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Common sense talk

Reading productivity and economic trends

W e are faced with economic decisions 
every day, whether as consumers, 
workers, entrepreneurs, or government 

policymakers. Generally, the better the informa-
tion we have, the better are our decisions and in 
turn their outcomes. We may be well aware of our 
immediate surroundings but a panoramic view 
often requires some research effort. When we 
broaden our view, we may discover options and 
possibilities that we did not even know existed, 
relevant lessons to be learned from others’ experi-

ence of our actions or inaction, and benchmark performances to aspire to. 

As a key indicator of economic performance, productivity analysis is useful in 
focusing on issues at hand. In particular, when a country is catching up with 
the world leaders in GDP per capita, significant productivity growth is an es-
sential element in the process. A good understanding of the key drivers and 
dynamics of productivity growth is therefore beneficial to a country’s develop-
ment efforts. 

Some APO member countries may already have their own programs of pro-
ductivity analysis, but such programs may not sufficiently take into account 
the regional and global contexts. This is a gap that the APO Productivity 
Databook seeks to fill to complement national programs. Through interna-
tional comparisons, widespread global or regional economic trends can be 
distinguished from factors unique to individual economies, and benchmark 
performances can be identified and analyzed to focus on potential adaptations. 
In this manner, international comparisons highlight the ways countries are 
able to learn from and cooperate with each other. 

In the APO Productivity Databook 2008, a new analytical framework was 
developed to enable cross-country comparisons for the first time in this series. 
Furthermore, to provide a more complete regional and global perspective, the 
economic performances of APO member countries were compared with those 
of the People’s Republic of China, USA, and EU15 for reference. Countries 

are ranked according to their GDP and per capita GDP. To reflect their diver-
sity, countries covered in the publication were divided into groups based on 
relative per capita GDP and how fast they were catching up with the USA, the 
world leader. Regional economic growth was dissected into country origins. 
Changes in per capita GDP were traced back to the causal components, i.e., 
labor productivity and the labor utilization rate. To understand further the 
dynamics of an economy, we analyzed the industry origins of each country’s 
economic growth and labor productivity. 

This monthly column in the APO News will present the findings from the 
analyses contained in the APO Productivity Databook 2008 in bite-sized form, 
focusing on one specific topic each month and expanding on its implications 
where possible.  International comparisons of productivity, however, are not a 
precise science but fraught with measurement difficulties and issues. Although 
the APO Productivity Databook 2008 represents an important milestone 
in APO productivity research efforts, there is still room for improvement. 
More specifically, the work of the APO Productivity Databook project team 
continues in two broad directions: 1) more thorough data investigation and 
harmonization to improve cross-country data comparability and in turn the 
quality of the results; and 2) an expanded scope of the analytical framework 
for completeness. Admittedly, a “perfect” data set is an unattainable dream. 
Nevertheless, improved knowledge of the underlying statistics should enable 
us to judge data limitations better and in turn to interpret the results with 
greater confidence. The medium-term goal is to build up an APO productivity 
database comparable with other international databases in terms of quality, 
opening up the possibility for the majority of countries in the Asia-Pacific to 
be included in future international studies of productivity performance. 

Contributed by Dr. Koji Nomura, Associate Pro-
fessor, Keio Economic Observatory, Keio Univer-
sity, Tokyo, Japan, coauthor of APO Productivitiy 
Databook 2008 with Ms. Eunice Y.M. Lau and 
Mr. Hideyuki Mizobuchi.

“The best job goes to the person who can get it done without passing the 
buck or coming back with excuses.”

Napoleon Hill

“Our character is basically a composite of our habits. Because they are 
consistent, often unconscious patterns, they constantly, daily express our 
character.”

Stephen Covey

“About the only thing that comes to us without effort is old age.”
Gloria Pitzer

“One of the tests of leadership is the ability to recognize a problem before 
it becomes an emergency.”

Arnold Glasgow

“Quality is never an accident. It is always the result of high intention, 
sincere effort, intelligent direction, and skillful execution. It represents the 
wise choice of many alternatives.”

William A. Foster

“If you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything.”
Mark Twain 

Part 1. International comparisons of productivity: a panoramic view for decision making
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Creating productivity showcases ..................................................................................................  (Continued from page 1)

Two DMP projects are ongoing in India and Indonesia. A press confer-
ence officially launched the Bhopal, India, DMP project in October 2007. 
Two APO experts from Singapore arrived in Bhopal one week prior to the 
launch to conduct a diagnostic study of Adarsh Printers & Publishers (APP), 
a printer of books, calendars, and diaries which wanted productivity to 
improve by 10–25% through quality improvement and waste reduction. The 
experts outlined quick-fix measures to senior managers and the APP project 
team on their first visit. During a second visit in April 2008, Japanese expert 
Yasuhiko Iwaoka reviewed the progress of the quick fixes and formed two 
kaizen teams for management and production. His next visit in June will 
review each team’s progress and determine the next steps.  

The Indonesian project is also being conducted by APO/UNV expert Ya-
mana and the Directorate of Productivity, Ministry of Manpower and Trans-
migration of Indonesia. The February 2008 launch was covered by local 
media, which emphasized the strong commitment of the Indonesian govern-
ment and the demonstration company, PT. Sarandi Karya Nugraha (SKN), 
a manufacturer of medical and health equipment. The project aims to estab-
lish a pattern of SME development contributing to the Indonesian economy, 
especially in terms of employment generation. The project actually started 
in early January when Yamana arrived to perform company analysis and set 
three objectives for the SKN project team: introduction of 5S; reduction of 
rework; and improved marketing. 

“I learned about 5S and other productivity tools through self-study and an 
APO project. However, it was very difficult to apply them in practice. I 
think I learned much more from using these tools during the DMP,” noted 
PT. SKN President Director Isep Gozali. Although tangible progress has 
been made, Yamana, who has provided guidance to 21 model companies in 
four member countries, expressed concern about postproject continuation: 
“Judging from my experience, companies need continuous guidance for a 
certain period. It is like ‘a marathon without a finish line.’” 

To inspire other enterprises, both within and beyond the host country, the 
APO will organize additional DMP projects in 2008. Twelve proposals from 
five member countries are being examined. DMP projects are being con-
tinuously improved thanks to feedback from model company executives and 
managers at the workshop on DMP held in December 2007 in Cambodia. 
“The workshop proved the importance of upper-management commitment 
and the role of NPOs in sustaining and replicating projects,” said Muraya-
ma. “Future selections should be made based on these key success factors.” 
The APO has extended maximum DMP durations from nine to 18 months 
and increased the financial support to NPOs for disseminating DMP results 
based on suggestions at the workshop. Efforts to produce more productivity 
models will continue. 

Participants discussing how to apply TPM 

Training the trainers in TPM

A competitive advantage in manufacturing increasingly demands high qual-
ity, low cost, and precise delivery schedules. Machinery breakdowns, 
material shortages, defective products, unsafe conditions, and labor 

shortages remain obstacles to achieving these three goals. Overcoming these 
obstacles without adversely affecting other factors determines the fate of an 
enterprise. Total productive maintenance (TPM) is an approach that has been 
successful in reducing costs while improving quality and delivery reliability. 
TPM, originally developed by Toyota’s supplier base, has become an essential 
prerequisite for world-class manufacturing. It focuses on improvement activities, 
production equipment, and the integration of maintenance with production. 

The training course on TPM, held in Lahore, Pakistan, 14−18 April, was a 
collaboration between the APO and the National Productivity Organization, 
Pakistan. It was tailored to permit developing member countries to train manag-
ers, engineers, and NPO technical consultants; promote the TPM concept; and 
train others in its application. The three resource speakers deputed by the APO 
provided participants with both a theoretical and practical understanding of the 
tools and strategies to implement TPM, while a local speaker shared experiences 
of implementing TPM in companies in Pakistan with the 22 participants from 12 
member countries. 

Senior Management Consultant Masahisa Mizumoto, Central Japan Industries 
Association, introduced the background and overview of TPM, including link-
ages between TPM and lean production systems. He also explained TPM imple-
mentation strategies composed of eight pillars and 12 steps.

Technical issues in TPM implementation were covered by Director and Head 
T. Rajachidambaram, Dr. Ambedkar Institute of Productivity, NPC, India. He 
described six strategies in the preventive maintenance and monitoring process. 
A sample case study on overall equipment effectiveness was also given to par-
ticipants to test their understanding. 

A discussion on TPM implementation procedures was initiated by Senior Man-
ager Kabir Ahmad Mohd. Jamil, Malaysia Productivity Corporation. He argued 
that the success of TPM implementation relies not on machine operators alone 
but depends upon the involvement of everyone in the organization. All must 
understand the objectives, operational details, and requirements of TPM. 

A site visit to Honda Altas Pakistan, an automotive assembly factory, provided 
an opportunity to observe 6S, quality control, and visual management practices. 
Since the company was in the process of implementing TPM, a tour of the pro-
duction line provided insight into the initial stage of TPM practice. The training 
course concluded with participants presenting action plans for applying TPM 
within their own organizations. As follow-up and monitoring activities, partici-
pants were requested to submit individual progress report to the APO within six 
months. 


