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MATCH FIT 2.0: CREATING  
ASIA-CAPABLE LEADERS
By Mukund Narayanamurti, Chief Executive Officer, Asialink Business 
with the support of the AICD

INTRODUCTION
World economic weight continues to shift rapidly towards Asia. To 
succeed in the biggest and most dynamic markets in our region, 
Australian companies need to compete for consumers, capital and 
talent. As Asian markets recover from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
business leadership that understands the need to build knowledge 
and skills relevant to operating in Asian markets is more urgently 
needed than ever.  

To measure these qualities in Australian business leaders, Asialink 
Business has developed a methodology to capture the experiences 
of ASX 200 board members and senior executives. Collection 
of data on these experiences, which cover Asia-related work 
experience and work experience in Asian markets as well as 
linguistic capability and educational background, enabled us 
to measure the six Asia capabilities individuals need to build 
successful business relationships in Asia. This section analyses 
individual capabilities and provides an overall Asia capability score 
for 1,705 board members and senior executives of ASX 200 
companies (as of 1 January 2020). 



Winning in Asia: Creating long-term value70

In summary, our findings highlight the following:

1. Asia capability among Australian business leaders remains low 

In 2017, Asialink Business43 released Match Fit: Shaping Asia-capable 
leaders, a report which measured the individual Asia capabilities of 
senior executives and board members of ASX 200 companies. 

Three years on, our research finds that Asia capability among 
senior leaders of the ASX 200 has not improved. The average 
Asia capability scores for board members and senior executives 
are 13.8 per cent and 13.5 per cent respectively. Importantly, only 
seven per cent of board members and senior executives would 
qualify as Asia-capable (that is, have a score greater than 50 per 
cent). This means that over 90 per cent of senior leaders (board 
members and senior executives) in the ASX 200 would not qualify 
as Asia-capable. These results are concerning as our research has 
consistently found that companies with an above average level 
of Asia capability in their senior leadership generate a greater 
proportion of their revenues from Asia. 

We did find that the vast majority of board members and senior 
executives, however, had worked for companies that export 
goods or services internationally. This suggests that while most 
business leaders possess the general skills to work across borders, 
few have the specific Asia skills necessary to fully capitalise on 
opportunities in Asia.

2. Business leaders perform highest on market knowledge and 
lowest on cultural understanding

We found that leaders were, on average, strongest in their 
knowledge of Asian markets and weakest in their ability to 
adapt to Asian cultural contexts. This suggests that while 
Australian business recognises the need to understand the 
market opportunity presented by Asia, this knowledge is not 
yet matched by an appreciation of the cultural skills needed to 
execute on those opportunities.

3. There is a small cohort of leaders with high Asia capabilities  
that can enable their companies grow their exposure

We found that financials, consumer staples and materials were the 
sectors with the highest number of Asia-capable board members 
and consumer discretionary, materials, financials and consumer 
staples had the highest number of Asia-capable senior executives.

What these results indicate is that, subject to industry dynamics, 
there is significant upside potential in our consumer staples and 
consumer discretionary companies assessing and executing 
opportunities with Asian markets. They are underweight with 
their international exposure while they have amongst the highest 
number of Asia-capable senior leaders.

Our materials and diversified financial companies are already 
strong with their international exposure. Our banks and insurance 
companies are very low with their international exposure but they 
have had significant experience already in evaluating opportunities 
with Asian markets across a range of products and services. The 
value of Asia-capable senior leaders to our banking and insurance 
sectors may lie in their understanding of international best practice 
in governance, risk management, technology, and management.

The results indicate that for as long as we remain export-driven 
in commoditised sectors the relative need for Asia capabilities in 
board and senior executive teams may be lower. As we transition 
to more outbound investment, typically in more services driven 
sectors, the relative value of Asia capabilities will increase. 
Consequently, as we seek to export a greater proportion of 
services to the Asian region, Asia-capable senior leadership will be 
critical to successful offshore expansion.

Our consultations with senior leaders have highlighted several 
constraints impacting the pursuit of long-term opportunities 
with Asia. These include the increase in geostrategic risks, 
significant growth in expectations on boards, low risk appetite in 
a low-growth environment, a lack of Asia-capable leadership and 
negative public perceptions.

Our consultations have also revealed several key recommendations 
to improve the level of Asia capabilities in senior leadership teams. 
These include identifying, recruiting and retaining Asia-capable 
leadership, taking a strategic approach to engagement with Asia, 
building awareness through evidence rather than anecdotes, and 
creating a tripartite agreement between business, peak bodies 
(such as the AICD) and government to make the low levels of Asia 
capabilities on boards a strategic priority.

A BESPOKE METHODOLOGY TO 
MEASURE ASIA CAPABILITY
The Asia capability assessment is a bespoke methodology that was 
developed by Asialink Business to assess an individual’s ability to 
operate in a business context in Asia.

The 2012 Asialink Taskforce44 defined 11 Asia capabilities that 
contribute to an organisation’s ability to compete in Asia. Six of 
these capabilities apply to individuals and five to organisations45.  

TABLE 4. The 11 Asia capabilities

INDIVIDUAL CAPABILITIES ORGANISATIONAL CAPABILITIES

Sophisticated knowledge of Asian markets/environments Leadership committed to an Asia-focused strategy

Extensive operating experience in Asia Customised Asian talent management

Long-term trusted Asian relationships Customised offering/value proposition based on customer insights

Ability to adapt behaviour to Asian cultural contexts Tailored organisational design with tendency towards local autonomy

Capacity to deal with government Supportive processes to share Asian learnings

Useful level of language proficiency
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As highlighted in previous research by Asialink Business46:

• Asia is not a single, homogeneous market. As a result, 
individuals may be Asia-capable in the context of a single 
market or several.

• Asia capabilities are not dependent on Asian ethnicity and 
neither are the two mutually exclusive.

The methodology designed for this study focused on the six 
individual capabilities of ASX 200 leaders (board members and 
senior executives) to understand how well-placed ASX 200 
companies are to take advantage of emerging opportunities in Asia.

To objectively measure the Asia capability of ASX 200 leaders, 
Asialink Business collected data on 10 metrics related to each 
leader’s study and professional experience. Each of these metrics 
was then mapped to the six individual Asia capabilities (Table 5).

TABLE 5. 10 experience metrics to measure individual Asia capabilities

EXPERIENCE METRICS DATA COLLECTION

Responsible for Asian markets  Checked CV for international marketing role or role specific to exports to or 
serving clients in Asian countries

Worked in Asia Checked CV for any period of work in Asia

Worked in Asia in a senior position  Checked CV for position of manager, director, executive or higher level in 
Asia

Worked in Asia for more than two years  Checked CV for any period(s) of work in Asia totalling over two years

Worked in Asia for more than five years  Checked CV for any period(s) of work in Asia totalling over five years

Pre-university study experience in Asia   Checked CV for high school level education experience in Asia or description 
of early life

University level study in Asia  Checked CV for degrees or certificates in Asian universities

Studied an Asian language or Asian studies   Checked CV for any majors/minors in Asian study in education section

Fluent in an Asian language  Checked skills section in CV for Asian language study or evidence of living in 
non-English speaking Asian country from a young age in which they would 
very likely be speaking an Asian language

Worked for exporting company or company with 
overseas presence

Checked CV for experience in multinational company or company that 
exports to any country

The experience metrics were collected as binary data (yes/no) to 
reduce the subjectivity inherent with a scale. Data was also collected 
on role, gender, sector and geographic markets served. The data was 
sourced from LinkedIn Premium, Bloomberg, company and other 
relevant websites, and annual reports. All data was de-identified to 
ensure anonymity of individuals was maintained.

A panel of 18 experts with significant Asian business experience 
was surveyed to map the importance of each metric to the six 
individual Asia capabilities. Each experience metric was weighted 
differently depending on its relevance to each of the six individual 
Asia capabilities; the weights were determined using the results of 
the expert survey responses.

Each person’s overall Asia capability score was expressed as a 
percentage of the total points available across all individual capabilities. 

While the methodology was designed to minimise its limitations 
(for example, data restrictions and subjectivity), it is important to 
interpret the results in light of the following:

• Some of the LinkedIn profiles were incomplete but this was a 
minor limitation given the large sample size and the amount of 
individual data available due to the companies being listed; and

• The weighting of the importance of different experiences to 
Asia capability is quite subjective. To reduce the subjectivity, we 
surveyed 18 experts with significant business experience in Asia 
and used the survey averages for the weightings.
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ON AVERAGE, ASX 200 LEADERS HAVE LOW ASIA CAPABILITY
On average, both ASX 200 board members and senior executives displayed a low level of Asia capability (Figure 27). The average Asia 
capability score was 13.8 per cent for ASX 200 board members, and 13.5 per cent for senior executives (see Table 6). Seven per cent of ASX 
board members and six per cent of senior executives received an Asia capability score of zero across all experience metrics (see Table 7).

FIGURE 27. Histogram of overall Asia capability scores for ASX 200 leaders
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TABLE 6. Average overall Asia capability score for ASX 200 board members and senior executives (percentage of total possible score)

ASIA CAPABILITY SCORE N

Board Members 13.8% 1438

Senior executives 13.5% 267

TABLE 7. ASX board members and senior executives who have no Asia capability (number and percentage)

ASIA CAPABILITY SCORE 
OF ZERO (%)

N

Board Members 7% 94

Senior executives 6% 15
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Despite low overall Asia capability scores among ASX 200 board 
members and senior executives, the assessment identified some 
areas of strength on specific Asia-related experience (outlined in 
Table 8 below). 

The majority of ASX 200 board members and senior executives 
(93 per cent for both) have worked for an exporting company or 
company with an overseas presence, and more than one-in-six 
have held specific responsibility for Asian markets. This suggests 

that these leaders have the potential to leverage both their specific 
knowledge of Asian markets, and broader international outlook to 
pursue opportunities in Asian markets. 

Only a very small proportion of ASX 200 board members (one per 
cent) and senior executives (one per cent) demonstrated fluency 
in an Asian language, and almost none had pursued studies specific 
to Asia or Asian languages. 

TABLE 8. ASX 200 board members and senior executives by Asia-related experience (number and percentage)

BOARD MEMBERS SENIOR EXECUTIVES TOTAL

N % N % N %

Responsible for Asian markets 238 17 46 16 284 17

Worked in Asia 196 14 39 14 235 14

Worked in Asia in senior 
position

159 11 29 11 188 11

Worked in Asia more than two 
years

114 8 27 10 141 8

Worked in Asia more than five 
years

53 4 14 5 67 4

Pre-university study in Asia 15 1 5 2 20 1

Fluent in Asian language 16 1 3 1 19 1

Studied an Asian language or 
Asian studies

6 0 0 0 6 0

University study in Asia 19 1 5 2 24 1

Worked for exporting 
company or company with 
overseas presence

1338 93 251 93 1591 93
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Using this data on experiences to calculate the six Asia capabilities 
of board members and senior executives, we found that there was 
little variation across Asia capabilities among board members and 
senior executives or on a gender basis (see Table 9). We found that 
men and women, board members and senior executives were on 
average strongest in their knowledge of Asian markets and weakest 

in their ability to adapt to Asian cultural contexts. This suggests 
that while Australian business recognises the need to understand 
the market opportunity presented by Asia, this knowledge is not 
yet matched by an appreciation of the cultural skills needed to 
execute on those opportunities. 

TABLE 9. ASX 200 board members and senior executives by Asia capability (percentage), and by gender (percentage)

Knowledge  
of Asian  
markets

Extensive 
experience 

operating in Asia

Capacity to 
deal with Asian 

governments

Ability to adapt 
to Asian cultural 

contexts

Long-term 
trusted Asian 
relationships

Useful level of 
Asian language 

proficiency

Board 15.2% 14.1% 14.3% 11.7% 13.5% 14.1%

Executives 15.5% 14.4% 14.7% 12.1% 12% 12.3%

MEN
Knowledge  

of Asian  
markets

Extensive 
experience 

operating in Asia

Capacity to 
deal with Asian 

governments

Ability to adapt 
to Asian cultural 

contexts

Long-term 
trusted Asian 
relationships

Useful level of 
Asian language 

proficiency

Board 15% 14% 14% 12% 14% 14%

Executives 15% 14% 14% 12% 14% 14%

WOMEN
Knowledge  

of Asian  
markets

Extensive 
experience 

operating in Asia

Capacity to 
deal with Asian 

governments

Ability to adapt 
to Asian cultural 

contexts

Long-term 
trusted Asian 
relationships

Useful level of 
Asian language 

proficiency

Board 15% 14% 14% 12% 13% 14%

Executives 17% 16% 16% 13% 15% 16%
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ASX 200 LEADERS BUILD ASIA 
CAPABILITY IN-MARKET
Asialink Business undertook additional analysis of the results of 
seven per cent of ASX 200 board members and senior executives 
who were considered Asia-capable (scored more than 50 per 
cent) (see Table 10). Among this group of Asia-capable ASX 200 
leaders, the average Asia capability score was 67 per cent, and 18 
leaders (or one per cent of leaders) had scores above 80 per cent. 

Previous Asialink Business research has found that 80 per cent 
of companies that have board members and senior executives 
with an above average level of Asia capability derive more than 
40 per cent of their revenue from Asian markets47. Having 
Asia-capable leadership can also enable more effective decision-
making, risk management and innovation, and is particularly 
important for senior executives who play a role on the ground in 
Asia-relevant transactions.

TABLE 10.  Average overall Asia capability score for ASX board members and senior executives who have a score above 50%  
(number and percentage)

BOARD 
MEMBERS

SENIOR 
EXECUTIVES

TOTAL

Ave. Asia capability score for leaders with a score >50% 66% 69% 67%

n (Asia capability score for leaders with a score >50%) 100 18 118

 
The analysis revealed a number of trends in the experiences of 
Asia-capable ASX 200 leaders. Most Asia-capable ASX 200 
board members and senior executives have developed their 
Asia capabilities in their workplaces, rather than through post-
secondary study. While few Asia-capable ASX 200 leaders spoke 
an Asian language or had formal qualifications related to Asia, 
almost all (98 per cent of board members and 100 per cent of 
senior executives) had been responsible for Asian markets (see 
Table 11 below).

 
Importantly, on the ground experience is a universal characteristic 
among Asia-capable ASX 200 leaders. Almost all Asia-capable 
ASX board members and senior executives had worked in Asia in 
a senior position, and the majority (53 per cent of board members 
and 67 per cent of senior executives) had worked in Asia for more 
than five years. More than a sixth of Asia-capable board members 
(17 per cent) and more than a fifth of senior executives (22 per 
cent) completed university studies in Asia – significantly above the 
overall number of 1.4 per cent. 

TABLE 11. Highly Asia-capable ASX 200 board members and senior executives by Asia-related experience (number and percentage)

BOARD MEMBERS SENIOR EXECUTIVES

N % N %

Responsible for Asian markets 98 98 18 100

Worked in Asia 100 100 18 100

Worked in Asia in senior position 98 98 18 100

Worked in Asia more than two years 100 100 18 100

Worked in Asia more than five years 53 53 12 67

Pre-university study in Asia 14 14 4 22

Fluent in Asian language 15 15 2 11

Studied an Asian language or Asian studies 3 3 0 0

University study in Asia 17 17 4 22

Worked for exporting company or company 
with overseas presence

99 99 18 100
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We found that financials, consumer staples and materials were the sectors with the highest number of Asia-capable board members and 
consumer discretionary, materials, financials and consumer staples had the highest number of Asia-capable senior executives (Table 12). 

TABLE 12. Sectors with the highest number of board members and senior executives (number and percentage)

SECTOR ASIA-CAPABLE BOARD 
MEMBERS

ASIA-CAPABLE SENIOR 
EXECUTIVES

N % N %

Consumer discretionary 11 11% 5 25%

Consumer staples 12 12% 3 15%

Energy 11 11% 1 5%

Financials 19 19% 3 15%

Healthcare 7 7% 0 0%

Industrials 10 10% 1 5%

Information technology 4 4% 1 5%

Materials 12 12% 4 20%

Real estate 8 8% 0 0%

Telecommunications 6 6% 0 0%

At board level, Asia-capable leaders were fairly evenly distributed on market capitalisation of the companies that employed them. Large 
cap and medium cap companies both account for 37 per cent of Asia-capable board members, with small cap companies accounting for 
29 per cent. Mid cap companies had the highest number of Asia-capable senior executives at 45 per cent of the total, followed by large 
cap at 25 per cent and small cap at 15 per cent.

TABLE 13. Distribution across large cap, mid cap and small cap (number and percentage)

MARKET CAPITALISATION ASIA-CAPABLE BOARD 
MEMBERS

ASIA-CAPABLE SENIOR 
EXECUTIVES

N % N %

Large cap (>$10b) 36 37% 5 25%

Mid cap ($2-10b) 36 37% 9 45%

Small cap (<$2b) 28 29% 4 20%
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CONSUMER GOODS AND 
FINANCIAL COMPANIES 
PERFORMED BEST
A total of 24 companies had two or more board members or senior 
executives with Asia capability scores over 50 per cent. 

Consumer goods was the largest sector represented among 
companies with more than one board member or senior executive 
with Asia capability over 50 per cent, making up a third. They were 
followed by financial, energy and materials companies. There was 
one company each in the real estate, industrials and healthcare 
sectors (see Figure 28).

FIGURE 28. Companies with more than one board member or senior executive with Asia capability over 50 per cent by sector
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WHAT DO THE RESULTS  
REALLY MEAN? WHAT’S  
HOLDING US BACK?
As previously stated, Asialink Business’ research to date has 
highlighted both the opportunities with Asia and the relationship 
between Asia capabilities and superior financial performance. 
Nevertheless, our most recent consultations with senior leaders 
have revealed several major constraints impacting the pursuit of 
long-term opportunities with Asia.

1. Significant increase in geostrategic risks

The impact of COVID-19, the US-China trade war, diplomatic 
tensions with China and regional security tensions all create a 
picture of extreme risks for Australian company boards and senior 
executives. The pandemic has created supply chain disruptions, a 
depressed business outlook, and employee layoffs.  

“There is increased focus on non-
financial risks including reputation 
and country risks and geopolitical 
uncertainty. There is also an increased 
focus on risks such as political and 
sovereign risk and bribery and anti-
corruption. For example, Indonesia 
should be a country that Australian 
companies are focused on; it is one 
of our closest neighbours with a huge 
market and significant GDP growth  
over the last 10 years. Yet boards and 
senior management remain wary 
of investing in Indonesia because of 
concerns about the legal system,  
bribery and corruption.”

    Nicola Wakefield Evans, Non-Executive Director, 
Macquarie Group, Lendlease, BUPA and AICD 
(stakeholder consultations)

2. Expectations on senior leaders have multiplied

The Hayne Royal Commission has fundamentally changed the lens 
through which boards view risk. Australian listed company board 
requirements are among the most demanding when compared to 
other jurisdictions. The capacity of senior leaders, particularly in 
financial services, to consider opportunities in offshore emerging 
markets has been dramatically impacted.

“In the financial services sector the 
more regulators deliberately start 
blurring the distinction between 
governance and management, the 
more boards are going to go for subject 
matter experts and specialists to sit on 
the boards. At one level that is entirely 
understandable, and you want to have a 
critical mass of specialists on any board. 
What it tends to do though is it narrows 
the overall skills mix of the board and in 
the financial services sector it is getting 
to be quite a constraint.”

    Peter Varghese, Chancellor, University of Queensland 
(stakeholder consultations)
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3. Low risk appetite in a low-growth environment

The last three years has confirmed the low-growth environment 
for corporates. Short-termism continues to be on the rise. Risk 
aversion among investors also appears to be on the rise. A focus 
on quarterly, half-yearly and annual performance continues 
to dominate the attention of senior leaders. Our consultations 
highlighted the overwhelming desire to focus domestically in the 
current environment rather than court risks offshore.

“First, the cost of capital to launch 
overseas compared to funding the 
domestic business will be significantly 
greater now due to the perceived risks. 
Second, a lot of boards are shaken  
by COVID. Risk maps are now key. 
There is a risk lens rather than a growth 
lens. Third, practically it is very hard  
to get trade done.”

    Christine Holgate, Managing Director & Chief 
Executive Officer, Australia Post and Chair, Australia - 
ASEAN Council (stakeholder consultations)

“Long-term attitude of Australian 
institutional investors is that you 
can’t be successful in Asia and public 
companies have worn that quite a lot 
and then you see private companies and 
family companies being successful in 
Asia. This has partly been spurred along 
by the fact that when investing in Asia, 
you nearly always are going to have to 
have a strategic dividend rather than an 
earnings accretive dividend.”

    Peter Yates, Deputy Chair, AIA Australia Limited 
and Non-Executive Director, Linfox (stakeholder 
consultations)
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4. Lack of Asia-capable senior leadership

Diversification and growth strategies determine market 
prioritisation. Our research identified senior executive leaders 
responsible for Asian markets who are also responsible for 
European and/or Latin American markets. They were very effective 
in certain markets in those regions but naturally not equally 
effective across markets/regions. Given the heterogeneous nature 
of Asian markets, senior leaders with country-specific experience 
are essential.

“There is not a lot of strong conscious 
effort to have Asia capabilities on 
boards. ASX listed companies have 
people leading their Asia markets 
who may not necessarily have Asia 
capabilities. They may have experience 
in other western international markets, 
but those skills are not necessarily 
transferable. Having Asia capabilities 
matter and knowing how markets in 
Asia differ is critical.”

    Kee Wong, Non-Executive Director, Carsales and 
AICD (stakeholder consultations)

5. Public perception

Investor sentiment, media sentiment and broader community 
sentiment doesn’t always support international expansion. A lot is 
often made of sell-side analysts’ aversion to expansion into Asia. 
This can have an impact on media sentiment, which can just as 
heavily be influenced by the risk aversion expressed by boards 
and senior executive teams. The broader community may not also 
always understand sectors such as energy, FMCG and healthcare, 
and the impact that international business could have on domestic 
supplies and local prices.  

“Benefits of international investment 
are not well understood. Companies 
who have not got it right overseas tend 
to get more press. We need to talk 
about more companies that have been 
successful and get them press time, 
talk about their story, what they did to 
get it right and be successful. Australia 
is a successful economy from a GDP 
perspective, but we are only 25 million 
people and will never be in the world’s 
top biggest economies. It is important to 
understand that.”

    Ajay Bhatia, Managing Director - Australia, Carsales 
(stakeholder consultations)

“The way that the share price reacts 
to the analyst communities and media 
that follow public companies, has an 
impact again on them to think long-
term in developing new markets.”

    Sid Myer, Chair, Myer Family Investments 
(stakeholder consultations)
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Our consultations with senior leaders highlighted a strategic 
approach to overcoming the constraints.

1. Identifying, recruiting and retaining Asia-capable leadership

Our consultations have revealed a continuing gap between the 
roles of nomination committees, in-house talent functions and 
executive search firms. Who is responsible for creating a new 
vision for boards and senior executive teams that incorporates 
global experience and mindset? The best organisations seek global 
experience and Asia capabilities, not just for an Asia role but for 
any senior role as they are seeking individuals who can enable 
them to think globally on geopolitics, technology, management 
practices, risk management and industry dynamics.

“One of the great values of 
international engagement in a 
corporate sense is that it broadens 
out your horizon and gets you to start 
looking at what you do as a company, 
if not in global terms then certainly 
more in international terms than purely 
having an Australian domestic market 
focus. When you start down that track, 
you inevitably start trying to identify 
what is international best practice in 
your particular sector and how you 
position yourself to be at the right end 
of that international best practice.” 

    Peter Varghese, Chancellor, University of Queensland 
(stakeholder consultations)

“Ideally boards should look for 
directors who understand Asia at 
the broader geopolitical landscape, 
economic and social system level. There 
needs to be a subtle interplay of styles, 
interactions, high-level thinking and 
sophisticated debate for good decisions 
to be made at the board level.”

    Yasmin Allen, Non-Executive Director, Cochlear, 
Santos, ASX and Chair, Advance, Faethm.ai and DSO 
(stakeholder consultations)

“Asia-capable is not just about 
being able to speak a particular Asian 
language, it is about being able to 
navigate the local system and being 
comfortable with dealing with people 
from that culture.”

    Nicola Wakefield Evans, Non-Executive Director, 
Macquarie Group, Lendlease, BUPA and AICD 
(stakeholder consultations)

“Having an international board and 
executive team helps. It is about having 
the right capabilities and experience. 
This diversity also allows thinking about 
internationalisation.”

    Ajay Bhatia, Managing Director - Australia, Carsales 
(stakeholder consultations)
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2. Taking a strategic approach to engaging with Asia

Our consultations revealed that the best companies take a 
structured long-term approach to engaging with Asian markets. 
This typically includes active involvement of the board through 
multiple visits to the region, hiring local talent, engaging with 
government (host and home country), and industry bodies and 
advisors to navigate opportunities and risks with the new market.

“As expected with business in Asia 
there are lots of bumps along the 
road. Success is often the result of the 
board understanding the opportunity, 
hiring local talent with knowledge of 
the market, and complementing it with 
others who understand the context of 
an Australian listed company doing 
business in the region.”

    Christine Holgate, Managing Director & Chief 
Executive Officer, Australia Post and Chair, Australia - 
ASEAN Council (stakeholder consultations)

3. Building awareness through evidence rather than anecdotes

Anecdotes on the challenges of doing business in Asia abound 
in the Australian corporate sector. Outdated views of markets, 
government policies and the ease of doing business are not 
uncommon. In dynamic, high-context Asian markets (from Japan to 
India), data that is often more than 12 months old can be redundant. 
The pace, scale, breadth and depth of a large number of Asian 
economies necessitates research and analysis that is current. 

Supporting contemporary research and analysis with time spent 
on the ground is vital to validate research findings. The very best 
companies often require board members to join senior executives 
on visits to key markets.

“While there might be concern on how 
we engage with those markets and 
the risks, if you have the right advisors 
and the right partners the risks can 
be navigated as it can be navigated in 
any market. But it does take skills and 
expertise and more specialist expertise 
in the area, especially if you don’t 
speak the language or understand the 
regulatory or policy frameworks.”

    Sue MacLeman, Chair, MTPConnect , Anatara 
Lifesciences, Tali Digital Ltd, and Non-Executive 
Director of Palla Pharma Ltd, Oventus Medical Ltd, 
and Veski (stakeholder consultations)
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4. A tripartite commitment (government, peak bodies and 
business being committed)

Our consultations revealed a strong appetite for coordinated 
action to shift the thinking of corporate Australia towards 
improved engagement with Asia. A transformation of the 
capabilities of board members will ultimately depend on significant 
commitment from a range of stakeholders including corporate 
boards, government and peak bodies. Cooperation and cross-
sector collaboration supported by the Australian Government will 
be critical in ensuring that the development of Asia capabilities 
becomes a strategic focus for boards. 

A multi-disciplinary approach could include initiatives aimed at 
monitoring progress of Asia capability in leadership, the creation 
of capability and development opportunities for business leaders, 
and a cross-sector campaign aimed at highlighting the business 
case and growth opportunities for Australian businesses. Building 
on these recommendations, the AICD and Asialink Business will 
work together to identify further opportunities to increase Asia 
capability on boards.

“The reason you have conversations 
around the board table is because 
people are capable, have the experience, 
the voice, gravitas and the interest in 
Asia. They also need to have influence to 
action otherwise it will lead to a missed 
opportunity. Engaging with Asia needs 
a thoughtful and considered approach. 
Having people with understanding, 
experience, knowledge and passion for 
the market is essential at both board 
and executive levels.”

    Kee Wong, Non-Executive Director, Carsales and 
AICD, (stakeholder consultations)
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WESFARMERS’ APPROACH  
TO ENGAGEMENT WITH ASIA – 
Based on an interview with Diane Smith-Gander, Non-Executive Director, Wesfarmers

Wesfarmers went through a different process to assess the market opportunity and 
what their supply chain presence should look like and be in Asia. 

An element of this involved the entire board visiting 
Asia twice. The board engaged with Austrade, DFAT 
and met with ambassadors on the ground. Held 
government and local community engagement 
consultations, including significant conversations with 
other Australian companies that were in the market. 
Visited sites of suppliers and potential suppliers to get 
a good feel of the market. They leveraged Australian 
business partners (such as banks, lawyers etc) by 
visiting their people in the local offices in Asia and got 
them to provide information on the potential risks and 
opportunities in the market.

Prior to even undertaking the above work Wesfarmers 
identified very experienced local staff that were highly 
respected and known to the organisation including the 
board and gave them enough resources to undertake 
market scans. This was not done over six weeks; this was 
done over three years.

Over the period Wesfarmers divisions made decisions 
to significantly raise their investment level. This was 
only possible because Wesfarmers had an ecosystem of 
various partners that work was outsourced to. Detailed 
investigation was undertaken to understand what the 
right business model would be. Wesfarmers divisions 
used a blended approach of hiring local people on the 
ground and rotating team members from Australia 

into the local market. Those teams and activities are 
still operating. Because of the in-market presence 
it positively changed the supply chain profile for 
Wesfarmers across divisions.

Wesfarmers have been sourcing out of Asia for a very 
long time. There was an understanding of preventing 
currency risk, thinking and incorporating ethical sourcing 
and making sure it was all embedded. It has now become 
part of the fabric of how the organisation operates.

Wesfarmers has learnt so much when it comes to 
supply chains from Asia because the ethical sourcing 
ecosystem is so well developed across Asia. Wesfarmers 
made changes to the way they thought about their 
supply chains in Australia as a result of that. Wage 
issues and product safety issues that were later seen in 
Australian supply chains had not been such an issue for 
Wesfarmers because they had already strengthened 
their supply chains based on their Asian experiences 
previously. Wesfarmers still has significant offices in 
Bangladesh, India and China. Wesfarmers continues to 
rotate their Australian staff through those offices for 
leadership experiences. Wesfarmers’ investment in Asia 
is continuing to grow.

There are not just trade and investment opportunities 
in Asia; there are also learnings from very sophisticated 
companies who operate there.   
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ASIA-CAPABLE AUSTRALIAN EXPATRIATES 
– AN INVALUABLE POOL OF SENIOR 
LEADERSHIP TALENT 
Based on an interview with Melanie Brock, Chief Executive Officer, Melanie Brock Advisory Ltd. 
and Global Ambassador, Advance

As the AFR reported in June 2019, “Melanie Brock has achieved a rare double, 
becoming one of the few foreigners, and even fewer women, appointed to a listed 
company board in Japan”.  Brock was appointed as a non-executive director to the 
board of Sega Sammy Holdings in June 2019.

Brock has 30 years of experience living and working 
in Japan. She is one of Japan’s most respected APAC 
specialists. As the AFR reported: “Brock has been 
a champion for women in business and in recent 
years has advised Macquarie Group, Crown Resorts, 
and Tanarra Capital.” She is a Global Ambassador of 
Advance, the trusted platform that connects global 
Australians with one another and with Australia.

As her profile with Advance highlights, Brock “uniquely 
combines practical commercial business leadership 
and language skills to consistently deliver on business, 
regulatory and partnership outcomes for Japanese and 
foreign corporations both on global and domestic levels. 
She has an excellent network in Japan’s corporate, 
political and government sectors”.

Brock brings exceptional insights on doing business 
with Japan. She offers a refreshingly positive approach 
to engaging with Japan.

“For too long we have been saying Asia is too 
hard. We need to shift the narrative away from 
the notion that ‘Japan is simply too hard’, to 
one where we start looking at how we should 
evolve processes to deal with one of the most 
sophisticated markets in the world, only then 
will we benefit.

The reality is we should highlight and raise the 
profile of the success stories and champion the 
people and companies who have come to Japan  
and had a go. It is those organisations that have 
come here and seen a niche area where they 
can make a difference, it is those organisations 
that have created opportunities and have 
started to do business.”  

On the value of preparation and building relationships 
with Japanese counterparts: 

“Preparation is essential when visiting Japanese 
counterparts; many questions will be asked in 
an attempt to understand the detail around 
processes or market information. These 
questions might sometimes be seen to be 
time intensive, laboured and bureaucratic but 
they need to be dealt with. It is simply about 
the process of being prepared and realistically 
saves a lot of time later. What is also vital is to 
stay in contact, follow up properly and build a 
relationship that goes past the initial visit.”

On learning from non-Australian company successes 
in Japan:

“A common theme of non-Australian 
companies that have done well in Japan is their 
emphasis on authenticity, working hard to 
develop their brand and the story behind their 
service or product. For example, NZ company 
Zespri has released catchy new advertising 
recently which has gone viral. This has resulted 
in people at supermarkets scrambling to get 
Kiwi fruit for their family, resulting in solid 
sales and market share growth. Scandinavian 
companies have tailored their marketing and 
marketing presence by focusing on socially 
sustainable trends and being forward-thinking: 
irrespective of whether it is furniture or lifestyle 
goods, they demonstrate high quality.”

On innovation in Japan:

“56 per cent of the worlds companies that are 
over 200 years old are in Japan. These companies 
would not have survived if innovation was not 
part of their DNA. To me, this demonstrates 
that these companies are constantly evolving and 
attempting to bring about change in order to stay 
relevant. There is an opportunity for Australian 
companies to be part of this transformation.”
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