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World beckons more open Asian businesses
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Devi Prasad Shetty's vision is to offer quality medical care at a cost that even the poor can afford. 

TOKYO -- Asian companies are on the march around the world, with some offering innovative ideas that challenge rivals in the U.S. and other advanced economies. But to succeed globally, they need to become more open to outsiders.

    Tarun Khanna, who teaches strategy at Harvard Business School, was among a group of people who toured a new hospital in the Caribbean.  Health City Cayman Islands, on Grand Cayman, opened on Feb. 25. The visitors were mostly U.S. health care professionals, but the professor joined them to learn more about the hospital's Indian operator, Narayana Health. Khanna began looking into Narayana Health in 2003. He was the first scholar to examine the company's innovative business model.

     Grand Cayman is only a 90-minute flight from Miami. The hospital, which specializes in cardiology and orthopedics, has an ambitious plan to increase its number of beds from over 100 today to 2,000 within a decade to meet high demand from American patients.

Indian approach
This is Narayana's first overseas hospital, but Devi Prasad Shetty, the health care provider's founder and chairman, says its methods can be replicated in other countries. Established in 2001, Narayana has risen to prominence by providing low-cost medical care. It charges half the going rate in India for heart surgery -- a tiny fraction of what it costs in the U.S.

     At one Narayana hospital in the southern Indian city of Bangalore, farmers in work clothes and sari-clad mothers with babies in tow can be seen in the waiting room. 

     Shetty's vision was to offer quality medical care at a cost that even the poor can afford. To make this possible, Narayana worked on efficiency -- dividing procedures into discrete steps, using disposable surgical gowns and offering medical insurance to farmers that cost as little as 10-12 rupees (18-22 cents) a month.

     Narayana's success has caught the attention of health care providers in a number of wealthy countries, where skyrocketing medical costs are a growing problem. The ugly reality is that in many cases only the wealthy have access to advanced medical care. In 2010, British Prime Minister David Cameron visited Shetty to seek his advice.

Eastern standard time
Back at Harvard, Narayana's growth strategy is now the first case study their students learn. One reason for this is to highlight the fact that innovative business models can emerge from unexpected places.

     The university's business school has been called a bastion of U.S. capitalism, but the growing number of Asian case studies in its curriculum reflects the shift in economic power from West to East. Harvard Business School appointed its first Asian dean, an Indian, four years ago. Asian companies make up about 7% of the businesses newly covered in lectures. And the school continues to expand its research base in the region in cities such as Hong Kong, Tokyo, Mumbai and Istanbul.

     This has led some pundits to predict an "Asian century." But if it is to happen, many obstacles will have to be cleared away. One is an insular nationalism that leaves Asian companies less equipped to handle global competition.

     China, for one, is often accused of putting political pressure on foreign companies. A TV program that aired March on state-run China Central Television accused Japanese camera maker Nikon of selling defective products and offering "disappointing" warranties. The broadcaster's past targets include U.S. tech giant Apple.

     Pankaj Ghemawat, a management professor at IESE Business School in Barcelona, warns that close-mindedness among Asian companies can cause them to miss out on overseas talent and misread foreign markets.

     Ghemawat's conclusions are based a on survey of large global corporations. He found that foreign nationals make up 28% of the executives at European firms and 13% at North American companies. The figure is just 6% for Asian companies.

     Since the 2008 global financial crisis, there have been growing signs that the era of U.S. dominance is coming to a close. In a multipolar world where there is no single business superpower, Asian companies must deepen their connections with other regions to succeed.
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