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Driving business excellence in the APO 
through a center of excellence

(Continued on page 5)

E arly this year, the APO launched a pilot Center of Excellence (COE) project, designating SPRING Singapore as the 
first COE in the area of business excellence (BE). The COE initiative was conceived in 2008 at the annual APO 
Governing Body Meeting and Workshop Meeting of Heads of NPOs. The APO COE concept and approach were 

then discussed at a consultative meeting held at the Secretariat, 12−13 February 2009. Based on that discussion and 
suggestions made, SPRING Singapore was designated as the pilot COE and an action plan for undertaking the pilot COE 
project in 2009 and 2010 was jointly established with SPRING Singapore. The plan focuses on regional BE promotion, 
strengthening BE capabilities of APO member countries, and sustaining SPRING Singapore’s leadership in BE. 

As part of its commitment to this new initiative, the APO deputed three inter-
national experts to the recent Business Excellence Global Conference held in 
Singapore, 3−4 November. The conference was jointly organized by the Singa-
pore Quality Award (SQA) Governing Council and SPRING Singapore to cel-
ebrate 15 years of BE in Singapore. The APO, in parallel with the conference, 
also conducted a workshop for Senior Business Excellence Assessors, 3−6 
November, to enhance the competencies of senior assessors by giving them an 
opportunity to absorb BE best practices from Singapore and other countries. 

“SPRING Singapore has established itself as a leader in BE in Asia and the 
Pacific,” stated APO Secretary-General Shigeo Takenaka in his remarks at 
the opening ceremony of the conference. After noting the current positive 
and negative trends in  adoption of the BE framework worldwide, Secretary-
General Takenaka added, “Taking into consideration all of the above and in an 
attempt to revitalize the BE framework in the entire region, in 2009 the APO 
started a project on COE and designated Singapore as the first COE in the area 
of BE.”

The 500 audience members at the conference heard presentations giving global perspectives on BE best practices. Start-
ing with the keynote speech by renowned business improvement expert Dr. H. James Harrington, distinguished leaders 
from premier BE initiatives and award winners from around the globe shared their insights on how organizations can 
grow in challenging environments. 

In addition to the conference, the 
SQA Governing Council and SPRING 
Singapore held a Business Excellence 
Gala Dinner where the winners of 
the SQA and three niche awards for 
people, innovation, and service excel-
lence received their prizes. Singapore 
Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee 
Hean presented the awards to the win-
ners and remarked, “I am pleased to 
note that SPRING Singapore has been 

Secretary-General Takenaka speaking on the 
COE initiative
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designated by the APO, 
an intergovernmental 
body, as its COE in BE.” 

T h e  A P O  wo r k s h o p 
served to bring together 
senior assessors, award 
administrators, and con-
sultants of award sys-
tems to discuss the core 
competencies of asses-
sors and how such skills 
could be acquired. The 
workshop concluded that 
two sets of skills, techni-
cal ones relating to the 

assessment of organizations under the BE framework, and soft ones relating 
more to people, are needed for all assessors, including senior assessors. 
Most core competencies that participants suggested were soft skill-related, 
such as organization, team building and communication, inspirational lead-
ership and facilitation, and empowerment and delegation. 

Strategies for sustainable growth and competitiveness of SMEs

“S MEs continuously support economic development and stabilize 
society,” stated Director Guann-Jyh Lee, Small and Medium 
Enterprise Administration, Ministry of Economic Affairs, Re-

public of China (ROC), the host country of the APO workshop on the SME 
Management Model: Strategies for Sustainable Growth and Competitiveness, 2−
6 November 2009. In his presentation, Dr. Lee, a workshop resource speaker, 
emphasized the importance of governmental support for SME development in 
the context of national economic development. Dr. Lee’s assertion was echoed by 
Managing Director and Principal Consultant George Wong, Hoclink Systems and 
Service Pte. Ltd., Singapore, who focused on the role of SMEs in the economic 
development of Singapore. However, they stressed that SMEs should also help 
themselves. “SMEs must upgrade their operations and broaden their customer 
base and market reach,” noted Wong. 

During the workshop, SME owners, entrepreneurs, government officials, and 
NPO consultants involved in SME development examined global and regional 
best practices of SME management. Senior Advisor for Ford Japan Limited 
Katsuhiko Satoh, a Japanese expert, introduced the unique management policies 
of Sony, including its “no degree required” hiring policy. Sony started out in 1946 
as an SME and in its early years one policy was to remain small and flexible, 
advance technologically, and grow in areas too small for large enterprises to enter. 
Satoh encouraged SMEs to use their small size to their advantage. 

Participants also learned of the efforts that Ingress Corporate Berhad, a Malay-
sian automobile component manufacturer, had made to achieve quality improve-
ment, continuous improvement, human resources development, and adoption 
of best practices for excellence. In his presentation, Senior General Manager 
Jamaludin Bin Maarof explained that, “Attaining excellence is a journey. We 
should focus more on people, value, and communication.” 

Each session promoted the exchange of ideas on how to identify and formulate 
effective sustainable development strategies for SMEs. Those interactions among 
resource speakers and participants resulted in a list of recommendations in the 
four most important areas for SMEs: human resources management; marketing; 
finance; and operations (R&D and production). They identified critical success 
factors within each area and established strategies for developing those factors. 
“Here we can see the key issues in each topic clearly listed and how to put in 
place a strategy to overcome these issues. It is very useful for me, because these 
are based on the real-life situations experienced by the participants,” commented 
President Ong Tee Gee, Zamria Sdn. Bhd., a Malaysian manufacturer of metal 
components.

Since the launch of the COE project, the APO has conducted various activi-
ties under the established action plan. To help SPRING Singapore sustain 
its leadership in BE, the APO deputed two experts in July. One expert was 
from the US Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award, and the other from 
Europe’s Quality Management Excellence Award. They participated in the 
2009 SQA assessments to ensure that the rigor of the BE assessment proc-
ess was aligned with international standards and conducted workshops on 
best practices for assessors. 

To develop member countries’ BE capacity, the APO deputed Business and 
Service Excellence Director Darshan Singh, SPRING Singapore, to Bang-
ladesh and the Philippines, 2−7 August 2009. “The objective of my trip was 
to understand the needs of these two countries for assistance and to help 
develop specific action plans that would address those needs over the next 
one to two years,” said Singh. The objective was met with the development 
of action plans for each country. From the Singapore side, the development 
of a database of suitable BE experts from both in and outside the Asian 
region is underway and it is planned that it will be ready for use in 2010. 
“This database will be used to help identify suitable experts who can assist 
APO member countries with their BE or quality award initiatives,” Singh 
explained. The APO hopes that, by the end of 2010, more countries will be 
benefiting from COE projects and tangible results will be seen.

Deputy Prime Minister Hean extolling the APO COE 

At a local SME bakery, White-Wood-House Foods, Co., Ltd. 
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