness team to manage a wide 
range of customer enquiries. According to Roslyn Hogan, Head of 
Customer Happiness, the employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS) is 
rated 100 per cent, and sales per call have increased to 34 per 
cent year on year (2013 to 2014). 

In which departments of your business are you applying process improvement methodologies? 

(Figure Four)

67%
38%

35%
34%
34%
34%

31%
30%
30%

26%
22%

17%
10%
7%
7%

General Business Operations
Procurement

Human Resources
Supply Chain

Manufacturing
Customer Service (excluding Call Center)

IT
Sales

Finance
Marketing

Call Center/Customer Contact Center
Distribution

R&D
Legal

Travel & Expenses
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THE FOCUS FOR PROCESS IMPROVEMENT

Business process management is a big deal for companies right 
now. It’s being realised through business performance management; 
business intelligence and executive dashboards; the creation of a 
business process architecture; process redesign and improvement; 
Six Sigma and Lean Management; and a host of business process 
management software systems.

Figure Five revealed 39 per cent of respondents were focusing 
on process redesign work, which relates directly to the push for 
continuous improvement and process agility. 

Many business process redesign or improvement programs centre 
on the importance of measurements. Some projects, especially 
those led by Six Sigma practitioners, gather lots of data on process 
performance. However, a lot of these metrics are solely project 
focused – they start with the process and measure within it. 

Sometimes a project will link metrics to customer satisfaction, but it 
will rarely present the way in which the metrics are aligned with the 
business strategy. Companies need to have a systematic way of 
linking specific metrics from individual processes to the strategy. 

Companies focused on process redesign have an important strategic 
choice to make when it comes to achieving operational excellence. 
With so many improvement tools and techniques out in the market, 
they need to identify the right blend of best practices to navigate 
process redesign efforts through evidence-based planning.

In Figure Five, 22 per cent of respondents chose redesigning 
performance metrics, and 30 per cent for integrating data into 
processes (process intelligence). These findings reinforce the 
impression that efforts are being concentrated on evidence-based 
planning. 

One of the most important considerations for this relates to 
organisational maturity, understanding what level of sophistication or 
readiness the organisation is at.

Implementing data analytics is a group activity, not the responsibility 
of one individual. It’s also about determining whether the function is 
really a service provider; a business enabler; a business partner, or a 
business driver in the provision and consumption of analytics.

Once that’s been established, more details need to be fleshed out 
around creating an action plan so that key objectives of the maturity 

level can be delivered. There are five areas that can be considered 
to develop an induction strategy:

1. The type of data which is accessible
2. The tools used to assort and analyse the data
3. Reporting, which could be ad-hoc or more formatted 
 (such as score card reports)
4. Consulting – It’s not just a matter of providing a report, but also 
 the research
5. Engagement – looking at all stakeholders and their needs in the 
 process

With so much information available, companies have an opportunity 
to identify important trends, run gap analyses, and drive decision 
making through empirical evidence.

Conclusion

APAC’s marketplace is affected by increasingly competitive sectors 
and customer demand to a rapidly evolving technology market and 
growing productivity agendas.

To thrive as market leaders and innovators, companies and 
organisations need to adapt to the pace of change and improve 
agility. Furthermore, although the region lags behind in the global 
scene for customer-centric process excellence, more commitments 
are being made and reflect of the role of customers – influencers 
and contributors. 

Continuous improvement is still a spot-light driver of process success 
for long-term business sustainability, but the concept of continuous 
innovation is coming forth as a way to support agility and redefine 
market impact. 

Technology has also brought its own challenges and opportunities 
to the table. Numerous solutions are available, and companies and 
organisations have to filter through the right ones. Using the right 
technology platforms and applications can help to align strategic 
objectives with the business strategy, and enable efficient data 
gathering and analysis. 

Ultimately, process excellence can be the forte of innovative 
transformations, but it needs the right blend of people, process and 
tools. 

(Figure Five)

39%
31%

30%
30%

28%
27%

22%
22%
22%

21%
21%

17%
9%

Process Redesign Work
Six Sigma Process Improvement Projects

Implementing Process Management Frameworks
Integrating Data into Process (i.e. “Process Intelligence”)

Customer-centric Process Management
Process Automation

End to End Process Architecture
Implementing Business Dashboards

Redesigning Performance Metrics
Aligning Processes & IT

Process Modelling/Documentation
Business Process Outsourcing

Restructuring/redesigning the organizational chart

What types of process improvement work will be the focus of your program in 2013-2014? 
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10th Annual Process 
Excellence Week 2014
n Main conference: 29 - 30 July 2014
n Venue: Dockside, Cockle Bay Wharf, Sydney, NSW

Be sure to join us at PEX Week 2014 to interact with process excellence 
specialists from varied organisations, including: 

Campbell Hanan
Chief Executive Officer
Investa Office

Graeme Hosking
Chief Operating Officer
Global Wealth Division
ANZ 

Wayne Stokes
Chief Financial Officer
Carnival Australia

Peter Nikoletatos
Chief Information Officer
Australian National
University

Pete Carstairs
General Manager Research
Investa Office

Rowan Munchenberg
Executive General Manager, 
Program Delivery Group Strategic 
Initiatives, Commonwealth Bank 
of Australia

Cathal Murphy
Director, Global Customer 
Experience
eBay (Australia)

Brett Burton
Head of Lean and
Customer Centred Design
Westpac Group

David Masters
President
Australasian Association of 
Lean Six Sigma Practitioners

Carole Rollings
Head of Process Excellence
Vodafone Hutchinson Australia

Carrie Marr
Executive Director 
Organisational Effectiveness
Western Sydney Local
Health District 

Anthony Stuart
Global Continuous 
Improvement Leader
Treasury Wine Estates

Adam Watson
Business Improvement Team 
Leader
State Water Corporation

Morgan Jones
Master Black Belt Executive 
Coach

Brendan Snowden
National Operations Manager,
Defence Publishing Service
Department of Defence of 
Australia

Brenton Harder
General Manager, Program 
Delivery, Group Strategic 
Initiatives, Commonwealth 
Bank of Australia

Steve Towers
Lead Coach and
Co-Founder
BP Group (UK)

Jian Chieh Chew
Director Operational 
Excellence- APAC
eBay (Singapore)

Sarah McLeod
Head of Operational 
Excellence
AGL Energy

Karl Robinson
Principal Consultant - Business 
Improvement and Strategy
Macquarie Group

Tobias Byron
Global Head of
Operational Excellence
Macquarie Group
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