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By Michel Brekelmans  

As companies scale across markets, one of the most common 
failure modes is not weak strategy on paper but a gradual drift 
away from the customer. In many recent performance-
improvement assignments for private-equity owned portfolio 
companies and corporate clients across Asia, the underlying issue 
has been a widening disconnect between management teams and 
evolving customer expectations in sectors facing rapid shifts in 
technology, customer behaviour, and competitive intensity. 

This pattern appears particularly often in founder-led or historically 
successful consumer and service businesses. Early success is 
frequently built on product relevance, entrepreneurial speed, and 
an intuitive feel for local customer needs, but that model becomes 
less dependable once the company expands into a multi-site and 
multi-country operation with more layers, more complexity, and 
more distance between decision-makers and end customers. 

In that environment, customer metrics can play an important role. 
Net Promoter Score, despite its imperfections, remains one of the 
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most practical tools for introducing a common language around 
customer advocacy, surfacing service problems early, and forcing 
management teams to engage more systematically with customer 
feedback. For many portfolio companies, it is not the end state of 
customer measurement, but it is often a useful starting point for 
building a broader customer-intimacy capability. 

Exhibit 1: Why NPS matters for scaling companies in Asia 

 

The challenge begins when management teams try to use NPS 
across multiple countries as though the score means the same 
thing everywhere. In practice, customers in different markets use 
survey scales very differently, and that creates a serious 
interpretation problem across Asia, where response styles vary 
materially across countries. Once NPS is elevated into the balanced 
scorecard or tied to compensation, companies can end up 
rewarding or penalising leaders for differences in rating behaviour 
rather than for real differences in customer experience. 

This paper explores how companies can still use NPS constructively 
in multi-market Asia, provided they do so with the right design 
choices, governance, and operating routines. The objective is not to 
reject NPS, but to show how it can be positioned as part of a more 
robust system for building customer focus and managing 
performance fairly across markets.  

NPS basics 

Before discussing the limitations of NPS in a cross-country context, 
it is useful to briefly restate what the metric is intended to do. NPS 
is based on one core question: how likely a customer is to 
recommend a company, brand, product, or service to others on a 0 
to 10 scale. 

Founder-led 
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Customers scoring 9 or 10 are classified as promoters, customers 
scoring 7 or 8 are passives, and customers scoring 0 to 6 are 
detractors. The NPS score is then calculated by subtracting the 
share of detractors from the share of promoters, producing a score 
that can range from -100 to +100. 

Exhibit 2: What is NPS?  

 

The appeal of NPS is obvious. It is simple to explain, easy to track 
over time, and often directionally useful as an early signal of 
customer strength or customer risk. It also creates a single headline 
number that can help leadership teams keep customer issues 
visible in management discussions. 

At the same time, NPS has never been universally accepted. Some 
critics argue that it oversimplifies customer sentiment into one 
number, that the promoter-passive-detractor thresholds can be 
arbitrary, and that the metric can be overly sensitive to how 
respondents in different markets or segments use rating scales. 
Others point out that a single recommendation question cannot 
fully explain what is driving performance or what interventions will 
improve it. 

These criticisms are valid, but they do not make the metric useless. 
In practice, NPS works best when it is used as a simple directional 
indicator within a broader listening system rather than as the sole 
measure of customer health. 
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Exhibit 3: NPS is imperfect, but still useful when treated as one component of a 
broader customer-management system. 

Benefits Concerns 
Simple and easy to explain to management 
teams 

Can oversimplify customer sentiment into a 
single number 

Easy to track over time Thresholds between promoters, passives, and 
detractors can be blunt 

Useful as an early warning indicator Sensitive to cultural response bias and scale-use 
differences 

Creates one common customer language across 
the organisation 

Does not by itself explain root causes 

Can be embedded into routines and scorecards Can be gamed if tied too directly to incentives 
Often directionally linked to loyalty and 
outcomes 

Cross-country comparisons can be misleading 

Why cross-country NPS comparisons break down in 
Asia 

The main problem is that the same score does not always mean the 
same thing in different markets. Customers bring local norms, 
expectations, and response habits to the survey, and these can 
materially change how often they use the top or middle parts of the 
scale. 

This matters because NPS is unusually sensitive to threshold 
effects. Since only 9s and 10s count as promoters and 0 to 6 counts 
as detractors, small differences in scale usage can create large 
differences in the reported NPS score even where underlying 
customer sentiment is broadly similar. 

Exhibit 4: Illustrative response-style effect on NPS classification 

 

Detractors

Passives

Promoters

Country A: Mid-scale market

15 20

65

NPS:
-5

Detractors

Passives

Promoters

Country B: Extreme-positive market

45

10

45

NPS:
35

Both countries can be presented as having broadly similar underlying customer satisfaction, but 
Country A under-uses 9s and 10s while Country B uses the top of the scale more freely, creating a 

40-point NPS gap that does not necessarily reflect an accurate difference in experience quality.
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Across global benchmark data, a recurring pattern appears in which 
many Asian markets are less likely to use extreme positive scores 
than some markets in other regions. At the same time, the picture 
within Asia is not uniform: some Southeast Asian markets score 
materially higher than North Asian markets, showing that regional 
shorthand can be misleading. 

This means that raw country-to-country comparisons can create 
false confidence. A low score may not always indicate weak 
execution, and a high score may not always mean that the 
customer experience is stronger. In multi-market operating reviews, 
that distinction is critical because it affects where management 
attention, capital, and incentives are directed. 

Exhibit 5: Cross-country NPS variation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What the benchmark data shows 

The benchmark data provides perhaps the clearest visual proof of 
the problem. At one end of the Asian range, Japan, Taiwan, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia sit among the lower-scoring 
markets, while countries such as India, the Philippines, Vietnam, 
and Cambodia appear much higher in the distribution. The spread 
is large enough to show why a single regional target or a simplistic 
“Asia scores low” narrative is inadequate and raw NPS scores are 
not directly comparable across countries without additional 
context. 

The right interpretation is not that one set of countries is 
necessarily serving customers dramatically better than another. 
Rather, the charts illustrate that survey response style and local 
context have a powerful influence on the headline NPS outcome, 
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and therefore leadership teams need a more thoughtful way of 
interpreting the number. 

Exhibit 6: Large score gaps can reflect a mix of true 
performance differences, local customer expectations, and 
country-specific response styles which should trigger further 
diagnosis rather than immediate judgment. 

Observation What is may reflect 
Large score gap 
between countries 

True performance differences, response-style 
differences, or both 

Persistently low-
scoring market 

Could indicate genuine weakness, conservative 
scoring norms, or higher expectations 

High-scoring market Could indicate strong customer experience, 
generous scale use, or a weaker competitive 
benchmark 

Sharp in-market 
movement over time 

More likely to indicate real change than cross-
sectional country gaps 

Why raw NPS is risky in the balanced scorecard 

The risks increase when NPS is elevated from a diagnostic indicator 
into a formal performance-management metric. Using customer 
metrics in incentives can be valuable because it signals that 
customer outcomes matter, but it can also produce gaming, 
oversimplification, and misplaced accountability if the design is too 
blunt. 

This is especially problematic in multi-country Asia. A single regional 
NPS target assumes the metric is directly comparable across 
markets, which is often not the case. In practice, companies are 
usually better served by market-specific targets grounded in local 
baselines, in-market trajectory, and local competitive position. 

There is also a behavioural issue. If leaders know that payout 
outcomes depend heavily on one score, they may focus on 
improving the score rather than improving the experience, which 
can distort frontline behaviour and management priorities. This is 
particularly dangerous in service businesses, where long-term 
performance depends on structural drivers such as service quality, 
proposition relevance, operating discipline, and people capability 
rather than on survey management alone. 

Companies are better 

served by market-

specific targets 

grounded in local 
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competitive position 
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Exhibit 7: Balanced scorecard architecture for customer 
intimacy transformation: illustrative weighting of KPI’s 

Metric block Weight (%) 

Market-specific NPS trend 25 
Local competitive rank or calibrated customer metric 20 
Complaint resolution / service recovery 15 
Retention / repeat purchase / churn 15 
Service audit / operational quality metrics 15 
Leadership customer-engagement routines 10 

How companies should adapt NPS for multi-market 
Asia 

The most practical response is to shift away from absolute cross-
country comparisons and toward local trend, local competition, and 
more robust portfolio reporting. Where possible, NPS should be 
interpreted first within each market and only then rolled up 
regionally using supporting context and calibration logic. 

One useful approach is to compare the company’s position against 
relevant competitors in each market rather than focus only on the 
raw score. Relative rank is often more meaningful because it places 
the result inside the local competitive context rather than treating 
the score as an absolute truth. Another is to look carefully at 
movement over time within each country, which provides a much 
more reliable view of whether customer experience is improving or 
deteriorating. 

Exhibit 8: Decision tree for selecting the metric architecture 
 

 

 

 

 

Is NPS clearly discriminating 
between strong and weak 
performers in the market?

If yes, is competitor data 
available?

If competitor data is 
available, use local 

competitive rank as the 
primary cross-sectional 

comparison metric.

If competitor data is not 
available, use in-market 

trend and consider 
calibration using low-

variation reference brands.
If NPS is not discriminating 

well, retain it as a 
supporting metric and shift 
emphasis to other CX and 

loyalty measures.

NPS should be 

interpreted first within 

each market and only 

then rolled up 

regionally 
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In markets where NPS does not clearly discriminate between 
stronger and weaker performance, companies should be willing to 
supplement it or reduce its weight. Retention, repeat purchase, 
complaint-resolution effectiveness, service-audit scores, and 
qualitative feedback may offer a stronger signal in those settings.  

Building a customer-first operating model 

A well-designed metric is not enough on its own. The more 
important objective is to create routines and behaviours that 
reconnect management teams with customers and turn customer 
feedback into operating action. 

That is often the real gap in underperforming companies. The issue 
is not simply the absence of data, but the absence of institutional 
mechanisms that force leaders to challenge their assumptions, hear 
the customer directly, and respond systematically. 

A practical operating model uses customer feedback differently at 
different levels of the organisation. Site managers use it to identify 
service failures and recover quickly, country leaders use it to track 
local improvement and competitive standing, and regional 
management uses it to monitor trajectory, recurring themes, and 
whether the company is becoming more customer-centric over 
time. 

The enabling infrastructure matters just as much. Common survey 
governance, translation standards, disciplined sampling, detractor 
follow-up rules, root-cause review forums, frontline coaching, 
customer-journey redesign, and executive immersion with 
customers all help convert a survey programme into a real 
management system. 

Exhibit 9: Customer-first operating system - the required tools, processes, governance 
forums, training, and leadership routines needed to turn NPS from a survey into a 
customer-intimacy capability 
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A useful example comes from a recent client project in Thailand in 
the business services space. A major facility-management player 
required each senior executive team member to sit down directly 
with a handful of customers every quarter and walk through the 
NPS survey face to face. The result was not only a stronger internal 
service culture but also improved commercial performance, 
because the company built a service advantage that supported 
better pricing and clearer differentiation versus local competitors. 

Before linking NPS to compensation, management teams should 
work through several explicit design questions:  

1. Does the metric genuinely distinguish between stronger 
and weaker performance in each market, or is the signal 
too compressed or culturally distorted for incentive use?  

2. Should the organisation reward absolute score levels, 
improvement over time, or relative position against local 
competitors? 

3. What safeguards are needed to prevent gaming and poor 
behaviours? Minimum sample thresholds, rolling averages, 
audited survey administration, separation between 
operational ownership and survey governance, and 
balanced incentive designs all help reduce the risk that 
one metric overwhelms the system 

4. Which leading indicators should complement NPS in the 
scorecard? Complaint-resolution speed, closed-loop 
completion rates, service-audit performance, retention 
measures, and leadership customer-engagement routines 
are all useful because they reward the mechanisms that 
improve customer outcomes, not just the reported result 
 

Exhibit 10: Compensation design guardrails 

Metric block Weight (%) Guardrail 

Market-specific NPS trend 20 Measured on rolling average, minimum 
sample threshold 

Local competitive rank or calibrated 
customer metric 

20 Only if competitor set is stable and 
methodology consistent 

Complaint resolution / service recovery 15 Audited through case logs 

Retention / repeat purchase / churn 15 Tracked with finance or CRM validation 

Service audit / operational quality metrics 15 Independent audit process 

Leadership customer-engagement routines 5 Mandatory documented customer sessions 

People capability milestones 10 Training and coaching completion 
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Closing reflections 

For companies operating across Asia, the question is not whether 
customer measurement matters, but whether it is being used in a 
way that reflects the realities of multi-market operations. NPS 
remains a useful tool because it creates focus, gives leadership 
teams a shared customer metric, and can help institutionalise a 
more customer-oriented culture. 

Used simplistically, however, NPS can mislead. Raw cross-country 
comparisons can distort management judgment, and blunt 
incentive linkage can create the wrong behaviours. Used 
thoughtfully, by contrast, NPS can serve as an effective entry point 
into a broader customer-intimacy system built on local context, 
competitive comparison, trend analysis, operating discipline, and 
leadership engagement. 

That is ultimately the real goal. The strongest companies are not 
those that merely report a higher score, but those that build better 
mechanisms for staying close to the customer as they scale. In that 
sense, NPS is most valuable not as a number to be admired, but as 
a catalyst for management attention, organisational learning, and 
more consistent customer-led execution. 

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~  
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SCP/Asia was founded in 2016 by bringing together a 
group of experienced professional advisors with 
supplementary skills in consulting, research, and 
industry.   We help our clients by creating clarity and 

consensus on what drives the value of their business and by 
working together to develop strategies, evaluate investments and 
implement solutions that are highly focused on the most critical 
areas that drive growth and profitability.  

Our clients include PE/VC investors, portfolio companies and 
corporate clients across Asia and our expertise is concentrated in 
the following domains:  

• Consumer: Retail, Consumer Products & Services, Education, 
F&B, Media & Entertainment, Travel  

• B2B: Industrial, Business Services/ Industrial Services, IT 
Solutions, Chemicals, Energy, Power & Cleantech  

• Healthcare: Pharma & Biotech, Medtech, Healthcare 
Services, Wellness, Pharma Value Chain 

For more info visit http://scpartnersasia.com or e-mail 
info@scpartnersasia.com
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