
DIGITAL, RESILIENT, & 
EXPERIENCE-DRIVEN 
Introduction
As consumer markets across Southeast Asia rapidly 
transform around digital operations and new customer 
demands and business models, large enterprises must 
confront a host of challenges that differ markedly from 
those encountered by their smaller rivals.

Larger companies across Southeast Asia tend to have more resources for meeting 
these emerging challenges than competitors in other market segments. They are better 
able to invest in new technologies like data analytics and develop new digital business 
models that can accelerate growth; they also have more runway to experiment with 
new technologies and business models before diving into full-scale transformation.  

Yet large enterprises also must recognize that, if not managed carefully, their size can 
slow their ability to shift strategy and operations, hamper their engagement with their 
workforce, and constrain their ability to maintain personal ties with customers.

To better understand the opportunities and challenges facing large enterprises 
in Southeast Asia, SAP and Oxford Economics surveyed 200 executives from 
companies in the region with over $500 million in revenue, as well 400 executives 
from smaller enterprises in the same countries. This research comes on the heels of a 
larger global survey conducted with 2,000 executives in 19 countries during 2020.  

Key findings 

 ■ Businesses are struggling to keep up with shifting customer needs. 
Improving the customer experience ranks as the top strategic priority for larger 
enterprises across Southeast Asia, ahead of other initiatives like boosting overall 
growth and increasing efficiency. But this is not easy: 43% of larger firms say 
understanding changing customer wants and needs is a top external challenge to 
meeting strategic goals, compared with 38% of smaller organizations. 

 ■ Larger firms have a digital advantage. Nearly half of larger firms we surveyed 
in Southeast Asia have already made significant progress on their journey toward 
digital transformation, far ahead of smaller companies. Within three years, 
more than 60% will have substantially or completely made the digital transition, 
compared with just 28% of smaller firms.  

 ■ Talent and organizational issues threaten progress toward strategic goals. 
Large firms in Southeast Asia cite lack of coordination among departments as 
one of the biggest internal challenges to meeting strategic goals. This concern 
is cited by nearly one-third of larger firms, compared to just one-quarter of SME 
respondents in the region.

 ■ A targeted focus on data and specific digital tools is needed to support long-
term strategy. Larger firms say they want to employ data and digital technologies 
to better understand the wants and needs of their customers and employees, 
while smaller firms are more focused on wresting productivity and efficiency gains 
from new technologies. Larger firms are also more likely to say they have the data 
they need to better understand and personalize the customer experience. 

How large enterprises in 
Southeast Asia can prepare 
for the new economy
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A focus on experiences
As the world responds to market volatility and widespread 
operational disruptions from the pandemic, at least one 
business priority has remained the same: keeping customers 
happy. Improving the customer experience is the top 
strategic goal for large enterprises in Southeast Asia (Fig. 1). 

This issue is not exclusive to big companies. When Oxford 
Economics and SAP surveyed small and midsize enterprises 
around the world last year, executives consistently reported 
that improving the customer experience is their top strategic 
goal. That priority is emphasized even more strongly in 
Southeast Asia, where 44% of all respondents cite it as their 
top strategic goal (compared with 39% of the global sample 
from earlier in 2020.)

Positive customer experiences often start with a high-
quality product or service—which may be why excellence 
in those areas is cited as the primary source of value and 
differentiation for firms in our Southeast Asia sample. (See 
Fig. 2.) And while their smaller competitors are slightly 
more likely to focus on innovation and pricing as strategic 
differentiators, larger firms are unsurprisingly somewhat more 
likely to say the geographic reach sets them apart.

Larger firms also recognize that the experience economy is 
about more than customers—employees matter, too. They 
are somewhat more likely than smaller firms in the region 
to cite improving the employee experience and attracting 
and retaining top talent as strategic priorities. This will 
likely become an even greater focus as companies seek to 
quickly adapt their workforces to fit the changing market, 
stay abreast of new trends and technologies, and support 
high-quality customer experiences. 

Fig. 1: Boosting customer experiences is a top priority

Q: What are your organization’s strategic priorities over the next three years?  
Select all that apply; top seven responses shown
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Fig. 2: Customer experiences start with product and service excellence

Q: Which best describes your organization’s primary source of value and differentiation? Select one
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No company can afford complacency in these areas. While 
some larger firms recognize that employee engagement can 
boost productivity and profits, the focus on talent engagement, 
training, and retention could be higher still.

What matters most for customer 
experiences?

Our global survey results suggest that no single capability 
guarantees a high-quality customer experience. A range 
of factors, from developing the best products to providing 
competitive pricing and superior service, is important to 
respondents around the world. In Southeast Asia, larger 
enterprises cite personalized experiences, data protection 
and privacy, and seamless experiences acrsos channels 
as most important to providing a high-quality customer 
experience. (See Fig. 3.) 

None of this is easy: large enterprises in the region expect 
maintaining relationships with customers to be a major 
challenge as they grow. Changing consumer wants and 
needs—for example, expectations tied to the evolving 
use of social media and mobile technology to connect 
with customers—is the number-one external challenge to 
meeting strategic priorities. 

Internal organizational issues can threaten the ability to deliver 
on these needs, too. Almost one-third of larger companies 
say that lack of coordination among departments and difficulty 
forecasting the financial needs of the organization are top 
internal challenges to meeting strategic goals. This suggests 
that the onslaught of new consumer technologies is causing 
stress within their organizations, and may be a factor in 
delaying some of their investments in digital technologies.

Fig. 3: Key drivers of customer experiences  

Q: How important are the following factors to providing a high-quality customer experience? 
“Moderately important” and “Critical” responses; top seven responses shown
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Larger firms also cite difficulty setting a strategic direction, 
which suggests top management is struggling to adapt to 
the rapidly changing world of consumer behavior—where 
technologies like mobile phones have begun to play an outsized 
role in ordering and paying for goods and services, and where 
consumers increasingly expect immediate fulfillment of their 
orders. These new realities suggest large enterprises across the 
region may need to develop a more diverse, adaptable set of 
offerings to meet customers where they are. Larger firms may 
understand the need to transform the organization to deliver the 
high-quality, personalized customer experiences, but it is not 
always clear they possess the necessary strategy to get there.

What matters most for employee 
experiences?

Despite their acknowledgement that employee experiences 
matter, many large enterprises in Southeast Asia have work 
left to do to make improvements in these areas. They also 
are less likely than respondents across the global average 
to count a number of factors as important to providing 
a high-quality experience, such as competitive benefits 
and perks (19%, vs. 74% in the global sample), effective 
leadership (53% vs. 71%), or meaning and purpose in work 
(50% vs. 74%). 

Instead, larger enterprises in Southeast Asia believe 
investments in easy-to-use technologies will help them 
deliver a better employee experience (58%), along with the 
ability to deliver seamless, personalized experiences across 
all platforms (57%). Achieving that level of personalization 
for large, diverse workforces will require multiple types of 
training and career development, flexible work options, and 
an organizational culture that allows for continual evolution.  

Fig. 4: Adapting to a changing marketplace

Q: What are the current top external challenges to meeting your organization’s strategic priorities?  
Select all that apply; top seven responses shown
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When it comes to employee issues, larger firms are more focused than smaller ones on how to 
optimally deploy their workforces to generate growth. Far more than SMEs, larger companies in our 
sample cited difficulty scaling for growth as a serious challenge. Larger firms were also more likely to 
cite overreliance on contract worker and generational differences among employees as a challenge to 
improving the employee experience.

SMEs Larger enterprisesbase = 400 SMEs in Southeast Asia, 200 larger enterprises in Southeast Asia
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Transforming the organization 
Capitalizing on digital technologies to improve customer and 
employee experiences depends on more than IT spending—
organizations must also change their processes and data 
strategies to get full value from their investments. 

Compared to enterprises across the globe, however, larger 
organizations in Southeast Asia are less fluent in the use of 
technological solutions to transform the organization. For 
example, respondents from our global sample cited soliciting 
and acting on customer feedback and enhancing customer 
privacy as critical to improving their customer-facing 
strategies. While still considered important, these techniques 
were not emphasized as frequently by larger enterprises in 
Southeast Asia.

Instead, larger firms in Southeast Asia are focused on 
improving after-sales service, cutting prices on their 
goods and services, and developing user-friendly digital 
experiences. This focus on differentiating themselves from 
competitors will likely endure as organizations aim to recover 
from the global pandemic. 

Process change will be required to meet these goals and 
improve experiences. Firms in our global survey were quite 
likely to say they solicited and acted on customer feedback 
and increased their focus on data privacy and protection 
to improve the customer experience. But these responses 
are far down the list among larger enterprises in Southeast 
Asia. Employee experiences need work, too: just under one-
third of larger firms have invested in employee training and 
development, even though they have identified workforce 
issues as key challenges to growth. 

But larger firms in the region are making progress. Well over half (57%) of larger enterprises (vs. 47% of SMEs) 
are investing to develop seamless, personalized experiences across all platforms for their workers, while about 
half have started to emphasize sustainable practices—rates significantly higher than at small firms. 

In order to meet their ambitious goals for future growth, larger enterprises in the region may have to 
accelerate their investments in these areas.

Fig. 5: Larger organizations are taking steps to improve customer experiences  

Q: To what extent have you taken the following steps to improve the customer experience? “We have 
started this” and “We have done this across the organization” responses
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Fig. 6: Many larger firms lack data to improve decision-making

Q: To what extent do you have the data you need to support improvements in the following areas?  
“We have what we need” responses 

Technology enhances the human experience
Technology is rapidly changing work processes across industries, 
and new collaboration technologies, which gained both new 
urgency and greater popularity during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
can help build and meaningfully extend human connections. 

Continued progress in fields like data analytics, automation, 
and artificial intelligence will also become increasingly 
essential as larger enterprises move to develop both 
personalized and economically efficient relationships with 
customers and employees. Yet investments in these new 
technologies can pose significant challenges, even to larger 
companies, given the pressure to demonstrate return on 
investment (ROI) before making strategic moves. 

Already, though, larger firms recognize some real-world 
opportunities to employ new technologies to improve their 
operations. For example, nearly half (45%) of larger enterprises 
in Southeast Asia say they believe digital solutions can improve 
their understanding of the wants and needs of their customers, 
employees, and partners, and are far more likely than SMEs to 
say digital solutions can improve visibility into their operations. 
Some 35% also believe investments in digital technologies can 
free up employees from more routine endeavors to work more 
on customer satisfaction, quality, and growth.

Large enterprises are also ahead of their smaller rivals in 
adoption of digital technologies. Some 39% of larger firms in 
Southeast Asia say they have completely transformed or made 
substantial progress towards digital transformation, compared 
with just 3% of SMEs in the region. Moreover, 61% of larger 
firms in the region project that they will have substantially 
or completely transformed around digital within three years, 
compared with just 28% of regional SMEs. This figure is just 
slightly behind the global average for larger firms in our survey.
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The relatively brisk pace of transformation in Southeast 
Asia may reflect the fact that larger firms are beginning to 
see how investments in digital technologies have boosted 
their ability to improve customer or employee experiences. 
For example, nearly half (45%) of large firms in the region 
say investments in digital technologies have improved 
understanding of the wants and needs of their customers, 
employees, and suppliers, and 39% say it has improved 
visibility into operations. Stronger frameworks for data 
analytics help coordinate and execute on operational 
changes, especially for firms with a larger footprint. 

Yet even large firms often say they need more data to be 
more successful: just 34% of large firms in Southeast Asia 
say they have adequate data for analytics-based decision 
making, and 37% say they have sufficient data to plan 
capital spending. (By contrast, 54% say they have adequate 
inputs to measure employee productivity.)

Can digital solutions improve the competitive landscape 
for larger enterprises across Southeast Asia? Compared 
to their smaller peers, larger companies see technology as 
helping empower several growth strategies—for instance, by 
enabling better understanding of the emerging preferences 
of their customer base.

As customer interactions and expectations continue to 
evolve rapidly, large enterprises in Southeast Asia will need 
to continue to develop digital technologies and automation 
as part of their larger strategic portfolios.

Fig. 7: Larger firms want technology to improve coordination and planning 

Q: In which of the following ways do you expect automation and digital technologies to support your 
organization’s business goals? Select all that apply; top six responses 

33%

45%

25%

30%

27%

34%

27%

39%

25%

31%
Reduce labor-related cost through 

technology and outsourcing

Improve understanding of customer/
employee/partner wants and needs

Create more convenient, digital, 
personalized experiences for employees

Increase visibility into operations

Deepen our relationships with our broader 
ecosystem of partners and suppliers

SMEs Larger enterprisesbase = 400 SMEs in Southeast Asia, 200 larger enterprises in Southeast Asia



DIGITAL, RESILIENT, & EXPERIENCE-DRIVEN  |  How large enterprises in Southeast Asia can prepare for the new economy

Conclusion 
Companies of all sizes in Southeast Asia face tectonic shifts in the consumer 
landscape, even as they race to achieve their fundamental growth objectives. For 
firms with large customer bases, geographically dispersed employees and partners, 
and complex global operations, digital technologies can improve transparency, 
coordination, and long-term strategic planning for large enterprises. Over time, this 
may boost the competitiveness of these firms against smaller rivals that do not have 
the inclination or resources to engage so rapidly in digital transformation.

But perhaps the biggest advantage of technology and data for large firms is the 
opportunity to deliver the kind of nuanced personal experiences typically offered 
by smaller organizations. Understanding customers, employees, and partners at 
this level will be critical to evolving with the rapidly changing market and supporting 
long-term resilience. 

What should large enterprises in Southeast Asia do to position for continual 
growth, resilience, and digital transformation?

 ■ Organize for agility. Greater coordination across the business—facilitated by 
rapid communication and information-sharing—can help larger organizations 
respond to challenges quickly and efficiently, and compete more effectively 
against smaller, agile rivals.  

 ■ Put people at the center. Business processes, organizational structures, and 
digital investments should all support customer and employee engagement, 
whether through real-time insight into wants and needs or innovations that 
improve convenience and quality.  

 ■ Become more data-driven. Analytics for decision-making can transform every 
aspect of operations, from insights that affect supply-chain sourcing to alerts 
that support predictive maintenance after sales. 

Oxford Economics and SAP surveyed 600 respondents across six Southeast 
Asian countries—Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam, 
Thailand—including 400 from small and midsize enterprises with less than 
$500 million revenue and 200 from larger organizations. This survey was 
administered via a mix of computer-assisted telephone interviewing and online 
links between December 2020 and January 2021. This followed a global 
study of SMEs conducted between February and April 2020. Respondents 
are senior executives (director and above) from a diverse range of industries 
including retail, financial services, manufacturing, high tech, wholesale 
distribution, engineering, construction, logistics and the public sector.  
https://www.sap.com/cmp/dg/sme-business-resilience/index.html


