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CEO Of HitaCHi Data SyStEmS NEvillE 
viNCENt HaS wOrkED iN tHE UNitED 
kiNgDOm, tHE fOrmEr SOviEt UNiON, 
HONg kONg, kOrEa, aND aCrOSS tHE 
aSia–PaCifiC rEgiON. tODay, NEvillE 
iS USiNg tHat ExPEriENCE tO DEvElOP 
a StratEgiC viSiON fOr HitaCHi Data 
SyStEmS. 

In The Office
EXECUTIVE 
InTErVIEw

Neville has worked in the information 
technology industry for over 18 
years in a range of countries and 
markets. Originally, however, he 

studied electronic engineering to follow in his 
father’s footsteps. After completing his Higher 
National Certificate, he got an electronic 
engineering apprenticeship with Hewlett-
Packard in the UK but soon discovered it was 
not the right fit. “I realised that I was a very 
poor engineer, so I got out of that and went into 
a sales career immediately. At one stage, I was 
the youngest salesman worldwide; I was selling 
their equipment at 21,” explains Neville. 

In the early 90s, Neville joined 3Com and 
worked in Asia and the former Soviet Union 
over a period of 10 years. Neville says he has 
been very lucky throughout his career. “I began 
my international career in my mid 20s and was 
exposed to emerging markets in the hyper-
growth phase. It entailed high growth, early 
entry markets in the former Soviet Union, and 
high-growth markets within the Asia–Pacific 
region.” This experience led him to set up his 
own sales and marketing professional services 
company based out of Hong Kong. The 
company operated out of South Korea for 
around four years before Neville joined Hitachi 
Data Systems (HDS) in 2005.

According to Neville, working in foreign markets 
provided equally demanding and rewarding 
experiences. “One of the main challenges is 
achieving your business agenda and outcomes 
without underestimating the cultural differences 
in problem solving. How a Russian or a Korean 
will approach a problem is very different. It is so 
easy to think that you have an agreement when 
in reality nobody understands anything that you 
have just agreed to. 

“The way that we deal with our problems is 
different, but the problems are incredibly 
similar. The overriding strategy and concept 
will work; it is possible to have globalised 
approaches, although the localisation will be 
slightly different in either implementation or 
development. If I want to develop a concept in 
Korea, I have to go from the top down. In 
Australia, we prefer a more collaborative and 
consultative approach. 

“I lived in Korea for seven years. My wife is 
Korean. I think it is really important to 
immerse yourself in the culture you work in. In 
a regional-only role, it is very difficult to get a 
true depth of understanding of how people 
approach their life and problems. I've been 
fortunate to have gained a number of in-
country experiences.”

This widespread perspective has significantly influenced Neville’s 
successful leadership approach, with HDS seeing 10-per-cent growth 
each year and a 20–25-per-cent growth in the past half-year period. 
“I think I have a very visual leadership style. I would prefer to focus 
on possibilities and vision. When I arrived in 2008, we established a 
four-year vision and worked persistently to achieve that outcome. I 
believe that is what has created the performance that we have had,” 
states Neville. 

Neville says these four-year plans help HDS to stay ahead of its 
competition. “I think, especially in a low-density market like 
Australia, you have to innovate to differentiate. Innovation is part of 
our vision – to innovate not just around technology but in how we 
apply that and integrate capability.

“We have development facilities around the globe but mainly in 
Japan; a lot of that innovation comes out of Japan. If you look at 
Hitachi Limited, it has something like 2,000 PhDs. We get a lot of 
our sources of innovation from cross-fertilisation; Hitachi Limited 
has 900 different businesses cars, electronic trains, et cetera. The 
power of HDS is to cross-fertilise that technology into other areas,” 
explains Neville. 

In Australia, HDS works with around 10 key partners. Neville says 
one of HDS’s benefits is that it is deep when it comes to supplier 
relationships. “We are seeing the nature of our partnerships 
changing. Usually, we would have a re-selling partner but now this is 
shifting towards a true services consumption model. We do not really 
have a lot of suppliers, but we have a lot of partnerships with the 
Microsofts and the SAPs of this world to help create a complete 
solution from a technology perspective.”

HDS builds long-term relationships with its partners through mutual 
respect and honesty. “Typically, we have to be about 18 months 
ahead of ourselves, as it takes at least 18 months to engage and 
develop a business relationship. From a service perspective, a lot of it 
is built on trust. We need to make sure we have our partnership 
profile and then we will scope that. We are investing in partnerships 
that we think will come to fruition in two years time,” says Neville. 

According to Neville, Australian businesses and government agencies 
are in the midst of an information glut. Neville says that this means 
the amount of data available to businesses is growing exponentially, 
but they are finding it increasingly difficult to store and utilise this 
information. “From a productivity perspective, people waste too 
much time trying to search the same information, and then they copy 
it, store it and use it for different purposes throughout the business 
cycle. 

One of the challenges is achieving your 
business agendas and outcomes without 
underestimating the cultural differences in 
problem solving. How a russian or a korean 
will approach a problem is very different.” 
- Neville vincent
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“In trying to understand customers’ problems, 
we decided to examine our own processes. Are 
we providing our customers with the right 
information at the right time? Are we being 
efficient and effective with putting forward that 
data? And what productivity and efficiencies do 
we have and not have?”

This business process exercise involved 
collecting information and numbers on HDS’s 
operations and results. Neville says it was an 
invaluable tool. “By clearly documenting what 
we actually do, we suddenly found out how 
much and how efficiently we work. We also 
looked at the cultural people perspective of our 
operations. If you can get consensus and 
common understanding, cultural alignment, 

and technological alignment of business 
processes, you will find that the business will be 
more efficient. As a result, we have seen a 
40-per-cent improvement in productivity over a 
four-year period.”

This is just the beginning, with Neville 
detailing an ambitious vision for HDS. “We are 
a 100-year-old company and we intend to be a 
200-year-old company. One of the things I 
appreciate is the ability to execute four-year 
plans in the IT world, which is fairly 
uncommon. This is a key differentiation in our 
approach to customers. We are not here to sell 
people more information infrastructure; we are 
here to solve their information problems on a 
long-term basis.”  

if you can get consensus and common understanding, cultural alignment, and 
technological alignment of business processes, you will find that the business will be 
more efficient. as a result, we have seen a 40-per-cent improvement in productivity 
over a four-year period.” - Neville vincent
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The Foodco Group’s Managing 
Director Serge Infanti originally 
came from a business background, 
having studied accounting at college. 

He joined IBM and progressed quickly into 
senior management in both marketing and 
finance departments and was being groomed for 
further promotion, spending 13 years with the 
technology giant before deciding on a completely 
different career. “I was in the accelerated 
executive management plan and had just 
completed an in-house MBA with IBM,” Serge 
explains. “However, I found myself becoming 
increasingly dissatisfied and frustrated with the 
corporate lifestyle, the constant travel, and the 
bureaucracy. I had a young family and knew 
that if I was going to make a change, then this 
would be the time.  

faCED witH DivErgiNg PatHS bEtwEEN bEiNg aN ibm 
ExECUtivE aND bECOmiNg a fOOD rEtailEr, SErgE iNfaNti 
CHOSE tHE lattEr, aND HiS jOUrNEy HaS PlaCED Him at 
tHE HElm Of ONE Of aUStralia’S mOSt SUCCESSfUl 
fraNCHiSE CHaiNS.

“At that time, the IT industry was changing 
rapidly and a lot of my young management peers 
had decided to go into their own small businesses 
or leave the mainstream IT companies and move 
to other growth areas like telecommunications. I 
had a completely different view; I wanted to go 
into retail and take the Muffin Break concept to 
Queensland. In 1992, I opened my first Muffin 
Break franchise store in Queensland, and later 
on also opened one of the first Jamaica Blue 
cafés. ”

In this rapidly changing and increasingly 
difficult retail environment, one of the greatest 
challenges Serge and Foodco face is keeping 
each concept relevant and in demand. For Serge, 
it is a matter of accentuating and maintaining 
the brand’s points of difference. He emphasises, 

if you want to make changes 
in a franchising system with 
200-plus stores, you really 
have to understand those 
changes years earlier, as it 
will take time to be able to 
deliver it across the system in 
an effective manner.” 
- Serge infanti
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DO YOU KNOW WHICH 
CUSTOMERS YOU 

WILL LOSE IN 2012?

  Deep-Insight measures the quality of your   
  relationships with corporate clients, channel
  partners (brokers and resellers) and indirect 
  customers managed via resellers. 

  We can identify which of your key accounts  
  are likely to defect over the next 12 months. 
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