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“W e do not commute but we communicate,” said APO resource speaker Pawan Kumar, Group Head, Energy 
Management, National Productivity Council, India, when describing the APO e-learning course on En-
ergy Efficiency. His words reaffirm the transformative power of information technology (IT) as a method 

for exchanging information. The training course utilized the Global Distance Learning Network (GDLN), a videoconfer-
ence-based network of the World Bank. The GDLN is one of two platforms used in APO e-learning courses, with the other 
being the e-Learning Portal, which provides Web-based distance-learning and self-learning opportunities.

Recognizing the potential of IT, the APO 
embarked on a series of e-learning projects 
in 2005. The e-initiative has flourished, 
providing the distinct advantage of reaching 
a large audience in a timely, cost-effective 
manner. The GDLN-based courses in 
particular have been enormously success-
ful, attracting an ever-increasing number 
of participants since the first two in 2006 
attended by around 300 participants. More 
recently, however, according to APO Secre-
tariat Industry Department Program Officer 
K.D. Bhardwaj: “The total number of par-
ticipants from three GDLN-based programs 
held in 2007 and 2008 was around 900 and 930, respectively. The number for 2008 will again increase up to 1,500 once two 
other ongoing courses are completed.”

e-Learning courses also allow the APO to reach more private-sector participants. In 2007, close to 40% of those 900 par-
ticipants were from the private sector. In the three courses completed so far in 2008, about 60% of those who attended rep-
resented the private sector. “Most APO courses focus on delivering practical knowledge and how to apply theory in the real 
working context of each participant. I believe that this is one of the key success factors of APO e-learning courses and why 
they appeal to many people, especially from the private sector,” said Program Coordinator Eiko Wataya, World Bank Tokyo 
Development Learning Center (TDLC). APO e-learning courses are conducted in collaboration with the TDLC, which pro-
vides videoconferencing facilities and technical support. 

Contrary to the perception that e-learning courses are less popular primarily due to a lack of face-to-face contact with re-
source persons and others, nearly 90% of participants evaluated these courses as “more than expected” or “as expected.” 
This is attributed not only to the effectiveness of IT but also to the efforts devoted to making the courses relevant and inter-
esting. “Local program components such as site visits and group tasks are included to promote participants’ involvement, 
interactions, and information sharing,” Bhardwaj noted, emphasizing the importance of two-way communication in train-
ing. He added that, “Various local activities and careful management for sharing and question-and-answer (Q&A) sessions 
prevent the courses from being one-way information delivery.” In his recent e-learning course on Energy Efficiency, 97% of 
participants rated the course as “more than expected” or “as expected.” Trainee Graduate Consultant Nilesh Roneel Kumar, 
Training and Productivity Authority of Fiji, a local coordinator, commented that, “The course covered the subject very ef-
fectively. The Q&A session, in particular, was well managed, enhancing participants’ understanding and knowledge of the 
topics presented by resource speakers.”
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Reading productivity and economic trends

T raditionally, technological advances 
tend to favor manufacturing more 
than services, resulting in the former 

sector being the engine of productiv-
ity growth in an economy. Services, in 
contrast, have been perceived as the 
technologically stagnant sector. If its rela-
tive claim on resources in the economy is 
rising, overall productivity growth will be 
dragged down to the rate prevailing in the 
stagnant sector. When this so-called Bau-
mol’s disease takes root, economic growth 

is doomed to decline.  

In recent years, however, a cure for Baumol’s disease has started surfac-
ing in empirical evidence, which points to the emerging capability of 
some service industries to capitalize on information and communication 
technologies (ICT) and achieve productivity growth. J.E. Triplett and B.P. 
Bosworth (FRBNY Economic Policy Review, September 2003) declared 
that, “Baumol’s disease has been cured.” This assertion was based on 
their findings that in the USA, labor productivity growth in the service indus-
try equaled the economywide average in the latter half of the 1990s, driven by 
an unprecedented surge in total factor productivity growth. In short, services 
are no longer the sick industries in terms of productivity growth. 

The pervasive nature of ICT has meant that its impact is not reserved for 
manufacturing but also can transform service industries. ICT is also seen as a 
disruptive technology, productive assimilation of which often requires a major 
overhaul of business practices. The role of ICT in service industries is two-
fold. First, it provides an enabling technological platform to create and launch 
new service products. As ICT fundamentally improves the efficiency of data 
and information processing, its effective exploitation not only leads to an ex-
pansion of product possibilities but also creates new business formats and new 
industries selling service functionality. Second, by providing a cost-effective, 
time-efficient, borderless medium to store, present, and transmit information, 
ICT networks together with digitalization have helped make information and 
knowledge more marketable and breach the physical barrier of national bound-
aries. If supported by trade liberalization efforts, the international market of-
fers these IT-using service industries new business opportunities and scope to 
reap economies of scale, which are unavailable to traditional services. 

The service sector accounts for the biggest share of total value added in 
Asian countries, independent of their stage of development (Table 8, APO 

Productivity Databook 2008). The accompanying figure shows contribu-
tions of the service sector to labor productivity growth during 2000–2005, 
which were particularly prominent in India, accounting for just under 90%. 
At 5.8% on average per year, services were the sector with the highest labor 
productivity growth in India. This is consistent with the well-documented 
economic surge of India in the 1990s via its IT-based high-tech information 
services, which flourish on human rather than physical capital. By providing 
new ways to compete, modern ICT has allowed India to take an unusual path 
in economic development, bypassing a stage when manufacturing steers. 
Rather than being a laggard sector, service industries can be a leading sector 
driving productivity growth and development if ICT can be successfully as-
similated and exploited. 

Part 6: The evolving role of the service sector 
Eunice Y.M. Lau, visiting research fellow at Keio Economic Observatory, Keio University, and
Koji Nomura, Associate Professor at Keio Economic Observatory, Keio University
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Figure. Industry origins of labor productivity growth, 2000–2005

Common sense talk
“Traditions are the guideposts driven deep in our subconscious minds. The 
most powerful ones are those we can’t even describe and aren’t even aware of.”

Ellen Goodman

“Whenever man comes up with a better mousetrap, nature immediately comes 
up with a better mouse.”

James Carswell

“Asia will continue to have the largest number of people without basic or 
adequate access to water. Such water stress in the face of rising demand and 
poor water management will sharpen competition between urban and rural 
areas, between neighboring provinces, and between nations.”

Brahma Chellaney

Group Agriculture (%) Manufacturing (%) Service (%) Other (%)
1 1.1 24.0 68.9 6.1
2 7.3 30.9 47.9 13.9
3 14.3 21.1 50.6 14.1
4 28.0 15.5 42.9 13.6

USA 1.0 12.4 77.6 9.0
Group 1 (countries with >70% of per-capita PPP-GDP level relative to the USA): ROC, Singapore, 
Japan; group 2 (20%– ≤ 70%): ROK, Thailand, Malaysia; group 3: (8%–<20%): PR China, India 
Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Fiji, IR Iran, Philippines; group 4 (<8%): Cambodia, Vietnam, Lao PDR, 
Bangladesh, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan.
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The GDLN-based training course on Exporting Processed Agrifood Prod-
ucts in Major Global Markets was conducted in three phases for 17 coun-
tries, organized into groups by time zone. The course featured three resource 
speakers from important global agriproduct markets: Japan, the USA, and 
Europe. A Malaysian resource speaker outlined best practices. This course 
was experimental because resource speakers from nonmember countries 
such as the USA and Europe made presentations from their own countries. 
It was confirmed that it is feasible with good program scheduling and time 
management. US resource speaker David Lennarz, Vice President, Regis-
trar Corp., a private agency assisting companies with FDA regulations and 
registration, commented that, “This time difference was difficult only in the 
second phase held in June. My session ended at around 02:00 and thus was 
rather tiring at the end. However, the other two sessions ended at 23:00 and 
12:00, which was manageable.”

The e-learning course on the Toyota Production System (TPS) has been 
conducted each year since GDLN-based courses started. The key objective 
is to accelerate understanding of the TPS, also known as lean manufacturing 
or lean production, and eventually develop local experts to establish and lead 
TPS communities of practice. Given the technical nature of the subject, the 
APO designated a national expert from each participating country to conduct 
an offline session on TPS methodologies. Overseas experts delivered presen-
tations in videoconference sessions. Local coordinator-cum-expert Dr. P.H. 
Dissabandara, Director, Securities and Exchange Commission, Sri Lanka, 
shared the encouraging progress made in his country: “We now have a Sri 
Lankan TPS group. The group members have already visited two companies 
to observe TPS practices and exchanged learning experiences and views.”

The first phases of two ongoing projects, SA8000: Social Accountability 
Management System and ISO22000:2005 Food Safety Management Sys-
tem, were completed in September. “Time constraints are a problem in 
Q&A sessions following experts’ presentations due to the limited online 
time available for this purpose,” explained Agriculture Department Program 
Officer Dr. Muhammad Saeed, who has conducted the ISO22000:2005 
e-learning course for two consecutive years. “To alleviate this problem, a 
frequently asked question (FAQ) sheet was prepared based on the queries 
received last year. The FAQ sheet was provided to participants prior to the 
commencement of phase 1. It certainly worked well, allowing time for more 
in-depth online discussion.”

In view of the successful experience last year with an e-learning course 
followed up with a face-to-face project, all e-learning courses this year will 
have this format, with high-performing e-participants selected for the tra-
ditional project follow-up. Bhardwaj, who organized a follow-up workshop 
on Green Productivity and Integrated Management Systems in January this 
year, commented that, “I think it is a very effective approach to make a link-
age between e-learning and a face-to-face project.” The workshop was at-
tended by 23 professionals selected from among 350 e-learning participants 
from 15 member countries. The following three points were highlighted 
as success factors in the project: a special bond among participants and 
resource speaker established through the e-learning course; the high quality 
of participants who had previously undergone basic training on the topic 
via e-learning; and properly designed advanced training building on partici-
pants’ acquired knowledge. 

“I think that continuity is important in achieving consistent improvement 
for both trainers and trainees. The APO organizes projects on subjects in 
a consistent manner and at the same time explores new topics using the 
e-learning format. The resulting accumulated experience and skills are one 
of the key success factors of APO projects,” commented TDLC Manager 
Ryu Fukui. The APO Secretariat formed an e-learning team to develop 
the most effective course models. These efforts to improve the e-learning 
courses will continue, with the introduction and adoption of new modalities 
for delivering the APO’s services more effectively to member countries.

New officer at Secretariat
Yoshimi Sasaki started work at the APO 
Secretariat as an Administration and Finance 
Officer on October 15. After receiving a 
degree in International Politics, Economics, 
and Business, the native of Tokyo was 
employed by an international corporation 
with offices in 130 countries, where she 
gained experience in numerous areas 
including human resources management and 
recruitment, service delivery, and the promotion of e-commerce. She 
looks forward to “being more productive” in her new position with the 
APO. The bilingual Sasaki is married and when not hard at work, she 
enjoys playing with her dog in her free time. 

The screen at the GDLN center in Thailand displaying all course venues simultaneously


