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ABSTRACT 
The Business Process Management (BPM) industry 
is one of the world’s fastest growing industries 
globally and Sri Lanka’s huge potential has been 
widely acknowledged. This is an industry in which 
human resources capacity is a vital ingredient. One 
of the biggest challenges identified by all the industry 
stakeholders is ensuring adequate capacity to meet 
the demand of the industry growth projections. 
Typically, a mid-sized deal is often more than a 
thousand people. It is apparent that Colombo alone 
could not provide the HR capacity and it would be 
necessary to build capacity outside Colombo. In 
2007 the E-village of Mahavilachchiya was 
introduced to a leading corporate. The capabilities of 
the rural youth from this village in IT and English 
was immediately apparent. The idea of piloting the 
concept of outsourcing work to a rural hamlet was 
mooted and a pilot project with just 2 agents 
commenced. This gave rise to Sri Lanka’s first ever 
rural BPM. Today the project has been replicated in 
other villages of Sri Lanka creating several jobs. 
Several village youths have received exposure to best 
of breed accounting processes and world class ERP 
systems. Many have gone on to secure excellent 
careers in leading government and private sector 
companies. Importantly, a successful business model 
for rural BPMs has been formulated. This has the 
potential to address the human resources capacity 

challenges of the industry and address 
unemployment at a national level.      

AN INTRODUTION TO THE E-VILLAGE 
OF MAHAVILACHCHIYA AND THE 
BIRTH OF A CONCEPT 
In 2007 the John Keells Group Foundation, which is 
the CSR entity of the John Keells Group, was 
introduced by the charity FARO (Foundation for 
Advancing Rural opportunities) to the village of 
Mahavilachchiya in the Anuradhapura district. This 
was said to be an “e-village” and the village with the 
highest density of computers of all villages in Sri 
Lanka. The youth of Mahavilachchiya had good 
desktop and English skills thanks to the pioneering 
work of Ms. Lovina Charles who gifted the building 
and continues to support the education and 
development of village youth. The potential of the 
village for BPM services was noted immediately 
owing to IT literacy, connectivity and the English 
and IT skills among its youth. Business Process 
Management (BPM) is the transfer of a client’s 
internal business processes, such as finance and 
accounting (F&A), Human Resources (HR), Legal 
processes and procurement etc. to an external service 
provider that improves these processes and 
administers these functions to an agreed service 
standard and typically at a reduced cost [1]. The John 
Keells Group, having recently entered the BPM 
business, it was proposed that an opportunity be 
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provided to youth of the village to carry out 
outsourced functions for its subsidiaries. Further it 
was proposed that technology be leveraged in order 
for the work to be carried out the functions from 
Mahavilachchiya itself. The concept of rural BPM, 
though new to Sri Lanka, has been successfully 
implemented in India by companies such as Infosys 
with impressive results [2]. The concept was 
evaluated by the senior leaders of the company and 
an exciting vision emerged.  

THE VISION 
- Promote poverty alleviation in villages by 

providing sustainable employment 

opportunities to youth in their own village 

- Facilitate the formulation of a BPM 

company that could provide BPM services to 

the Group 

- Test and fine-tune a model that, if successful, 

would provide capacity for future large-scale 

BPM operations, when the requirement 

could be 500-1000 seats per client 

- Develop a workable model that could be 

replicated in other villages of Sri Lanka and 

so support the growth of BPM at a national 

level whilst alleviating poverty through 

livelihood generation at village level 

THE BIRTH OF ONTIME PVT LIMITED 
MAHAVILACHCHIYA 
It was decided to embark on a pilot where 2 
associates were to be trained and the concept tested. 
The pilot would require the 2 associates, after 
training in Colombo to commence processing 
transactions remotely from Mahavilachchiya. Senior 
management undertook site inspections at 
Mahavilachchiya and formulated strategies to 
establish connectivity with adequate security to the 
Group’s IT systems including SAP. Innovative 
technology was employed to facilitate this model as 

it was necessary to electronically transmit images of 
accounting documents and extend the Group’s 
systems to a remote village securely. The Group’s IT 
unit worked to create a model wherein secure VPN 
access was extended to Mahavilachchiya, enabling 
staff of the BPM to log on in real-time to the Group’s 
systems. The pilot proved an outstanding success and 
gave rise to Sri Lanka’s first ever rural BPM. 

The associates of Mahavilachchiya leased a premises 
from Horizon Foundation and this was fully fitted out 
to BPM standards with the assistance of world bank 
funds disseminated through the ICTA” s Partnership 
Assistance Programme grant (PAP). Secure access 
via VPN was provided to the Group’s systems to 
access SAP and other systems required to carry out 
transaction processing activities. The work 
outsourced was accounting transactions including 
supplier invoice processing, bank reconciliations, 
journal entries and customer invoicing. 
Remuneration was based on the number of 
transactions processed. Working in partnership with 
the John Keells Foundation and FARO a unique 
shareholding structure was formulated where a 
company, OnTime Technologies Pvt Limited, was 
registered, the youth who were working in the BPM 
would themselves own shares in the entity.  

Today, the company is a flourishing, self-sustained 
unit employing 19 youth and in its 13th year of 
operations. Several media organisations have 
reviewed this initiative and provided media coverage 
in their publications [3]. The longevity demonstrates 
the sustainable nature of the project. Several of the 
current team have served tenures of 10 years and 5 
years. Several of the youth who worked in this unit 
and subsequently gone on to take up government and 
private sector jobs in leading organizations 
leveraging on the exposure to the world’s leading 
ERP SAP and the best-in-class practices of the John 
Keells Group. It is gratifying to see several of the 
OnTime team contribute significantly to the income 
of their families and some are now the main bread 
winners. One of the senior associates of OnTime has 
this to say, “I now have a job that can support me and 
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my family. Now our family is well off with my sister 
also working at OnTime. I am proud to be working 
and contributing while being in the village and this 
experience is never possible if not for InfoMate and 
OnTime. Now I am the COO of OnTime and I run 
this operation with 19 employees. Key learning’s are 
running a business, working with different people 
who have different expectations and focusing them 
to one goal. As the business model is self-ownership, 
we feel that we are part of the whole thing. I have no 
idea of leaving the village anymore.” Over the past 
decade it is noteworthy that over a hundred have been 
employed through this model and the fact that this 
has lasted over 13 years demonstrates the 
sustainability of the model. Dividends are declared 
periodically, and AGMs are held. The hard work, 
dedication and commitment of the associates of 
OnTime Pvt Limited Mahavilachchiya is 
commendable as is their ability to process very high 
volumes and their efforts to support month-ends and 
other deadlines is praiseworthy. Their productivity 
often times exceeds those of their trainers! 

THE UNIQUE OPERATING MODEL AND 
ECO SYSTEM 
Group subsidiary InfoMate Pvt Limited was already 
in operation as a shared services centre for the John 
Keells Group provided back-office services to other 
John Keells Group subsidiaries. The accounting 
activities of Group companies including accounts 
payable, accounts receivable, bank reconciliations, 
general ledger and fixed asset accounting were 
outsourced to InfoMate. With the introduction of the 
rural BPM concept, a business model was formulated 
wherein InfoMate would sub-let some of the 
functions to the remote centres and these functions 
would be processed from the rural BPM centres. 
InfoMate would pay the BPM centre for the work 
carried out. Each entity in the Eco system played an 
important role which contributed to the success of the 
model.  

- FARO, working with legal firm FG & J De 
Sarams’ pioneered a unique ownership model 
where a company would be incorporated for the 

rural BPM unit and the operators would 
themselves hold shares in the entity. The 
members of FARO, all eminent business leaders, 
continue to play a role in discharging their 
responsibilities as Directors of the fledgling 
entity, providing mentoring and guidance to the 
young management team of the BPM unit.  

- John Keells Foundation played a vital role in Eco 
system through direct support in Infrastructure, 
training and also in facilitating the application 
for the World Bank grants disbursed through the 
ICT agency under the partnership assistance 
programme (PAP grant). The grant was utilized 
for the initial infrastructure setup including 
computers and workstations. The Foundation 
brought the project under its umbrella of 
strategic CSR projects and monitors and 
facilitates the project on an on-going basis. Each 
year, the foundation maintains a budget for each 
BPM unit in order to upgrade infrastructure and 
provide specific training and development 
activities 

- ICTA facilitated the grant which enabled the new 
units to setup and commence operations 

- F G & J De Sarams’ and KMPG support the new 
unit with all the compliance and regulatory 
requirements 

- InfoMate, the Group’s shared services unit, 
ensures the supply of a regular stream of work. 
Regular technical training on accounting and 
SAP processes is provided by InfoMate both in 
its offices in Colombo and on-site to up-skill the 
operators and facilitate the outsourcing of more 
functions on a continuous basis. InfoMate 
appointed a senior team leader to mentor each 
unit. Regular visits to the centres are undertaken 
both for training, guidance and also relationship 
building. InfoMate has also supported directly 
with management training, and investments in 
generators and connectivity. 

The business model is illustrated in figure 1 
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REPLICATION OF THE PROJECT WITH 
SEENIGAMA BPO TECHNOLOGIES 
 

The project was replicated in 2010 in Seenigama in 
partnership with the Foundation of Goodness (FOG) 
and FARO and this project has also been an 
outstanding success. Here too a grant was obtained 
for the initial setup from ICTA under the Replication 
Assistance Programme (RAP Grant). Seenigama 
BPM technologies today employs 15 staff with 
several more having worked over the past 10 years. 
A proud achievement is that Cinnamon Hotels has 
hired three of the associates of Seenigama BPO 
Technologies to its cadre and today these associates 
work as John Keells Group employees in the finance 
division. Drawing from the learnings in the previous 
project, Seenigama BPO technologies was able to 
scale up very quickly and the talented youth today 
handle a variety of functions. Income levels, together 
with all KPIs including quality are at a good 
standard. Seenigama BPO Technologies marked its 
10th anniversary recently with a celebration. The high 
intelligence and ability to learn and quickly master 
new functions is a feature of the Seenigama BPO 
Technologies Team.  

 

 

JAFFNA BPM TECHNOLOGIES 
In 2013, the third BPM unit was opened in Jaffna. 
This introduced a new element of working with the 
presidential task force for IT and the Commissioner 
General of Rehabilitation (CGR) to provide 
employment for rehabilitees. Jaffna BPM 
technologies Private Limited was floated and the 
John Keells Foundation invested fully in the 
infrastructure including computers, connectivity and 
workstations. Today Jaffna BPO Technologies 
employs 15 youth and has completed 8 years in 
operation. The office of the CGR provides CVs of 
rehabilitees and facilitates the interview process. The 
collaboration for this project was with a training 

institution in Jaffna, which provided the office space 
to house the BPM, together with pre-process training 
on accounting and soft skills. The discipline, 
commitment and reliability of the associates of 
Jaffna BPO Technologies is noteworthy. The impact 
on lives and the heartwarming story of some of the 
associates is detailed in the video clip, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0bI5Lq-K9NI  

 

CHALLENGES 
Granting remote access to Group systems securely 
and ensuring good connectivity speeds and high “up-
time” percentages carried with it a raft of IT and 
infrastructure challenges. Also, transforming the 
youth, hitherto used to a more flexible and less time-
bound work ethic, to working for a large corporate 
with stringent quality and turnaround time 
requirements was an HR challenge. As the units 
expanded it was found that the young management 
team experienced difficulties in handling the diverse 
issues, particularly inter-personal issues, in the early 
days. To summarise, the challenges could be 
summarized as 

- Management challenges 
- HR challenges 
- Infrastructure challenges: Reliability 

connectivity and power 
- Training and quality 

In order to address the challenges, the John Keells 
Foundation and InfoMate invested in redundancy 
and focused training programmes to address the short 
falls.  

THE WAY FORWARD 
InfoMate and the John Keells Group have a clear 
roadmap for its rural BPM strategy. Working in 
partnership with the John Keells Foundation, FARO 
and the relevant stakeholders from the areas as well 
as Government, the plan entails an increase in the 
volume and range of functions sub-let to the centres. 
The target is to get each of the 3 units up to 20 
operators and work with each unit to ensure stability, 
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growth and continuous improvement in up-skilling, 
quality and productivity. Some of the specific 
objectives include 

- ensuring each unit has a subject matter 
expert (SME) who is able to train and guide 
others in the team, 

- working with the management team to 
improve all-round management skills 

- ensuring strong IT infrastructure including 
redundancy for all single points of failure  

- Development of soft skills, work disciplines 
and strengthening entrepreneurship mindset  

CSR ACHIEVEMENTS 
The Corporate social responsibility achievements are 
many and include 

- Sustainable employment created for 40 
youth 

- The opportunity to carry out work from their 
hometown, without the need to relocate to 
the cities.  

- An alternate career choice where previously 
employment choices for these youth were 
limited to farming, military, fishing and 
garments 

- The opportunity to work in “city office” 
environments with the trappings of 
individual workstations and personal 
computers, email, connectivity and in an 
Air-Conditioned environment 

- Women’s employment and empowerment  
- A higher percentage of savings as transport, 

lodging and meal costs are not required 
- Family units kept intact and avoiding the 

social issues connected with migration to the 
city.  

- An opportunity for rehabilitees to enter the 
work stream and carry out meaningful 
employment 

- Access to training and skills development 
including technical skills on accounting and 
ERP systems, proficiency with Microsoft 
Office, management skills and IT skills 

One of the senior associates of Mahavilachchiya had 
this to say, “we have learned some important lessons 
by working at On-Time. We have learned how to run 
a business efficiently, how to set regulations and 
implement them, how to solve problems, how to plan 
and implement projects and how to work with others. 
We have also understood the benefit of cross training 
because it helps to ease the workload if one person 
can switch roles and help in another area. In this way, 
we have become a very strong team. I am glad that 
John Keells setup On-Time in Mahavilachchiya, 
because I have the chance to work in my own village 
without going to Colombo. I am safe and comfortable 
and happy and earning a good income, thanks to this 
business.” 

An associate of Seenigama BPM Technologies 
shared her views on the impact this project has had 
on her life and her village and community, “I had 
completed my A/L exam but was not selected to enter 
university even though I was eligible. So this job was 
like fate smiling on me. With my salary I’m 
following a baking course part time and give the rest 
of my salary towards my family. I’m very proud that 
I am contributing to my family instead of being a 
burden to it. Most families don’t like to send females 
to go for jobs which are a long distance from the 
village. Families prefer their daughters working here 
because of security and close proximity. The girls 
also prefer it since they can contribute significantly 
towards their families while being in the village 
itself.” 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND STEPS IN 
COMMENCING A RURAL BPM 
INITAITIVE  

Identifying and selecting a location is the preliminary 
and vital first step. Key considerations in this include 

- Access to talent: the availability of a training 
centre, school and a young talent pool with 
skills in basic IT and English is key 
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- Support infrastructure: the availability of a 
suitable building, connectivity, reliable 
electricity supply 

- The CSR potential: as the CSR element and 
the potential to make a social impact is a vital 
motivation it is useful to assess the economic 
status of the village or town, the needs and 
the potential to make a difference 

- Availability of a local partner, ideally a 
charity, such as the Foundation of Goodness, 
will provide a vital support system, helping 
with setting up, creating trust amongst the 
local community and support in the journey 

Establishing the business model is the next priority. 
Would the resources in the new BPM operate as 
freelancers or as a separate legal entity on a 
subcontracting arrangement, is an important element 
to establish. Also, the remuneration model needs to 
be communicated. Ensuring clear remuneration 
methodology is vital in establishing the success of 
the model together with how this would be 
administered and disseminated. As detailed above 
the infomate model was to partner with a charity 
FARO who established a separate legal entity and 
governance model. Proper accounting, audit, cash 
and bank procedure is a must. Establishing the 
leadership in the BPM unit we have found is a critical 
success factor.  

The third priority is setting up the hard infrastructure. 
A nicely designed office, with workstations, server 
room, AC, good desktops, breakout area is a definite 
plus. This provides a big boost to morale and a 
positive start to the journey. Investing in backup 
connectivity, access control and security and a 
generator too are recommended.  

Identifying the correct type of work which will be 
passed on to the new unit and trainees is the next 
consideration. A relatively simple, straight forward 
and less complex process is best suited. Training 
should be provided in the head office, together with 
on-site support post go-live. There are merits in 
starting small, learning, fine tuning and then scaling 

up. Training should also encompass English 
communication and reporting protocols, SLAs, and 
information security. Daily communication post go-
live is important to share regular feedback on 
challenges, quality, and progress.   

Thereafter regular communication, visits, quarterly 
reviews are vital in sustaining the unit. Earnings, 
productivity, accuracy are key metrics to monitor on 
a continuous basis. Paying attention to the CSR 
aspects, and not just the work elements, will help 
sustain the project. Expect cultural differences and 
avoid the tendency to try and replicate the unit to be 
a replica of the head office. A project champion who 
is passionate on the project should be appointed who 
will be responsible for regular communication, 
smoothening communication issues, any 
misunderstandings and with growing and expanding 
the project with new processes and new trainees. 
Important to pay attention to governance aspects 
such as accounts, audit, record keeping, AGMs and 
dividend distribution.  

  

CONCLUSION: LEARNINGS AND 
APPLICATIONS IN A NATIONAL 
CONTEXT 
The project demonstrates the capability of rural 
youth if given the opportunity to meet stringent 
service levels consistently. Over the seven years the 
youth have proved their ability to work on a world 
class ERPs such as SAP, align with the best practices 
of a leading corporate, master the accounting 
principles involved in the difference processes and 
achieve high standards of productivity and quality. It 
also is wonderful example of public sector, private 
sector and charities working together for a common 
purpose. It showcases the power of the IT – BPM 
industry and how the power of connectivity could be 
leveraged to create jobs.  

The rural BPM initiative is also a true example of a 
sustainable project. InfoMate benefits from lower 
attrition levels, a stable workforce and the arbitrage 
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created through the lower rental and infrastructure 
costs in the remote centres, whilst creating 
employment and improving living standards for 
talented rural youth.  

The Government of Sri Lanka, the ICT agency of Sri 
Lanka, the industry association SLASSCOM and 
several leading research organizations have on many 
occasions advocated the future potential of this 
industry, together with their strong belief that Sri 
Lanka could be a major player in the outsourcing 
industry. Sri Lanka’s IT  / BPM Industry has set its 
vision to achieve USD 5 billion in exports by 2025 
while generating 200,000 jobs and creating 1,000 
start-ups in the process. The economic benefits 
which could accrue to the country through this 
industry and its potential to address unemployment 
issues have also been widely reported.  For Sri Lanka 
to play a significant role in the global outsourcing 
industry, the availability of human resources is a vital 
ingredient. Colombo and the major cities alone 
cannot meet the capacity requirements and in this 
respect the concept of talent supply from tier II and 
tier III cities together with rural areas assumes 
increased importance. Connectivity also enables the 
processing to be carried out in the rural districts 
without the need to migrate to the large cities and 

thereby overcoming the issues of overcrowding. 
Rural BPM centres could therefore play a vital role 
in the future of the outsourcing industry and 
contribute significantly towards the economic 
development of Sri Lanka.  
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Figure 1: The business model demonstrating the sub-letting of accounting functions to the BPM centre and the support entities which create an enabling 
environment 
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