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The poor infrastructure in China’s rugged interior hasn’t 
stopped S.F. Express from being able to deliver urgent contracts  

or parts orders to small businesses in 31 provinces within two days. 
Some 180,000 villages in India are so remote that they lack access to 
paved roads, electricity, and landline phones. Yet such villages account 
for 15 percent of Unilever’s $5 billion in annual sales in India. Indone-
sia faces an acute shortage of skills at every level. Yet each year, Astra 
International manages to hire 3,000 university graduates. Asia’s de- 
veloping nations are supposed to be a bureaucratic nightmare for 
companies trying to build a regional business. Yet in little more than a 
decade, Malaysia’s AirAsia has built a giant low-cost carrier that has 
affiliates in four neighboring countries and carries 50 million passen-
gers a year within Southeast Asia alone. 

Every company that has done business in Asia’s rapidly growing econ-
omies knows that they present some of the world’s greatest opportu-
nities for growth. But these companies also know the deep structural 
challenges all too well. Thus, many industry incumbents—whether 
they are based in the region or abroad—still take a measured ap-
proach to investing in Asia’s emerging markets. They cautiously seek 
to strike a balance between opportunity and risk, waiting patiently for 
governments to fulfill their promises to fix the bottlenecks. 

Asia’s most entrepreneurial companies don’t hesitate. Rather than be 
paralyzed by the region’s many obstacles, these organizations find in-
novative ways to overcome the barriers. Rather than wait until local 
conditions can accommodate new business models, they proactively 
help shape the environments around them. If the local pool of talent 
is too thin, these organizations develop their own. If regulators are 
slow to understand why an innovative activity is good for their econo-
mies, these companies work relentlessly to educate them.

By being shapers and first movers, the most dynamic companies in 
Asia’s rapidly growing economies are capturing the richest opportuni-
ties in the world’s greatest growth zone. In industries as diverse as 
transportation, consumer durables, and power-generation equipment, 
such companies are building grassroots support networks and region-
al footprints that will be difficult—and, in some cases, are already 
cost prohibitive—to replicate. In essence, emerging Asia’s first movers 
are not only disrupting industries but also building new barriers to 
entry for competitors. 

The Boston Consulting Group has been tracking and helping compa-
nies master disruptive change in fast-growing developing economies 

INTRODUCTION
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for decades. We have documented the rise of global challengers—rap-
idly growing, internationally minded companies based in emerging 
markets. (See Redefining Global Competitive Dynamics, the 2014 BCG 
Global Challengers report, September 2014.) We have also analyzed 
the routes that Asian challengers, in particular, take—once they ac-
quire scale and share in emerging markets—to become global leaders 
in their industries. (See Dueling with Dragons 2.0: The Next Phase of 
Global Corporate Competition, BCG report, June 2015.) Asian emerging 
markets are also rich in “local dynamos,” rapidly growing small com-
panies that are winning in and transforming their domestic markets. 
(See How Companies in Emerging Markets Are Winning at Home, the 
2014 BCG Local Dynamos report, July 2014.)

Asian companies are not the only ones proving to be masters at navi-
gating structural constraints. Several highly flexible multinational 
corporations are also beating competitors to growth opportunities.  
To further understand how certain companies are winning the battle 
for growth, we analyzed five companies that have proved particularly 
successful at managing one or more of three structural challenges—
talent, infrastructure, and the regulatory environment—in rapidly 
growing Asian economies. We focused on companies operating in 
eight economies that offer a representative mix of emerging Asia: 
China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thai-
land, and Vietnam. Although Singapore is a developed economy and 
does not present the structural challenges of the other nations in this 
group, we included it in our sample because it’s a business hub for 
the entire region.

Each of the companies we studied has found ways to cope creatively 
with various constraints and thereby has gained a competitive edge. 
The following are several examples:

 • S.F. Express has been able to become one of China’s most reliable 
delivery services in part by directly controlling its own fleet of 
cargo planes and a national network of 12,000 service centers, 
enabling the company to reach every city in the country. 

 • Astra International is winning Indonesia’s talent war because it 
partnered with high schools, polytechnic institutes, and universi-
ties and established a comprehensive program to identify, recruit, 
and nurture top job candidates at every skill level across the 
country. 

 • AirAsia was able to build a regional low-cost airline by persuading 
neighboring governments to adopt open-skies agreements and by 
being willing to become a minority partner in four Asian joint 
ventures to comply with foreign-ownership restrictions on airlines. 

The common denominators of the successful companies we studied 
are that they have an entrepreneurial mind-set, take a proactive ap-
proach to shaping their surrounding business environments and eco-
systems, and localize their operations wherever they do business. 
Companies that wish to capture a greater share of emerging Asia’s 
strong growth would do well to emulate these traits. 
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With hundreds of millions of households entering the middle and af-
fluent classes in emerging Asian economies over the next decade, the 
region will only gain strength as the main force of global growth. Com-
panies must embrace the reality that the region’s structural challeng-
es will remain issues for the foreseeable future, even with the best ef-
forts of Asian governments. The biggest winners in the new global 
order will be companies that move boldly to overcome those con-
straints and seize the opportunities. 
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EMERGING ASIA’s 
OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES

For globally minded companies, the 
necessity of winning in Asia’s rapidly 

developing economies has never been 
greater. Since 2009, China, India, and the six 
Southeast Asian nations in our study regis-
tered a remarkable 8 percent compound 
annual growth rate (CAGR) for GDP. That 
compares with a CAGR of 3 percent for the 
rest of the global economy. On a purchasing- 
power parity (PPP) basis, the GDP of these 
rapidly growing Asian markets has already 
surpassed that of the U.S. Their GDP is on 

pace to surpass that of the U.S. and the 
European Union (EU) combined in 2016. By 
2050, these Asian countries are expected to 
account for half of the world’s total GDP as 
measured in PPP and to have a per capita 
income roughly equal to that of the EU today. 
(See Exhibit 1.)

A powerful set of forces is spurring this 
growth. One is demographics. The population 
of these eight Asian economies is projected to 
increase by 400 million people, to 3.5 billion, 

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

0

10

30

40

20

Real GDP ($trillions) 2016
GDP of fast-growing Asian

economies surpasses that of
the U.S. and the EU combined

U.S. EU

and

FAST-GROWING ASIA

2005
GDP of fast-growing

Asian economies
surpasses that of the U.S.

U.S.

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit.
Note: The Asian economies in our sample are China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. Real GDP is 
measured in purchasing-power parity in U.S. dollars at 2005 prices.

Exhibit 1 | The GDP of Eight Asian Emerging Countries Will Continue Its Rapid Growth
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over the next decade and a half. Even though 
the workforces of economies such as China 
are no longer growing, the combined work-
ing-age population of 2.2 billion of the re-
gion’s emerging markets is still expanding by 
nearly 1 percent a year. This population is 
also gaining wealth: by 2020, the number of 
middle-income and affluent households in 
emerging Asia is projected to more than dou-
ble, to 630 million. 

Another source of growth is regional integra-
tion. Intra-Asian trade—which increased 10 
percent annually from 1990 through 2012—
as well as investment and travel are rapidly 
binding these nations together into a giant re-
gional economy. Southeast Asian govern-
ments are steadily implementing measures to 
help achieve the so-called ASEAN Economic 
Community 2015 goals of establishing a freer 

flow of goods, capital, and talent through the 
region. (See Winning in ASEAN: How Compa-
nies Are Preparing for Economic Integration, 
BCG report, October 2014.) Two other initia-
tives, the Trans-Pacific Partnership and the 
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partner-
ship, seek to strengthen trade ties within the 
region and with the rest of the world. 

Capturing these vast business opportunities, 
however, requires coping with a number of 
serious challenges. Chief among them are the 
talent deficit, overstretched infrastructure, 
and uncertain regulatory environments, 
which are struggling to keep up with breath-
taking change. (See Exhibit 2.) Given the dif-
ferent economic models and levels of devel-
opment in Asia’s emerging markets, of 
course, the specific nature of these challenges 
varies. 

OVERSTRETCHED
INFRASTRUCTURE

Reforms are on the way, but they will take time to make an impact

Inconsistent
governance

Inability to keep
up with new
business models

Bureaucratic overlap 
and outdated processes

UNCERTAIN REGULATORY
ENVIRONMENTS

Insufficient road, airport,
and power-grid capacity

Lack of broadband
access nationwide 

Big gap between needed
infrastructure investment

and public capital

Mismatch 
between topics 
studied and
skills needed

Lack of college
graduates to fill
middle-management
positions

TALENT DEFICIT

Low enrollment
in higher
education

Source: BCG analysis.

Exhibit 2 | Companies Must Cope with Three Big Structural Challenges
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As part of their national strategies to boost 
global competitiveness, Asian governments 
have been working for decades to overcome 
each of these obstacles. Many have also re-
cently launched new initiatives backed by 
heavy investment. But these efforts have not 
been able to keep pace with the region’s rap-
id economic growth and the growing com-
plexity of global business. It will take consid-
erable time before these initiatives result in 
noticeable social and economic benefits.

The Talent Deficit
Despite emerging Asia’s enormous working- 
age population and great progress in basic 
education, the region’s school, university, and 
vocational-training systems have not been 
able to keep up with the explosive demand 
for skills at all levels. As a result, multination-
al corporations and domestic companies com-
pete aggressively for a limited pool of experi-
enced talent. (See Growing Pains, Lasting 
Advantage: Tackling Indonesia’s Talent Challeng-
es, BCG Focus, May 2013.)

Companies compete  
aggressively for a limited  
pool of experienced talent.

Although there have been dramatic gains in 
literacy and primary education, tertiary enroll-
ment figures in rapidly growing Asian coun-
tries are still low by global standards. In the 
U.S., 94 percent of high school graduates en-
roll in some form of tertiary school, such as 
college or vocational school. In Thailand, by 
contrast, less than half of eligible students en-
roll in tertiary schools. Only about one-quarter 
do so in China, India, and Vietnam. 

The quality of education is also relatively 
weak in much of emerging Asia. Although the 
math, science, and reading test scores of 15- 
year-old students in developed Asian econo-
mies, such as Singapore, Taiwan, South Korea, 
and Hong Kong, are among the highest in the 
world, proficiency still lags in less-developed 
nations, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Thailand. The quality of higher education is 

also inconsistent. In India, for example, the 
quality of colleges and universities drops off 
dramatically beyond a handful of elite insti-
tutions. “We need a middle class in educa-
tion,” explains Abhijit Bhaduri, the chief 
learning officer of the Indian IT giant Wipro.

There is also a mismatch in the education 
backgrounds of young workers and the skills 
that are in most demand by industry. Even 
though 34 percent of all jobs in India require 
technical skills, for example, 92 percent of 
workers have no technical or vocational train-
ing. Only 15 percent of Indian college and 
university graduates receive engineering de-
grees, compared with 45 percent who earn 
degrees in the arts. What’s more, much of In-
dia’s limited pool of engineering graduates is 
scooped up by IT companies, leaving tradi-
tional sectors, such as manufacturing and 
construction, starved for talent. 

The supply gap for experienced managers is 
reaching crisis levels, driven by rapid growth 
in service industries. Indonesia’s service sec-
tor is projected to create up to 55 percent of 
all administrative and managerial jobs by 
2020, compared with 36 percent today. But 
with only 22 percent of the college-age popu-
lation enrolled in tertiary schools, Indonesia 
isn’t producing nearly enough graduates to 
fill these future positions. Even accounting 
for additional training, it is projected that in 
2020, Indonesia’s supply of middle managers 
will meet only 40 to 60 percent of demand. 
Many companies operating in Indonesia, 
therefore, are likely to lack the managerial 
and leadership experience they need. 

Most rapidly developing Asian economies are 
making human capital development a high 
priority. To help achieve the goal of making 
China a world leader in innovation and tech-
nology, for example, the government in 2010 
launched a ten-year National Talent Plan that 
calls for boosting the skilled workforce from 
the current 114 million to 180 million. China 
also has a Thousand Talents Program to “im-
port” foreign experts and to entice skilled 
Chinese nationals living abroad to return. Ma-
laysia’s most recent five-year plan targets 
higher labor productivity and calls for trans-
forming technical and vocational training to 
meet industry needs, improving the quality of 
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education, and encouraging workers to con-
tinually enhance their skills. India has com-
mitted to spending approximately $7 billion 
on school infrastructure from 2012 through 
2017 and has broad goals of increasing access, 
quality, and equity in its education system. 
The new Indian government is poised to re-
lease a new National Education Policy that 
seeks to provide “education for all.” 

These initiatives should help emerging Asia 
meet its human resource needs in the de-
cades ahead. They will do little, however, to 
alleviate the talent crunch in the short term. 

Overstretched Infrastructure
Virtually anybody who traveled through Asia 
ten years ago will appreciate the tremendous 
progress the region has made in building mod-
ern infrastructure. Yet transportation, telecom-
munications, and energy networks have strug-
gled to keep pace with massive urbanization, 
industrial investment, and companies’ needs 
for faster, more efficient supply chains. 

The infrastructure strains in rapidly growing 
Asian economies were highlighted in BCG’s 
most recent Sustainable Economic Develop-
ment Assessment (SEDA) report. (See Why 
Well-Being Should Drive Growth Strategies: The 
2015 Sustainable Economic Development Assess-
ment, BCG report, May 2015.) With the excep-
tion of Malaysia and Singapore, each develop-
ing economy in the region ranked in the 
bottom 40 percent of the 149 countries as-
sessed for basic infrastructure.1 

In some nations, infrastructure constraints are 
a significant economic drag. The Indian gov-
ernment has estimated that, even under nor-
mal circumstances, the nation’s power grid 
can meet only about 90 percent of demand  
at current prices. The government estimates 
that power shortages reduce manufacturing 
revenue in India by approximately 6 to 9 per-
cent a year. In 2012, blackouts affected 600 
million people in India. 

Asian governments are redoubling their ef-
forts to upgrade infrastructure. To meet its 
development targets, Indonesia estimates 
that almost $450 billion in investment in in-
frastructure will be required just over the 

next five years. The government and state-
owned enterprises have pledged one-third of 
that amount. To help fill the funding gap, the 
government plans to form an infrastructure 
bank by 2017 to attract private investors. But 
it remains to be seen whether such a bank 
will be able to raise sufficient capital to meet 
the country’s infrastructure needs.

Big infrastructure gaps  
are endemic across Asian 
emerging markets.

Big infrastructure-funding gaps, such as the 
one in Indonesia, are endemic across Asian 
emerging markets. Although multilateral in-
stitutions, such as the Asian Development 
Bank and the new Asian Infrastructure In-
vestment Bank, can provide some additional 
resources, they will not be sufficient to meet 
the region’s needs in the short term. 

Uncertain Regulatory 
Environments
Inconsistent governance and complex regula-
tory environments remain significant obsta-
cles to capturing business opportunities 
across emerging Asia. With few exceptions, 
the region’s developing economies rate low in 
both the World Bank’s ease-of-doing-business 
rankings and the Economist Intelligence 
Unit’s ratings for legal and regulatory risk. 

The difficult regulatory environments of de-
veloping Asian nations are commonly at-
tributed to corruption, political interference, 
and local protectionism. Although these are 
clearly problems in much of the region, a 
more basic challenge is that regulatory sys-
tems are unable to keep up with rapid chang-
es in technology, business models, and inter-
national competition. While demand for 
licenses and approvals explodes, bureaucra-
cies remain paperbound and inefficient. In 
nations, such as India, where relationships 
among federal, state, and local bureaucracies 
are complex, the jurisdictions of ministries of-
ten overlap—compounding the regulatory 
burden on companies. At a time when the 
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economic value of innovation, proprietary 
software, and creative content is rising in 
Asian emerging markets, protection of intel-
lectual property remains weak: China, India, 
Indonesia, and Thailand are all on the Office 
of the U.S. Trade Representative’s Priority 
Watch List. What’s more, some government 
authorities do not understand the potential 
impact that new developments—such as 
e-commerce, rising cross-border investment, 
and privatization—will have on their econo-
mies. Government authorities therefore re-
main skeptical of adopting rules from other 
nations without careful analysis. 

Such risks have made many companies cau-
tious about aggressively investing in the re-
gion. In Indonesia, a draft bill limiting foreign 
ownership of banks to 40 percent has been 
under discussion for the past two years, al-
though parliament would have the authority 
to allow exceptions. Such a policy could po-
tentially force foreign institutions to sell their 
majority stakes in Indonesian banks. 

A number of Asian governments are making 
regulatory reform a top priority. India’s new 
government has introduced a raft of bureau-
cratic reforms to improve the investment cli-
mate. As part of its Make in India program to 
position India as a global manufacturing 
base, the government has launched an initia-
tive it refers to as “red carpet, not red tape.” 
An “investor facilitation cell” is being estab-
lished to help foreign businesses quickly re-
solve regulatory issues. The government also 
pledges to overhaul India’s bureaucracy by 
abolishing a slew of cabinet committees and 
rationalizing the often overlapping portfolios 
of ministries. It also pledges to simplify the 
nation’s tax regimen. 

Malaysia, too, aims to boost its attractiveness 
to investors by improving the ease of doing 
business. The government introduced an 
online license-approval system, abolished 405 
licenses, and simplified 271 others. Such 
reforms have reduced the time required to set 
up a new business from 37 days in 2005 to an 
impressive 6 days in 2014. The government 
has also liberalized foreign ownership of 
banks, health care, professional services, 
education, and other service sectors—with 
more sectors to be opened in the future. In 
some cases, foreigners can own 100 percent 
of equity in service businesses. 

Companies generally are taking a wait-and-
see attitude toward promised reforms. Con-
sidering the sensitive politics and resistance 
from entrenched bureaucracies, it remains to 
be seen how thoroughly such measures can 
be implemented. 

The bottom line is that companies hoping to 
capture the immense growth opportunities of 
Asia’s rapidly developing economies do not 
have the luxury of waiting for governments to 
clear away the region’s structural constraints. 
By that time, if it ever comes, the richest priz-
es will have been lost to the region’s innova-
tive first movers.

Note
1. Basic infrastructure includes roads, sanitation, 
electricity supply, railroad, potable water, mobile 
cellular subscriptions, and Internet provision.
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Many industry incumbents, whether 
they are multinational corporations or 

established domestic conglomerates, still 
assume that they can afford to wait until Asia’s 
emerging markets become more developed 
before making big moves across the region. 
New competitors may be harvesting the 
low-hanging fruit now, the logic goes, but 
ultimately, the superior technology, brands, 
international management expertise, market-
ing skill, operations, and global supply chains 
of the incumbents will enable them to prevail. 

This assumption is no longer valid. The reality 
is that more entrepreneurial and proactive 
companies are seizing a greater share of the 
region’s biggest growth opportunities in many 
industries, while the share of incumbents is 
eroding. Many of the most dynamic compa-
nies are based in the region, and they are us-
ing their success in Asia’s emerging markets 
to seize a greater share of global markets in 
product categories such as consumer durables, 
food and beverage, and power-generation 
equipment. (See Exhibit 3.) But a number of 
long-established companies based in Asia and 
abroad are also beating the competition to 
growth opportunities.

Having found ways to grow rapidly by creat-
ing innovative solutions to the challenges of 
the talent deficit, overstretched infrastruc-
ture, and uncertain regulatory environments, 
certain companies with disruptive business 

models have built extensive local support 
networks and regional footprints that will en-
able them to sustain their growth. Indeed, 
several have amassed formidable competitive 
positions that are difficult—even cost prohib-
itive—for most rivals to replicate. 

To get a sense of how first movers are ma-
neuvering around important structural chal-
lenges, we analyzed five leading companies 
in the region and interviewed some of their 
top executives. Several companies, such as 
Astra International and Wipro, are long- 
established conglomerates that continue to 
capture some of the region’s hottest growth 
opportunities. Others, such as S.F. Express 
and AirAsia, are relative newcomers that hit 
the domestic scene with disruptive business 
models and expanded rapidly. We also inter-
viewed Unilever, one of the world’s most suc-
cessful and innovative multinational corpora-
tions in terms of penetrating Asian emerging 
markets. Not every company in our sample is 
a standout in every dimension of its business. 
But each has developed innovative strategies 
for overcoming obstacles that have slowed 
down other companies. 

Each of these companies is a first mover 
when it comes to addressing challenges such 
as talent, infrastructure, and regulatory envi-
ronments. Their innovative solutions are in-
structive for other companies seeking to cap-
ture Asia’s growth opportunities.

HOW LEADING COMPANIES 
ARE CLEARING THE 

OBSTACLES
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Overcoming the Talent Gap
The companies we interviewed adopted sev-
eral successful strategies to recruit, train, and 
retain new employees in one of the world’s 
most competitive markets for talent.

Partnering with Local Schools. When many 
companies hunt for talent in emerging mar-
kets, they join the scrum at university job fairs 
and interview applicants who are on the verge 
of graduating from leading colleges and uni- 
versities. Some of the best talent recruiters in 
Asian emerging markets, however, start getting 
to know young candidates much earlier and 
more intimately by partnering with Asian 
schools and sponsoring training programs.

S.F. Express, China’s fastest, most efficient 
courier, recruits new employees for its na-
tional courier service while they are in their 
final year of school at Chinese colleges and 
universities. The company offers students 
“S.F. classes,” which include a special curric-
ulum tailored to the company’s job require-
ments, visits to company sites, and internship 
opportunities. S.F. Express invites students 
who pass the final examination to apply for 
managerial positions. Thousands of students 
have graduated from S.F. classes since 2008 
and have eventually been hired by the com-
pany, which has about 350,000 employees in 
China. To ensure that the company has staff 
with a global background, S.F. Express has es-
tablished “international clubs” at several 
Chinese university campuses to recruit for-

eign students. Graduates hired by the compa-
ny have the opportunity to become manag-
ers in S.F. Express’s overseas branch offices. 

Astra, one of Indonesia’s largest diversified 
conglomerates, hires approximately 3,000 col-
lege graduates a year for a variety of busi-
nesses that include automobile manufactur-
ing and agribusiness. It reaches out to talent 
even earlier by partnering with high schools 
in every province of Indonesia to offer intern-
ships to students to learn technical skills. Af-
ter working in Astra factories for part of their 
junior year, the students return to school to 
finish their education. High school graduates 
may apply for jobs at Astra as well as the 
company’s competitors. 

To recruit managerial candidates, the compa-
ny set up Astra First, a partnership with 14 
Indonesian universities. The program offers 
scholarships and training to 80 sophomores 
each year. The company hopes that these  
students will serve as “Astra ambassadors,” 
creating interest in the program among other 
students, and become future managers. (See 
the sidebar “How Astra Is Winning Indone-
sia’s Talent War—Again.”)

An especially vexing challenge in Indonesia is 
to recruit talent willing to work in the archi-
pelago’s more remote provinces, given that 
the nation’s universities are heavily concen-
trated in Java. But some of Astra’s biggest 
skill needs are in places such as Kalimantan. 
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Exhibit 3 | Companies from Emerging Asia Are Seizing Global Share in Key Industries
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Astra sponsors 445 scholarships with full 
room and board to attract students from re-
mote areas to study in Java and then return 
to their home regions.

Astra has also been helping to develop the 
nation’s education system. Over the years, the 
company has built 13,262 schools, funded 
159,620 scholarships, and been heavily in-
volved in efforts to upgrade the quality of ed-
ucation in Indonesia. Astra has paid special 
attention to increasing the supply of gradu-
ates with technical skills. Two decades ago, 
Astra had to rely on a limited pool of gradu-
ates from a few foreign-funded polytechnic 
institutes for the skills the company needed 
for its fast-growing automotive and heavy- 
equipment manufacturing businesses. Unable 
to hire enough people, Astra decided to es-
tablish its own polytechnic in Jakarta. 

India’s Wipro is a leading IT services compa-
ny, with a market capitalization of $35 billion. 
The company has been involved in a number 
of initiatives over the years aimed at upgrad-
ing the overall talent pool by improving the 
education system. “If you expect the govern-
ment to do this by itself, it will take forever,” 
says Abhijit Bhaduri, Wipro’s chief learning 
officer. Wipro Applying Thought in Schools 
works with more than 2,300 schools, 30 part-
ners, and 13,000 educators in 17 states to 
build capacity for education reform in India. 
The program reaches about 1 million stu-
dents directly, and several times that number 
indirectly, according to Bhaduri. The Wipro 
Academy of Software Excellence is a unique 
four-year program that blends rigorous aca-
demic exposure at the graduate level with 
practical professional learning in the work-
place. Mission 10X, started in 2007, sponsors 

Astra International, one of Indonesia’s 
most venerable conglomerates, had for 
decades been regarded as one of the 
nation’s most sought-after employers. But 
when Prijono Sugiarto took over the 
leadership of the company in 2010, he 
realized that Astra had lost that mantle. 
Banks, oil and gas companies, and other 
businesses had improved their people 
practices and were able to attract high- 
potential candidates to their glitzy new 
office towers in Jakarta’s city center. 

Today, Astra is back on top as Indonesia’s 
talent magnet. The $21 billion conglomer-
ate, whose businesses include automobiles, 
tractors, finance, and agribusiness, ranks as 
the preferred employer by college students, 
according to a recent survey. In a nation 
notorious for its tight skilled-labor market, 
Astra hires about 3,000 college graduates a 
year. And it enjoys a strong record of 
retaining its best management trainees. 

Astra is winning the talent war thanks to a 
comprehensive program to identify, recruit, 
and nurture top candidates at every level. 
The company grooms future workers from 

across the archipelago by partnering with 
high schools, polytechnic institutes, and 
universities.

The Astra First program illustrates the 
company’s successful approach to boosting 
its profile among job seekers. A partnership 
with 14 Indonesian universities, the 
program enlists 80 promising sophomores 
each year to serve as “Astra ambassadors.” 
Astra provides the ambassadors with 
scholarships, leadership-training workshops 
taught by successful alumni, and factory 
visits during their remaining three years at 
university. 

The hope is that the ambassadors will not 
only become Astra managers after they 
graduate but also persuade fellow students 
to see the company as a career opportuni-
ty. Sri Martono, the chief of corporate 
human-capital development, credits such 
efforts with boosting Astra’s reputation on 
campuses as a desired employer. “We have 
worked very proactively with the universi-
ties to make ourselves top of mind,” 
Martono says. “Now it is easier to get 
talent.” 

HOW ASTRA IS WINNING INDONESIA’S TALENT  
WAR—AGAIN



14 | Overcoming Asia’s Obstacles to Growth

training programs for science and technology 
teachers at 1,300 colleges. Nearly 28,000 engi-
neering faculty have been trained, and Wi-
pro’s teaching methodology has been distrib-
uted by Nasscom, India’s software-industry 
association.

Looking Beyond Skills. Many companies that 
hire in emerging markets tend to rely on 
interviews and resumes to assess an appli-
cant’s skills for a job. In nations, such as 
India, where college graduates often lack 
employable skills, companies also invest 
massively in their own in-house training 
programs. Wipro provides such training to 
more than 24,000 employees, on average, 
each year. 

But such efforts are no longer enough: in 
fast-changing industries, the skills acquired  
in school and in company training programs 
quickly become outdated. “Today, a technol- 
ogy is terrific,” says Wipro’s Bhaduri. “Three 
months later, it is obsolete—and so are many 
of the technical skills.” In addition, many IT 
tasks that are now performed by humans are 
becoming automated. So people must learn 
how to keep their skills and ideas fresh and 
relevant.

Wipro seeks to hire candidates who will be star 
performers over the long term by looking be-
yond applicants’ current skills and paper cre-
dentials. It also assesses candidates’ personali-
ties to determine if they are creative thinkers 
and agile learners and if they share the compa-
ny’s values. (See the sidebar “For Wipro, Talent 
Is About Much More Than Skills.”) 

Nurturing Entrepreneurialism Within the 
Company. To be able to seize opportunities 
for rapid growth, organizations should have 
employees who think like entrepreneurs—
workers who take the initiative and see them- 
selves as having a vested interest in the com- 
pany’s performance. S.F. Express’s founder 
focused on developing such a mind-set in the 
organization early on and has strived to main- 
tain it as the workforce has grown. 

In the late 1990s, the company asked its couri-
ers to forgo a steady fixed salary in exchange 
for the opportunity to be compensated as if 
they were running their own businesses. S.F. 
Express adopted a piece-rate compensation sys-
tem that is heavily based on incentives. Couri-
ers receive a base salary of a few hundred dol-
lars a month, but the majority of their pay is 
directly linked to the number of packages they 

When India’s Wipro searches for future star 
performers, the IT services giant looks well 
beyond an applicant’s technical qualifica-
tions and academic performance. The 
company also seeks to understand the 
person’s “social footprint.” Online articles, 
Facebook pages, and social-media posts all 
provide insights into the character and 
values of job candidates. Have they 
consistently shown the ability to create 
innovative content? Do they like to teach 
others? What social or environmental 
causes do they care about? 

Wipro believes that in dynamic, fast-chang-
ing businesses such as IT services, where 
today’s hot technologies quickly become 
obsolete, the basic ethos and personal 
attributes of employees can be just as 

valuable as technical and domain skills. 
Among other traits, Wipro wants employees 
who can solve problems, can quickly teach 
themselves what they do not know, and are 
passionate about their work.

“Competencies can be developed,” says 
Abhijit Bhaduri, Wipro’s chief learning 
officer. “The problem is always finding 
people who fit your culture and share your 
values.” Bhaduri, who previously led human 
resources teams for Microsoft, Pepsi, and 
Tata Steel, even wrote a book on the topic 
titled Don’t Hire the Best: An Essential Guide 
to Hiring the Right Team. “We are looking for 
people who have depth. We want people 
who can really think, who have both 
expertise and broad interests.”

FOR WIPRO, TALENT IS ABOUT MUCH MORE THAN 
SKILLS
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deliver on time. As a result, couriers are highly 
motivated to improve efficiency, and as the 
“face of the company” for customers, they ac-
tively secure more business. “Our people are 
behaving like entrepreneurs,” explains the 
chief strategy officer, Ted Chan. “This culture is 
very critical here. It has helped build our 
brand’s reputation for excellent service.” 

Systematically Grooming Executives. Astra 
has made particularly impressive strides in 
nurturing executive talent. The company 
sponsors a two-year, graduate-level manage-
ment program for 12 to 15 candidates each 
year. Candidates must pass the program 
before they are offered jobs. 

Astra has dramatically improved its ability to 
hire these management candidates. A few 
years ago, many top graduates accepted jobs 
at other companies, often in the banking, oil, 
and mining industries. In 2014, all of the man-
agement graduates joined Astra. The compa-
ny also has been successful at developing 
managers and moving them up the ranks. 
One-third of the company’s 366 executives 
have rotated among various Astra business 
units. The company also constantly refreshes 
its executive teams. Fifty-six percent of today’s 
executives have been promoted from senior- 
manager positions within the past four years. 

Active involvement by Astra CEO Prijono Su-
giarto is critical to turning young managers 
into leaders. “I know all of the executives rea-
sonably well,” Sugiarto says. The CEO blocks 
out part of his weekly schedule for regular 
meetings with individuals, and he makes a 
point of meeting managers before they go 
overseas and upon their return. “I don’t give 
many instructions. Rather, I ask questions 
and touch their hearts,” Sugiarto says. “In the 
end, it’s the passion of our people that makes 
the difference for performance.”

Burnishing the Company’s Reputation. Young 
adults across emerging Asia care increasingly 
about such issues as environmental steward-
ship, integrity, and social commitment when 
considering future employers. In fact, manage-
ment should expect that top job candidates 
will have already done extensive Internet 
research into the company’s social-responsibil-
ity record before showing up for an interview. 

“We now live in a reputation economy,” 
Wipro’s Bhaduri says. “All of the company’s 
flaws and bad practices are readily accessible.”

In the battle for talent, this makes it even 
more important for companies operating in 
Asia to articulate their values and ensure that 
they live by them day to day. “It doesn’t mat-
ter what you say in a brochure. What people 
see is what you practice,” Bhaduri says. 

“It is important and possible 
to survive by being honest.”

Wipro articulated its main values in 1971; it 
was one of the first Indian companies to do 
so. What later became known as the Spirit of 
Wipro defined these values as “intensity to 
win,” “act with sensitivity,” and “unyielding 
integrity.” The values have been integrated 
into the company’s culture and hiring practic-
es, and employees are encouraged to “hit 
back hard” by reporting transgressions 
through a variety of formal channels. The 
company has sought to maintain a zero-toler-
ance policy on violations; those paying even 
small bribes have been asked to leave, regard-
less of their tenure, performance, or impor-
tance to the business. “It is essential for our 
people to figure out that it is important and 
possible to survive by being honest,” Bhaduri 
says. “In an environment that is not the 
world’s cleanest, a reputation for integrity 
can differentiate you.” 

Wipro’s record of upholding its values has 
been recognized by a number of internation-
al organizations. The Ethisphere Institute, a 
business ethics think tank, has ranked Wipro 
as one of the world’s most ethical companies 
for the fourth year in a row. Climate Disclo-
sure Leadership Index rates Wipro as a lead-
er in disclosing its carbon footprint. The Dow 
Jones Sustainability Indices and Greenpeace 
rank Wipro as a global leader in sustainable 
practices among IT companies.

Astra also believes that its reputation for 
strong values gives it an edge when competing 
for top talent. In addition to making charitable 
contributions to public education, the Dharma 
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Bhakti Astra Foundation—established by As-
tra founder William Soeryadjaya in 1980—
works with some 8,800 small and midsize en-
terprises across the country to promote job 
creation and economic development. “These 
activities are good for the economy and pro-
vide employment opportunities,” says Sri Mar-
tono, Astra’s chief of corporate human-capital 
development and head of the foundation.

Coping with Inadequate 
Infrastructure
Fast-growing companies have developed a 
number of innovative strategies to cope with 
infrastructure bottlenecks that can impede 
growth.

Controlling the Transportation Fleet. The 
secret behind S.F. Express’s ability to deliver 
parcels anywhere in China in one or two days 

despite the country’s overstretched transpor-
tation infrastructure is that it is the only 
private courier service in China that owns its 
own fleet of cargo planes. Most other couriers 
still focus entirely on trucks and typically 
have slower delivery times. As a result, S.F. 
Express has achieved an edge in rapid 
delivery that few rivals can match. (See the 
sidebar “How S.F. Express Can Guarantee the 
Fastest Delivery in China.”) 

Going Digital. One of the most promising 
ways to overcome the constraints of physical 
infrastructure in remote areas of emerging 
Asian markets is to rely more heavily on 
digital technologies. Access to the Internet 
through mobile devices and personal comput-
ers is growing explosively across the region, 
enabling leading companies to reach and 
serve consumers and businesses far more 
efficiently.

When a customer sends a business 
document or parcel to a far corner of China 
through Shun Feng Express, better known 
as S.F. Express, 90 percent of the time it 
arrives at its destination within two days. If 
the customer pays a premium, S.F. Express 
guarantees a full refund if the delivery is 
late. “No other delivery service would dare 
make that promise,” says the chief strategy 
officer, Ted Chan.

By living up to its reputation as China’s 
fastest, most efficient courier service, S.F. 
Express has become Federal Express’s 
biggest competitor in China, with more 
than $6 billion in annual sales. It also can 
charge premium rates.

S.F. Express’s main advantages are scale 
and a degree of control over its far-flung 
transportation and service networks that 
even its biggest competitors will not be 
able to quickly replicate. Unlike any other 
privately run express courier in China, S.F. 
Express controls its own fleet of 40 cargo 
planes—18 of them company owned—and 
16,000 delivery trucks. By having its own 

delivery fleet, the company can dispatch 
planes and trucks anywhere at any time. 
While most rivals rely on franchisees to 
operate sales offices, S.F. Express employs 
350,000 people at more than 300 hubs and 
12,000 service centers across China. 

This operational control gives S.F. Express 
a strong edge in the business-to-business 
market. The company’s niche is China’s 
middle market. The leading multinational 
delivery services tend to focus on large 
corporations and heavy cargos, while local 
Chinese competitors target the low end of 
the market—especially for e-commerce 
deliveries. More than half of S.F. Express’s 
business, by contrast, is with small and 
midsize enterprises. 

S.F. Express further differentiates itself by 
specializing in small parcels that are 
time-sensitive, such as business docu-
ments. This business enables S.F. Express 
to charge premium prices, furnishing the 
cash to continue expanding its reach—and 
distancing itself from the competition. 

HOW S.F. EXPRESS CAN GUARANTEE THE FASTEST 
DELIVERY IN CHINA
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Unilever uses digital technology to create and 
maintain digital profiles of the small, family- 
owned shops that account for the majority of 
its retail sales in nations including Indonesia, 
Vietnam, and India. This data, collected on 
handheld devices by Unilever’s representa-
tives, allows the company to gain a better  
understanding of these shops and so improve  
in-store product placement and plan distri- 
bution routes. (See the sidebar “Unilever:  
Enabling Mom-and-Pop Shops with Digital 
Technology.”)

Participating at the Grass Roots. Many 
villages in emerging Asia are so disconnected 
from telecommunications infrastructure that 
consumers cannot be reached through 
conventional distribution systems. In some 
cases, the only radio or TV in a village may 
be in the hut of a village headman. As a 
result, for many multinational corporations, 
villages represent a giant, untapped market. 
In India, such remote villages account for 15 
percent of Unilever’s annual sales.

To reach these isolated households, Unilever 
embeds itself in village life through initia-

tives such as Project Shakti, a program that 
blends business development with grassroots 
economic development. Working with non-
governmental organizations and village as-
semblies, the project identifies women who 
are respected locally, understand local needs, 
and are willing to become the company’s 
trading partners. Project Shakti offers busi-
ness training and microfinance credit so that 
the women can set up their own businesses 
to distribute Unilever products—often sell-
ing door to door. The Shakti ammas, or moth-
ers, thereby contribute to the village econo-
my. Beginning with only 60 villagers a 
decade ago, Project Shakti now has more 
than 60,000 entrepreneurs running profitable 
businesses. For its part, Unilever has an en-
tirely new distribution channel in important 
new markets.

Avoiding the Congestion. How could AirAsia 
quickly build a regional network of low-cost 
flights despite growing congestion at many 
airports in emerging Asia? “We have faced 
some challenges, but we have overcome 
constraints by developing many unique 
destinations in Asia that remained untapped,” 

A secret of Unilever’s success in emerging 
Asian markets is its ability to sell products 
in remote villages. Unilever supplies some 
1.5 million small, family-owned shops in 
South Asia and Southeast Asia. Such 
“general trade” channels account for about 
60 percent of the retail sales of fast-moving 
consumer goods (such as soap, snack food, 
and shampoo) in Indonesia, up to 70 
percent in Vietnam, and more than 90 
percent in India.

Serving these mom-and-pop stores cost- 
effectively is a daunting challenge for 
consumer product companies. Many shops 
are difficult to reach, sell small quantities of 
goods, and lack Internet or landline phone 
connections. Getting the stores to stock and 
prominently display a company’s products, 
moreover, often requires maintaining a 
personal relationship with the proprietors. 

To bridge this gap, Unilever’s representa-
tives maintain a digital profile of each 
mom-and-pop shop that the company 
serves. The database includes photographs 
of the shops, their placement of Unilever 
products, their precise locations, and data 
on sales, market share, and competitor 
presence. Unilever’s team of more than 
1,000 sales representatives gathers this 
data for the company by visiting these 
outlets.

All of this information is transmitted 
instantly through the handheld mobile 
devices of Unilever’s sales force. Among 
other things, access to this local data 
enables Unilever to gain a better under-
standing of the outlets, position its prod-
ucts in shops, and plan distribution routes. 

UNILEVER
Enabling Mom-and-Pop Shops with Digital Technology
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explains AirAsia’s CEO, Tony Fernandes. One 
in three AirAsia routes, in fact, had never 
been flown before the carrier inaugurated 
service. In 2004, for example, AirAsia became 
the first low-cost carrier to connect Kuala 
Lumpur with Bandung, Indonesia. By 2011, it 
was flying that route 28 times a week, carry-
ing 300,000 passengers annually. 

Consider a joint venture with 
a domestic partner.

AirAsia has also tended to use second-tier air-
ports as regional hubs because more slots are 
available, fees are lower, and congestion is 
lighter than in the region’s busiest airports. 
To overcome challenges at Hong Kong’s high-
ly congested airport, for example, AirAsia de-
veloped Macau as a secondary airport. In the 
Philippines, the airline launched service at 
Clark International Airport, rather than at 
the crowded Ninoy Aquino International Air-
port in Manila. And in Bangkok, AirAsia de-
veloped a hub at Don Mueang International 
Airport, rather than at the newer and much 
larger Bangkok International Airport. Since 
AirAsia began service at Don Mueang in 
2004, annual passenger traffic to Kuala Lum-
pur has surged from 58,000 a year to more 
than 420,000. 

Navigating Regulatory 
Environments
Entrepreneurial companies in Asia’s rapidly 
developing economies have honed a number 
of strategies to navigate the region’s regulato-
ry environments, which are struggling to keep 
pace with new technologies and business 
models. The following are some of the ap-
proaches frequently cited by the companies 
we interviewed. 

Finding Creative Ways to Exert Control. One 
of the most attractive options for entering a 
new emerging market in Asia is to form a 
joint venture with a domestic partner. Yet 
even though most Asian governments have 
liberalized rules on foreign direct investment 
in recent years, they still bar foreigners from 
owning majority stakes in certain indus-

tries—a serious stumbling block for compa-
nies that want to control their businesses. 

This hurdle did not stop AirAsia from success-
fully establishing low-cost carriers in four 
neighboring countries. The airline was willing 
to be a minority partner in joint ventures,  
but it has been circumspect in its choice of 
partners. And except for a venture in Japan, 
AirAsia’s joint-venture partners tend to have 
no airline experience. Still, thanks to the com-
pany’s management and a trusting relation-
ship among its partners, it has been able to 
exercise control over operations. (See the 
sidebar “How AirAsia Became a Regional 
Power as a Minority Partner.”) 

Helping Shape Regulations. Regulatory 
authorities in emerging Asian economies can 
often be more receptive to sound policies and 
best practices than many companies assume. 
But regulators are wary of adopting new 
concepts and borrowing rules and regulations 
from other nations without careful study. 
Regulators want to understand the implica-
tions of changing the rules or authorizing 
new business activities in their country. 

Companies at the forefront of innovation in 
emerging Asia have had success in winning  
approval for their businesses by patiently ex-
plaining the benefits to regulators. AirAsia’s 
Fernandes has been a leading advocate of de-
regulation in the Asian airline industry for 
years. Soon after he bought the carrier in 
2001, he began a lobbying campaign with Ma-
laysia’s prime minister at the time, Mahathir 
Mohamad, to convince other Southeast Asia 
governments to adopt open-skies agreements. 

Fernandes says authorities around the region 
have also been receptive to the company’s 
business model because they understand how 
it can contribute to their economies. AirAsia 
has a government relations, policy research, 
and outreach department that seeks to edu-
cate stakeholders and regulators in meetings 
and various forums. Among other things, 
AirAsia points out that low-cost carriers con-
tribute more than $250 million annually in 
passenger service charges to airports in South-
east Asia and $6 billion indirectly in tourism 
spending within the region. “Generally speak-
ing, AirAsia has benefited from regulators 
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across the region that have been supportive of 
trying to facilitate the growth of low-cost air-
lines to benefit their economies, specifically 
the trade and tourism sectors,” he says. “Their 
support has allowed AirAsia and many other 
low-cost carriers to make Asia-Pacific one of 
the fast-growing aviation markets globally.”

Unilever invests considerable time in new 
Asian markets educating regulators on the 
policy options available to them on the basis 
of the company’s decades of experience in 

other developing economies. “We are familiar 
with tackling diverse regulations across differ-
ent markets,” says David Kiu, Unilever’s vice 
president of sustainable business and com-
munications. “This gives us a competitive ad-
vantage over local companies that are only 
now trying to regionalize because they are 
used to only one set of regulations in their 
home countries.” Locally based Unilever offi-
cials are active in regional associations (such 
as the ASEAN Food and Beverage Alliance) 
that advise governments on food and safety 

When Malaysian entrepreneur Tony 
Fernandes launched his vision of building 
Asia’s first no-frills airline in 2001, the idea 
seemed farfetched. Fernandes had used his 
personal savings and mortgaged his home 
to buy a money-losing, government-owned 
carrier. Even if he could raise the capital to 
acquire a jet fleet, getting landing rights in 
neighboring countries would be difficult 
because Southeast Asia lacked open-skies 
agreements. Acquiring local carriers was 
not possible because of laws barring 
foreign majority control of airlines.

Today, Fernandes’s AirAsia operates a 
network of airlines in four neighboring 
nations—with planes bearing the AirAsia 
logo—that add up to the region’s largest 
low-cost carrier, serving 100 destinations in 
23 countries. Within Southeast Asia alone, 
AirAsia carried 50 million passengers in 
2014. 

A key to Fernandes’s accomplishment was 
his willingness to enter cross-border joint 
ventures as a minority partner—a strategy 
that would give more established airlines 
pause because they would see it as 
tantamount to ceding control. Fernandes’s 
strategy has been to partner with Asian 
entrepreneurs who share his vision of 
budget travel and are willing to allow 
AirAsia, ranked as one of the world’s 
most-efficient carriers, to manage the 
business. That has enabled each carrier to 
achieve a consistent level of performance: 

the average turnaround time of an AirAsia 
flight is 25 minutes—the fastest in the 
region—while its prices are the lowest in 
the world, thanks to an average cost per 
available seat kilometer of $4.02.

With the exception of a venture in Japan, in 
which ANA was the majority owner, 
AirAsia’s joint-venture partners tend to 
have no airline experience. The company 
owns 40 percent of Philippines AirAsia, 45 
percent of Thai AirAsia, and 49 percent of 
its remaining ventures; private domestic 
investors hold majority stakes. In 2013, 
Philippines AirAsia in turn acquired a 49 
percent stake in another Filipino airline, 
Zest Air, which provided routes from Ninoy 
Aquino International Airport in Manila. The 
carrier is now named AirAsia Zest. In 2014, 
AirAsia received approval from India’s 
Directorate General of Civil Aviation to 
begin commercial operation of a new 
joint-venture low-cost carrier with Tata 
Sons, again with AirAsia owning a 49 
percent stake. AirAsia recently formed a 
new partnership in Japan and hopes to 
reenter the market.

Even if an established airline tries to mimic 
Fernandes’s formula for building a regional 
presence, the game has already changed. 
In 2001, low-cost carriers such as AirAsia 
accounted for only about 3 percent of the 
aviation market within Southeast Asia. 
Today, they control nearly 60 percent. 

HOW AIRASIA BECAME A REGIONAL POWER AS A 
MINORITY PARTNER 
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regulations. “We try to proactively help gov-
ernments shape regulations by being part of 
the solution and by having a seat at the table, 
even in markets such as Myanmar that we 
entered relatively recently,” explains Kiu. 

Wipro has a long history of working closely 
with India’s government. An important tenet 
of its engagement is to develop a well-articu-
lated business case for the government and 
regulatory bodies that details the economic 
benefits of the company’s investments. 

During its infant years in the 1990s, India’s 
IT-services outsourcing industry ran into a 
regulatory wall. “The business models were 
new and unexplored in India,” explains 
Ashutosh Chadha, Wipro’s head of corporate 
affairs. “There were regulatory challenges 
spanning a broad spectrum of areas.” Among 
those challenges were securing the recogni-
tion of IT services outsourcing as a valid busi-
ness and qualifying for government benefits 
as an export industry. Another challenge was 
to frame labor laws so that they would allow 
operations to work 24/7. Wipro engaged with 
the government to draft new health, safety, 
and security regulations for employees. Se-
curing access to seamless Internet connectivi-
ty and electrical power was a particular chal-
lenge at a time when the country faced 
serious infrastructure bottlenecks. Procuring 
land that had been earmarked for the manu-
facturing industries was another issue.

To increase support for sweeping regulatory 
changes and to secure key government approv-
als, Wipro worked with industry organizations 
to highlight the economic contributions of the 
IT services outsourcing business, such as job 
creation and higher inflows of foreign direct 
investment. “Our corporate affairs group and 
business group work hand in hand to help 
achieve these objectives,” Chadha pointed out. 
“The conversation is always around the eco-
nomic impact over the long term for the coun-
try and government by putting them first.”

A current priority has been to improve In-
dia’s system for acquiring an export license, 
which requires filing multiple applications at 
both the local level and in New Delhi. Due to 
slow processes, licenses that should have 
been granted in a couple of weeks often take 

up to three months to be processed. Wipro 
has worked with the government to promote 
changes to move the system online. This has 
made approvals faster, smoother, more effi-
cient, and transparent. Wipro is also working 
with Indian regulators on labor laws, cyber- 
security, procurement, tax policy, and foreign 
trade. Wipro’s approach is to demonstrate 
how regulatory changes could help advance 
the agenda of the government and make the 
country more business friendly. “If you want 
to be seen as a trusted advisor, you need to 
sit on both sides of the table,” Chadha says.

Earning a Social License. One of the worst 
nightmares of a company that is quickly 
seizing market share in a developing Asian 
economy is that its success will provoke a 
public backlash. Whether fair or not, negative 
domestic-media coverage and protests against 
companies that are seen to be damaging 
public interest in the name of profits can 
often lead to regulatory actions as well. 

One way that some fast-growing companies in 
emerging Asia have averted such backlashes is 
by earning the goodwill of local populations. 
Because of Astra’s extensive involvement in 
developing the nation’s education system and 
other corporate-social-responsibility programs, 
“we have the advantage of being a trusted in-
stitution,” Sugiarto says. “We experience a lot 
of scrutiny because we have been very suc-
cessful economically. But a lot of stakeholders 
see Astra as an important national asset.” 

Unilever also believes that its grassroots 
community-development activities in Asian 
emerging markets generate public support 
for the company. “We focus on building a  
social license to operate in emerging mar-
kets. Our India office has a motto that goes, 
‘What is good for India is good for Unilever,’” 
Kiu says. 

The specific strategies that fast-growing 
Asia’s first movers have developed to hurdle 
the region’s structural barriers are instructive. 
For many companies, it is either too late or 
too demanding of time and resources to gain 
much competitive advantage by replicating 
them. But these actions illustrate the kind of 
corporate mind-set that allows companies to 
create their own innovative solutions. 
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TOWARD A  
FIRST-MOVER  

MIND-SET

Seizing the growth opportunities in 
Asia’s rapidly developing economies is 

critical for any globally minded company. But 
make no mistake: the structural challenges 
that complicate the business landscape today 
will remain obstacles for the foreseeable 
future. Governments are redoubling their 
efforts to make their economies more com-
petitive by improving their talent pools, 
infrastructure, and regulatory systems. But 
change will not come fast enough for most 
companies.

To seize lasting competitive advantage and 
be a leader in Asia’s immense, swiftly evolv-
ing growth markets, most companies will re-
quire a shift in mind-set. They should do 
more than adapt to a problematic environ-
ment. They should work actively to shape it.

We see three main characteristics of such a 
first-mover mind-set. (See Exhibit 4.)

 • Develop an entrepreneurial culture. Compa-
nies need to cultivate an organization in 

CREATE LOCAL PARTNERSHIPS
Work with local government agencies, schools, and other stakeholders to 
improve the business ecosystem. Partner with local businesses to overcome 
structural challenges. 

TAKE A LONG-TERM VIEW
Focus on being part of emerging Asia for the long haul. Be willing to invest in 
areas that are outside the normal scope of business, such as talent, 
infrastructure, and activities that shape regulation.

DEVELOP AN ENTREPRENEURIAL CULTURE
Instill the organization with an entrepreneurial spirit. Motivate and empower 
employees at all levels to improve their performance and make decisions 
that help grow the business.

Source: BCG analysis.

Exhibit 4 | The First-Mover Mind-Set Has Three Main Characteristics
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which employees at all levels seek to im- 
prove their own performance and that of 
the overall business. Companies should 
consider offering performance-based in- 
centives and empowering employees to 
make decisions that are beyond their 
usual roles in order to grow the business. 
For many organizations, this will require a 
cultural change.

 • Take a long-term view. To be leaders and 
shapers in Asia’s rapidly developing 
economies, companies must remain 
focused on long-term goals, not only the 
next few quarters. A willingness to invest 
in talent, infrastructure, and efforts to 
shape regulation, as well as other areas 
beyond the normal scope of business, is 
evidence of this commitment. This willing-
ness requires companies to take a differ-
ent approach than the one normally 
practiced by MBAs when evaluating the 
business case for any investment. 

 • Create local partnerships. Leaders in rapidly 
developing Asian economies recognize 
that their companies are part of an 
ecosystem and that their success is 
intertwined with that of other stakehold-
ers. A willingness to localize and a spirit 
of partnership are important. Rather than 
view regulators mainly as potential 
adversaries, companies should work with 
them to help create an effective regulatory 
system that advances the agendas of their 
business and that of local governments. 
Companies should partner with schools to 
bolster the education ecosystem and 
develop the talent pool that their busi-

nesses need. Companies should also be 
open to joint ventures that can accelerate 
growth and help overcome obstacles. 
While seeking to maintain control over 
technical operations, companies should be 
willing to cede majority financial control if 
necessary. 

Where change cannot be easily achieved, 
companies must be flexible enough to adapt 
to conditions as they are in emerging Asia. 
Organizations have to discover their own 
ways not only to cope with the challenges but 
also to grow their businesses despite the lim-
itations. Companies need to accept different 
degrees of risk and, without compromising 
their core values, different governance norms. 
And companies have to rethink long-held atti-
tudes toward financial control of joint ven-
tures if they are ever to become Asian players 
in protected industries, such as banking and 
telecommunications. 

Companies that retain a narrow vision of 
their operations in emerging Asia risk being 
frozen out of the world’s greatest growth 
markets. These companies will cede the rich-
est opportunities to first movers that are 
working creatively and persistently to change 
the environment to accommodate their 
needs and business models. These entrepre-
neurial companies grasped long ago that the 
real barriers to entry in Asia’s rapidly devel-
oping economies are not talent, infrastruc-
ture, and regulation. They are a company’s 
own mind-set. 
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The Boston Consulting Group has 
published other reports and articles 
on topics that may be of interest to 
management teams. Examples 
include the following.

Dueling With Dragons 2.0: The 
Next Phase of Global Corporate 
Competition
A report by The Boston Consulting 
Group, June 2015

Why Well-Being Should 
Drive Growth Strategies: The 
2015 Sustainable Economic 
Development Assessment
A report by The Boston Consulting 
Group, May 2015

Will China’s Global Challengers 
Be the Next Global Leaders?
An article by The Boston Consulting 
Group, January 2015

The 2014 BCG Global Challengers 
Report: Redefining Global 
Competitive Dynamics 
A report by The Boston Consulting 
Group, September 2014

The 2014 BCG Local Dynamos 
Report: How Companies in 
Emerging Markets Are Winning 
at Home
A report by The Boston Consulting 
Group, July 2014

Playing to Win in Emerging 
Markets: Multinational Executive 
Survey Reveals Gap Between 
Ambition and Execution
A Focus by The Boston Consulting 
Group, September 2013

Growing Pains, Lasting 
Advantage: Tackling Indonesia’s 
Talent Challenges
A Focus by The Boston Consulting 
Group, May 2013

FOR FURTHER READING
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