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SMEs SEE BRIGHTER 2015 
Six in 10 Singapore small and medium-sized enterprises expect their 
business to grow next year. BY THEMIN SUWARDY AND MELVIN YONG 

N
EARLY six in 10 small 
and medium-sized en· 
terprises (SMEs) in Sin· 
gapore expect their 
business to grow next 

year, according to the latest study of 
Asla·Paciflc small businesses by glo
bal accounting body CPA Australia. 

This is a more optimistic outlook 
compared with the last 12 months, 
where just half of SMEs reported that 
their business actually expanded. 

SMEs are also most positive about 
!lie prospects for the economy than 
at any time in the last four years. 
Some 61 per cent of these businesses 
expect the Singapore economy to con· 
tlnue growing in 20 I 5. 

'Singapore's small businesses 
have typically responded well to 
these challenges with many focusing 
on reviewing costs, increasing market· 
lng and Improving customer reten· 
tion,' said Gavan Ord, manager, busi· 
ness & Investment policy, CPA Aus· 
tralia, who conducted the survey. 

' Improving staff productivity and 
skills were also Identified by respond· 
ents as mi\.ior drivers of expected 
growth In the coming 12 months,' he 
added. 

The annual survey - conducted in 
September this year - polled small 
businesses In Singapore, Malaysia. In· 
donesla. Vietnam. China, Hong Kong. 
Australia and New Zealand. Nearly 
3,000 responses were received . 
spread evenly across all eight mar· 
kets. 

With the targeted realisation of the 
Asean Economic Community In 201 5. 
there Is much potential for Singapore 
SMEs to capitalise on the opportunl· 
ties. Good preparation for the expect· 
ed challenges in business and eco
nomic conditions is key, espedally In 
strengthening SMEs' finance func· 
dons. 

As a global professional body rep
resenting 150,000 accounting. busi· 
ness and finance professionals world· 
wide, CPA Australia regularly pro· 
vi des tools and resources that help Its 
members and SMEs excel through the 
business cycles. CPA Australia sug· 
gests a few things that a business own· 
ercan do now to get ready for the chal· 
lenges ahead. 

REVIEW COST STRUCTURES 
Cost structures are arguably one of 
the most fundamental parts of any 

business wanting to ensure that It 
maintains a healthy balance sheet 
and sustained profitability. 

The Ministry of Trade and 
Industry's 2013 Economic Survey of 
Singapore noted that labour, utilities 
and rentals were key drivers In recent 
increases in business costs. 

It Is good practice to revisit your 
business plan and budgets. anq 
c.hange them to reflect current and ex· 
pected drcumstances. Review lhe as· 
sumptions underpinning your busi· 
ness plan and. If those assumptions 
have changed, amend your plans and 
budgets to reflect the new conditions. 

Look at the costs that are under 
your control. One common mistake is 
to rein In costs Indiscriminately by 
slashing all expenditure. Training, 
staff welfare, advenlslng, repairs and 
maintenance, for example, maybe dis· 
aetionary but they play a large role In 
ensuring the continuing success of 
your business. 

For costs that are not within a 
business' direct control. such as sup
plies and Inventory, consider asking 
or selecting suppliers who are willing 
to be your business partners. Some 
suppliers may be willing to change 
how they deliver stock to you. This 
can reduce warehousing costs If they 
supply on a 'just·ln·tJme' basis or pro
vide them on consignment 

IMPROVE YOUR PRODUCTIVITY 
AND STAFF SKILLS 
Gettlns more from your assets and 
staff is essential to success - It en· 
sures that your business Is operating 
as efficiently and effectively as possl· 
ble. Productivity and staff skills are 
Important across all your business 
functions from front·llne and produc· 
tlon staff to support functions such 
as accounting and finance. They are 
not all about automation or turning 
the whole economy Into a "machine 
nation'. 

Take accounting and finance. for 
instance. As your organisation grows, 
it is important to Invest in accounting 
capabilities and capac-Ity. For your 
business to succeed, the accounting 
and finance function should be seen 
as more than just a transaction 
processing department. 

'The high pressure. lower value 
adding activities completed by fl· 
nance functions often result In fl· 
nance employees suffering from low 

morale, which Invariably leads to 
higher staff turnover rates,' said R Ra· 
ghunathan, partner at Pricewater· 
houseCoopers Singapore, In a CPA 
Australia publication entitled Account· 
lng and ProductMty. 

A good accounting and finance 
function spends considerably more 
time developing business Insight and 
managing risks to help the organlsa· 
tion operate effectively rather than fo
cusing on transaction processing. 

It should help businesses evaluate 
its rurrent performance by collecting 
data on business performance and 
comparing that to previous perform· 
ance. Industry benchmarks and the 
strategic goals of your business. 

An effective accounting and fl . 
nance function will help monitor cash 
flow components such as receivables, 
inventory and payables. as well as ex· 
amine asset utilisation and returns on 
Investments. 

It should regularly evaluate the 
performance of identified key drivers 
against goals and look at areas for lm· 
provernent. The best way to do this Is 
to have a system that presents evalua· 
tlons In a clear and concise way, such 
as dashboard reporting. 

Transaction processing is un· 
doubtedly necessary In any business 
but It should be achieved with utmost 
efficiency. Think about any Internal 
accounting or finance-related forms 
that you still use. Set a challenge to 
have them converted Into electronic 
versions or Web forms by next year. 

As businesses prepare for 20 I 5, 
the Monetary Authority of Singapore 
has projected that the economy will 
grow at a modest pace next year. But 
while business conditions may seem 
challenging, SMEs will find value In 
the many opportunities If they are 
consistent in the strategic direction of 
the organisation and can be properly 
funded. 

Businesses can also create their 
own opportunities by seeking out 
new markets. And the Asean Econom· 
lc Community, w1th a population of 
over 600 million consumers, may 
well form the bedrock of growth op
portunities In the region. 
1 Themln Sllwardy is assoaate 
professor of accounting (practice! at 
the Singapore Management 
University and Singapore dMslonal 
president. CPA Australia, Melvin Yong 
Is Singapore general manager, CPA 
Australia. 
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