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aking sense of future economy, now

Buzzwords such as “transformation” and “innovation” are trending at the moment, but we need to adapt it locally

uzzwords such as “transformation”

and “innovation” are trending at the

moment. Where the "Transforma-

tion Now" seminar stood out was

the emphasis on localising trans-
formation. That is, adapting a global trend to the
Singapore context.

Such efforts range from speaking to business
owners in the local vernacular, to an emphasis
on drawing out your own gualities to bring about
innovation, like cultivating your own soft skills,
and shifts from a reliance on hard skills.

These points were brought up during the sem-
inar, held on May 18. It was organised by The
Business Times and supported by Canon. It is
part of the Think Big Leadership Business
Series.

Speaker: Dr Tan Khee Giap

Title, Institution: Co-Director, Asia
Competitiveness Institute,

Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy,
National University of Singapore

Topic: How to compete more effectively in
the region

Dr Tan noted that Singapore is a highly open cos-
mopolitan city state that is made up of “one coun-
try, two economies and three classes”. The new
normal for the Singapore economy is low and
slow growth.

By “two economies”, Dr Tan was referring to
the intemational and domestic economies. The
“three classes” that he spoke about are: the
wealthy privileged class which makes up about
one per cent of the population; the PMETs (pro-
fessionals, managers, executives and techni-
cians) as the middle class; and the economic-so-
cio underclass which forms 10 to 15 per cent of
the population.

He pointed out that by having PMETs make
up a large section of the population, they add sta-
bility to the Singapore economy. This is also con-
gruent with the structural transformation of the
local economy to the knowledge-intensive stage.

When Singapore companies decide to ex-
pand into the region, Dr Tan spoke about the
need to develop extensive business networks in
these countries. Doing so would include under-
standing local business practices, respecting indi-
genous cultures, and familiarity with how the gov-
ernment functions in other countries.

He talked about the difference between being
“a hard worker” and “a smart worker” —the former
is one who logs long hours while the latter tries to
maximise revenue from each dollar of inputs —
and he pushed for the move to being a smart
worker.

Enterprise Future Initiative: Transforming
SMEs into Promising Local Enterprises

The Singapore government's vision for local
SMEs is for them to be realised as Promising
Local Enterprises (PLCs).

With this vision in mind, the Asia Competitive-
ness Institute (ACI) at the Lee Kuan Yew School
of Public Policy will take on the Enterprise Future
Initiative (EFI).

This was announced by Dr Tan Khee Giap,
co-director of ACI, on the first day (May 18) of
Canon’s “Transformation Now” event.

For this initiative, the ACI will work with trade
associations and business chambers in Singa-
pore. The EF| will strengthen the digital capabilit-
ies of small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs). The purpose in doing so is to encourage
SMEs to innovate and to scale up.

They are also directed to take up the re-
sources provided under the seven broad
strategies mentioned in the report by the Commit-
tee on the Future Economy. To launch the EFI,
ACl is constructing a SMEs Productivity Tracking
and Efficiency Monitoring (PTEM) Index. There
are five objectives for this index. They are:

+ To facilitate the information acquisition pro-
cess for SMEs by building up a business informa-
tion matrix;

¢ To enable SMEs to identify their relative
strengths and weaknesses through competitive-
ness rankings and simulation analysis;

# With the results of the study, ACI will engage
industry experts to provide customised consulta-
tion as to how SMEs can enhance their digital
capabilities, to innovate and to scale up;

+ To assist government agencies in designing
training courses which are better suited to the
needs of SMEs;

+ And to construct benchmarking and compar-
ison on performances of SMEs across 16 Asian
economies.

Panel discussion (from left): Moderator R Sivanithy, Wilson Chew (PwC), Catherine Chong (IMDA), Ho Meng Kit (SBF)

and Tan Khee Giap (NUS ACI).

Speaker: Mr Stuart Smith

Title, Institution: Chief of Service Innovation
& Design, Institute of Systems Science,
National University of Singapore

Topic: The art & science of innovation:

How to start and sustain a creative culture
for growth

Mr Smith started his segment by laying out the
definition of innovation. He considers this to be
bringing in something new. One local example of
innovation would be the experience or service in-
novation brought about by introducing bike rent-
als to the public.

He went on to expand the scope of the discus-
sion by comparing innovation with creativity and
design. He considered creativity as an act of
thinking and imagining new ideas. And design
“links creativity and innovation”. Quoting further
from the Cox Review of Creativity in Business:
“(Design) shapes ideas to become practical and
attractive propositions for users or customers.
Design may be described as creativity deployed
to a specific end.”

He also said that “soft (skills) are the new
hard (skills)". There is a need to switch to focus-
ing on soft skills as jobs that merely require hard
skills can be easily outsourced.

Then drawing the audience back to the topic
of his segment, “The art and science of innova-
tion”, he explained what made up the “science”
and “art” of it.

The science of innovation comprises dedicat-
ing resources, with time being a more crucial one
than money now. Then, there is a need to under-
stand technology and, to see the surrounding en-
vironment in terms of systems and networks. To
this second end, some concepts are helpful.
They are: network theory, system theory, self-or-
ganisation theory, and understanding nonlinear
systems, adaptation and evolution.

On the art of innovation, this comes from delib-
erate and consistent practice, experimentation
and failure, and fostering creativity. In addition, it
is important to understand the impact that
storytelling can have in constructing a narrative
for an innovation.

Innovation should be adapted to your context
as well, for it to be useful. Lastly, Mr Smith spoke
about forgoing perfect conditions to put out an in-
novation; and resilience and perseverance are
needed as the process of innovation is a slog.

Speaker: Dr Wilson Chew

Title, Institution: Partner, Strategy,
PricewaterhouseCoopers Singapore
Topic: Building a future-proof
Singapore business

One of the topics that Dr Chew spoke on was
how businesses can innovate in five steps. They
are:
+ Change the way business owners think
Bringing about innovation starts with changing
the way someone thinks (“a mindset change”).
There are changes and there are changes for the
better.

One way to move in the right direction is to
seek the opinions of the stakeholders whom a
company does business with. This could be their
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“(Design) shapes
ideas to become
practical and
attractive
propositions for
users or customers.
Design may be
described as
creativity deployed
to a specific end.”

NUS' innovation expert Stuart Smith

suppliers or customers; not just business consult-
ants.

* Search and identify their own strengths
A company can choosé to play to their strengths.

To do so, business owners should be able to artic-
ulate why their companies are great. And the
strengths found in the company’s core competen-
cies make firm starting points for innovations,
and for identifying new growth drivers.

# Explore the external ecosystem
Companies do not exist in silos. Pressures exer-
ted by marcoeconomic forces and competition
have an impact on a company’s existence.
Hence companies need to be aware of the ongo-
ings in their extemal ecosystem, and align their
corporate strategies to it.

“We all have to be
open to new
possibilities and to
drive innovation in
our respective
businesses. Then
only, will there be
synergy between
the nationwide
efforts to expand
Singapore’s
business
landscape.”

Vincent Low,

Director & General Manager
Business Imaging Solutions,
Canon Singapore

4 |dentify new areas of innovation

In his book Differentiation (which was distributed
at this event), Dr Chew quotes three strategic
growth options that were mentioned by H. I. An-
soff in the Harvard Business Review in 1957.
They are: developing better efficiency and im-
proving marketing efforts; developing new mar-
kets; and developing next generation products
and services.

# Find progressive innovation

The keyword here is “progressive”. Innovation
can come across as an overwhelming idea. And
making incremental improvements to an existing
product — that is, progressive innovation — is no
less impactful than a successful invention.

Panel Discussion: What does it take to
make a difference for my business?

Moderator: Mr R Sivanithy, The Business Times

Participants:
Mr Ho Meng Kit, CEO,
Singapore Business Federation

Ms Catherine Chong, Deputy Director
(Productivity Growth Through ICT), IMDA;

Dr Tan Khee Giap

Co-Director, Asia Competitiveness Institute,

Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, National
University of Singapore

Dr Wilson Chew

Partner, Strategy, PricewaterhouseCoopers
Singapore

The moderator, Mr R Sivanithy of The Business
Times, started the discussion by saying that
SMESs have been given an insight into the govern-
ment'’s thinking on the direction for the future eco-
nomy. This came via two important documents -
the Committee on the Future Economy report
and the Budget. He added that there was now
plenty of advice from experts about how to suc-
cessfully transform businesses to meet the chal-
lenges brought by tech disruption, but the bottom
line is whether all these measures helped the
businesses make more money.

Ultimately, SMEs want to know how they can
survive, grow their businesses and remain profit-
able. Turning to Mr Ho of the SBF, he asked if
local SMEs have responded well to disruption.
Mr Ho replied that from a November 2016 survey
done by his organisation, generally business
owners agree that they need to transform. Larger
companies have done so by carrying out a major
restructuring in the last 12 months.

But this is markedly less so for SMEs. He said
that the restructuring journey has only just star-
ted, particularly for smaller companies. The SBF
is helping companies get on this joumey by en-
suring that it is a good platform and a good net-
work for members to transform.

However, concepts such as “productivity” and
“transformation”, which have appeared in the
Budget report, may come across as too abstract
for some business owners, said Dr Tan of ACI,
LKY School of Public Policy. He added that to
make such reading more palatable, the concepts
could be translated to a language or dialect
which the owners are proficient in.

Dr Chew of PwC Singapore went on to say
that amid the ongoing transformation, the burden
is on SME owners to look at how they can move
their organisations forward and advance.

Giving an insight into the transformation jour-
ney, Ms Chong of IMDA noted that when she
meets SME owners, their workers and custom-
ers are ready for digital transformation, but the
owners are less so. The discussion then tumed
to some of the ways IMDA can help companies
digitise their businesses.

The resistance to transformation is a confid-
ence issue, opined Dr Tan. One way of overcom-
ing this issue is to coach workers in the use of di-
gital devices in a language that they're familiar
with, apart from English. He also provided an ex-
ample of an SME that has succeeded in regional
expansion without govemment help — shoe com-
pany Charles & Keith which has a clear under-
standing of what its customers want and is
nimble enough to respond to changing tastes.

Ms Chong also said that there are challenges

to deploying technology effectively. One fear of
workers in the F&B business is that robots will
take over their jobs. One way business owners
can solve this problem is by optimising the divi-
sion of work between the robots and their work-
ers. Ultimately, every organisation must find fu-
ture revenue from making good decisions today,
said Dr Chew. Much of these good decisions are
about finding strong differentiation in their
products and services and their business mod-
els. If business owners do that now, they are
likely to replicate their business success in the
years to come.
In wrapping up the discussion, Mr Ho reiterated
that the transformation effort is worth taking on al-
though it is not easy to execute. Apart from the
govemment, business owners need to make a
conscious effort to participate. And transforma-
tion is urgent because the competitive pressure
in the region is great.

Agreeing, Ms Chong added that the govern-
ment stands ready to help with many initiatives
but the onus is on companies to come forward
and ask for the help.
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