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Introduction

Asia Pacific is playing an increasingly central role in the 
world economy, with many organisations across the region 
building scale, expanding to new markets and accessing 
capital markets for the first time. These organisations 
face many challenges in developing frameworks that can 
accommodate emerging risks, new regulation, and the 
heightened expectations upon boards. 
 
To better understand what people mean by the term 
Governance, Risk and Compliance (GRC), we conducted 
face-to-face and telephone interviews with 60 executives 
from 10 markets across the region. Well over half of these 
respondents had already initiated some form of GRC 
programme, but the nature and scope of these initiatives 
was not always well defined. 
 
Many felt they could draw limited lessons from other 
markets. For organisations operating solely within Asia 
Pacific, some risks are less pronounced compared to a 
global context, so simply following a global approach to 
GRC could create a competitive disadvantage. Many were 
not sure they were ready for the level of commitment 
associated with a major technology implementation. 
 
Our findings are shared in this paper, complemented with 
ideas on the practical steps and priorities that we believe 
an organisation should be focusing on. We also draw a 
few comparisons with our most recent Global GRC study 
entitled The Convergence Evolution, published in early 2012. 
 
We hope you will find the insights relevant, wherever you 
are based in Asia Pacific.

Danny Le  

Asia Pacific Head
Internal Audit, Risk and
Compliance Services

 

 

 
Brad Styles 

Asia Pacific Lead
GRC Technology
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About the survey
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Our survey is based on face-to-face 
and telephone interviews conducted 
between July and October 2012. Close 
to half our interviewees were internal 
audit heads with a further 42% holding 
finance, risk or compliance roles. 
 
The interviewees include in-region 
compliance and risk management heads 
for multinational organisations as well as 
representatives from leading domestic 
Asia Pacific companies, many of whom 
have expanded to other parts of Asia or 
elsewhere globally. 
 
The survey involved 17 defined response 
questions and three open-ended 
questions where we sought more 
qualitative insights about their view 
of governance, risk and compliance 
challenges.
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01
The appetite
for GRC

© 2013 KPMG International Cooperative (“KPMG International”), a Swiss entity. Member firms of the KPMG network of independent firms are affiliated with KPMG International. KPMG International provides no 
client services. No member firm has any authority to obligate or bind KPMG International or any other member firm vis-à-vis third parties, nor does KPMG International have any such authority to obligate or bind 
any member firm. All rights reserved.



© 2013 KPMG International Cooperative (“KPMG International”), a Swiss entity. Member firms of the KPMG network of independent firms are affiliated with KPMG International. KPMG International provides no 
client services. No member firm has any authority to obligate or bind KPMG International or any other member firm vis-à-vis third parties, nor does KPMG International have any such authority to obligate or bind 
any member firm. All rights reserved.



3 | The ingredients for a strong Governance, Risk and Compliance function in Asia Pacific

Serious interest
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In many global organisations, risk 
management and compliance 
departments are among the few areas 
that have continued to grow in recent 
years, fuelled by increased regulation 
and new expectations for corporate 
governance. Although these changes 
are most apparent in the financial sector, 
and in the United States and Europe, 
they have by no means been confined to 
these markets. 
 
For growing organisations across Asia 
Pacific, the drivers for GRC adoption are 
quite different to those in the West. GRC 
is not about reconciling dysfunctional 
silos or legacy initiatives that were 
bolted on to existing frameworks. 
Many companies’ supervisory 
functions are still relatively light. As 
such, the processes and systems 
supporting them are relatively manual or 
unsophisticated. 
 
Under such circumstances, the case 
for establishing and applying some 
first principles around GRC is strong. 
Our survey of Asia Pacific-based 
executives confirms that interest in the 
GRC agenda is high across the region, 
with 73% of respondents saying their 
company was giving it “serious interest”. 
What is more, their attitudes are largely 
unclouded by the scepticism seen 
in Western markets, or by negative 
association with previous failed 
initiatives.

So what is GRC?  

Unsurprisingly, given the range of 
countries and organisations our research 
covered, definitions varied. However, 
our respondents broadly recognised 
that GRC should be a framework to 
better connect disparate assurance, 
compliance and risk management 
functions. Our survey highlights a 
recognition that, as one respondent 
put it, “the issues of corporate 
governance and risk management are 
increasingly complex and interrelated”. 
Another respondent described the 
ultimate objective as “transparency, 
understanding of risks and how to react 
[to certain outcomes or incidents], while 
ensuring compliance”.  
 
There was a general consensus too 
that GRC should be an approach or 
framework to help clarify reporting 
lines, ensure consistent processes, 
and minimise the degree of subjective 
interpretation as information passes 
across business units. It sets the overall 
direction and guides the scope of a 
range of assurance and compliance 
programmes, along with subsequent 
technology implementations.

Companies need to define what GRC means to them, to set their 
company on the right path with a stable foundation. Forming 
an enterprise-wide view means engaging people across the 
organisation, from front line business operations, to IT and 
supervisory functions, and ultimately the Board. 
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While one respondent described GRC 
as being “about having an integrated 
view between the IT department and 
the business”, most did not refer to IT 
directly, or view GRC specifically as a 
technology solution. 
 
Although most Asia Pacific 
organisations that we interviewed did 
not have large and separate compliance/
risk management functions, they 
nevertheless recognised that GRC is 
about creating the right linkages across 
the “three lines of defence”, namely 
front-line business units, specific risk or 

compliance departments, and the Board 
supported by internal and external audit. 
 
The participants to our survey were 
not prepared to be too bold in their 
expectations; many did not see a 
GRC programme enabling strategic 
decision-making or the identification 
of growth opportunities. While this is 
understandable, we believe the end goal 
must incorporate and assert GRC, with 
an enduring linkage between risk and 
governance activities, and strategy. It is 
an important point that we explore again 
later in this report.

GRC is not a technology platform. 
 
GRC is not a fad or a catchy 
phrase for software vendors and 
professional service providers to 
generate revenue. 
 
GRC is not about eliminating 
existing processes and technologies 
to start from scratch. 
 
GRC is not about creating 
competition among departments 
and redrawing the political power 
lines within the organisation. 
 
GRC is not about creating 
extra bureaucratic layers in the 
organisation.

What GRC is not

What GRC is

GRC is about ensuring the integra-
tion of strategy and risk.  
 
GRC is about eliminating silos 
through the integration of people, 
processes and systems. 
 
GRC is about ensuring compliance 
while driving the business forward. 
 
GRC is about ensuring a timely and 
complete flow of good-quality infor-
mation among all those responsible 
for governing the enterprise. 
 
Ultimately, it is about running the 
business better.

How much interest is there in 
the concept among your senior 
management?
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Managing risks in a 
complex region
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The level of regulatory complexity in Asia Pacific should not 
be underestimated. Executives need to consider how easily 
their GRC framework can adapt to regulatory changes and 
to future needs, as their business grows.

Our survey responses reflect the 
different levels of maturity in the region. 
Around 25% of our respondents hold 
regional titles with multinationals, 
with a further 20% representing 
large Japanese conglomerates. The 
remainder, accounting for just over 
half of the respondents, represent 
growing domestic Asia Pacific-based 
organisations. 
 
As in the West, organisations in Asia 
Pacific viewed the internal forces of 
executive management as having 
the greatest clout to further the GRC 
agenda, with external forces (regulators, 
auditors and customers) considered less 
significant. Executive management was 
cited as the most significant stakeholder 
and driver in both our Asia Pacific survey 
(73%) and in KPMG’s original global 
survey, The Convergence Evolution 
(48%). 
 
The desire to understand and manage 
increasing complexity is consistent 
with the responses from organisations 
globally. In the Asia Pacific context, that 
means achieving an enterprise-wide view 
of risk across markets with very different 
operational characteristics and regulatory 
environments.

More so than in other regions, the 
GRC agenda in Asia Pacific is being 
shaped by defensive priorities, 
including the fear of regulatory action 
or the risk of reputational damage (this 
ranked as second-most important 
factor in Asia Pacific compared 
with fourth in the global survey). 
KPMG’s global study suggested that 
in Western markets cost reduction 
and agility in decision-making have 
emerged as slightly stronger priorities 
than they are in Asia Pacific. 
 
Overall we found cost reduction was a 
lower concern than expected and this 
may also have implications for GRC 
software vendors, many of whom 
treat visibility over costs, and cost 
reduction through automation, as a 
key selling point in their solutions. 
 
Our respondents were concerned 
first and foremost with improving 
the control environment; as one 
respondent put it, “Ensuring the 
business operates within some 
defined boundaries”. 
 
The specific regulations people are 
concerned with vary depending on 
their sectors but include extraterritorial 
legislation such as the US Foreign 
Corrupt Practices Act as well as 
trade compliance issues in specific 
industries.
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Which of the following stakeholders are exerting pressure on your organization to improve its 
convergence of governance, risk and compliance functions?

Which factors are influencing your interest in GRC?
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“More so than in other regions, the GRC agenda in 
Asia Pacific is being shaped by defensive priorities, 
including the fear of regulatory action or the risk 
of reputational damage… Overall we found cost 
reduction was a lower concern than expected” 

 

Positioning the GRC function 
 
Recognising that risk is often best 
managed on the front line of the 
organisation, a GRC approach does 
not automatically entail centralising 
risk oversight. However, management 
should consider carefully whether 
a decentralised model will remain 
adequate and effective as the business 
expands. 
 
In the Asian context, large family-
owned businesses, or businesses 
where families have only recently 
relinquished management control, 
represent an important segment. Many 

are dealing with the governance and 
risk management agenda for the first 
time. The rigours of listing also often 
create a shock, necessitating changes 
to governance structures and more 
fundamental changes in mindset. 
 
In organisations that have listed, 
or which have seen first or second 
generation owners relinquish some 
control, the “professionals” in the risk 
and compliance functions have a job to 
convince or influence the owners, board 
and incumbent senior management. 
As one respondent put it, “we cannot 
change the management’s style so 
quickly, when their preoccupation 
is creating convenient and efficient 
business flows to enable growth. 
Interest in risk and compliance is more 
peripheral except when there is a fraud 
or setback, so it is important to have 
examples of effective risk mitigation or 
how a GRC framework can give them 
greater visibility”.

What is different?

Key theme
Convergence of 

oversight functions
Integration of 
oversight functions

DriverCost and streamlining Visibility and control

Technology
Replacing or reconciling 
different GRC platforms

Replacing spreadsheets and other manual 
documentation, eliminating inaccuracies

West East
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Another interviewee echoed this 
point, explaining how getting risk onto 
the boardroom agenda is a cyclical 
process. “A fraud or other scandal leads 
to renewed attention, but over time 
people sink back into complacency; 
it’s human nature,” he explained. “The 
critical question is how to move risk 
management slightly higher up the 
agenda [each time] and gradually effect 
a change in the ‘tone at the top’”.

Japanese organisations represent 
another significant subset of 
respondents. Japan’s own version of 
Sarbanes-Oxley is well established 
and requires an equally rigorous 
documentation of an organisation’s risks 
and corresponding policies and controls. 
Typically, the lines of defence feed up to 
risk and audit committees at board level. 
Other markets in the region, including 
China, are now imposing their own 
equivalents. 
 
Some other jurisdictions impose 
specific risk requirements (for example 
mandating an ERM programme – such 
stipulations will prompt questions from 
boards). GRC is more holistic and can 
still ensure the board is engaged.

What role do you think technology solutions could play in meeting your GRC objectives?
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Many Asia Pacific organisations are not across the breadth of 
technology solutions available to support a GRC framework. 
There are often differences between how the business 
and the IT team define GRC. Executives should seek to 
understand how technology can help them and how they 
can get the full value from an investment in technology. 

A majority of our respondents (65%) 
cited improved visibility over risk and 
compliance activities as a primary 
requisite for any GRC technology. 
The highest perceived benefit of 
any converged GRC solution in an 
organisation is the ability to identify and 
manage risks more effectively. 
 
It is also interesting to note that GRC 
technology initiatives tended to rank 
as low priorities (only 13% saw GRC 
technology as a priority), while the most 
recognised tools were the established 
ERP platforms, SAP and Oracle. 
These GRC solutions are traditionally 
strongest and most widely adopted at 
the operational level (as illustrated in 
KPMG’s GRC technology framework on 
page 14). Among our respondents, 60% 
were currently undergoing a significant 
technology enablement (e.g. ERP) or 
process transformation. Of those, two-
thirds had factored a GRC or controls 
integration work stream into their 
project.

Recognition of other brand names 
was lower than expected, perhaps a 
reflection of these offerings’ strengths 
at a more tactical and strategic level. 
 
As we have already seen in many 
markets in Asia Pacific, many senior 
risk and compliance stakeholders 
still do not perceive technology 
as a key component to deploying 
and maintaining an effective GRC 
programme. Several respondents 
conceded that they perceive GRC 
technology as primarily a traditional 
bolt-on solution to their existing ERP 
landscape performing operational risk 
and compliance tasks (for example, 
segregation of duties, configuration 
controls monitoring). These are aspects 
that do not necessarily raise an internal 
strategic and tactical profile highlighting 
risk and compliance health within an 
organisation. 
 
Many of the non-ERP based GRC 
technology vendors are still building 
their presence in Asia Pacific. They 
have typically showcased strength 
at the tactical and strategic level (for 
example, risk management or policy 
management). In most cases, they 
are still scaling up sales and marketing 
teams while the professional and 
support services still reside in the US 
or Europe. This in turn has undermined 
their ability to successfully penetrate 
the marketplace and position 
themselves competitively.

“Many GRC stakeholders in Asia Pacific-based 
organisations have yet to visualise, let alone deploy, 
a GRC technology solution to support their risk and 
compliance requirements”
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Key:
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■ Controls Optimization
■ Controls Automation Roadmap
■ Preventive Controls Provisioning
■ Continuous Auditing and Monitoring
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Areas of application

Recent developments point to 
strengthening of partner enablement 
programmes with other GRC solution 
providers. These may have borne some 
initial positive results in expanding 
their footprint in Asia with capable and 
relevant GRC technology solutions. 
 
Although visibility and the ability 
to identify and manage risk and 
compliance efforts remain paramount 
to our survey respondents, much of 
Asia Pacific has yet to embrace GRC 
technology as a key component in 
managing the risk and compliance 
landscape. Regulatory changes have 
affected many organisations’ risk and 
compliance programmes, but the 
survey results show that many GRC 
stakeholders in Asia Pacific-based 
organisations have yet to visualise, let 
alone deploy, a GRC technology solution 
to support their risk and compliance 
requirements. 
 
Organisations have gained significant 
visibility and management benefits 
through GRC technologies, but we have 
noted that the more successful GRC 
technology programmes in the Asia 
Pacific marketplace are ones that are 
focused in addressing a specific subset 
of risk and compliance requirements/

issues, rather than addressing GRC at 
the holistic enterprise/corporate level. 
 
It is clear that the perception, role 
and adoption of appropriate GRC 
technology solutions still has room 
to grow in Asia Pacific. The ability 
of any GRC technology vendor and 
solution providers to demonstrate 
how GRC technology can specifically 
address an organisation’s specific risk 
and compliance needs will be key for 
any Asia Pacific risk and compliance 
stakeholder to adopt and embrace 
technology. 
 
However, it is also important to note 
that our respondents have, at the very 
least, recognised and acknowledged 
the existence of GRC technology and its 
software vendors in the marketplace. 
The appropriate effort to be spent on 
marketing, educating and delivery 
specific context-based GRC technology 
solutions will serve to ultimately 
increase adoption of GRC technologies 
and the presence of these vendors in 
Asia Pacific.

KPMG’s GRC technology framework
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An effective GRC solution should meet 
current needs and lay the foundation 
for future requirements. We define this 
conceptual phase as “GRC strategic 
focus and alignment”; this entails 
defining the vision and strategy for 
the GRC programme, establishing 
guiding principles and key performance 
indicators, comprehensively assessing 
the existing ways in which risk and 
compliance requirements are handled. 
This exercise can bring enormous clarity 
to the way in which people and data can 
best be organised. 
 
One respondent with a Chinese 
technology manufacturer viewed 
their GRC journey in four key stages, 
namely, “Establish an efficient process 
design; have very clear standards and 
procedures; formalise responses and 
risk mitigation plans; and migrate from 
the current ERP system to a more 
sophisticated IT platform”.

Several trends in our research suggest 
that organisations are still at an early 
stage in assessing their current state 
and needs. For example, almost 30% 
of our respondents were unable to 
estimate the overall costs of their 
organisation’s governance, risk and 
compliance activities. Our survey 
suggests that in this conceptual 
phase, many executives are not 
viewing GRC as a way to improve 
performance, enable decisions, or 
identify new opportunities. We do 
believe organisations could progress 
further in this direction and adopt a 
more ambitious “target state” to work 
towards. This expectation also shapes 
how an organisation embarks on its 
GRC journey. 
 
Senior management buy-in is seen 
as a key factor for developing and 
sustaining GRC activities, cited by 
60% of respondents. One comment, 
echoed by several other respondents, 
was that “The tools and budget will take 
care of themselves if you have that buy 
in”, however they went on to add that 
“Training can be a harder challenge to fix 
in Asia”.

“Almost 30% of our respondents were unable to 
estimate the overall costs of their organisation’s 
governance, risk and compliance activities… At the 
conceptual phase, many executives are not viewing 
GRC as a way to improve performance, enable 
decisions, or identify new opportunities”

Many executives admit the benefits of GRC are unclear or 
hard to measure. Investment in a GRC framework and the 
technology supporting it should aim to meet current needs 
and also anticipate future requirements. This could include 
developing more performance elements over time. 
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What are the benefits you want to achieve from converged GRC? 

What are the challenges/barriers to realising value from GRC convergence?

How would you rate the effectiveness of your organisation at managing the following aspects 
of Governance, Risk and Compliance?
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In the Asian context, our respondents 
did acknowledge some particular 
challenges to realising value. One 
was the struggle to gain control over 
diverse markets with different cultural 
characteristics. Respondents rated 
their consistency in managing risk and 
compliance across borders a lower 
score than in the global survey. 
 
Conglomerates are another category 
that dominate the landscape of many 
Asia Pacific markets and for whom this 
challenge is particularly explicit. Many 
operate decentralised management 
structures and even encourage a degree 
of competition between rival brands. In 
many cases they have quite consciously 
decided not to force companies onto 
a single IT platform and are therefore 
grappling with how to implement a 
GRC programme that allows them to 
ascertain their organisation-wide risk 
profile either by business unit or by 
geography.

In Asia Pacific, most organisations 
have established risk management 
and internal audit functions – 88% 
for each among our respondents. 
Looking ahead their priority remains to 
build and enhance risk management. 
While 71% of respondents have a 
formalised compliance management 
approach, these activities are still at 
more disaggregated stage; the growth 
of regulation does require compliance 
to take a more proactive position in 
informing and guiding the business. 
 
Most respondents (76%) expected 
expenditure on GRC to continue to 
rise over the next two to five years, 
although a significant number saw 
spending being reduced in the current 
or next financial year. Yet with only 13% 
saying technology solutions would be a 
priority for them in the coming year, we 
do believe many executives appreciate 
how far they have to go to achieve a well 
aligned and truly effective GRC function. 

Which of the following processes have been formalized and implemented in your organization?

What are the key considerations for developing and sustaining governance, risk and compliance 
in your organisation?
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Do you expect your investment in GRC activity to increase or decrease over the next 2-5 years?

The three stages of GRC development

1

2

3

GRC strategic focus and alignment
What does GRC mean to you at your 
state of maturity

Convergence and integration
The elements (people, process, data) to consider 
when identifying opportunities to gain value or 
consistency across functions

Technology enablement
The steps to consider when 
undertaking a GRC technology 
implementation
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What are your next GRC priorities?

In this context, lessons can be learned 
from the experience of mature markets. 
Some Asian organisations have hired 
experienced risk managers or financial 
controllers from multinationals who 
have been down this road already. These 
people may not have the same depth 
of experienced resources to support 
them, but they do have a clear view of 
an ideal state and are familiar with the 
challenges of getting there. 
 
Many respondents also set specific 
benchmarks against peers, especially 
among our Japanese and Korean 
respondents. Many said they 
were aware, or had formed a clear 
view, of which of their peers had 
the strongest governance and risk 
culture. The difficulty in measuring 
benefits was cited as the leading 
barrier to GRC adoption among Asia 
Pacific respondents (cited by 43% of 
respondents), whereas it only ranked as 
the third highest factor in KPMG’s global 
study.

Overall, it seems there are limitations 
to how much executives can draw 
from past experience or from peers. 
As one respondent put it, “Even in 
mature markets we do not always see 
clear examples of how to measure the 
benefit. The biggest challenge we face is 
getting management buy-in and that is 
not something we can learn from other 
companies”. 
 
Clearly a great deal of time, effort and 
cost can be sunk into GRC programmes 
with a potentially limited or unclear 
payback to the business. What 
differentiates GRC for many Asia Pacific 
organisations is the lack of existing 
legacy infrastructure to be navigated 
and the difficulty in gaining visibility over 
diverse and dispersed markets. While 
the direct lessons from other markets 
may be limited, they underscore 
the huge potential for Asia Pacific 
organisations to enhance, modernise 
and professionalise their approach to 
risk. As such, the decisions that Asia 
Pacific organisations are making today 
will have a critical bearing on their 
success in the years to come.
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