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Comment board

President Teruo Mori, Mori Consulting Office, 
Japan.
Resource Speaker, workshop on Quality Engi-
neering: the Taguchi Methods, 5−9 May 2008, 
ROC.
“To enable participants to grasp the principles 
behind the Taguchi methods within the f ive-
day duration, I adopted new training methods 
that focused on practice and experiments. Par-

ticipants conducted experiments on how to optimize usage of double-sided 
adhesive tape for gluing aluminum sheets together using Taguchi principles 
and tools, one of the most effective quality engineering methods. Participants 
also utilized Excel Procedure and Calculations Sheet software, the main 
methodological tools in the quality improvement process. One difficulty, apart 
from the limited course duration, was the widely differing background of the 
participants. Some participants were very new to the subject. However, their 
boundless enthusiasm made each session interesting and exciting so that the 
daily program always ended later than scheduled. Some participants expressed 
their interest in inviting experts to their countries for more direct consulting 
and training. Following discussions with participants, I realized the necessity 
for developing more case studies on this method, especially in the service and 
agriculture sectors.”

Director Khairuddin Tahir, Edisi Flora Sdn. Bhd., Malaysia.
Project coordinator, e-Learning course on Exporting Processed Agri-food 
Products, Phase I, 12–14 May 2008.
“Participants benefited from knowledge gained on selected export markets, 
their consumer preferences, and tips from experts. Improving market access 

for agri-food products and understanding compliance with the regulations of 
important markets will continue to be a priority for countries in this region. 
The e-learning format made it suitable for busy executives. The duration was 
also suitable, since most cannot afford to be away from their important tasks 
for long. However, future courses could be more useful if they focused on spe-
cific commodities or product types, such as fruit and vegetables, marine fish 
and aquaculture, or livestock. A case study approach seems useful for seeing 
how it works in practice.”

Deputy Director of Industries Engineering Eng. Martin M. Nzomo, Produc-
tivity Centre of Kenya.
Participant, Advanced Training Course for Productivity Practitioners (ACPP), 
South Africa, 28 April−16 May 2008.
“This was the advanced program, the follow-up to the Basic Training Course 
for Productivity Practitioners (BCPP) held in 2007. Most of my old productiv-
ity comrades from the BCPP took part in the course which made the program 
more pleasant and interesting. The first two weeks were devoted to acquaint-
ing participants with advanced knowledge relating to the concepts, tools, and 
methodologies of productivity and quality, while the last week focused on an 
in-plant training session. Through this session we were able to acquire all the 
necessary skills, from plant diagnosis and productivity report preparation to 
the presentation to the client. All participants, including myself, really appre-
ciate the APO’s support of Africa’s human resources capacity building in the 
productivity movement. I am now more confident in the techniques of manag-
ing the strategic planning process, business excellence concept, and the use of 
the relevant tools for productivity measurement.”

lence mentioned the “workforce” as the first factor. Excellent organizations 
seek to engage, manage, and develop their most important resource. They 
should also be seeking to align their people with the mission, strategy, and ac-
tion plans. Sometimes I am astounded to learn that an organization has a high 
labor turnover rate. In high-performing organizations, preventing employee 
turnover is a focus of top management. Opinion surveys or climate surveys 
can be a way to uncover pockets of low morale, seek out the root causes, and 
devise improvement plans. Many high-performing organizations are moving 
to automate the administrative part of workforce management, thus freeing up 
managers. Why? So that managers can spend more time with their people.

All key criteria for business excellence have a common thread: a focus on proc-
ess management. Focusing attention on process management goes a long way 
toward eliminating the people “blame game.” Finger pointing or blaming others 
inevitably occurs when management does not see itself as part of the problem. 
Former US President Bill Clinton said in an interview: “I did not appreciate 
the power of process until after I left office.” In high-performing organizations, 

Richard Barton is the Managing Director of Business Improvement Advisory 
Services. Previously he was the Business Process & Quality Management 
Executive for IBM in Australia and New Zealand. Prior to that he was General 
Manager of the Australian Quality Council. He is a Senior Member of the 
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process outputs should: at least meet, if not exceed customer requirements 
(quality); be produced efficiently (profitability); be competitively superior 
(competitiveness); and the process cycle time be reduced (productivity).

People work in the system, while managers work on the system to improve it. 
There is an undisputable interdependency at work: people need people in all 
organizations. The better they work together (alignment) for the customer, the 
more successful (profitable) the organization will become.
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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


