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Headline: Nurture Asia-ready S'poreans to tap growing opportunities in the region

In the third of a four-part series on South-east Asia and our shared future, Sandra Davie talks to DBS Group CEO and Singapore
Management University chairman Piyush Gupta on how universities can prepare their students to seize the opportunities in Asia.

Nurture Asia-ready Sporeans to tap
growling opportunities in the region

Build a cadre of young people who are change
agents and lifelong learners: Piyush Gupta

Sandra Davie
Senior Education
Correspondent

In his first media interview as
chairman of Singapore Manage-
ment University, DBS Bank chief
executive Piyush Gupta said the
university should aim to become
the “quintessential Asian universi-
ty”, emulating DBS, which he had
turned into the “quintessential
Asian bank” since he took over the
helm in 2009.

“The world’s population is here,
the world’s growth is here,” said Mr
Gupta, 65, referring to Asia’s bur-
geoning growth, and stressing that
it presents an opportunity for SMU
to carve out its own niche and
stand out.

“When 1 joined DBS, I figured
that you don't really have a bank
which stands out as the quintes-
sential Asian bank,” he said. “I
think SMU has the same opportu-
nity and aspiration - to stand out
as the quintessential Asian univer-
sity.”

SMU launched its first overseas
centre in Jakarta in 2022. Two
more centres followed - in Bang-
kok in 2023 and Ho Chi Minh City
in 2024. The university plans to set
up three more by 2030.

As Mr Gupta described it, these
centres serve as “knowledge gate-
ways and embassies” for SMU to
work with companies, universities
and the wider society, to further
grow “Asian-centric research and
Asian-centric solutions”. They will
also enable SMU students to gain
exposure and to plug into the chal-
lenges and potential of the region.

In his latest interview with The
Straits Times, Mr Gupta talked
about how his own education and
early work experience shaped his
global mindset and why SMU is on
the right path with its vision to
nurture Asia-ready graduates.

Q How did your education
contribute to you becoming a
globally ready graduate who went
on to build an internationally
successful career in banking?

A My basic education and degree
education were in India, so I didn’t
get the kind of overseas exposure
that many Singaporean undergrad-
uates get these days. But the reality
is, India is one of the most diverse
countries in the world, with many

languages, religions and socioec-
onomic strata. And you meet them
all in school and in the university,
and you build this tremendous abil-
ity to be able to mix with different
kinds of people.

In my business school at IIM Ah-
medabad, I built a very broad set of
knowledge and skills in general
management. [ took up courses in
marketing, economic policy, statis-
tics, research and in law. And as |
look back on my career, the fact
that I know a little bit about a lot of
things has been tremendously
helpful. It gave me the ability to
connect the dots.

The biggest minus of my educa-
tion was I did not physically get ex-
posure outside of India. But that is
why I bring up the second big part
of my education — which was my
first five years in Citibank, a multi-
national organisation, and that is
where I really started getting expo-
sure to how people think different-
ly. My regional headquarters was in
Singapore. The global people with
whom I interacted were in New
York. When you interface all the
time with people from around the
world, you start hearing other
points of view, and very quickly you
realise that your way of thinking is
quite narrow and how much the so-
cial context matters.

Then I started getting posted
overseas including living in Singa-
pore, Indonesia, Malaysia and
Hong Kong, and I realised that
there is no substitute for actually
getting out there and seeing and
experiencing different things.

Q SMU is celebrating its 25th year
in 2025 and president Lily Kong
again articulated the vision to
nurture “Asia-ready and globally
agile” graduates. With the
changing geopolitical landscape,

do you still think that we should
focus so much on Asia?

A First, the centre of gravity of eco-
nomic activity has inexorably shift-
ed towards Asia. Second, the na-
ture of global economic activity is
changing - Asia has shifted from
being just a factory to also being a
marketplace. Within Asia, Asean is
a key region that embodies these
shifts.

Asean is the fifth-largest econo-
my in the world, with a gross do-
mestic product (GDP) of more than
US$3.8 trillion (S$5.06 trillion),
and is poised to become the fourth-

Universities must develop talent from across the region to drive partnerships,
says Mr Piyush Gupta in his first media interview as SMU chairman. PHOTO: SMU
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largest economy globally by 2030.

If you take just the weighted aver-
age GDP of the world as a measure
(where countries with bigger econ-
omies get more weight), you can
see that the centre of the weighted
average GDP is gradually shifting to
this part of the world. And it’s not
illogical. It’s driven by population
growth - demography drives GDPs.

There are over 650 million peo-
ple in Asean now and this is the
third-largest population in the
world, and it is projected to grow to
around 720 million in 2030. What’s
more, the region’s population is one
of the youngest populations in the
world - in the high 20s - and the
number of middle-income and af-
fluent households is projected to
grow by around 5 per cent annually
for the rest of the decade.

In terms of trade and invest-
ments, we are seeing a second tur-
bocharging of Asian manufactur-
ing capacity. In 2023, Asean’s share
of global foreign direct investment
(FDI) rose to 17 per cent, surging
from an average of 6 per cent be-
tween 2006 and 2015. This has dri-
ven FDI stock in the region to
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US$3.9 trillion by 2023, up from
US$1.7 trillion in 2015.

That’s US$200 billion a year com-
ing into the region to set up all
kinds of manufacturing facilities.

In terms of trade, intra-regional
trade is shrinking around the
world, except in Asean, where it is
growing. With China, we are today
its biggest trading partner, and Chi-
na is Asean’s largest trading part-
ner. At the same time, we are also
continuing to go out to trade with
the US in leaps and bounds, with US
goods trade with Asean reaching
US$477 billion in 2024.

Asean thus stands as an attrac-
tive prize due to its large market
and labour pool, which has enabled
it to serve as a big magnet not only
for manufacturing facilities, but al-
so for serving end markets.

Q What about Asean’s role — how
can the regional grouping help all
its member countries tap the
opportunities in the region?

A Sometimes, people comment
that Asean only interacts bilateral-
ly. But actually, what Asean has
been able to do as a community is
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quite remarkable. Can you show :
me one other region which has had :
the longevity we have had, which :
has had the peace and development :
we have had, which has had the :

growth we have had?

Asean as a region is not one and
we still have issues and differences. :
But if you look through that and :
look at the outcomes, what we have :
done is actually bearing dividends. :

But of course, there’s a lot more '
we can do. We could increase mar- :
ket access. We could make it easier :
for capital to flow more easily and :
particularly, I think, one of the big- :
gest things that we could do a lot :
more is to reduce the restrictions :

on the flow of human capital.

If I had to cite one area where I :
think we have a lot more work to :
do, it is the talent and human re- :
source equation. It’s spotty and not :

adequately developed.

As a collective, our overall think- :
ing around the role of education, :
people-to-people exchanges, ap- :
plied research and solving our own :
problems is not adequately devel- :
oped, and we are nowhere where
we need to be. We also have a socie- :
ty that is very focused on grades. So :
in the field of talent creation or :
nurturing a curious population :
which is independent in their :

learning, we have work to do.

Q Should any university setting up
overseas centres or colleges be
serving just its students? What
about the young people in the host
country?

A You have got to build a cadre of :
young people who are lifelong lear- :
and :
change agents in multiple markets. :
With Singapore’s future tightly :
bound to Asean’s, our universities
need to develop talent from across :

ners, curious individuals

the region to drive partnerships.

Take SMU. It has overseas centres :
in Jakarta, Thailand and Vietnam, :
and it plans to establish more cen- :
tres so that it will be able to attract :
adiverse pool of students and open :
up new opportunities for its faculty :

and students.

SMU is committed to providing
global exposure for all its students, :
with every undergraduate experi- :
encing at least one overseas oppor- :
tunity before graduation. By dou- :
bling down on global exposure, we
are training students to develop the
awareness, empathy and under- :
standing of different perspectives. :

Singapore’s future is inextricably :
linked to the region. If Asia thrives, :

Singapore thrives.

sandra@sph.com.sg

About Piyush
Gupta

Mr Piyush Gupta has been
the chief executive and di-
rector of DBS Group since
2000.

Prior to joining DBS, Mr
Gupta was Citigroup’s CEO
for South-east Asia, Australia
and New Zealand.

He led DBS Bank’s digital
transformation; both the
bank and Mr Gupta received
several awards during his
tenure, as a testament to his
leadership.

In 2022, DBS received its
third World’s Best Bank title
from US-based publication
Global Finance, marking the
bank’s seventh global best
bank win in five years. It was
also named World’s Best Dig-
ital Bank by Euromoney in
2016, 2018 and 2021.

In addition, in 2019, DBS
was listed among the top 10
most transformative organi-
sations of the decade by Har-
vard Business Review, which
also named Mr Gupta as one
of the world’s top 100 best-
performing CEOs in the
same year.

In 2020, he was awarded
the Public Service Star by the
President of Singapore for
his meritorious services to
the nation and named Global
Indian of the Year by the Eco-
nomic Times in 2021.

He is currently the chair-
man of the board of trustees
of Singapore Management
University, and chairman of
the Mandai Park Holdings
Board. In addition, he is a
member of Singapore’s Advi-
sory Council on the Ethical
Use of Al and Data and sits on
the board of Singapore’s Na-
tional Research Foundation.
He is also a term trustee of
the Singapore Indian Devel-
opment Association (Sinda).

He has a Bachelor of Arts
(Honours) in Economics
from St Stephen’s College,
Delhi University, India, and a
post-graduate diploma in
management from the Indian
Institute of Management,
Ahmedabad.

In his personal capacity, Mr
Gupta takes a keen interest in
nature, and is a co-chairman
of the BirdLife International
Advisory Group.

As announced, Mr Gupta
will step down as DBS CEO
on March 28, and will be suc-
ceeded by Ms Tan Su Shan,
the bank’s deputy CEO.



