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Scrubbing away that idea
about sunset industries

Cleaning products supplier
SuperSteam grows

at a compounded rate

of 30-35% by finding new ways
to sell and meet demand

By Brigitte Lee Cui Yi,
Jeslin Bay Mei Duo and
Joyce Bay Mei Feng

IVING into a venture without prior ex-
D pertise is not easy. That said, itis even

more challenging for young graduates
to venture into a commonly perceived sunset
industry.

The husband-and-wife team of Dylan and
Michelle Ng, founders of SuperSteam Asia Pa-
cific Pte Ltd, has proven otherwise with their
business growing at an average of 34 per cent
per year. Mr Ng says: “There is no sunset in-
dustry; there is only sunset thinking. You are
what you want to be. If you think you can
grow, you can grow.”

The couple started as distributors of Gal
steam cleaner in 2002, when they were 25
and 23 respectively. They seized the oppor-
tunity given by a friend who was a local im-
porter of the cleaning equipment. The low bar-
riers to entry characteristic of this industry al-
lowed them to venture in with just S$4,000.

Within one year, SuperSteam achieved
gross revenue of $$200,000. This has grown
to S$11.9 million by 2016, which is almost a
20 per cent market share. Today, SuperSteam
has expanded from just distributing cleaning
supplies to manufacturing cleaning chemical
solutions. The company is located in Bedok In-
dustrial Park, occupying nine office units in-
cluding a chemical factory.

“We are all over Singapore, every day you
would definitely come across our products or
walk into buildings that use our products,”
said Mr Ng. SuperSteam serves almost 90 per
cent of established cleaning contractors in
Singapore. Its products are used by large or-
ganisations such as Changi Airport and avai-
lable in shopping malls such as Marina Bay
Sands.

Striving to be the best one-stop cleaning

supplies provider, SuperSteam offers a com-
plete product line ranging from machines, jan-
itorial products to chemicals and cleaning
solutions.

With the view that growth is only possible
with constant introduction of innovative
products, Mr Ng and his team make some 20
trips annually to source for products interna-
tionally.

This has resulted in the introduction of
more than 40 products last year. Z Water, a
purified pH12.5 ionised alkaline water, is one
such example. This cleaning agent is made
with advanced Japanese technology, cleans
faster and lasts longer, resulting in bigger sav-
ings, which is aligned with SuperSteam’s ob-
jective of providing customers with efficient
and cost-effective solutions.

Responsiveness is vital in this business.
Therefore, SuperSteam holds high levels of in-
ventory so as to meet customer demand rea-
dily. For instance, at any one time, Super-
Steam has more than 600 mop buckets which
is more than the demand of mop buckets in
Singapore.

It provides a single point of contact with a
dedicated team of customer service staff to
answer enquiries. Video clips, on-site demon-
stration of products and updated annual
product catalogues help customers in their
purchase decisions.

Over the years, investment has been
poured into building its physical infrastruc-
ture such as the chemical factory, informa-
tion technology (IT) system, and the fleet of
vehicles. SuperSteam is also committed to in-
vesting in the training of employees including
staff in sales, technical, logistics and adminis-
trative. In fact, SuperSteam has dedicated one
of the nine office units for training and sem-
inars.

Overcoming challenges
along the way
Mr Ng admits that human resource manage-
mentis a hurdle. “The people part of the equa-
tion is most challenging.”

SuperSteam applies an unusual hiring prac-
tice whereby talents are hired from outside
the industry and cultivated from scratch. The

downside of this practice is the additional re-
sources and effort needed to train them. How-
ever, Mr Ng does not view this as a burden.
The reasonable compensation, a sense of
hope and protection, and career growth op-
portunities help to retain them.

Mr Ng’s trust in his sales team to contact
the customers and suppliers directly enabled
the company to grow rapidly. If he could not
delegate control to them, the growth would
not have been possible.

Growing at a CAGR (compounded annual
growth rate) of 30-35 per cent, SuperSteam
has to constantly look for ways to evolve, turn
new ideas into real execution, find new ways
to sell its products, and meet growing de-
mand, says Mr Ng.

In anticipating and preparing for future
growth, SuperSteam developed an “N+1”
strategy — always having one additional unit
more than current requirement. For example,
having an additional vehicle in case of last
minute requests from customers. This
strategy also motivated SuperSteam to grow,
in order to optimise usage of the additional
unit of resource. In 2015, Super Steam started
a transformation project to revamp HR prac-
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Dylan and Michelle Ng
started as distributors
of Gal steam cleaner
in 2002, before
making SuperSteam

a leading player with
nearly 20 per cent of
the Singapore market.
As Mr Ng puts it:
“There is no sunset
industry; there is only
sunset thinking.

You are what you
want to be. If

you think you can
grow, you can grow."

tices and deploy technology into business.

It has not always been smooth sailing for
the founders. Mr Ng refers to the initial years
as a “roller coaster ride”. In 2005, they had to
close down their office at Kaki Bukit (now
known as Eunos Techpark) and work from a
garage. They managed to break even in 2006
but faced tough times again in 2008. Having
been on the brink of bankruptcy twice has
changed the way SuperSteam operates and
the mindset of the duo.

“Don’t give up, as long as you hang in
there, someday you will see the sunrise,”
Mr Ng advises. When facing failures, do not
complain or put the blame on a third party. In-
stead, evaluate the situation, and do not give
up in finding better alternatives or exploring
new ways for improvement, he says.

So in a perceived sunset industry, it seems
that holding the right mindset could lead to
constant growth and improvement. With a dif-
ferent perspective and an optimistic mental-
ity, the Ngs are working towards a more spec-
tacular view of the sunrise.

I The writers are students from
NUS Business School.



