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Do local business grads

NUS don says there is demand for
S’pore talent; entrepreneur warns
they must be wary of competition

Tan Ooi Boon
Invest Editor

About 80 per cent of the 1,000 new
graduates of the National Univer-
sity of Singapore (NUS) Business
School have already found jobs
even though they joined the work-
force during the worst recession to
hit Singapore.

Typically, the top five sectors
where these studentsland jobs are:
banking and finance, accountancy,
technology, consulting, and retail
that deals with fast-moving con-
sumer goods.

In comparison, during better
times, the figure would be 96 per
cent, according to the Graduate
Employment Survey 2019 by the
Ministry of Education.

In these cases, employment cov-
ers full-time, part-time, temporary
and freelance jobs.

That the majority of the newly
minted financial executives of
Class 2020 — the bulk of whom are
Singaporeans - were hired soon af-
ter they graduated in July shows
that there is high demand for such
Singapore-trained talent.

Associate Professor of finance
Johan Sulaeman, who is an aca-
demic director of NUS Business
School, notes that it is certainly not
true that Singapore does not pro-
duce good financial talent.

“Rather, the number may not be
enough to fulfil the needs of the
growing financial sector. For in-
stance, if employers are looking for
those with programming skills, the
NUS School of Computing has an
excellent undergraduate pro-
gramme,” he says.

The NUS Business School and
the School of Computing have a
joint Master of Science in Business
Analytics programme, which com-
bines the complementary exper-
tise of both schools.

Prof Johan’s comment comes in
the wake of the controversy involv-
ing 47 employers who allegedly
preferred to hire foreigners in-
stead of Singaporeans.

Among these firms, 30 were in
the financial services and profes-
sional services sectors.

Malpractice aside, if an em-

ployer chooses not to hire some-
one, it is usually because he feels
that the candidate is not good
enough for the job.

So does the NUS Business School
think its graduates are sufficiently
trained to do all kinds ofjobs ina fi-
nancial institution?

Prof Johan believes so, noting
that if these companies are looking
for executives with traditional fi-
nance skills combined with re-
sourcefulness and critical think-
ing, the school’s students “have it
covered in spades”.

“Our students also have the quan-
titative and analytical skills neces-
sary todevelopand implement solu-
tions in the financial sector,” he
says.

While business students may not
be as well versed in IT skills, they
have a broader set of skills that will
allow them to understand not only
the technology that is involved,
butalso how it can be used for busi-
ness and strategic decisions.

That’s not all. The students also
get toprove their mettlein the field.

Recently, a team of four NUS
Master’s in Finance students beat
six other local teams to win the
2020 Experience Goldman Sachs
competition, which required them
to craft a personal investment plan
and come up with a stock-picking
strategy, based on two confiden-
tial cases, that were presented to
and judged by Goldman Sachs exec-
utives.

Other students also work with
banks here, such as OCBC Bank
and Citibank, so that they can put
their knowledge to use on actual
cases.

For instance, at OCBC, some stu-
dents came up with a proposal on
how owners of smaller businesses
can use digital banking to get
things done better.

With such comprehensive train-
ing, it is no wonder that many of
the school’s past students end up
holding top financial jobs here.

They include Mr Peter Seah,
chairman of DBS Bank; Mr Ronald
Ong, chairman and chief executive
(South-east Asia) of Morgan Stan-
ley; Mr Bahren Shaari, chief execu-
tive of Bank of Singapore; and Mr
Thio Boon Kiat, chief executive of
UOB Asset Management.

While the younger generation of
financial executives is qualified for
most jobs, young executives must
also have a good working attitude
and mindset, which are the basic
needs for any job.

That the controversy was even
debated in Parliament does not
guarantee a shoo-in for Singapore-
ans for all jobs on account of their
citizenship - they must still show
that they are the best talent for the
roles,

After all, there is nothing stop-
ping owners of companies from
freezing hiring or farming out jobs
to workers based in other coun-
tries.

The Covid-19 pandemic has
made many companies realise that
many jobs can be done remotely,
and this means that they can con-
tinue to hire foreigners without
evenrequiring them to be here.

Mr Sean Mah, who holds a first-
class honours degree in accoun-
tancy from Nanyang Technologi-
cal University, believes that it pays
for Singaporeans to be aware that
competition for jobs can come not
only from overseas, but also that
workis nolonger confined to Singa-
pore’sborders and time zone.

Unlike many ofhis peers, the for-
mer auditor, 38, is his own boss —
he co-founded Astral Asset Man-
agement, which handles a fund of
over $22 million.

“Good banking professionals
must be willing to go the extra mile
for their customers. This often en-
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ave
what it takes to secure jobs”?

tails working at unearthly hours to
cover capital markets like Japan
and Australia, or US trading hours.
Some must work on weekends for
months to ensure IT platforms can
transition smoothly without im-
pacting the day-to-day consumer
banking operations,”he says.

Another key quality is to be able
to communicate effectively, some-
timesin foreign languages, and col-
laborate with colleagues from over-
seas to get projects in multi-time
zones done.

Some high-paying jobs require a
willingness to travel frequently at
short notice and relocate overseas
to take on complex projects.

So the million-dollar question for
Singaporeans is: Are they willing to
do what their foreign counterparts
have done - uproot and work in a
foreign country while leaving most
of theirloved ones behind?

When it comes to how the local
workforce is perceived, Mr Mah
says Singaporeans are in agood po-
sition, noting that he has come
across many positive comments
from foreigners.

“Singapore executives are usu-
ally perceived to be trustworthy,
honest and hard-working. They
have the ability to understand and
execute tasks well.”

But they need to work on their
street savviness, such as not being
too direct or frank when working
inamultinational environment.

Also, once they do well, many
tend to keep to their comfort zones
and are averse to taking risks.

“Some like to be low-profile and
spend less time socialising. Net-
working helps one to be alert to in-
dustry trends and, more impor-
tantly, an industry network is use-
ful when one is suddenly re-
trenched,” he says.

On the hiring controversy, Mr
Mah shares the views of most Sin-
gaporeans that the choice of em-
ployees must be based on the na-
tional ethos of meritocracy.

So this means that unless the em-
ployer owns a controlling stake,
which makes his company a family
business, it should be the best per-
son for the job — Singaporean or
otherwise - and that personal back-
ground, relationship and friend-
ship should never be the main con-
siderations.

“The hiring criteria and process
should be transparent. Multiple in-
terviewers should be deployed and
a panel of interviewers should be
used rather than a sole hiring man-
ager to make the final decision.

“The company should have a
whistle-blowing policy in place if
other employees suspect there is
nepotism,” Mr Mah says.
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