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development programme for entrepreneurs aspiring to turn their ideas into 

B U S I N E S S  M O D E L  A C T I O N  P L A N

Smarter and Faster Way
To a Bankable Business Plan
The Business Model Action Plan (BMAP) is a unique entrepreneur 

a sustainable and bankable business plan.

The specially designed 2-day programme will introduce you to the Business 
Model Canvas (BMC), a strategic management and entrepreneurial tool that 
will allow you to describe, design and challenge your business model on a 
simple, intuitive and flexible template. At the end of the programme, you will 
be able to develop a full set of business proposal for financing application.

WHO SHOULD ATTEND
New and existing entrepreneurs aspiring to:
• Transform their ideas into a sustainable and bankable business plan
• Prepare a full set of business proposal for financing application

METHODOLOGY
• Knowledge Sharing Session
• Hands-on and Interactive Workshop with Group Activities
• Periodical Business Coaching & Mentoring

Up to 6-Month 
Periodical Business 

Coaching & Mentoring 
for Business Plan 

Refinement with a 
Maximum of 

4 Touch Points

Marketing Aspect
• Product/Service Profile
• Industry Research
• Customer Segments
• Marketing Mix Plan & Strategies
• Marketing Strategy
• Competitive Analysis

Management Aspect
• Essential Management Skills
• Organisation Structure
• Experience and Know-How

Financial Aspect
• Costing and Budgeting
• Working Capital Concept
• Financial Projection

Conclusion 
• SWOT & Mitigation Strategies

D
AY

 2

Business Modeling using 
Business Model Canvas (BMC)
• What is it?
• The 9 Building Blocks
• How to Maximise BMC

Introduction to Business Plan
• An Entrepreneur's Journey
• Viability & Bankability Concepts
• 5C's Evaluation Criteria
• The Importance of Business Plan
• The Necessary Documents
• Business Plan Format

Operational/Technical Aspect
• Location of Business Premises 
• Renovation Works 
• Margin of Financing (Machinery
 /Equipment/Vehicle & MOF)
• Process Flow and SOPs 
• Raw Materials/Stocks

D
A

Y
 1

Crafting a Business Plan has never been easier. SIGN UP NOW!

WAN KHALAF
Tel   • +603 2615 2006 / +6016 262 3424
Email • khalaf@smebank.com.my

NIK AHMAD
Tel    • +603 2615 2970 / +6012 354 7066
Email • ahmad.muariff@smebank.com.my

GIVE OUR FRIENDLY TEAM A CALL TODAY

Centre For Entrepreneur Development And Research Sdn. Bhd. (1042601-M) 
Level 6, Menara SME Bank, Jalan Sultan Ismail, 50250 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
www.cedar.my  •             cedarsmebank
Tel: +603 2615 2020   •   Fax: +603 2692 5916 

Nurturing Excellence
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Reflections

SME Bank Malaysia

• Designed to function ultimately 
as a one-stop financing 
and business development 
centre, Malaysia’s SME Bank is 
dedicated to the accelerated 
growth of Malaysian SMEs.

• The principles activities of the 
Bank are to provide financing 
as well as financial and business 
advisory services to Malaysian 
SMEs residing within pre-
defined categories which have 
been framed within the SME 
classification guidelines of the 
National SME Development 
Council.

• Through better segmentation 
of financial and non-financial 
needs of SMEs by industry, 
stage of growth, and product 
and market potential, the Bank 
strives to hasten the financing 
processing of eligible SMEs to 
meet their financing needs. It 
also supports their business 
growth requirements through 
the provision of timely advisory 
services.

A Worthwhile Initiative  

A
SEAN is entering into another phase of regional cooperation 
with the implementation of the ASEAN Economic 
Community (AEC) in 2015. 
 Acknowledging the enormous potential that AEC will 
bring to the ASEAN community, the 10 member countries 
are relentlessly working to ensure that they are able to fully 

benefit from this significant initiative. 
 Our chief interest is none other than the formation of a strategic 
action plan that will enable ASEAN SMEs to thrive on a regional platform 
in their business ventures. 
 Our ultimate hope is that the AEC will be a noble initiative in that 
all SMEs have a tremendous opportunity to excel and blossom in trading 
their goods and services within an open market system.
 Having said this, it is imperative that every regional SME strive to rev 
up the tempo by identifying their individual strengths while improving on 
their weaknesses.  
 We cannot deny the fact that fulfilling the true potential of a single 
market such as AEC is very challenging. Nevertheless, the benefits that 
are going to be derived from the intra-Southeast Asian trade far exceed 
the teething problems that we are expecting.
 On this note, we urge all our regional entrepreneur friends to work 
closely together and tackle whatever issues that may occur in our effort to 
make this initiative successful. 
 There will be many adjustments to be made and if we continue to 
focus on the goals that we want to achieve, the solutions will be a norm 
rather than the exceptions.
 To all Malaysian SMEs, AEC is a golden opportunity for Malaysia to 
directly showcase our goods and services that can be of immense benefits 
to a larger intra-ASEAN customer base of 620 million. 
 Together, we should rise, take the challenge and make AEC a 
successful single economic union for the world to emulate. 

“Malaysian SMEs Boleh!”
 
Happy reading!

Datuk Mohd Radzif Mohd Yunus

Datuk Mohd Radzif Mohd Yunus is the Group Managing Director of Malaysia’s 
Small Medium Enterprise Development Bank, a development financial institution 
(DFI) dedicated to accelerating the growth of Malaysian SMEs.
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FinTech’s Disruptive Innovation

T
he spotlight on financial technology (FinTech) is very timely for the sole 
reason that disruptive innovation from FinTech firms has shaken the 
foundations of financial services organisations. 
 According to Business Insider, 60% of banks would now consider 
partnering with a FinTech company, with another 25% willing to consider 

buying one. 
 Coincidentally, both the FinTech and small medium enterprises (SMEs) were 
influenced by the 2008-2009 global financial crisis (GFC) in different ways. While 
FinTech surged in the wake of the GFC, many SMEs struggled with it. 
 Prior to 2008, majority of SMEs turned mostly to banks for debt financing; but 
when FinTech lenders made inroads into the SME space, they were entering a market 
with a strong demand for finance and a dearth of innovation. Online SME lenders 
such as PayPal, OnDeck, Prospa and Moula entered the space and offered new 
solutions. Such alternative financing is welcomed as business owners could apply for 
various financial requirements by hooking up their online accounting software to the 
lender of choice, often without needing a formal business plan. 
 Moreover, financing terms as little as three months were introduced and 
eligibility criteria was flexible, including no need for real estate security. However, 
this poses a challenge to the banking industry.
 Moving forward, the new-generation marketplace lenders have discovered 
that many small businesses deemed un-creditworthy by banks may be creditworthy 
based on different set of information processed using advancements in big data and 
cloud technology. 
 These lenders have developed underwriting models which scores borrowers on 
expanded set of variables including customary borrower FICO score and financial 
information like debt to income. 
 Some of the new underwriting model include business accounting, payment 
and sales history, borrower social and education information, as well as business 
online customer reviews. Using differentiated and innovative underwriting models, 
marketplace lenders have been able to expand credit analysis spectrum and extend 
credit to small businesses who historically would not have received financing from 
banks. 
 In Malaysia, the central bank Bank Negara Malaysia has set up a Financial 
Technology Enabler Group (FTEG) to formulate and enhance regulatory policies to 
facilitate disruptive innovations in the banking and financial industry. 
 Among others, the group would serve as the bank’s dedicated contact point 
for FinTech-related queries, including on regulatory matters related to the adoption 
of FinTech in the financial services industry. 
 All these developments point to one direction – FinTech means business and 
is here to stay. As for the SME Bank, we have taken several proactive measures 
to embrace this new game changing phenomenon in our near-term digitalisation 
strategy, so as to embrace the new level of SMEs financing expectations. 
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Sheikh Ghazali Abod, PhD

Sheikh Ghazali Abod, PhD is the Chief Operating Officer of the Centre for Entrepreneur Development and Research 
(CEDAR), a wholly owned subsidiary of the Small Medium Enterprise Development Bank Malaysia Berhad. He could be 
reached at sheikh.ghazali@smebank.com.my.

W
ith technology and innovation increasingly challenging the status quo in the financial 
industry, financial technology (FinTech) has been acknowledged as a highly potential 
solution to overcome funding woes encountered by small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) the world over. 
 In fact, FinTech has been viewed as the missing link that could provide budding 

entrepreneurs or startups with greater access to a host of financial products and services which 
otherwise would be beyond their reach. Such financial option would safeguard the SME community 
who are often deprived of access to banks, hence having to consequently take on high-risk loans 
which eventually trap them in huge debts. 
 A report by McKinsey estimated that about 10% to 40% of overall banking revenues could 
possibly be at risk by 2025 due to innovations outside banking institutions. This new industry with 
high-end technology-driven application seems to be able to achieve a significant pricing advantage 
over traditional banking and investment platforms.
 If this could be regarded as the banking’s “Uber moment”, then bankers need to respond 
accordingly. The issue is not the technology per se, but very much appreciating the customers 
increasing demand on a whole new level of interactions and services. With the SMEs, the essence 
remains the same, i.e the need to embrace new forms of business relationships that offers convenience 
in transactions, ease of access, competitive pricing and relevant fit-for-propose products.
 Responding to this new phenomenon, Malaysia’s central bank, Bank Negara Malaysia (BNM) 
recently announced the commencement of a review on the regulatory framework for the adoption 
of FinTech. The Securities Commission Malaysia (SC) has also been pushing for FinTech innovation 
to develop in Malaysia. Last year, Malaysia became the first country in the region to introduce the 
regulatory framework for equity crowd funding. (While P2P is about companies raising debt, crowd 
funding is for entrepreneurs to sell equity to investors.) The SC has also launched aFINity@SC, a 
FinTech community aimed at industry engagement and more recently launched the P2P financing 
framework, which is aimed at addressing the funding needs of small businesses. 
 In Jakarta, Indonesia’s Financial Services Authority (FSA) has announced that it is preparing 
to launch new rules governing FinTech companies by end-2016, thereby bolstering its regulatory 
framework on Fintech. Singapore seems to adopt a more liberal approach with the country taking the 
view that regulations governing FinTech companies would only be put in place once the companies 
reach a stage where their activities would pose broader risks to the financial system. Meanwhile, the 
Bank of Thailand (BoT) sees the FinTech sector as a potential game changer in enhancing cross-border 
transactions within the region. 
 In as much as FinTech could prove to be a game-changer for SMEs needs towards funding, 
but challenges remain with regard to its inherent risks, abuses, fraud and all the pitfalls, especially if 
operating in a loose regulatory framework. Hence there need to be a balance between promoting 
businesses and ensuring strict compliance at the market place. The regulators need to find the middle 
ground where both banks and FinTechs can thrive together in support of the SMEs business growth.
 Recognising the importance of such collaboration, it is imperative to generate some level of 
awareness of how this new financial technological phenomenon could affect and impact the future 
financing and business growth of the SMEs; hence our focus and coverage on the topic in this issue.

Happy reading! 

From the Chief Editor’s Desk

Is FinTech the Missing Link in
SME Financing?
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Finding a Balancing Act 

W
elcome to the second issue of ACE. The 
past six months since we embarked on 
Project ACE has been indeed been a 
journey of discovery – one where we 
went all out to find our strengths while 
searching for a true identity.

 Hence, our latest issue is a slight 
divergence from our maiden issue and this is most obvious 
in the design department to say the least. Nevertheless, 
we remain committed in dishing out a content that can 
serve as a bridge between Southeast Asian entrepreneurs 
and the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) initiative 
which has a noble intention of transforming the region 
into an economic powerhouse.
 As the entire Southeast Asian economy is inching 
closer to the establishment of an economic community 
somehow identical to the European Union concept, we 
think it is only timely for ACE to explore what AEC entails 
and how best to derive maximum benefit from it.
 Towards this end, we feature some viewpoints from 
few prominent individuals who are attached to think tanks 
to gauge their thoughts on the likely scenarios of which 
direction is the AEC heading when it zooms off its launch 
pad come 31 December 2015.
 Elsewhere, we get up close and personal with 10 
ASEAN entrepreneurs – one from each of the ASEAN 
member countries – who so willingly share with us their 
recipe of entrepreneurial success. 
 The fact that these people come from a culturally-
diverse background goes to prove that entrepreneurship 
knows no boundaries – the prevailing traits among our 
10 guests include self-belief, staying focus and stamina to 
withstand a rough ride even when the going gets tough.

Happy reading!

• CEDAR is an outcome-based 
coaching outfit that is very focussed 
on entrepreneur development as 
its flagship programme and does 
not represent the generic training 
centres that offer menu-driven 
business-development courses.

• CEDAR develops its unique but 
proven entrepreneur development 
programmes based on its wide-
based industry research and market 
findings, as well as case studies.

• CEDAR complements the role of 
the SME Bank Malaysia in extending 
its intervention services through 
the conduct of various programmes 
that are customised and mapped 
against the matrix of the SMEs, 
based on the latter’s stages of 
growth, market-cycle, business-
sizes, as well as the industries 
they are involved. It employs 
the 7 Stages of Entrepreneur 
Development Roadmap.

• CEDAR’s intervention services 
span from the point of ideation 
and extend beyond the point of 
commercialisation over a period of 
12-24 months, focussing on each 
entrepreneur’s initiatives, with the 
objective of realising their business 
success and sustaining their 
growth in an all-encompassing and 
meaningful manner.

What is so unique 
about CEDAR?

The Editor’s Quill

C. S. Cheah
Editor

ACE welcomes feedback as to how the magazine can be 
better positioned as a knowledge back of sorts for the ASEAN 
entrepreneur community. Readers can submit their thoughts to 
chor.sooi@smebank.com.my.
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The Editor’s Quill

F
inancial technology (FinTech) is poised to have a significant 
and potentially revolutionary influence on the financial services 
industry across the globe. Dedicated to FinTech, this issue of ACE 
traces the wide impact of this global phenomenon by tracking 
how FinTech – whether one deems it as disruptive or collaborative 

– makes waves by enabling start-ups cheaper access to a host of financial 
products and services. 
 In fact, FinTech firms can pass on huge savings as they are far more 
agile than traditional banks by not having the same overheads and 
commitment banks are burdened with. Their relative lack of size also allows 
them to innovate and adapt in a way bigger corporations can only dream of. 
Towards this end, the recent World Economic Forum has earmarked five key 
FinTech products for funding small businesses. They include (i) marketplace 
(peer-to-peer) lending; (ii) merchant and e-commerce finance; (iii) invoice 
finance; (iv) supply chain finance, and (v) trade finance. 
 Taken together, employing these solutions can have enormous positive 
effects on a small medium enterprise’s (SME) balance sheet situation, leaving 
small businesses with more cash, improved working capital management, 
and more stable and secure funding. 
 Hence, we outline the global FinTech report 2016 entitled Blurred Lines: 
How FinTech is Shaping Financial Service where PricewaterhouseCoopers 
(PwC) showcased the need for FinTechs and traditional FIs as well as 
governments, regulators and trade associations to create the best 
investment environment, regulatory framework and infrastructure for the 
development of FinTech within the FS industry. 
 To exemplify how FinTechrevolutionise the SME funding space, 
we also list down the top 10 global FinTech companies for 2015 from 
the second annual Fintech 100 2015 list. Amazingly, China boasts two 
candidates in the list – ZhongAn, an innovative online property insurance 
company which utilises big data technology, and Qufenqi, an electronics 
retailer that offers monthly installment payment solutions to the students 
and professionals in China. 
 Elsewhere, our Expat Entrepreneur section makes a stop-over at 
Vietnam to explore the sweet success of Sam Maruta and Vincent Mourou 
– dropouts from the banking and advertising industry, respectively – who 
jointly founded MarouFaiseurs de Chocolat, a Ho Chi Minh City-based 
company specialising in single-origin chocolate. 
 And last but not least, our Spotlight section zooms into the ASEAN 
retail scene by unveiling highly innovative offerings from the region’s 
enterprising crusaders. Among others, we feature the food truck revolution 
(Malaysia); the Distros of Bandung (Indonesia), and the rise of Thailand’s 
beauty and personal care brands. 

Roy Chen
Editor

The FinTech Effect
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Revolutionary 
FinTech 
Opportunities Await SMEs  
BY ROY CHEN

FinTech refers to new innovative technologies that are disrupting the 
financial industry by enabling start-ups to offer new financial products 
and services that are cheaper and more customer-friendly than those 
offered by traditional financial institutions.
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disrupting the financial industry 
by enabling start-ups to offer new 
financial products and services that 
are cheaper and more customer-
friendly than those offered by 
traditional financial institutions.
 FinTech firms can pass on 
huge savings as they are far more 
agile than traditional banks by not 
having the same overheads and 
commitment banks are blessed (and 
burdened) with. Their relative lack of 
size also allows them to innovate and 
adapt in a way bigger corporations 
can only dream of.
 The rise of the smartphone has 
massively changed the behaviour of 
consumers. Thanks to the ‘always 
online’ culture we live in today – 
and the proliferation of services and 
apps that support it – people are 
able to access information and data 
they had previously not been privy 
to – all at their fingertips and very 
convenient, i.e. while waiting for a 
bus or at the comfort of their home.
Whether it’s checking their online 
account or setting up an online 
investment portfolio, people now 
expect to handle financial affairs as 
easily and conveniently as they do 
their e-mail or Facebook page. It’s a 
huge opportunity for businesses and 
soon no enterprise will succeed and 

H
igher regulation and 
capital costs for loans 
have often made it 
difficult for small medium 
enterprises (SMEs) to 

secure financing. 
 According to a study by Harvard 
University, SME lending by large US 
banks has decreased by around 20% 
since the global financial meltdown 
of 2007-2008 – and due to regulatory 
pressure on large banks to reduce 
balance sheets – SME lending has 
not really picked up again since.
 The ASEAN region is not 
better off given financing woes have 
also been a long-standing issue 
that is hugely responsible for the 
impediment of SME growth.
 On the bright side, the financial 
crisis of 2007-2008 has also created 
a plethora of disruptors in the realm 
of finance technology (FinTech). 
Like how Airbnb and UBER have 
leveraged tech-led innovation to 
challenge established players in 
the hospitality and transportation 
industries, FinTech, is already 
disrupting the ways financial 
services are being offered vis-à-vis 
accessibility to underserved markets 
in new ways.
 FinTech refers to new 
innovative technologies that are 
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flourish without the right FinTech 
services in place.
 The bottom line is the recent 
FinTech boom which has provided 
SMEs with new alternatives to 
fund their business. Those willing 
to invest in FinTech – especially 
in data, payments and software 
technologies – can expect a 
thriving business model coupled 
with competitive edge and long-
term sustainability given the wide 
options of financial facilities made 
available to the SME community.

DOLLAR AND CENTS
In the first quarter of 2016, global 
investment in FinTech ventures 
reached US$5.3 billion or a 67% 
surge over the same period last year 
with investments going to FinTech 
companies across Europe and Asia-
Pacific nearly doubled to 62%. 

 According to the report by 
Accenture entitled FinTech and the 
Evolving Landscape: Landing Points for 
the Industry, global FinTech investment 
in 2015 grew 75% or US$9.6 billion to 
US$22.3 billion.
 This was driven by relatively 
moderate growth in the US FinTech 
sector – the world’s largest – which 
received US$4.5 billion in new funding 
(a 44% rise); rapid growth in China’s 
FinTech sector (a 445% jump to 
nearly US$2 billion) as well as in India 
(US$1.65 billion), Germany (US$770 
million) and Ireland (US$631 million).
 In the Asia-Pacific (APAC) 
region, FinTech investment more 
than quadrupled in 2015 to US$4.3 
billion with the lion’s share of those 
investments took place in China and 
India. In the first three months of 2016, 
APAC investments increased 
by 517% compared to the 
same period last year 

– US$445 million to US$2.7 billion 
– driven almost entirely by Chinese 
FinTech investments.

DISRUPTIVE OR COLLABORATIVE?
Broadly speaking, there are two 
types of FinTech companies – 
the competitive (disruptive) – 
which can be defined as direct 
challengers to the incumbent 
financial services institutions, 
and the collaborative which offer 
solutions to enhance the position 
of existing market players. 
 Doubtlessly, competitive 
FinTech companies have enjoyed 
some level of success by targeting 
less profitable segments in their 
quest to deliver better experiences 
directly to customers. For example, 

On Deck Capital provides faster 
loans for SMEs; Square 

offers card services 

The bottom line is the 
recent FinTech boom 
which has provided SMEs 
with new alternatives to 
fund their business. Those 
willing to invest in FinTech 
– especially in data, 
payments and software 
technologies – can expect 
a thriving business model 
coupled with competitive 
edge and long-term 
sustainability given 
the wide options of 
financial facilities made 
available to the SME 
community.
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In April this year, Atom Bank – a UK mobile-only 
bank – launched an app-only savings account for 

iPhones and iPad apps with plans for similar launch 
for mobile customers with the Android operating 
system in the near future after receiving a US$68 
million investment in exchange for a 29.5% stake 

from Spanish banking giant BBVA.

for micro merchants while eToro 
offers professional trading strategies 
for retail investors, frequently at a 
discounted price.
 Nevertheless, many financial 
services institutions have begun to 
recognise the role that collaborative 
FinTechs can play to help drive 
their own evolution. Meanwhile, 
FinTechs – from those who began 
as collaborative players – to those 
who turned to collaboration after 
failing to compete effectively – are 
increasingly viewing incumbents as 
potential partners.
 Even though investment dollars 
still tend to favour those looking 
to compete with the industry, 
many are quickly acquired by or 
acccept significant investment from 
incumbents once market traction has 
been proven – and sometimes even 
before that happens.
 In April this year, Atom Bank – a 
UK mobile-only bank – launched an 
app-only savings account for iPhones 
and iPad apps with plans for similar 
launch for mobile customers using 
the Android operating system in the 
near future after receiving a US$68 
million investment in exchange for 
a 29.5% stake from Spanish banking 
giant BBVA.
 The first product to individual 
customers is a one-year fixed-
term savings account which offers 
depositors 2% interest – a rate 
very close to being the best on the 
market. Small business customers will 
also be offered secured loans which 
will be sold via intermediaries such as 
mortgage brokers.
 Atom will be unveiling a further 
range of products throughout the 
year. By end-2016, the bank envisages 
that its customers will have access 
to fixed savings, current accounts, 
overdrafts, debit and credit cards, 
instant access savings and residential 
mortgages, all serviced via its app.

COMPLEX BATTLEFIELD
Banks are now recognising that 
FinTech companies typically pose 
more of an opportunity than a 
threat. Yet, despite this, banks still 
find themselves confronted by a 

Global Fintech Financing Activity (2010-2015)

Source: Accenture analysis on CB Insights data
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wide range of related challenges 
across several fronts. Customers 
are accustomed to higher levels of 
digitally-enabled customer service in 
other industries. 
 “This is particularly true with firms 
such as Google, Apple, Facebook, 
Amazon and Alibaba (GAFAA),” 
the Accenture report on FinTech’s 
evolving landscape points out. “This 
group is resetting the benchmark for 
customer experience.” 
 Recognising the inherent 
value of financial data, GAFAA 
are increasingly offering banking-
style services to customers. This in 
turn, leaves traditional banks at a 
disadvantage given their view of 
the customer cannot match the 
‘high definition’ picture available 
to GAFAA.
 Hence, the challenge for banks is 
one of “liquid expectation” whereby 
customers measure the quality of 
service they receive from players in 
one sector against their experience 
from another. If, for example, Google 
can offer a fully integrated customer 
experience with a single log-in, across 

multiple devices and products – from 
Play Store to Mapping to Search – 
with no fuss and no cost, customers 
may perceive this gap from their 
bank as a service failure. 
 With their prevalence among 
consumers, GAFAA are starting to 
offer targeted financial services that 
satisfy specific needs. Amazon, for 
example, is making loans to small 
businesses trading in its Marketplace 
through a service called Amazon 
Lending. The service uses trading 
data and vendor reviews to make 
highly reliable credit decisions.
 Google Wallet allows customers 
to make online purchases via e-mail 
while Apple has integrated payments 
into its new touch authentication 
devices such as the iPhone 6 and 
iPad Air 2. Elsewhere, Facebook has 
launched its free ‘Friend-to-Friend’ 
payments service. Given how fast the 
digital financial ecosystem is evolving, 
learning from and collaborating with 
GAFAA will be high on the agenda 
for bank leadership.
 Moving forward, tech players 
may provide some platform services 

Banks are now recognising 
that FinTech companies 
typically pose more of 
an opportunity than 
a threat. Yet, despite 
this, banks still find 
themselves confronted by 
a wide range of related 
challenges across several 
fronts. Customers are 
accustomed to higher 
levels of digitally-enabled 
customer service in other 
industries.



  ISSUE 3 : 2016  |  ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS 15

more efficiently than banks. However, 
they can only truly begin to compete 
with the banks once they achieve the 
scale and capabilities required to 
serve the industry as a utility, rather 
than as fragmented players scattered 
between individual banks.
 “Banks that hang on to 
platforms – rather than sourcing 
them from better providers – will 
struggle to compete, while others 
will efficiently orchestrate a set of 
best-of-breed services,” opines the 
Accenture report.

POSSIBLE OUTCOME
Fol lowing such outlook, three 
scenarios as the most l ikely to 
emerge: 

• Banks remain relevant to their 
customers and adopt FinTech 
much more aggressively, thus 
enabling radical productivity 
improvements. This would happen 
quickly enough to pass efficiencies 
on to customers through lower 
transaction fees;

• Banks become less directly 
relevant to customers, but retain 
end-to-end platform service 
provision by creating value-added, 
open, secure and resilient services 
that can also be integrated with 
other customer solutions, or

• Banks lose their customer-facing 
relevance and their industry 
foothold as more-nimble tech/
processing companies create 
better platforms, but retain a core 
role as highly regulated entities 
that integrate complex supply 
chains of platform providers.

 There is no reason why different 
areas of banking will follow the same 
scenario – the competitive dynamics 
for retail banking are different, for 
example, from those in corporate 
banking and more different still for 
prime brokerage. 
 Banks must learn lessons from 
GAFAA about how to reach, interact 
with and delight their customers. By 
forming partnerships with these firms, 
they can access their deep pools 
of customer data and drive future 
products and services better. 

EMERGING BANK REACTIONS

A recent Accenture report entitled 
FinTech and the Evolving Landscape: 
Landing Points for the Industry 
foresees three critical behaviours of 
banks following the digital revolution:
• Near-term: Banks are starting 

to look at tactical ways to 
improve their business models 
by investing in easily adoptable 
technologies within the industry. 

• Medium-term: Banks will benefit 
from developing a multi-year 
technology scanning, investment 
and adoption programme. Banks 
should also place themselves closer 
to the centre of their customers’ 
digital lives; embedding customer-
centric thinking at the core of 
the corporate strategy. As new 
technologies require new skills, 
banks must invest in their people 
to ensure they have the right 
skillsets to cope with the new 
digital environment at every level 
of the organisation.

• Longer-term: Banks will need to 
consider how they will expand 
their franchises to develop a 
service eco-system around their 
customers. They need to challenge 
their own business models, 
potentially cannibalising short-
term revenue in order to become 
more relevant to their customers 
and access longer-term, but larger, 
revenue pools. 

 Banks will also need to 
make higher risk investments 
in innovation and not wait until 
the return on these investments 
as historically demanded. Using 
historical investment assessment 
criteria may optimise the bank, but 
it will not truly challenge or change 
the business model.
 In essence, FinTech start-ups 
themselves are not emerging as 
the main competitive threat for 
most areas of banking. “Banks 
that can assess, adapt and adopt 
these new technologies most 
quickly will be best positioned to 
achieve their desired position in 
the new industry structure,” adds 
the Accenture report.

“Banks that hang on to 
platforms – rather than 
sourcing them from better 
providers – will struggle 
to compete, while others 
will efficiently orchestrate 
a set of best-of-breed 
services,” opines the 
Accenture report.
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FinTech as a 
Game Changer 
for SME Finance

F
inTech has become a 
frequently used term, 
referring to companies 
that provide or facilitate 
financial services by using 

technology. In its current form, 
FinTech is marked by technology 
companies that disintermediate 
formal financial institutions and 
provide direct products and services 
to end users, often through online 
and mobile channels.
 New players tend to focus 
on a single-purpose solution, 
designed to offer an improved 
experience in just one product or 
service. Compared to large financial 
institutions that are often slowed 
down by legacy processes, old 
systems and an inert culture, nimble 
start-ups are able to drive more 
radical innovation as they are often 

WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM

able to start “from a clean slate”.
 Appropriate access to funding 
remains one of the most critical 
ingredients for the success of small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs). 
Over the past few years, a number of 
products and business models have 
emerged, catering to the needs of 
small businesses.
 Very broadly, FinTech has 
provided core innovations with the 
potential to significantly increase 
small businesses’ access to finance. 
While the boundaries are sometimes 
fluid, five key products for funding 
small businesses include:
• Marketplace (peer-to-peer) 

lending; 
• Merchant and e-commerce 

finance; 
• Invoice finance; 
• Supply chain finance, and

• Trade finance 
 Taken together, employing 
these solutions can have enormous 
positive effects on an SME’s balance 
sheet situation, leaving small 
businesses with more cash, improved 
working capital management, and 
more stable and secure funding.

1) MARKETPLACE 
 (PEER-TO-PEER) LENDING

Since the first platform launched in 
2005, marketplace or peer-to-peer 
(P2P) lending has become a global 
market with a multitude of different 
business models and high-projected 
future growth rates. Generally, 
marketplace lending refers to 
the practice of lending money to 
borrowers without going through 
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a traditional financial intermediary 
such as a bank.
 There are three potential 
benefits for SMEs:
• Access to funding: Alternative 

lenders can provide SMEs with 
funding where banks are unwilling 
or unable to do so. This can lead 
to an overall increasing loan 
volume to SMEs. Marketplace 
lenders can also extend the 
availability of credit to lower-risk 
classes by bringing them together 
with investors with a higher risk 
appetite, especially institutional 
investors that would have had no 
access to SME credit otherwise.

• Speed: Applications can typically 
be completed within a few hours 
and do not involve a visit to a 
physical bank branch. Funds are 

usually made available within less 
than one week compared to two 
to three weeks for banks, or even 
more in emerging markets. In a 
tight liquidity situation, speed can 
make a significant difference for a 
small business.

• Costs: In some instances, 
marketplace platforms would even 
be able to issue credit at a much  
lower rate. They could then pass 
on the lower cost structures as 
well as potentially price risk more 
accurately based on additional 
data. In many cases, however, 
marketplace loans are more costly 
than the classic bank term loan. 
While the rates charged are rarely 
disclosed, they range from below 
10% to more than 45% on an 
annualised basis. 

2) MERCHANT AND 
E-COMMERCE FINANCE

Starting in 2012, an entirely 
new set of players entered the 
field of small business lending 
– e-commerce platforms, 
payment processors and telecom 
companies. Small businesses 
selling their goods on platforms 
such as Amazon, eBay or Alibaba 
are now offered working capital 
lines and loans by those platforms. 
 Payment processors (e.g. 
Square or iZettle) started to offer 
similar services in 2014 while telecom 
companies such as Safaricom or 
Telmex have increasingly moved 
into the loan business, starting in 
frontier markets.
 For online sellers or merchants 
accepting cashless payments at 
the point of sales, financing by 
online marketplaces and payment 
processers offers a compelling 
value proposition. According to 
most experts, the trend of merchant 
finance is only expected to increase 
– and significantly. As the share of 
online sales will increase, so will the 
number of merchants being able to 
access funds from Amazon or Alipay.
 The move towards a more 
cashless society and the ever 
larger amount of data generated 
at telecom companies will further 
fuel such growth. New players 
are also expected to enter the 
field. In August 2015, payment 
processor SumUp closed another 
funding round, involving prominent 
investors such as BBVA Ventures and 

In some instances, 
marketplace platforms 
would even be able to 
issue credit at a much 
lower rate. They could then 
pass on the lower cost 
structures and potentially 
price risk more accurately 
based on additional data.



American Express. Its entry into the 
lending space is widely anticipated 
with others likely to follow.
 While this is true in the 
context of business-to-consumer 
(B2C) transaction, small businesses 
engaging in business-to-business 
(B2B) transaction may have to 
contend with late customer 
payments as a result of trade credit 
(globally, about US$74 trillion of 
business is sold on credit terms).
 Policy-makers have mostly 
tried to address late payments 
through educational measures – 
with little success so far. While 
FinTech cannot force customers to 
pay earlier, it can help mitigate the 
acute consequences of liquidity 
shortages. Solutions include 
e-invoice management portals, 
supply chain finance solutions and 
invoice finance.
 As several studies have shown, 
the likelihood of getting paid seems 
to be directly related to how fast the 
invoice is being sent out, regardless 
of the credit terms. As a first step, 
e-invoicing can help suppliers to 
nudge their customers to make 
earlier payments. Integrated invoice 
management portals can have 
a significant benefit for smaller 
companies. Online providers such 
as Tradeshift help automatise 
receivables management and 
streamline the end-to-end process. 

A key requirement to 
enable such a solution 
is the availability of 
underlying electronic 
infrastructure. SMEs need 
to maintain electronic 
account management 
software and be 
connected to the banking 
and payment systems 
- perhaps the reason 
why invoice financing is 
a trend mostly seen in 
developed markets.

The timing of the payment, however, 
still remains at the buyer’s discretion.

3) INVOICE FINANCE

Online receivables finance             
companies now allow small 
businesses to monetise outstanding 
receivables quickly and easily. 
Compared to factoring (selling 
of receivables to a third party), 
online invoice finance is a rather 
flexible tool. Small business 
owners can directly connect their 
accounting software such as Xero or 
QuickBooks to the invoice finance 
platform. Integration can typically 
be completed within few days.
 From then onward, SMEs can 
apply for a loan based on the value 
of individual receivables. Since the 
application is processed mostly 
automatically, payment can be 
received almost instantly.
 With an easy and convenient 
way to monetise outstanding 
receivables, SMEs have a tool to 
counteract one of the most pressing 
pain points, namely late customer 
payments. As a result, critical 
working capital shortages of solvent 
business can often be prevented, 
and significant management 
attention can be freed up. 
 As parts of the handling, 
monitoring and collection of 
receivables are delegated to the 
invoice platforms, small business 
owners can allocate their time 
to more productive activities. In 
addition, small businesses typically 
lack transparency about common 
credit terms and have little idea 
what they should demand. 
 In this regard, a FinTech provider 
collects large amounts of data about 
underlying credit terms of the 
receivables it finances. It is therefore 
in a unique position to aggregate 
data, compare credit terms of 
comparable small businesses and give 
recommendations. MarketInvoice is 
said to be developing a programme 
to feedback information to its small 
business customers. 
 Invoice finance platforms could 
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even publish “credit term reports”, 
highlighting perceived trends. 
FinTech could thus help shed some 
light on the highly opaque B2B 
credit market.
 A key requirement to enable 
such a solution is the availability of 
underlying electronic infrastructure. 
SMEs need to maintain electronic 
account management software and 
be connected to the banking and 
payment systems - perhaps the reason 
why invoice financing is a trend mostly 
seen in developed markets.
 Regulation has to allow 
the sale of receivables, either 
as outright sales or through 
synthetic structures. Furthermore, 
awareness among small businesses 
needs to be strengthened in order 

to establish invoice finance as a 
trustworthy and convenient source 
of short-term funds.

4) SUPPLY CHAIN FINANCE

Supply chain finance (SCF) is 
another way to improve an SME’s 
working capital situation. In 
contrast to invoice finance which 
usually does not rely on the 
cooperation of the receivables 
counterparty, SCF is typically 
initiated by the buyer. Traditional 
SCF involves a high degree of 
cooperation and integration 
between the smaller supplier and 
the buyer on the other end.
 With the set-up of a formal 

SCF programme, suppliers have the 
ability to opt for the earlier payment 
of invoices at a discount. Traditional 
supply chain finance programmes 
typically involve complex legal 
frameworks and have only been 
efficient to operate at larger scale. A 
modern FinTech supply chain finance 
solution offers the advantage of 
being efficient even at lower scale, 
making working capital accessible to 
the entire supply chain.
 The buyer first needs to 
connect the enterprise resource 
planning (ERP) system to that of 
the supply chain finance provider. 
The degree of integration between 
buyer and supplier is flexible 
and can be set according to the 
supplier’s requirements. Small 
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suppliers can upload invoices 
directly to the SCF portal or send 
their invoices through accounting 
software such as QuickBooks or 
Xero. Sophisticated suppliers can 
integrate their ERP systems to 
streamline the process further.
 Small businesses benefit from 
cheaper cost of working capital 
relying on the typically superior 
creditworthiness of their large 
customer. The large customer is able 
to optimise its own working capital 
position by extending its payment 
terms to 90 days and beyond without 

putting undue financial pressure on 
its SME supplier base.
 Supplier relationships are 
strengthened because the suppliers 
no longer have to work with a 
separate receivables factoring firm; 
they can use the same integrated 
platform they use for e-invoicing 
and self-services.
 The Taulia model of dynamic 
discounting can also work without 
third-party investors. Large 
corporates often have vast amounts 
of cash reserves that lie dormant 
at low-yielding bank accounts or 
money-market funds. Nevertheless, 
more than half of small businesses 
wait between one and two months 
to be paid – as buyers have little 
incentive to pay early. In the 
dynamic discounting model, the 
SMEs choose the timing of the 
payment at their discretion, but the 
earlier, the higher the discount. 
 In other words, if a seller chooses 
to be paid 30 days earlier at a discount 
of 1%-2%, the large corporate can over 
the course of the year make a double-
digit return on the funds employed – 

potentially a more attractive use of a 
company’s funds.

5) TRADE FINANCE

The option of trade finance for SMEs 
has often been restricted. Small 
businesses lack resources to deal 
with the complex process and in any 
case many banks do not grant lines 
of trade credit to small business. 
 Covering the risk of large 
international transactions and 
providing liquidity upfront, 
however, also exceeds the financial 
capacity of many SMEs. As a 
result, many small businesses are 
excluded from selling their goods 
in international markets.
 Increasingly, non-bank players 
develop innovative solutions to 
address existing needs in a better 
and cheaper way. Documentation 
remains a critical part of trade and 
export finance but is increasingly 
conducted online. As even small 
businesses now operate with 
integrated electronic systems, the 
current conduct involving (physical) 
letters of credit will likely be replaced 
by an online solution over time. 
 As for many other financial 
products, third-party investors 
may be willing to provide 
financing means in exchange for 
an attractive return. 
 In essence, trade finance 
remains a gigantic market with vast 
potential for innovative players. 
Improved data and analysis of 
exposures will also reduce losses 
for companies able to leverage big 
data. Further down the road, the 
Internet of Things may allow for 
the real-time tracking of goods, 
eliminating numerous process 
steps and reducing the risks for the 
parties involved.

The World Economic Forum (WEF) is a Swiss 
Non-Profit  Foundation based in Geneva. 
Recognised by the Swiss authorities as the 
international institution for public-private co-
operation, its mission is cited as “comitted to 
improving the state of the world by engaging 
business, political, academic, and other leaders 
of society to shape global, regional, and industry 
agendas”.
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The option of trade finance 
for SMEs has often been 
restricted. Small businesses 
lack resources to deal with 
the complex process and 
in any case many banks 
do not grant lines of trade 
credit to small business. 



Despite the success of FinTech companies the world over, many still 
under-estimate their importance, but when it comes to peer-to-peer 

lending, the market potentials cannot be ignored.

FinTechs for 
SMEs are Here 

to StayBY DAVID JACKSON
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H
istory is brimming with 
examples of our limited 
ability to think beyond the 
current status quo.

In 1977, Ken Olsen, co-founder of 
Digital Equipment Corporation, 
famously stated, “There is no reason 
for any individual to have a computer 
in his home.”

In 2007, then-Microsoft CEO Steve 
Ballmer predicted, “There’s no 
chance that the iPhone is going to 
get any significant market share.”

And even Microsoft co-founder Bill 
Gates displayed surprising short-
sightedness when he announced, 
“We will never make a 32-bit 
operating system”, taking into 
consideration the 32-bit Windows NT 
3.1 was launched just four years later 
and a 64-bit system is now on offer.

It can be easy to look back with the 
wisdom of hindsight and wonder 
how these statements were ever 
made. However, despite evidence of 

FinTech’s increasing pervasiveness, 
we still seem to be making our own 
version of these statements now.

Below are several reasons why 
FinTech for small medium enterprises 
(SMEs) may be here to stay:

• Pent-up demand in the SME debt 
market is a massive opportunity 
for FinTechs: According to Reserve 
Bank data, there are around 
100,000 SME loan applications 
made in Australia each month. 
Of these, approximately 25,000 
loans worth around A$20 billion 
(US$15.1 billion) are approved 
and written by the banks. Another 
50,000 loans worth around A$40 
billion (US$30.2 billion) aren’t 
approved or written, and rightly 
so because the applicants aren’t 
requesting realistic amounts of 
credit given their capacity to repay.

 This leaves another 25,000 loans 
worth A$20 billion (US$15.1 
billion) that aren’t being written 
– not because the applicant isn’t 

Ken Olsen, co-founder of Digital 
Equipment Corporation

Microsoft CEO, Steve Ballmer
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creditworthy – but because banks 
often take an overly conservative 
approach when it comes to 
business lending.

• It isn’t profitable for banks 
to lend to SMEs: Findings of 
the recent Financial Systems 
Inquiry conducted in Australia 
(released on 7 December 2014) 
suggest that traditional lenders 
struggle to finance SMEs for a 
number of reasons.

 An inability to price risk in this 
segment leads many lenders 
to waste time and resources 
completing manual credit 
assessment processes that include 
physical handling of paperwork. 
This can be particularly challenging 
where an SME is in its early stages 
and there isn’t a long history 
of credit activity or financial 
performance of the SME or owner.

 Banks and other traditional 
lenders can deal with this by 
placing a costly “uncertainty premium” on business lending. 

However, this is an expense SMEs 
are not well-placed to absorb into 
their expenses.

 Sometimes lenders go one step 
further and futher on the side 
of caution by not lending to a 
business at all, as demonstrated 
by the A$20 billion (US$15.1 
billion) worth of loans not being 
funded each month. Onerous 
capital requirements can also 
drive traditional lenders to make 
higher provisions for loan losses 
to reflect the higher expected 
losses on SME loans.

• It isn’t convenient for SMEs to 
borrow from banks: To account 
for the higher cost and risks 
born by banks lending to SMEs, 
traditional lenders are also more 
likely to require security in the 
form of property or another asset.

 This is undesirable for an SME 
owner who may wish to create 
as large a divide between their 

business finances and their 
personal finances as possible. The 
manual application process of 
traditional lenders can often also 
be overly onerous for SME owners 
whose time is already likely to be 
stretched quite thin.

 Finally, SME owners looking to 
shore up cash flow rapidly may 
struggle to find a fast solution 
from any traditional lenders. 
The time taken from application 
through to funds in the bank can 

Findings of the recent 
Financial Systems 

Inquiry conducted in 
Australia (released on 7 

December 2014) suggest 
that traditional lenders 

struggle to finance SMEs 
for a number of reasons.
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A common challenge FinTech 
companies and incumbents face 
is regulatory uncertainty. In fact, 
FinTech represents a challenge 
to regulators as there may be a 
risk of an uneven playing field 
between financial services (FS) and 
FinTech companies, according to a 
March 2016 global FinTech report 

by PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) 
entitled Blurred Lines: How FinTech is 
Shaping Financial Services.
 Industry players are asking, which 
regulatory agencies govern FinTech 
companies? Which rules do FinTech 
companies have to abide by? And 
specifically, which FinTech companies 
have to adhere to which regulations? 
 In particular, small players struggle 
to navigate a complex, ever-increasing 
regulatory compliance environment as 
they strive to define their compliance 
model. Recent years have brought 
an increase of regulations in the FS 
industry where even long-standing 
players are struggling to keep up.
 Below are some suggestions 
by the PwC report to ensure that 
one’s organisation is ready to take 
advantage of the FinTech challenge:

❏ Encouraging and incubating 
innovation:  Financial institutions 
(FIs) need to re-learn how to 
innovate and attract talent with 
the right mix of technical and 

SURFING THE FINTECH WAVE
COVER STORY

commercial skills. This involves a 
mindset change from traditional 
leadership down management to a 
model that encourages innovation.

❏ Adopting a FinTech mindset: 
Big corporate structures are not 
necessarily the best fit for success in 
the FinTech revolution. Established 
FIs will need to experiment with 
new business arrangements (such 
as partnerships and joint ventures) 
to gain access to the talent and 
the innovation needed to pinpoint 
game-changing products. This 
involves identifying promising 
profiles and developing incentives 
to attract entrepreneurial talent.

❏ Creating an agile enterprise: 
FinTech start-ups operate in a very 
different way than established 
FS businesses do. They move 
quickly, fail fast and are not 
afraid to take risks. Traditional 
players need to think about how 
this agile mindset dovetails with 

sometimes stretch out to weeks 
or months, during which time 
staff and suppliers will require 
payment for the business to 
continue operating.

• The low-interest environment is 
driving the search for yield: Low 
interest rates across the globe 
have spurred innovators to search 
for yield opportunities in niche 
opportunity sectors such as the 
SME debt market.

 This is affecting two groups 
of players in the market. On 
one hand, the search for 
yield is driving institutional, 
sophisticated and everyday 
investors to seek out new ways 
to make a higher return on 
investment.
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• The big banks are joining in: In-
house incubator hubs, accelerator 
programmes, chief innovation 
officers, FinTech acquisitions … 
as much as the big four and other 
major financial players try to deny 
the threat of FinTech, their actions 
speak louder than their words.

 As major banks the world over are 
(grudgingly) joining the FinTech 
revolution, the question might be 
asked – are you coming along for 
the ride, too? 

their current business processes 
and shareholder requirements. 
Companies must also be clear 
about how they incorporate new 
ways of working specifically with 
respect to their value proposition, 
e.g. trying and failing is much 
better than not trying at all. In 
establishing a new paradigm, 
firms should ask themselves the 
following: “How do you ensure 
that your culture encourages a 
progressive mind-set?”

❏ Digitising the employee 
experience: Innovative start-
ups attract youthful talent with 
very different career aspirations 
than those of the previous 
generation. This will necessitate 
a change in the way organisations 
interact with staff, e.g. by re-
designing career paths, offering 
incentive arrangements, or 
outsourcing work to freelancers. 
HR departments will need to 
adapt to new talent acquisition 

methods, and can learn a great 
deal from other industries that 
have gone through similar 
changes (e.g. some big-pharmas 
teaming up with bio-tech firms).

❏ Changing the way talent is 
developed: As new technologies 
enter the workplace, workers’ 
skills and experience must 
evolve accordingly. Current 
employees need to keep abreast 
of new skills requirements and 
develop themselves to remain 
attractive to employers. Because 
new programming or digitally 
related skills cannot be taught 
formally, it is up to employees 
to build networks locally and 
embrace the emerging trends and 
technologies. Talent management 
frameworks should encourage 
and reward this attitude.

❏ Fostering an attractive 
employer brand: Many FinTech 
start-ups have identified a specific 

niche or a purpose they are 
trying to achieve (for instance: 
global financial inclusion or 
reducing the cost of money 
transfers to access developing 
markets). Established players 
need to take a similar 
approach to attract the right 
type of applicants and develop 
employer brands that appeal 
to aspiring talent. They must 
also engage with the start-
up environment and strive to 
develop corporate brands that 
are tech-friendly. 

  M i n i m i s i n g  t h e s e 
challenges should be on the 
agendas of both FinTechs 
and traditional FIs as well as 
governments, regulators and 
trade associations in order to 
create the best investment 
e n v i ro n m e n t ,  re g u l a t o r y 
framework and infrastructure 
for the development of FinTech 
within the FS industry. 

David Jackson is the founder 
and Chief Executive of FundX.

A key requirement to enable such a solution is the 
availability of underlying electronic infrastructure. 
SMEs need to maintain electronic account 
management software and be connected to the 
banking and payment systems. Therefore, invoice 
finance is a trend mostly seen in developed markets.

 On the other hand, FinTech 
innovators are meeting this 
demand for new asset classes 
by creating new avenues for 
investors to achieve this yield. 
As an example, marketplace 
and peer-to-peer platforms for 
SMEs are providing lucrative new 
investment opportunities.

 
 Because these platforms cut out 

the middleman, investors are 
thought to receive higher rates and 

borrowers supposedly pay less 
which may explain why Morgan 
Stanley has gone so far as to 
predict that peer-to-peer (P2P) 
FinTechs have the potential to 
take A$27 billion from the banking 
industry’s revenue moving forward.

 And while the low-interest rate 
environment may not last forever, 
the rapid evolution that will occur 
while it does last is unlikely to be 
unwound if rates begin to rise.
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The second annual Fintech 100 2015 
list which features the best FinTech 
innovators from 19 countries is made 
of  50 FinTech companies across 
the globe and the most intriguing 
50 ‘emerging stars’ – exciting new 
FinTechs with bold, disruptive and 
potentially game-changing ideas.

The FinTech 100 in 2015 include:

• 40 companies from The Americas (40%),
• 20 companies from the EMEA (20%),
• 18 companies from the UK (18%),
• 12 Companies from Asia (12%), and
• 10 companies from Australia and 
 New Zealand (10%).

These companies consist of:

• 25 payments and transactions 
 companies (25%),
• 22 lending companies (22%),
• 14 wealth companies (14%), and
• 7 insurance companies (7%).

Below are brief descriptions of the Top 
10 companies in FinTech 100 
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ZhongAn (China)
ZhongAn is an innovative 

online property insurance 
company. They utilise big data 

technology to assist with product 
design, automatic underwriting, auto 
claims, precision marketing and risk 
management. Founded in 2013 in 
Shanghai, ZhongAn Insurance is the 
first company in China to be issued an 
Internet (online) insurance license. 
 The company is a joint venture 
between Alibaba Group Holding (an 
e–commerce company), Tencent 
Holdings (an online gaming and social 
networking company) and Ping An 
Insurance. ZhongAn offers wide range 
of online insurance services to the 
Chinese market, catering to all socio 
economic groups, with a major focus 
on travel, accident and health.

Kreditech Group 
(Germany)
Kreditech Group is a 

technology company that 
delivers a range of custom-tailored 
financial services with a focus on 
under banked consumers across 
the globe. Kreditech uses big data, 
proprietary algorithms and automated 
workflows to acquire, identify and 
underwrite customers within seconds. 

Oscar (US)
The Oscar team is focused 
on utilising technology to 

simplify the entire healthcare 
experience. A team of technology 
and healthcare experts looked at the 
current state of the US healthcare 
system, and were frustrated by the 
horrible consumer experience. 
 In response, they decided 
to re-invent how healthcare is 
delivered. They are re-inventing how 
to manage care, process medical 
claims, control healthcare costs, 
and provide transparency. Oscar 
is making the healthcare system 
simple, smart and friendly.

Avant (US)
Avant is a fast-growing 

marketplace lending 
platform that is lowering the 

costs and barriers of borrowing for 
consumers. Through the use of big 
data and machine-learning algorithms, 
the company offers a unique and 
highly customised approach to 
streamlined credit options. 
 At its core, Avant is a tech 
company that is dedicated to creating 
innovative and practical financial 
products for all consumers.

Wealthfront (US)
Wealthfront is an automated 
investment service which 

combines world-class financial 
expertise and leading edge technology 
to provide sophisticated investment 
management at prices that are 
affordable for everyone. Wealthfront 
makes it easy for anyone to get access 
to world-class, long-term investment 
management without the high fees or 
steep account minimums. 
 Their mission is to provide 
access to the same high quality 
financial advice offered by major 
financial institutions and private 
wealth managers such as tax-loss 
harvesting without the high account 
minimums or costs.

Atom Bank (UK)
Atom Bank is a new digital 
banking system, authorised 

by the Prudential Regulation 
Authority (PRA) and regulated by the 
Financial Conduct Authority (FCA). 
They offer an app-based experience, 
using leading technology. The digital 
world is constantly changing and 
Atom will be changing banking too. 
 Atom Bank is based in the UK and 
doesn’t have any branches. Instead, 
customers can do all their banking 
transactions via the phone on a 24/7 
basis. The ultimate aim of Atom Bank 
is to breathe new life into banking.
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Qufenqi (China)
Qufenqi is an electronics 
retailer that offers monthly 

installment payment solutions 
to the students and professionals 
in China. The company primarily 
offers smart phones, laptops and 
other consumer electronics online, 
allowing customers to choose their 
own down payment option and 
the time period for making regular 
monthly installments. 
 Customers have to close the 
installments within two years of the 
purchase. The business model is 
tailored for students and young white 
collar workers with the final price and 
monthly required payments shown 
transparently on the product page.

Klarna (Sweden)
Klarna is one of Europe’s 
leading providers of 

payment solutions for 
e-commerce. Klarna separates buying 
from paying by allowing buyers to 
pay for ordered goods after receiving 
them, providing them with a safe 
after delivery payment solution. At the 
same time, Klarna assumes all credit 
and fraud risk for e-stores so that 
sellers can rest assured that they will 
always receive their money. 
 Klarna’s vision is to enable trust 
and to offer a frictionless buying 
experience to buyers and sellers 
across the world.

Funding Circle (US)
Funding Circle was created 
with one big idea; to 

revolutionise the outdated 
banking system and secure a better 
deal for everyone; with offices in 
the UK, US, Germany, Spain and 
the Netherlands. Funding Circle is 
the world’s leading marketplace 
exclusively focused on small 
businesses, providing a platform 
where investors can browse 
businesses that Funding Circle has 
credit assessed and approved for 
lending.
 Once approved, businesses post 
their loan request on the Funding Circle 
marketplace. It is here that investors 
choose which type of business to lend to, 
the amount of money they wish to lend, 
and the interest rate they want to earn.

OurCrowd (Israel)
OurCrowd is the world’s 

leading equity crowdfunding 
platform for accredited 

investors to invest in Israeli and global 
companies. Managed by a team of 
seasoned investment professionals 
and led by serial entrepreneur Jon 
Medved, OurCrowd vets and selects 
opportunities, invests its own capital 
and brings start-ups to its accredited 
membership of 10,000 global investors.
 OurCrowd provides post-
investment support to its portfolio 
companies, assigning industry experts 
as mentors and taking board seats.
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F
inancial technology (FinTech) 
has been a rising star in recent 
years. It aims to improve 
the efficiency of banking 
and financial services by 

leveraging technology. Some may 
see the rise of FinTech as a disruption 
to the traditional financial institutions. 
This is because the new players could 
easily adopt new technologies while 
the traditional ones may be burdened 
by their existing corporate structure 
or exorbitant costs to transform their 
operations.
 However, a FinTech company 
should not neglect the importance of 
intellectual property (IP) protection 
while enjoying its quick expansion 
at global level. It risks losing the 
exclusivity of its technology due 
to failure to adequately protect its 
IP. In particular, we should look at 
the following angles for FinTech’s                     
IP protection:

PATENT

We should look at patent first because 
it directly protects the technology 
behind a product or service. FinTech 
companies should ensure that they 
are the only one to use or sell their 
own cutting-edge invention. Patent 
is an exclusive right granted to the 
owner to make, use, import or sell 
the technology. Successful patent 
registration will grant the owner 
20 years of protection subject to 
annual renewal. Therefore, FinTech 
companies should quickly file their 
patent application prior to disclosing 
it to any third party.

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

BY LAWRENCE TAN

 During the 
stage of research and 
development or before 
commercialisation, FinTech 
companies may do a quick 
check whether a similar invention has 
been patented. Many patent offices 
such as the US Patent and Trademark 
Office, European Patent Office and 
Japanese Patent Office, etc have a 
comprehensive online system that 
allows the public to search for existing, 
pending and granted patents. From 
the search results, we may be able 
to ascertain if our invention is truly 
state-of-the-art, thus initiating an 
adjustment if otherwise.
 Global patent registration is not 
cheap. Currently, there is no global 
unitary patent system that allows 
us to register a patent across all 
countries by a single filing. Hence, 
the FinTech owner should carefully 
plan the countries he intends to 
expand his businesses to and file the 
patent application on a country-by-
country basis.

 A n o t h e r 
issue that FinTech 

companies should be 
careful of is the deadline of 

overseas patent filing. Typically, the 
applicant has one year from the first 
filing date to decide whether to file 
its patent in the member states of 
Paris Convention or to use the Patent 
Cooperation Treaty (PCT) route. 
 By using the former convention 
route, the applicant has to proceed 
with foreign filings within one year 
from the first filing date. For the latter, 
the applicant has up to 30 months 
to decide which country the patent 
should be filed under (this is limited 
to PCT member states). Failure to 
comply with the said deadline may risk 
the patent application being rejected 
on the ground of lack of novelty.
 There are high chances that 
FinTech invention is computer 
software-related. Registrability of 
computer software-related invention 
as a patent is still a debatable subject 
matter at international level. Some 

IP Protection
for FinTech 
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countries take a liberal approach to 
allow registration of software patent 
provided it is a product or process 
which is new, involves inventive 
steps, industrially applicable and it 
solves a specific problem in the field                        
of technology.
 On the other hand, some 
countries take a restrictive approach 
in examining software patent. They 
argue that software is no more than 
a mathematical method which directly 
falls under the provisions of their 
patent laws. Hence, it should not          
be patentable. 
 In view of such diversity, FinTech 
companies should not simply assume 
that if they can obtain patent in one 
country, they can repeat their feat in 
other countries. Each country has its 
own discretion as to whether to grant 
a patent according to its own patent 
laws. Under such circumstances, it is 
advisable to obtain legal advice from 
the patent attorney of the respective 
country on the patentability of                 
the technology. 

COPYRIGHT

Copyright is another option for FinTech 
companies if the product is computer 
software-related. Computer software 
and the underlying source code is 
eligible for protection as literary work 
under copyright. 
 The advantage of copyright is 
that it is not required to go through 
a stringent examination process like 
trademark and patent. The protection 
is automatic upon publication of the 
work so long as sufficient effort has 
been expended to make the work 
original in character and the work 
has been written down, recorded or 
otherwise reduced to material form. 
 Some countries provide voluntary 
registration system which constitutes 
a prima facie proof of copyright 

ownership. The disadvantage of 
copyright for computer software 
invention is it merely protects the 
expression of the software instead of 
its idea or functionality. 
 However, the disadvantage 
should not hinder FinTech companies 
from seeking protection under 
copyright as it provides longer 
protection than patent, i.e. 50 to 
70 years after the life of author 
(depending on the country).

TRADEMARK

Branding is another important role 
in promoting FinTech products or 

services. It is used to identify its goods 
and services and to be distinguished 
from competitors. FinTech companies 
should register their trademark swiftly 
in respect of the relevant goods and 
services. 
 They should strive to create 
a trademark which is an invented 
word, without direct reference to 
the nature or characteristic of the 
products or services and distinctive. 
More importantly, they should check 
whether the intended trademark has 
been registered in the country before 
their commencement of business.
 Unlike patent, there is no 
deadline for overseas trademark filing 
unless the applicant wishes to claim 
its priority date. Nevertheless, it is still 
advisable to register the trademark 
in the desired country as soon as 
possible to avoid the trademark being 
registered by someone else.
 The best part remains that 
trademark protection is permanent 
provided the registration is renewed 
within the prescribed period by the 
respective country.

IP OWNERSHIP 

FinTech companies may engage 
third party developer or internal 
employee to develop their new 
technologies. In both situations, it 
is advisable to have an agreement 
that clearly stipulates who is the 
ultimate IP owner. In some countries, 
copyright or patent ownership will be 
automatically vested upon the author 
or inventor unless expressly stated in 
an agreement or deed of assignment. 
Therefore, it is dangerous to assume 
that the company or employer will be 
the IP owner. 
 As a conclusion, FinTech 
companies should develop a 
comprehensive guideline for their 
intellectual property protection. 
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W
hile many are focused 
on whether or not 
ASEAN will become an 
Economic Community 

as planned by end-2015, the real issue 
is the untapped opportunities for 
investors from high performing small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) in 
ASEAN economies.  
 The 10 ASEAN economies are 
likely to grow at a reasonable 4.4% 
in 2015 and 4.9% in 2016 during the 
transition to slower ‘new normal’ 
world growth around 3.0% in 2015 and 
3.6% in 2016. They formation of the 
ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
entails the creation of an integrated 
production base and market of over 
600 million people. 

ASEAN and
Its SMEs:
A New Opportunity?

BY GANESHAN WIGNARAJA
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 Moreover, Malaysia, Thailand, 
Vietnam, and Brunei are active in the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) led by 
the United States which could create 
a huge trade bloc covering 40% of 
world trade. Achievement of AEC, an 
eventual TPP agreement, a strategic 
geographical location in dynamic East 
Asia, and skilled labour mean that 
ASEAN will be a magnet for foreign 
investment in manufacturing, services 
and infrastructure.
 SMEs – defined as having less 
than 100 workers – make up most 
of the firms in ASEAN economies. 
They also contribute about 74% of 
total employment and about 41% 
of gross domestic product (GDP) 
across these economies. These 
contributions, however, are not 
yet reflected in international trade 
where high performing SMEs make 
up only 21% of direct exports across                        
ASEAN economies.

•• GRADUAL TRANSFORMATION

Arguing that SMEs can generate 
jobs, Indonesia and the Philippines 
are considering industrial policies 
and other state interventions to 
promote SMEs. However, there is a 
risk of government failure associated 
with such distorting, inward looking 
policies. A better alternative would 
be financing SMEs to join supply 
chain trade while pursuing outward 
oriented development strategies.  

 International trade itself has 
fundamentally changed in the 21st 

century and is no longer about direct 
exports. Instead, trade increasingly 
means global supply chains where 
different production stages are 
located across geographical space 
and linked by trade in intermediate 
inputs and final goods. For instance, 
the Toyota Prius – a hybrid electric mid 
size hatchback car – for the United 
States market was designed in Japan 
and is presently assembled there. 
But some parts and components for 
the Prius are made in Thailand, other 
ASEAN economies, and China. 
 SMEs can participate in supply 
chains initially as suppliers to large 
exporters and then gradually become 
independent exporters or investors. 
ASEAN’s entry into supply chains 
– led by Singapore, Thailand and 
Malaysia – partly accounts for its 
growth since the 1980s. ASEAN 
economies contributed 9.3% of 
world supply chain trade in 2013. 
More developed ASEAN economies, 
Malaysia and Thailand, have larger 
shares of their SMEs in supply chains 
than Indonesia, the Philippines, and 
Vietnam. Moderating growth in 
China means that ASEAN firms will 
have more business opportunities as 
suppliers to exporters, but also face 
competition from new entrants like 
India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka with 
cheap yet fairly skilled labour. 
 Adjusting SME business 
strategies can help to expand ASEAN’s 
role in supply chains. By clubbing 
together in industrial clusters, SMEs 
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– to separate out high performing 
SMEs worthy of lower interest bank 
loans – is also important. Most ASEAN 
economies lack independent market 
institutions capable of rating the 
credit worthiness of SMEs. 
 Establishing a domestic 
credit bureau for SMEs as a public 
private partnership is useful. Later, 
this institution could become an 
independent company. Furthermore, 
banks require business and financial 
plans. Many of the SMEs lack the 
capacity to prepare these plans. SMEs 
use a single entry accounting system; 
the banks expect to see something 
more complex. Hence, investing in 
financial literacy for SME managers         
is useful. 
 Financial literacy programmes in 
high schools and universities along 
with short financial literacy courses 
for SME managers are options. More 
generally, ASEAN economies should 
pursue creating sound and effective 
banking systems which will increase 
the supply of lending, including for 
supply chain focused SMEs.
 Encouraging competition among 
banks is vital through privatisation of 
state owned banks and facilitating the 
entry of reputable foreign financial 
firms. Enacting strong competition 
laws provides a level playing field 
for domestic and foreign financial 
institutions alike while effective central 
bank regulation of commercial banks 
supports deep financial systems.  
 In an era of moderating growth, 
ASEAN and its SMEs involved 
in supply chains represent an 
opportunity for investors and for 
sustaining growth. There is no panacea 
to finance such SMEs. But there is 
much to be done: change collateral 
laws and requirements, improve 
credit assessment for SMEs, invest in 
financial literacy and education, and 
expand banking systems. 
 A more effective and inclusive 
system of commercial bank finance 
in ASEAN economies is a better 
alternative to heavy handed and risky 
industrial policies favouring SMEs. 

can also overcome some of the 
disadvantages of being small and rely 
on the benefits of interdependence. 
SMEs located in clusters can jointly 
finance a training centre to upgrade 
skills or a marketing consultant to 
develop advertising strategies. 
 Business associations can 
facilitate clustering by coordinating 
collective actions. Such clusters 
are popping up in countries across 
ASEAN. One successful example 
is Malaysia’s semiconductor cluster 
located in Penang and Negeri 
Sembilan which makes chips and 
microchips used in computers and 
other electronic goods. Smart business 
strategies – including mergers, 
acquisitions between high performing 
SMEs and forming business alliances 
with multinationals – are also rational 
approaches for SMEs to become     
large firms.

•• FINANCING HARDSHIP

One critical constraint affecting SMEs 
in ASEAN is their limited access 
to finance from commercial banks. 
The total credit gap – the difference 
between formal credit provided to 
SMEs and estimated SME financing 
needs – amounts to as much as 
US$52.8 billion. This figure includes 
US$11.8 billion each for Indonesia 
and Thailand, Malaysia (US$8 billion), 
Singapore (US$7.1 billion), Vietnam 
(US$4.3 billion) and the Philippines 
(US$2 billion).
 Banks in ASEAN typically 
undertake more certain and 
profitable lending to consumers 
and big corporations. Accordingly, 
SMEs continue to rely on internal 

sources like their own savings, money 
lenders, and non-banks for most 
of their financial needs. Banks lend 
little to ASEAN SMEs partly because 
many banks are not designed to lend                                    
to SMEs.
 Banks do not know how to 
properly evaluate working capital 
requirements of SMEs and their 
investment projects. Accordingly, 
banks use stringent collateral 
requirements for SME lending 
going beyond a company’s fixed 
assets to the personal assets of SME 
entrepreneurs. Policy options include 
permitting the use of non-traditional 
collateral (like non fixed collateral and 
stock) to secure loans and working 
with business associations to ratchet 
up peer pressure.
 In SME clusters in Japan, peer 
pressure within a network of SMEs has 
proven effective in loan repayment.  
Improving credit assessment for SMEs 

Moderating 
growth in China 

means that ASEAN 
firms will have 
more business 
opportunities 

as suppliers to 
exporters ... 
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ADAPTED FROM AN ARTICLE POSTED ON KNOWLEDGE@WHARTON

From Bean to Bar: 
Expatriates in Vietnam
Taste Sweet Success

D
mitry Minkov, his wife Nina and their five-year-
old daughter, Varvara, are on their way to a 
chocolate factory on the outskirts of Ho Chi 
Minh City. The Minkovs are Ukrainians residing 
in Singapore where they run a chocolate store. 

On holiday in Vietnam, they decide to check out how one 
of their best-selling chocolates is made, and listen again to 
the improbable story of how it came about.
 Their taxi pulls up outside a blue iron gate on a dusty 

street in Thu Duc district, having travelled 15km from their 
city hotel. A couple from Dublin joins them. Inside the 
gate is a factory complex housing three small- to medium-
sized businesses. 
 Sam, a bearded and bespectacled Japanese-
Frenchman who has lived in Vietnam for eight years, is 
their guide. He leads them past a small cacao plant at 
the entrance of the factory, stopping in front of a wall of 
hessian bags filled with cacao beans. 
 To Sam’s left, where the tour begins, are several 
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difference between what was good 
and bad cacao. I had a house with a 
grinder and an oven; rare things (in 
Ho Chi Minh City) then.”
 Jonathon Waugh, a friend-cum-
investor, picks up the story. “Some 
months earlier, Sam came to me and 
said, ‘There’s a market for high-end 
artisanal chocolate and I’m going 
to do it – would you be interested 
in putting some money into it?” 
explains Waugh. “‘Let me come and 
taste your chocolate first,’ I said.”
 After a tasting session, Waugh, 
a former fund manager with more 
than 20 years of experience under his 
belt, found himself saying, “All right, 
done; I’m in!”
 Reflecting on his decision 
four years later, Waugh admitted 
that he invested in the chocolate 
business without any feasibility 
study nor business plan in mind. “It 
was really trust in Sam,” he reasons. 
“He doesn’t realise he’s actually a 
great marketer; one of the most 
captivating things is listening to him 
talking about his passion.”
 Before backing the bean-
to-bar business, Waugh, a Brit 
who moved to Vietnam in 1996 
and later co-founded the fund 
management firm PXP Asset 

roasting machines blowing cacao 
aroma and husks in the air; through a 
double-glass door into a sealed room 
where the cacao is conched into a 
liquid mass by 12 machines imported 
from India.
 Another door takes them into 
a controlled compartment where 
the liquid is tempered and poured 
into plastic molds, refrigerated for 
30 minutes, then hand-wrapped by 
the Vietnamese staff; and finally into 
the storeroom where the bars are 
stacked, boxed and labeled – ready 
for delivery.
 At the end of their bean-to-
bar journey, the visitors taste the 
finished product, and marvel at 
how such fine chocolates came to 
be made in Vietnam – a country 
not known for its production or 
consumption of chocolate – by two 
chocolatiers who, until recently, as 
one of them admits: “Didn’t know 
how to make chocolate.”

  THE MAROU TALE

In February 2011, Sam Maruta and 
Vincent Mourou – dropouts from the 
banking and advertising industry, 
respectively – founded Marou 
Faiseurs de Chocolat, a Ho Chi Minh 
City-based company specialising in 
single-origin chocolate.
 ‘Single-origin’ refers to an 
estate or plantation – or more 
often a country – where the beans 
used to create the chocolate come 
from. Their ambition was to create 
Vietnam’s first bean-to-bar chocolate. 
Four years later Maruta and Mourou 
surprised the world with a recognised 

brand of quality chocolate bars, built 
a profitable business and by their 
success, put their adopted country 
on the chocolate map.
 Maruta, a former banker from 
Société Générale and his soon-to-
be business partner began their 
voyage by experimenting with 
beans bought from a farm found by 
the side of the road.
 “We bought a couple of kilos 
of beans and on the way back 
decided to try to make chocolate 
from those beans,” recalls Maruta. 
“At the time we didn’t know how to 
make chocolate and didn’t know the 

Marou founders Samuel Maruta (left) and Vincent Mourou (right) on the cacao trail.
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Management, had invested in a 
garment factory, a tourist company 
and a microfinance start-up.
 “Of all my investments, 
Marou is by far the most surprising 
and satisfying,” Waugh praises. 
“Surprising in that it has gone way 
beyond the parameters of where we 
initially thought it would operate. 
Satisfying because it is the first 
company in Vietnam – or at the very 
least within the (food and beverage) 
sector – that was conceived, created, 
and branded in the country to 
produce something that is exported 
and recognised globally as a luxury 
edible product.”
 In its first full year of operation 
in 2012, Marou’s revenue was 
US$120,000. It is expected to be 
US$1 million this year. Today, with 
a staff of 20, the factory in Thu Duc 
churns out 100kg of chocolate daily. 
In 2014, it produced three tonnes 
of chocolate, 70% of which was 
exported to more than 20 markets 
overseas, mainly to Europe. 
 Their largest market, 
unsurprisingly, is France given the 
founders’ French heritage. Marou’s 
maiden chocolate patisserie is 
located in the vicinity of the Ben 
Thanh market, a shopping and tourist 
magnet in Ho Chi Minh City.

 STARTING UP IN VIETNAM

Beginning in 1986, when the 
country made the shift from a 
centrally planned economy to a 
“socialist-oriented market economy” 
under the policy slogan Doi Moi 
(renovation), Vietnam has chalked 
up three decades of high growth. 
In the last decade, it has recorded 
an average gross domestic product 
(GDP) growth rate of 6.4% per 
annum, according to the World Bank. 

Vietnam posted 6.7% GDP growth in 
2015, the strongest in seven years.
 “It is very easy to get excited 
when looking at Vietnam from the 
outside,” applauds Waugh, a long-
time observer of the economy 
with experience at Baring Asset 
Management, Jardine Fleming and 
JP Morgan Chase. “It is a place 
of great opportunity due to its 
stage of development, attractive 
demographics, decent educational 
standards, geographic position and 
motivated, sizeable population.”
 However, he cautions that “once 
you step in and try to execute a 
business plan, (it) is often fraught with 
on-going hurdles such as excessive 
red tape, a poor legal system, weak 
banks, and currency issues, to name 
but a few.”
 “All start-ups face an enormous 
number of risks, but start-ups in 
‘frontier’ markets face additional 
layers of risk. It’s a tough business 
environment, and not for the faint-
hearted,” he stresses. “(But) for those 
entrepreneurs armed with patience 
and funding … the rewards can be 
extraordinary in the long-term.”
 For expat entrepreneurs like 
Maruta and Mourou, Vietnam offers 
something else not mentioned in the 
business guidebook – the freedom to 

do what one desires.
 “If you want to start a business 
like making chocolate in France,” 
Maruta says, “the most difficult hurdle 
is going to be in people’s eyes: Who 
are you to make chocolate? What’s 
your legitimacy for making chocolate? 
Have you studied chocolate-making? 
Have you come from a chocolate-
making family? Here in Vietnam, it’s a 
case of do what you want. There is a 
sense of freedom (here).”
 And where others might 
see opportunities in low-skilled 
labour and low-cost environment, 
the founders of Marou saw 
opportunities in skilled workers 
producing quality goods.
 “It’s counter-intuitive,” Maruta 
opines. “People see Vietnam as a 
place for making cheap stuff; we 
decided to go niche and upmarket. 
We invested heavily in design, in 
doing things in a way that is not 
cheap, and going for a premium 
product. It’s going against the grain, 
against the flow that … makes us 
stand out.”
 A good example of this can be 
seen in the design of their chocolate 
wrapper which exudes a golden 
monotone of traditional lattice 
patterns decorated with hand-drawn 
flora, fauna, and clouds and set in 
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modernist typography on a thematic 
colour. 
 Five colors – green, yellow, 
sky-blue, red and purple-blue – 
were chosen to match the colors 
of the cacao pods and reflect the 
regional flavours of the bars. The 
design caught the eye of editors of 
design magazines like Wallpaper and 
foodies across Europe.
 “Our first order was from La 
Grande Epicerie de Paris, one of 
the most prestigious food outlets 
in France,” enthuses Maruta. 
“What really helped there was 
the design. They asked us (after) 
seeing the design.”

 BACK ON THE FARM

Ho Van Lau, 62, a farmer from Ap 
Bac, a village in Tien Giang province, 
is ducking and weaving between the 
branches of the cacao trees on his 
one-hectare plantation. Introduced 
by the French in the late 19th century, 
the cacao tree can still be found 
in the southern highlands and the 
Mekong Delta, a network of rivers 
and floodplains that contributes more 
than 50% of Vietnam’s staple food 
crops and 27% of the country’s GDP.
 Lau has been a farmer for as 
long as he can remember. His parents 
tilled the fields he and his wife now 
call their own. 
 A decade ago, Lau switched 
to cacao. His timing was fortuitous, 
coming at a time when the 
government was plowing resources 
into the crop as part of a plan to 
diversify its agriculture base and to 
take advantage of the high cacao 
price on the international market. 
With the help of foreign aid, 
local farmers like Lau were given 
incentives to grow and expand 
their plantations. 
 If 10 years ago, cacao covered 
less than 2,000 hectares in Vietnam; 
now the crop has expanded to more 
than 54,000ha.
 “The cacao tree takes five years 
to fruit and can fruit for 40 years,” 
Lau, who sells his cacao to Marou, 
explains. Thriving in the shade of 

the tropical forest, the cacao tree 
produces large fruit-pods in ripening 
stages of green, yellow, blue, red 
and purple-blue – the colours of 
the Marou wrappers – which hang 
directly off its trunk and branches on 
inch-long stems.
 “Once the beans are picked they 
are fermented for six days, then dried 
for another seven days before we put 
them in these bags,” Lau says as he 
walks from the sweatboxes – square 
wooden boxes – where the beans are 
fermented under layers of banana 
leaves and hessian cloths, to a raised 
bamboo rack, six meters long and 
one-and-a-half meters wide, where 
they are dried, and to a corner of his 
living room where half a dozen large 
bags stuffed with beans lean against 
the wall.

 “Marou wants clean cacao,” 
Lau says. “The fermentation process 
is important, so we scrub the 
(sweatboxes) clean and we turn the 
beans (during fermentation) once a 
day. They also insist on no pesticides, 
no chemicals.”
 Marou names its five signature 
chocolate bars from the five provinces 
– Tien Giang, Dong Nai, Lam Dong, 
Ba Ria and Ben Tre – where the cacao 
is sourced. In 2013, Marou’s Tien 
Giang 70% bar picked up Silver in 
the “best dark chocolate bean-to-
bar” category at the Academy of 
Chocolate Awards in London. 
 One critic praised its “mocha 
aroma” and “velvety finish” qualities 
that in the world of single-origin 
chocolate can be traced back to the 
area where it’s grown – that is, on 
Lau’s farm.
 Wistfully, the farmer says he 
wished he could try his hand at 
turning his cacao into chocolate, “but 
with my five children gone (to the 
city), and with just me and my wife, 
we can just do the beans.”
 “It’s easy work,” suggests Lau. 
“There are only two harvests a year; 
one in May and one in October. We 
hire a couple of helpers to pick the 
cacao pods.” Already this year, Lau 
has sold 840kg of cacao – worth 
US$3,200 – to Marou. In a country 
where the average salary is US$500 a 
month, that is a good yield. “Business 
is doing well,” adds the farmer.

* Adapted from an article posted on Knowledge@Wharton, an online business analysis journal of the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania.

Vietnam offers 
something else 
not mentioned 
in the business 

guidebook – 
the freedom to 
do what one 

desires.
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BUSINESS DRIVEN LEADERSHIP

Are Women More Credible 
Leaders Than Men? 

BY DR VICTOR SL TAN

L
eadership is often defined as the 
ability to influence others to do 
things to achieve a common goal. 
Credibility is the belief and trust 
people have towards a leader that 

enables a leader to be influential. 
 Are women more credible leaders 
than men? To assess the leadership qualities 
of women, we shall look at those factors that 
make women leaders credible as well as those 
that make them less credible. 

CREDIBLE FACTORS  

In a 2011 study done by Jack Zenger 
and Joseph Folkman in which 
7,280 leaders had their leadership 
evaluated by peers, their bosses, 
direct reports and other associates 
based on 16 leadership competencies, 
it was found that women excelled in 
the majority of areas. The researchers 
were surprised that women excel not 
just in the “nurturing competencies” 
which have been seen traditionally as 
their strengths – the likes of developing 
others, building relationships, exhibiting 
integrity engaging in self-development 
– but also demonstrate their prowess in 
other areas.  
 Zenger and Folkman also pointed 
out two of the scores where women are 
rated highest compared to men as taking 
initiative and driving for results which 
had long been assumed to be men’s 
stronghold. 
 What’s more interesting is that 
of all those 16 competencies (see 
the accompanying table), women on 
the overall scored higher in every 
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one of them except in the area of 
“developing strategic perspective”. 
 Another study by Catalyst, a US 
non-profit company in 2011 pointed 
out to a difference of 26% in return 
on invested capital between the 
top-quartile companies with 19-44% 
women board representation and the 
bottom quartile companies with no 
women directors. 
 In yet another research in 
2008 by Pew Research Social and 
Demographic trends, it was found 
that of the top eight leadership traits 
in order of importance surveyed, 
women outscored men in four of the 
traits, namely, honesty, intelligence, 
compassion and creativity. Men 
only scored higher in decisiveness, 
whereas in the leadership traits of 
being hardworking and ambitious, 
both men and women had an equal 
score.
 Very broadly, empirical findings 
have shown that women are no less 
credible leaders as compared to their 
male counterparts. In fact, the survey 
results reveal that in many areas, 
women are in fact better leaders and 
hence, more credible than then men. 
 With the advent of Gen Y and 
the new workforce inclination towards 

a more open, nurturing and creative 
workplace, it is no surprise that many 
survey results points to female traits 
and leadership styles being more 
aligned to such values, thus making 
them more credible leaders.
 Studies have shown that women 
are naturally better listeners, warmer 
and better at building relationships 
as well as more collaborative. The 
workplace and work values have 
changed. Unless men change from 
their biased towards “command and 
control” or “take charge” mode to a 
more  open, nurturing and creative 
leadership approach, women will 

continue to be viewed as 
more “credible” than men 
as shown by these surveys. 

LESS CREDIBLE FACTORS

Having looked at those areas 
where women are seen as 
more credible leaders than 
men, let’s now focussed 
on those factors that make 
women less credible. Some 
of these factors come from 
within women themselves.
 Author of Lean In, 
Sheryl Sandberg, who is also 
the current chief operations 
officer of Facebook, 
pointed out that women 
are occasionally sabotaging 
themselves. She highlighted 
poignantly in her book, 
“We hold ourselves back in 
ways both big and small, by 
lacking self-confidence, by 
not raising our hands, and by 
pulling back when we should 

be leaning in”.  
 There are factors that certainly 
hold women back in their careers. For 
example,  many women may not take 
a more proactive and assertive role 
to seek out opportunities for higher 
positions as they may view that they 
need not be as ambitious as men 
given they are not breadwinners in 
the family.
 Many women also view that the 
work-life balanced is more applicable 
to them than men; after all, they are 
traditionally taking the bigger share of 
the domestic chores including giving 
birth and taking care of their children.

Male Mean 
Percentile

Female Mean 
Percentile T Value

Takes Initiative 48 56 -11.58

Practices Self-Development 48 55 -9.45

Displays High Integrity and Honesty 48 55 -9.28

Drives For Results 48 54 -8.84

Develops Others 48 54 -7.94

Inspires and Motivates Others 49 54 -7.53

Builds Relationships 49 54 -7.15

Collaboration and Teamwork 49 53 -6.14

Establishes Stretch Goals 49 53 -5.41

Champions Change 49 53 -4.48

Solves Problems and Analyses Issues 50 52 -2.53

Communicates Powerfully and Prolifically 50 52 -2.47

Connects the Group to the Outside World 50 51 -0.78

Innovates or Professional Expertise 50 51 -0.11

Develops Strategic Perspective 51 49 -2.79

Table 1: The Top 16 Competencies Top Leaders Exemplify Most

Source: Zenger Folkman Inc (2011)
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With regard to self-sabotage, a good 
illustration is provided in Sandberg’s 
book where she told the story of 
keynote speaker Dr. Peggy McIntosh 
from the Wellesley Centre for Women 
who gave a talk entitled Feeling Like 
a Fraud. Dr Peggy explained that 
many people, especially women, feel 
fraudulent when they are praised for 
their accomplishments. Instead of 
feeling worthy of recognition, they 
feel undeserving and guilty as if a 
mistake has been made.
 It is this kind of attitude women 
themselves have that make them 
their own worst enemies, hence 
making them appear less credible 
as leaders or potential leaders for 
higher position. 
 Of course, there are other areas 
women should look out for so that 
extremity does not dominate their 
behaviour. For example, survey 
statistics have also shown that while 
women are much more emotional and 
compassionate, these characteristics 
per se do not affect the credibility 
of women. However, if exhibited out 
of proportion, they might begin to 
diminish their professionalism, hence 
affect their leadership credibility.
 In addition, there are other 
behaviours that can affect women’s 
credibility as leaders. While it is quite 
acceptable to use some natural charm 
exhibited through their femininity, 
there are certain behaviours that 

will tarnish their image as leaders. 
For example, a woman’s over-flirting 
with excessive use of feminine charm 
might be interpreted by others as 
using “unfair advantage” to win over 
others.
 This will dilute the regard people 
have of her ability as a leader.  Of 
course, a woman’s dressing with too 
much exposure portraying a “sexy” 
image would also compromise on her 
professionalism. 
 In the course of my consulting 
work where I have trained over 500,000 
leaders and executives in which about 
half were women, I have observed 
some other self-defeating behaviours 
which can affect the credibility of 
women. These behaviours include. 
• Over accentuating the gender 

difference to win sympathy;
• Trying too hard to be like men, 

for example, emulating a very 
hard handshake;

• Running down the leadership 
ability of their own gender; 

• Becoming too personal when 
professionalism is called for;

• Acting girlish when under stress 
for example, stroking her hair or 

playing with her jewelleries she is 
wearing, and

• Clogging up too much downtime 
to manage domestic affairs.

 Doubtlessly, women can develop 
competencies equal to men for they 
have the advantage of the “softer 
characteristics” that are aligned to 
the desired work culture of the new 
generation which calls for a warmer, 
friendlier and more caring workplace. 
 However, whether in reality, 
women can edge over men in leading 
future generations, will certainly 
depend on their ability to leverage all 
the “credible factors” that are already 
inherent in them or their ability to 
overcome those less credible factors 
of their own doing.
 Truly enough, women will be no 
less credible leaders as men if they 
practise a healthy blend of masculine 
and feminine behavioural styles: they 
are courageous enough to be direct, 
authoritative and objective at the 
same time at one end and knowing 
when to be more nurturing, open and 
empathetic when the situation calls 
for it on the other. 



ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS

42 ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS  |  ISSUE 3 : 2016

IDEA

I
t has become a common sight to 
come across street-food lovers 
queuing up at food trucks or food 
carts like never before. Or they 
will be waiting at the comfort of 

their offices or homes for lunch/meal 
boxes to be delivered right up to their 
doorsteps.
 Food industry observers 
claim that mobile food business is 
increasing largely in response to the 
slow-growing economy. People are 
seeking inexpensive breakfasts and 
lunches. Also, employees today are 
often pressed for time, with more 
work and shorter lunch hours. These 
factors make the mobile food concept 
more appealing than ever.

BY ROY CHEN

 F rom an ent repreneur ia l 
perspective, kiosks, carts, trailers, 
food trucks and special delivery – 
with orders made through social 
media sites or SMS – not only boast 
a lower overhead than restaurants 
but are flexible in the sense that ‘the 
kitchens’ can be moved from one 
location to another to generate the 
desirable business (as opposed to 
operating from a brick and mortar 
establishment). 
 Rather than having to determine 
where to open a restaurant or worry 
about the old real-estate adage “location, 
location, location”, the business owner 
can simply drive to a new location in 
search of the desirable crowd.

 Determining what to serve can 
be challenging-yet-fun. But there 
are a lot of factors to consider when 
it comes to menu planning in the 
mobile food world. Here are a few 
ideas from Food Trucks 101: How to 
Start a Mobile Food Business:
• What food do you enjoy cooking?
• What food are popular in your 

town, county, city or region?
• What ingredients are easy to source 

from wholesalers, markets or farms 
in your vicinity?

• What food are easy to transport 
to and from an off-site commercial 
kitchen?

• What can you prepare and/or heat 
up without much difficulty?
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• What food are ideally suited for 
your culinary expertise or allow you 
to try creative new recipes?

• What food can customers easily 
carry around with them?

• What food are potentially cost 
effective for you to sell?

• What food are not being sold at 
100 other food trucks, carts, kiosks 
or mobile caterers in your area?

• What times of day will you be open 
for business? Breakfast? Lunch? 
Dinner? Late night? Round-the-
clock?

• Do you intend to specialise in 
one or two food with several 
v a r i a t i o n s  s u c h  a s  p i z z a , 
hamburgers or ice cream?

MANAGING START-UP COSTS
Your biggest initial expense will be 
the actual food truck. While a suitable 
used truck can be found for around 
US$25,000, you may have to spend 

twice as much for truck retrofitting 
and altering. If you choose a franchise 
option, you can probably circumvent 
this part of the investment first. 
You may also find leasing options 
available.
 Clearly, your decision on how to 
sell your food will depend on:
• Your start-up money, budget and 

potential for returns;
• Your commitment to the business: 

part-time versus full-time;
• Your creative ideas and what it will 

take to fulfill them;
• Your experience at running a 

business;
• The size of the business you want 

to start, and
• Your ideal demographic

FUNDING OPTIONS
Unless you already have start-up 
funds, acquiring funding may be your 
biggest challenge. Your first goal 

should be to put together a bullet-
proof business plan. You will also 
have more success if you have good 
personal and business credit. Most 
truck financing options will require 
good credit, a down payment and 
possibly even collateral.
 If traditional financing is not an 
option for you, you will have to get 
creative to cover start-up costs. Here 
are some ways to start your business 
with minimal funding:
• Talk with someone who already 

owns a food truck and negotiate a 
lease or a rental agreement;

• Start with a low-cost used cart or 
trailer;

• Start selling at a farmers market, art 
fair booth or pop-up;

• Talk to a successful restaurant 
owner about running a food truck 
for the owner’s business, and

• If your truck idea includes providing 
a public service or a benefit to your 
community, you may be able to 
obtain sponsors. 

PERFECTING RECIPES
Unless you are buying prepared food 
or have a chef providing you with 
food, you may want to plan your 
own recipes, work on them, re-work 
them or subject them to taste tests. 
Consider your family and friends as 
your very own guinea pigs. Don’t be 
afraid of criticism – better to receive 
it from friends and family than from 
food critics and customers.
 Once you have found a few 
favourites, make sure you can master 
the recipes. Write them down for 
future reference. Next, try some 
variations on a theme.
 Do not start out with food that 
you have not thoroughly tested. 
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F
rom a journalist to a public 
relations (PR) practitioner to 
a full-time caterer indulging 
in the mobile food business, 
ACE gets up close and 

personal with Hasnah Abdul Rahman 
who shares her journey on how 
she gets her mobile food business 
off the ground.

A Fulfilling
Culinary Adventure

How did you end up as a caterer along the way? Was 
it passion, hobby or the money that you are after? Tell 
us how you founded Dapur Hasnah (Hasnah’s Kitchen)?
Having been a journalist and PR practitioner at some time 
in my life are excellent backgrounds for me to brand and 
market my food business effectively. I guess my indulgence 
in the food business is the result of the natural progression 
of things. 
 I lost my job in October last year. Being a single 
parent with four sons – of whom two are under the Autism 
spectrum – it felt like a kick in the stomach. How am I going 
to cope, or rather, how will I put food on the table? Wait, 
what did I say? Food? Yes, that’s it. Food will put food on 
the table. And that’s how it all began.

Where did you get the inspiration from?
I am a reluctant chef. My mum was a wonderful cook and 
everything she made tasted fantastic – whether it’s for five 
of us or a party of 50. We used to have a stall in Singapore 
where I was growing up. The same regulars would come 
practically every day to eat the same food. 
 At that time, it was nasi lemak (coconut milk rice), 
lontong (compressed rice cake) and her famed epok-epok 
(Malay-styled curry puff). I used to peddle her epok-epok 
hot off the wok, packed in a little rattan basket. I would go 
to the same houses in my neighbourhood day in, day out. 

And they were people who purchased our 
epok-epok everyday! 
 I was six years old back then. It 

made me wonder “Aren’t you 
guys tired of eating 

the same stuff 
everyday?” 

This means you need to perfect 
each recipe to be sure it meets the 
following qualities:
• It is easy to make repeatedly in 

large quantities;
• It tastes consistently good;
• It is easy to serve, and
• It travels well.

BUYING INGREDIENTS
Sourcing, as they call it in the food 
business, is the process of getting 
your foods and other ingredients. 

Like a restaurant, you need to 
determine your potential volume and 
buy accordingly. You always need to 
be planning in advance to shop or 
anticipate orders to avoid running out 
of necessities. 
 If you are cooking, make 
a detailed shopping list of 
ingredients. If you are buying food 
from wholesalers, know how much 
you need, how much you can safely 
keep fresh, and how much you can 
sell before any food goes bad. You 

are better running out of food on a 
busy day than selling something that 
isn’t fresh. 
 Determining the right quantities 
to purchase is usually trial and error. 
Where to source your food, can be 
a factor in planning your purchases, 
schedule and offerings. Common 
sources include wholesale food 
distributors, food manufacturers, 
local and regional suppliers, 
greenmarkets and farmers markets 
as well as food cooperatives.
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But that’s the extent of the popularity 
of my mother’s culinary gift which 
I feel so blessed to have inherited 
a wee bit of, although earlier I 
hated to be in the kitchen when she 
was around as whatever I did was                                      
never right.
 I didn’t believe then that if you 
were to slice an onion in a different 
style, the taste would be different. I 
know better now, however.

So how did Dapur Hasnah come 
about?
It was never my intention to be a 
chef, caterer or even have anything 
to do with cooking. I did toy with the 
romantic notion of having my own 
café, but this was before the advent 
of technology and the beauty of 
online marketing came about. Also, 
I still love writing, coming up with 
communication strategies, doing 
events and branding ideas. 
 So I came up with a couple of 
dishes that my family and I enjoy 
eating and that I’m good at cooking. 
Branded these to the style I want. 
And voila, Dapur Hasnah was born in 
March 2016!
 But I did not stop there. While 
Dapur Hasnah is the umbrella brand 
for my food services, my online and 
delivery services are under the OCD 
label. OCD stands for “Order, Cook 
and Deliver” where I am probably 
the only person – or perhaps the first, 
at least – who makes home-made 
cuisines like Sarawak Laksa (Sarawak-
style spicy soup noodle), Laksa Johor 
(Johor-style spicy soup noodle), 
Soto (traditional Indonesian soup 
mainly composed of broth, meat and 
vegetables) and Nasi Tomato (tomato 
rice) available online and delivered to 

the client’s home or office. 
 Yes, these comfort foods have 
gone through a revolution as we 
have to modify the ingredients and 
cooking methods a bit to ensure that 
the delivery process does not affect 
the freshness of the dishes.
 And more recently, I set up 
VIP@DH where we provide Bespoke 
Dining Services – the full gamut of 
personalised and high-end catering 
for home and offices.

What are the recipe of success 
given today’s competitive meal 
delivery service landscape? From 
where or whom did you learn how 
to cook?
Mum, of course. And the Internet.
 The reason people order 
online as opposed to going to the 
restaurant and making their orders is 
because they can order their food via 
mobile devices. So the least we can 
do is respond as fast as we can. This 
is where if you have set up an app for 
your service – you can set up an auto-
responder. In fact you can do this for 
your Facebook pages too.

What are the key challenges 
that you endure and how do you 
mitigate them?
Funding. Waiting for that big break 
that will enable us to bring our food 
services to the next level: food trucks, 
small café, frozen food for national 
and international markets.

How did you overcome financial 
constraint in your quest to develop 
your business further?
Very tough. I have to depend on my 
own personal funds and the kindness 
of friends. 
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TRENDSETTER

J
ust when many thought 
that recovery was in sight 
for the global economy, 
the outcome of the Brexit 
(Britain Exit) referendum 

which favoured an eventual exit of the 
United Kingdom from the European 
Union (EU) had sent financial markets 
the world over reeling. The spillover 
effect – and the uncertainty of long 
term implications – extends beyond 
the shores of the UK and EU to 
encompass all trading partners of 
both the UK and EU that stretches 
across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.
 Closer to the Southeast Asian 
region, the prevailing weakness in 
the oil & gas sector with crude oil 
prices lingering around the US$50/
barrel region has impaired revenues 
of oil producing countries. The end 
outcome is for government of the 
affected economies to explore new 
sources of tax revenues which would 
trigger an escalation in living cost.
 With consumers tightening their 
belts, the retail sector – as in the case 
of businesses that deal with non-
essential items – is feeling the pinch. 
Such gloom and doom situation 
would inadvertently affect the bottom 
line of retailers although it does not 
necessary mean ‘an end of the world’ 
for them.
 As a sales solutions company, 
Sales Ninja has been part of a few 
initiatives this year to turnaround 
or spur the performance of sales 
personnel to greater heights. While a 
larger part of 2016 has been tough, 

we foresee there are opportunities to 
turn various impending obstacles into 
strategies of killing the competition, 
breaking even or even achieving 
breakthrough results depending on 
what state one’s business is in.
 My success formula entails the 
following four steps:

EVERYBODY MUST SELL
This is one of the most important 
must-do for every business right now. 
In difficult times, everyone – yes, 
even those non-sales staff – must 
sell. Every director has to sell. Every 
director has to meet up customers 
to secure business. It all boils down 
to leadership by example. If the top 
level leaders are still playing golf for 
pleasure under the current sluggish 
economic climate, it is time to change.
 In fact, I have a client who has 
actually increased the frequency of 
his golf games. However, he does 
not do so for practice or pleasure but 
with the sole agenda of networking. 
Likewise, I have clients who have 
increase their entertainment activities 
as well. These are business owners 
who drink a lot for fun, but right now, 
they drink for business.
 That includes non-sales people. 
I have few property developer clients 
with massive competition and bank 
restrictions. Faced by limited sales 
personnel strength to really reach 
out to potential buyers, the best 
option is for every staff to proactively 
do marketing. Towards this end, my 
clients have made it compulsory for 

all their staff to invite their contacts to 
new launches.
 Gone are the days when the 
marketing department did the 
canvassing while the sales personnel 
sat waiting for potential buyers to 
walk in. Every staff has to market. 
Even the sales staff have to change 
their approach by complementing 
their marketing colleagues with 
Facebook or social media marketing.
 If sales people are solely 
responsible for sales, the whole 
company will suffer. My ultimate 
advice is this: the sales department 
might not be the whole company, but 
right now, the whole company better 
be the sales department!

MICRO MANAGEMENT IS BACK
A bank was going through tough 
times few years back and they brought 
in a Senior Vice President (SVP) 
from another bank to get its sales 
department back in shape. I was the 
trainer for the mindset issue to inspire 
the bankers to believe that their 
products could compete against the 
giant players.
 The SVP micro-managed every 
single activity she could possibly 
get her hands on, including daily 
monitoring on sales activities 
through her managers such as how 
many prospecting calls done daily, 
how many meetings per day, where 
were the sales people or what the 
deal size was like.
 She was literally managing her 
managers daily which resulted in 

How to Turnaround
Your Sales in Tough Times

BY HANZO NG
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them supervising their teams daily. 
What happened next was nothing 
short of the extraordinary. There was 
an immediate turnaround in sales 
performance. Within one month, 
the team achieved the highest sales 
record ever in the history of the bank. 
Micro-managing does work wonder 
in tough times!
 When I was a sales manager 
for an American company, I would 
call in my sales people twice daily – 
once in the morning and once one 
in the afternoon. I called them for 
a few reasons. Yes, part of micro-
management definitely.
 I called them (i) to ensure that 
they were prepared for their meetings 
in which I would pose questions like 
“who is the competition” or “what do 
you know about this client’s industry 
and plans”; (ii) to ensure that they are 
motivated before the day starts for I 
believe sales would only happen if the 
team is prepared and motivated, and 
(iii) to ensure all my team members 
were working. 
 Armed with these three micro-
management strategies, I was able 
to elevate my sales team to be a top 
performer (my sales team was ranked 
sixth out of 10 sales team when I was 
hired). Did my team like what I did to 
them? Not really. But did my team 
achieve sales targets and bagged 
commission and various other 
incentives for their heroics? Without 
a shadow of a doubt, they did.
 My ultimate advice is this: The 
daily push is necessary given in time 
of economic hardship, there is no 
‘self-time’ but only selling time. 

WORK HARDER
I recently conducted a training at 
the Malaysian office of one global 
recruitment firm. I was hired by 

the country manager and regional 
managing director to push their 
Malaysian office to improve their 
sales performance in the area of 
prospecting activities.
 The issue with this client is 
simple: lack of prospecting activities 
and insufficient appointments with 
potential clients have contributed 
to low sales opportunities. This is 
typically the No 1 issue for most of 
the clients I work with.
 After training the team for a day, 
I went to their office to drive change 
into the environment. We started the 
push at 8.30am with a briefing and 
by 9am, the entire office was on the 
phone prospecting. The typical issue 
during prospecting calls are sales 
people would make the call or e-mail 
the potential client, followed by 
updating their customer relationship 
management (CRM) system. As this 
takes time away from making actual 
calls, I only allowed calls to be made 
during the prospecting challenge. 
 The entire team worked very 
hard for the few hours. They were 
exhausted because they were 
pushed all the way to their limits.
They complained “it’s tiring”, “it’s 
tough”, “it was hardcore” and “it   
was intense”.

 But I told them this is how they 
should prospect in tough times. Unlike 
good times, one has to work hard in 
tough times. And during very tough 
times, one has to work even harder.
 Malaysia was No. 5 in their 
previous month’s standing but for 
July, the Malaysian office broke its 
previous record as well as the all-Asia 
record to become the star performer 
in the region. My client was surprised, 
overwhelmed and shocked that 
the Malaysian outfit was capable of 
achieving such phenomenal results.
 In fact, one of the performers 
wanted to slow down after achieving 
the set target. But I poked her 
and fanned her fire. She went for 
more and even over-achieve her                                  
personal targets!
 My ultimate advice is this: 
There are no brakes until there is a 
breakthrough! If sales people are in 
the comfort zone, they won’t be in 
the commission zone.
 When the going gets tough, the 
tough gets going; so is 2016/17, but 
if you (i) make sure everyone sells, 
(ii) personally micro-manage sales 
activities, and (iii) work harder yourself 
as well as work your team harder, you 
should be able to maintain and even 
grow your sales.

Hanzo Ng has helped many clients achieved the HIGHEST 
sales record ever in their company history through his Sales 
Ninja training programmes. He can be reached at www.
SalesNinja.asia
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IDEA

O
ne of the truisms of life 
and business is that 
‘every cloud has a silver 
lining’ – or experiencing 
ups and downs is 

something inevitable. But fret not 
for these challenges are merely 
part and parcel of life – something 
without which life will be so dull                                                              
and predictable.
 For small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) – those in the 
micro category included – the current 
state of economic gloom doesn’t 
have to spell doom. Although the 
roads ahead are full of rough patches, 
witty entrepreneurs know there are 
various ways and means to ride out 
the storm.
 So what exactly is a recession-
proof business? Typically, they are 
the ones which continue to boom 
even when the economy is sluggish 
economy or capable of surviving even 
amid bleak prospects.
 Of course, the so-called 
recession-proof businesses might 
incur losses, but generally these 
bus inesses don’t slow down 
for they are capable of 
minimising losses or 

limiting their operating cost to the                             
bear minimum.
 Marketing and sales expert Ron 
Romano via his marketing audit has 
laid out 10 quick and easy strategies 
to increase sales and profits during      
a recession:
i. Implement systems that measure 

and track the results of ALL of 
your marketing, advertising and 
publicity efforts.

ii. Look for new ways to re-position 
one’s products or services to 
attract a new market segment. 
Example: Re-position yoga as fall 
prevention strategies for seniors.

iii. Find new distribution channels 
whether it’s through the Internet 
or other retailers who are selling 
complimentary products or 
services.

iv. Create a win-win joint venture 
arrangements with other 
complimentary – not competing 
– businesses. For example, an 
accounting firm could offer to 
hold a seminar on tax reduction 
strategies for their legal firm 
clients as a special bonus. This 
may enable the accounting 
company to find new clients with 
little capital (probably, the only 
cost is their time). 

v. Have a rewards referral 
programme for existing 

customers and let them 
experience how it will work.

vi. Find out which products and 
services make the most profits 
and which ones make the least. 
Start promoting or up-selling 
those profitable ones first. Ask 
the question, “How can I increase 
that amount by 10% by adding 
or bundling in extra value?”

vii. Position oneself as the 
knowledgeable expert in one’s 
own field by contributing articles 
for the newspaper or trade 
journals and radio interviews. 
Both print and online media are 
always hungry for information 
that solves people’s problems 
or helps them save them time or 
money.

viii. Differentiate oneself from the 
competition by giving consumers 
the reason why they need not go 
elsewhere to find the product/
services they are looking for.

ix. Join a mastermind group or 
coaching programme to improve 
one’s skills as a marketer. Every 
successful sportsman and sports 
woman has a coach to help them 
sharpen their skills. Likewise, a 
business and marketing coach is 
able to prevent one from slipping 
into a downhill slide.

x. Build a stronger relationship with 
one’s customer base through 
frequent contact, special offers 
and newsletters. Constantly 
survey the pool of existing 
customers to see what they 
want and how to meet their 
expectations.

Recession-Proof 
Strategies to Insulate 

Small Businesses
BY ROY CHEN
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Healthcare
Few people express enthusiasm 
to visit the dentist. Fear aside, 
dental clinics did well during the 
recession for the simple reason 
that gum surgeries, fillings and 
root canals simply won’t wait for 

the market to improve.
 Clinics of general medical practitioners are similar to 
dental clinics in that the sick needs quick diagnosis even 
during trying times.

Provision Of Wedding Services
During gloomy times, a nicely 
organised wedding – one that 
does not break the bank of the 
newly-weds – will be very much 
sought after.
 So long as the wedding can 

promise a memorable occasion amid ‘tight budget’, the 
business prospect is bright for the wide array of industry 
players – wedding and honeymoon planner, photographer/
videographer, designer of bride and bridal party gowns, 
food caterer, entertainter, etc.

Providing Laundry Services
For those without a washing 
machine at home, frequenting 
a self-service or staffed laundry 
makes so much sense and cents. 
Operating a laundry can be a 
breeze provided the operator 

is able to meet the necessities ranging from washing 
machines, dryers, pressing irons, detergent, a good team 
of staff and effective word-of-mouth advertising.

Repair Services Provision
The constant need for repair 
services at home or in the office 
means that handymen will always 
be in demand.
 Repair experts are always 
in demand to replace broken 

window panes replaced, re-tile leaking roof repair/replace 
the gearbox of a car, or unclog blocked pipes and/or sinks.

Specialty Food Stores
Focusing on one type of food, 
specialty food stores include 
meat markets, fruit and vegetable 
markets and even higher-end 
organic businesses. One would 
expect this to be exactly the type 

of enterprise that would suffer during a recession, but 
surprisingly, this wasn’t the case.
 In fact, demand has been consistent given some food 
habits may have just been too difficult to break. 

Accounting, Tax Preparation, 
Bookkeeping And Payroll Services
Taxes don’t go away just because 
the economy is in a bad shape. In 
fact, a bad economy is all the more 
reason for taxpayers to consult an 
accountant, particularly one who is 

skilled in helping clients seek refunds.
 On the other extreme, do bear in mind that a bad 
economy is all the more reason for governments to clamp 
down on tax evaders by enhancing their tax monitoring 
mechanism.

Selling Cosmetics
Women have and will always want 
to look beautiful. Regardless of 
the poor state of the economy, 
one can bet that every woman 
will always try her best to look 
gorgeous and elegant. 

 From nail polish to lipsticks and mascara (the list 
goes on), there is simply no way to curb a woman from 
‘investing’ in the endless range of beauty products.

Child Care
At the peak of a recession, the 
newly laid-off could console 
themselves with one small ray of 
sunshine – they now had more 
time to spend with their children. 
However, those who managed to 

remain employed – or are struggling to keep afloat with 
two jobs – have to house their little ones at day care while 
they juggle with multiple tasks to sustain their families.

Computer Systems Design And 
Related Services
With information communication 
technology (ICT) becoming a 
necessity of life, there is ample 
growth room for companies that 
specialise in software engineering 

that breeds artificial intelligence, expert systems, control, 
simulation or business software, among others. 
 With the push for automation and advent of the 
Internet over the past decade, the ICT industry had enjoyed 
more than double-digit-growth in recent times and is more 
than capable of staying positive during the recession.

Death Services
Recall one of the most famous 
quotes attributed to Benjamin 
Franklin, one of the Founding 
Fathers of the United States: 
“Nothing can be said to be 
certain, except death and taxes.” 

Indeed any business based on such a certainty is virtually 
guaranteed to weather a recession and the death-care 
industry is not an exception.

BRAVING THE STORM
Frankly speaking, the above list is actually endless. For aspiring or budding entrepreneurs, the options are plentiful for 
them to embark on their maiden venture. Below is a list of 10 potential rescission-proof businesses to consider:
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OPINION

O
n 8 August 1967, the 
five founding fathers of 
Association of Southeast 
Asia Nation (ASEAN) – 
Tun Abdul Razak Hussein 

of Malaysia, Adam Malik of Indonesia, 
Narciso R. Ramos of the Philippines, 
S. Rajaratnam of Singapore and 
Thanat Koman of Thailand – signed 
the Bangkok Declaration.

With this simple act, ASEAN, one 
of the most prominent regional 
organisation in the world, was born.

In later years, ASEAN welcomed new 
members – Brunei (1984), Vietnam 
(1995), Laos (1997), Myanmar (1997) 
and Cambodia (1999).

Together, these 10 countries have 
gradually nurtured and paved the 
way for what ASEAN is today.

ASEAN has grown from being just 
an organisation and a meeting 
venue for ministers to a community 
that is historically, economically 
and politically intertwined – one 
which shares the same values, which 
respects and appreciates each other’s 
culture, and one which puts its people 
at the heart of its development.

In the early years, ASEAN grew slowly.
It was only in the 1990s that it stepped 
up its momentum.

Though ASEAN was born in 1967, it 
was only in 1976 that it had its first 
summit in Bali, Indonesia.

In 1992, another milestone was 
reached when it signed the ASEAN 
Free Trade Agreement (AFTA). From 
there, things picked up pace with 
the ASEAN Regional Forum in 1994, 

BY JOJIE SAMUEL

49Goals: Its next challenge is ASEAN Vision 2025,
a continuation of the ASEAN Roadmap

Growing Strong at

ASEAN was established during a 
time when we felt that we needed to 
lay a foundation to enhance peace, 
stability, security, progress and 
development in the region.

It was born with the aim to manage 
common threats like communist 
insurgencies and internal and regional 
conflicts at that time.

To a certain extent, till this very day, 
due to its close collaboration, ASEAN 
has ensured that peace and stability 
are preserved in the region.

On 8 August 2016 ASEAN will turn 
49. It has come a long way since its 
establishment.

Being one of the founding fathers, 
Malaysia is proud to see the 
development that it has achieved 
over the years.
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followed by ASEAN Plus Three in 
1997 and later, the East Asia Summit 
in 2005.

In 1992, another milestone was 
reached when it signed the ASEAN 
Free Trade Agreement (AFTA). From 
there, things picked up pace with 
the ASEAN Regional Forum in 1994, 
followed by ASEAN Plus Three in 
1997 and later, the East Asia Summit 
in 2005.

Two important developments are 
the adoption of the ASEAN charter 
in 2007 and the signing of the Bali 
Concord II during the Ninth ASEAN 
Summit in 2003.

The adoption of the charter had 
to a certain extent transformed 
ASEAN from a regular gathering 
of ministers to an organisation that 
has legal framework codified by 
ASEAN norms, rules and values, and 
which has established a number of 
new organs to boost its community 
building process.

It set the frequency of ASEAN’s 
summits and ministerial-level 
meetings, and enhanced the ASEAN 
community building process.

The signing of the Bali Concord 
II in 2003 marked the beginning 
of ASEAN’s journey towards the 
community-building process.

In February 2009, during the 14th 
ASEAN Summit in Cha-am Hua 
Hin, Thailand, ASEAN adopted the 
Cha-am Hua Hin Declaration on the 
Roadmap for the ASEAN Community 
by 2015.

The roadmap comprises three 
blueprints, namely the ASEAN 

The writer is director-general of ASEAN-Malaysia National Secretariat. A career diplomat, Samuel’s last 
post was as Malaysia’s ambassador to Cuba between 2011 and 2014. The article first appeared in the 
New Sunday Times of 7 August 2016.

Political-Security Community 
(APSC) Blueprint, ASEAN Economic 
Community (AEC) Blueprint and 
ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community 
(ASCC) Blueprint, as well as the 
Initiatives for ASEAN Integrated (IAI) 
Strategic Framework and IAI Work 
Plan II (2009 to 2015).

Last year, during Malaysia’s 
chairmanship, Malaysia, with the 
support of its ASEAN friends, 
ensured the establishment of the 
ASEAN community through the 
implementation of the remaining 
action lines of the three pillars of 
ASEAN.

Malaysia also steered the discussion 
on the ASEAN 2025 vision, the 
blueprint for ASEAN’s way forward.
ASEAN Vision 2025 is a continuation 
of the previous ASEAN Roadmap.

One of the new elements of ASEAN 
2025 vision is that it places the people 
of ASEAN at the heart of progress.

With the establishment of the ASEAN 
Community last year, ASEAN has 
embarked on yet another journey 
– the beginning of our journey as 
a single community, and one that 
will improve our welfare, economic 
standing and security.

The establishment of this ASEAN 
Community is of particular significance 
to Malaysia as we were given the 
honour and privilege to chair ASEAN 
during such a momentous year.

I am glad to say that we contributed 
to making ASEAN’s aspiration to 
establish a community a reality and we 
look forward to continue our journey 
together as one single community. 

ASEAN has grown 
from being just an 
organisation and a 
meeting venue for 

ministers to a community 
that is historically, 
economically and 

politically intertwined...
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OPINION

E
ven as the 10-member 
grouping continues to chip 
away at breaking barriers 
and bridging borders, the 
fanfare to which the ASEAN 

Economic Community (AEC) was 
implemented at the end of 2015 may 
have fizzled. At this eight-month mark, 
it is important that we take stock and 
keep momentum to generate greater 
benefits for the region’s businesses. 
 It is unrealistic to expect the AEC 
to produce fix-it-all approaches to 
integrate markets as diverse as those 
in ASEAN. The difference between 
GDP per capita in Singapore and 
Cambodia is as big as 55 times. 
Against this backdrop, the most 
practical way is to explore simpler 
ideas and implement them swiftly to 
great effect. 
 And the fastest way would be 
for ready countries to first impose 

Applying the
“Power of One”
for Faster ASEAN
Economic Integration

coordinated measures while keeping 
agreements open for others to join at 
their own pace. 

EFFECTIVE SOLUTION

To foster greater integration, the 
common denominator is the “power 
of one”. Not to be confused with 
the ASEAN centrality, this “power of 
one” refers to the creation of a single 
component in the different growth 
aspects that will make it easier for 
corporates, especially small- and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), to 
do business in the region. 
 The highly-open ASEAN 
countries, vulnerable to external 
economic trends, need increased 
and sustainable intra-regional trade 
and investments to weather the 
global slowdown. Indicators show 

that regional trade is more important 
than world trade to ASEAN members 
as compared to other regions. 
According to the Asian Development 
Bank, ASEAN’s intra-regional trade 
intensity index was 3.54 in 2014 – 
higher than the European Union’s 
2.04 and East Asia’s 1.54.
 As businesses become more 
interdependent and connected, 
policies need to keep up with changes 
in organisational objectives as the rise 
of global value chains transforms the 
way trade is conducted. Regional 
financial services providers have a role 
to play by working with regulators to 
promote economic integration and 
make ASEAN an easier environment 
for businesses to operate in. 
 Costs reduction and efficiency 
gains are the most straight-forward 
way to facilitate trade and boost 
corporate liquidity. It is true that 

As businesses become more interdependent and connected, policies 
need to keep up with changes in organisational objectives as the 
rise of global value chains transforms the way trade is conducted.

BY AJAY KANWAL
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the bulk of intra-ASEAN tariffs have 
been abolished but there remain 
cumbersome measures which 
indirectly eat into cash flows and 
constrain growth. 

MARKET ACCESS

As ASEAN countries strive to 
simplify and harmonise customs 
and other border procedures, a 
quicker approach to stimulate trade 
is to introduce the use of one multi-
jurisdictional Bank Guarantee (BG) 
for the movement of goods across 
multiple markets. 
 Discussions are underway to 
pilot this programme among a few 
ASEAN countries to do away with 
different BGs for as many borders 
crossed. Keeping to only one BG for 
multiple transportation nodes will 
reduce corporate costs. 
 For example, a manufacturer 
in Thailand that ships goods to 
Singapore via Malaysia has to pay 
800,000 baht (US$23,000) equivalent 
of duty in Singapore and 1 million 
baht (US$28,800) equivalent in 
Malaysia. The company will need a 
BG of 1.8 million baht, tying up its 
bank limit by the same amount as it 
waits an average six to nine months 
for the customs clearance and the 
BG to be released. But under the 
proposed initiative, it will only require 
a BG of 1 million baht, saving the 
cost of the lower-priced BG issuance 
(800,000 baht).
 A successful implementation can 
be extended throughout ASEAN for 
widespread benefits. 

REGIONAL CURRENCIES 

Another way to generate more trade 
is through the promotion of regional 
currencies in the settlement of trade 
– a move that will cushion ASEAN 
from the effects of foreign exchange 
fluctuation. 
 Given that many ASEAN 
currencies are restricted and not 
freely tradable, the use of US dollars 
in ASEAN trade settlements helps 
overcome non-convertibility issues. 
But this isn’t always cost effective.
 Similar to what China did to 
encourage renminbi use for trade, 

ASEAN could create a pool of a few 
local currencies for settlements within 
the region to reduce its US dollar 
dependence. Since the 2010 launch 
of the renminbi trade settlement 
scheme, it’s become one of the most 
important payment currencies. 
 It may be challenging to pull 
together a few currencies at once so 
we can adopt the “power of one” 
again. That is – to start with one 
ASEAN currency before gradually 
adding a few others – potentially 
covering a big percentage of regional 
trade settlement. 
 A Thai exporter and a Malaysian 
importer who are currently settling 
trade in US dollars will each pay 
to hedge foreign exchange risks. 
If either of their local currencies 
was open to convertibility, one of 
the companies could agree to pay 
or receive payments in the freely-
traded currency, leaving only the 
other organisation having to incur 
hedging costs. 
 The gradual and greater use of 
ASEAN currencies can sustainably 

increase regional trade as conversion 
costs and hedging risks are mitigated.
 ASEAN businesses are also 
keen to access regional capital 
markets to widen financing options. 
However, the time and monetary 
costs associated with reaching out 
to investors in foreign jurisdictions 
with varying regulations can prove 
daunting. Companies issuing cross-
border securities need to prepare 
separate prospectuses complying 
with each market’s local legal and 
financial requirements.  
 While tax, accountancy and 
insolvency treatments are thorny 
issues to reach consensus on, it is 
worthwhile exploring ways to simplify 
the securities offering process by 
making one prospectus work across 
different jurisdictions. A framework 
for the common prospectus between 
Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand has 
been developed but it is yet to be 
adopted as the industry standard.
 In addition, if an integrated 
institution is created to receive all 
issuer applications for cross-border 
offerings, it will make it even easier 
for businesses to explore funding 
alternatives. As cross-country 
investments deepen, so will economic 
integration in ASEAN.
 In working together to make the 
AEC a successful journey, we must 
not lose sight of the smaller things 
that matter, for some small steps can 
result in a big leap. 

Ajay Kanwal is Standard 
Chartered’s Regional CEO 
(ASEAN and South Asia).
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intensity index 

was 3.54 in 2014 
– higher than 
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Union’s 2.04 and 
East Asia’s 1.54
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INSIDE
SPOTLIGHT

M
uch has been said about 
the massive potential of 
the ASEAN economy. 
For instance, if ASEAN is 

one country, it would be the seventh 
largest economy (gross domestic 
product [GDP] of US$2.6 trillion) 
with the third largest populace 
(620 million people) in the world. 
The establishment of the ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC) at the 
end of 2015 envisions a single market 
with free movement of goods, 

services, investments, skilled labour 
and capital. 
 The almost total elimination of 
intra-regional tariffs with 99.2% tariff 
eliminated for the ASEAN-6 and 
90.8% for the CLMV (Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam) nations 
among the key achievement of the 
AEC initiative is As of end-2015, intra-
ASEAN trade stood at US$545.41 
billion or 24% of total regional trade 
and is on course to meet the 30% 
target by the year 2020.
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SPOTLIGHT

Re-imagining 
ASEAN Retail
Before, shoppers had to visit a store to make a 
purchase. Now, with the rise of online retailers, people 
shop whenever, wherever and whichever way they 
choose. While it may be premature to write-off the 
retail store just yet, staying relevant requires a re-
imagining of the shopper-retailer relationship. In this 
edition of SPOTLIGHT, we explore several businesses 
that are re-imagining ASEAN retail.

BY AHMAD AZUAR ZAINUDDIN



 While this development may be 
encouraging for retailers who are able 
to capitalise on such opportunity, 
the growth of the ASEAN countries 
individually and collectively has also 
brought with it new challenges. For 
instance, the liberalisation of the 
market has resulted in intensifying 
competition among global and 
local players. The region is also 
experiencing a change in consumer 
patterns due to the rising affluence 
and expansion of the middle 

class. Furthermore, the increasing 
penetration of the Internet and 
mobile phones means that businesses 
need to adapt to the new technology-
driven market landscape. Regardless 
of whether one is doing business 
locally or regionally, to be successful in 
today’s changing market environment 
requires a paradigm shift in terms of 
shopper-retailer relationship. 
 One significant difference in 
today’s shopper-retailer relationship is 
the amount of control that shoppers 

have in their purchasing journey 
as a result of increasing access to 
technology. Upon arriving at a retail 
store, these shoppers are already 
armed with information pertaining to 
their purchase, while some may have 
already decided on what they are 
going to buy. It is crucial for retailers 
to understand the changing role of 
the physical retail store in a multi-
channel Internet-enabled world. 
Shoppers are creating their own 
retail experience using a variety of 
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tools and resources. While the web 
is often used, it is not necessarily 
preferred with many shoppers still 
having a soft-spot for certain aspects 
of traditional brick and mortar store 
such as the ability to touch and feel a 
product before making the decision 
to purchase. 

UNDERSTANDING THE SHOPPER 

Before we proceed further with 
Re-imagining ASEAN Retail, it is 
important to look at the retail stores 
from the perspective of the shopper. 
In general, shoppers distinguish 
retail stores into its own unique 
clusters in terms of experiences 
they want to have and not just the 
merchandise they want to purchase. 
These experiences are organised 

into two dimensions of browsing-
buying and self-guided-retailer-
guided. For example, a shopper’s 
experience at a farmer’s market 
involves more browsing than buying 
and would be more retailer-guided, 
compares to their experience at a                                   
large hypermarket.

FIXING THE BASICS

More often than not, shoppers are 
disappointed with the retailers’ 
inability to deliver the basics. 
Successful retailers make sure 
that they are first and foremost 
delivering the basics their shoppers 
are demanding. Among the basics 
demanded by shoppers include 
items in stock, prompt service and 
consistent online and in-store return 

Shoppers are at best, 
promiscuous. They shop 
around and their loyalty 
to any retailer has to be 

earned at every visit. While 
customer loyalty is, for 

most part capricious, it is 
still possible to cultivate the 
shopper-retailer relationship 

by creating a personalised 
shopping experience. In 

creating loyalty, many 
retailers for instance, 

offer customer loyalty 
programmes that would 
collect data and identify 

aspects which are regarded 
as important to their 
consumer segments.
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policy. While there may be truth 
in the old adage good help are so 
hard to come by these days, some 
of these shoppers’ pain-points could 
be alleviated without relying on 
retail associates.

GOING BEYOND EXPECTATIONS  

Shoppers are at best, promiscuous. 
They shop around and their loyalty 
to any retailer has to be earned at 
every visit. While customer loyalty 
is, for the most part capricious, 
it is still possible to cultivate the 
shopper-retailer relationship by 
creating a personalised shopping 
experience. In creating loyalty, 
many retailers for instance, offer 
customer loyalty programmes that 
would collect data and identify 

aspects which are important to 
their consumer segments. Often, 
they would discover that it is not 
just about the price. 
 In this era of e-commerce, 
shoppers expect retail stores to 
deliver experiences beyond the 
reach of online stores. While they 
are less effective when it comes to 
learning and stimulation compared 
to online stores, retail stores perform 
better in several functional and 
emotional aspects. For instance, 
retail stores can become a meeting 
and gathering places for like-minded 
enthusiast or able to offer learning 
and participation opportunities. 
As a case point is Papa Pahleta, 
an independent coffee boutique 
which specialises in roasting and 
purveying speciality coffee in 
Singapore and Malaysia. In addition 

to distributing and re-selling coffee 
making equipment, accessories and 
maintenance tools, Papa Pahleta also 
conducts workshops where coffee 
enthusiasts and professionals can 
hone their coffee making skills.  
 While technology may be 
the driving the success of many 
of today’s business, it is worth 
pointing out that technology for 
technology’s sake ranks low in term 
of priority to shoppers. In fact, it 
may even be counter-productive 
when it undermines the shoppers’ 
relationship with the store. In-
store technology should enhance 
the shoppers’ relationship with 
the store and provokes a positive 
emotional response in ways such 
as establishing trust and easing 
customers’ pain points.
 Additionally, the physical 
store needs to be relevant in the 
Internet age. It is not store or the 
Internet, it is store and the Internet. 
Shoppers want seamless integration 
between the physical and the 
virtual. Although they exude some 
differences, physical and online store 
share the need to be consistent, i.e. 
speak in the same voice, make the 
same offer, and project the same 
emotional experience.  
 Lastly, in order to remain 
relevant in today’s new shopping 
landscape, retailers must able to look 
at their retail experience from the 
shoppers’ perspective. More often 
than not, shoppers are frustrated 
by retailers’ inability to deliver the 
basics. Additionally, businesses need 
to explore creative ways for retail 
stores to deliver experiences beyond 
the reach of online stores. The 
paradox of the 21st century retailing 
is that playing safe, might just be the 
riskiest plan of all.  

Ahmad Azuar Zainuddin is a 
Senior Associate at the Centre 
for Entrepreneur Development 
and Research (CEDAR), a 
wholly owned subsidiary of the 
SME Bank Malaysia. He can 
be reached at ahmad.azuar@
smebank.com.my.
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Kuala Lumpur’s 
Food Truck 
Renaissance INTERVIEWED BY AZIZUL ABDUL LATIF 

Food trucks have been part of the Kuala Lumpur food scene for many decades, 
offering traditional fares such as the famous Penang char kuey teow, cendol 
and yong tau foo. However, in recent years, these popular food-on-wheels has 
undergone a renaissance with a batch of brand spanking new trucks entering the 
market, serving a more modern menu that reflects the changing times and tastes                
of the city. 
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■ Daniel and Syazwan, co-founders of La Famiglia

L
a Famiglia’s black Italian mafia 
themed food truck is a sight 
for sore eyes for foodies in 
Kuala Lumpur. The food truck 

which offers delicious yet affordable 
pasta dishes was established in 
2014 by Danial Marizd and Syazwan 
Khairuddin, two best-friends who 
shares a passion for Francis Ford 
Coppola’s The Godfather film trilogy.
 Danial Marizd, operations director 
of La Famiglia shares his experience, 
knowledge and thoughts on the food 
truck renaissance with ACE:

Q: What inspired you to become  
an entrepreneur?

Since young, I was fascinated by my 
father’s profession which enabled 
him to travel for years to countries 
like Bangladesh and the Philippines. 
He was a businessman in the 
telecommunication industry.
 Although I graduated with 
a degree in quantity surveying 
and holds a National Institute of 
Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH) certificate, I have envisioned 
that my success would come from 
being an entrepreneur. Even before 
I completed my studies, I was 
already active in business, rendering 
services like repairing computers, 

selling handbags, hair-bands and 
headscarves. Subsequently, I 
ventured into the construction sector, 
started a café through franchising, 
before establishing La Famiglia. 

Q: What are the factors    
contributing to your success? 

Branding is among the key factors 
behind the success of La Famiglia. 
When a customer goes to a food 
truck, they are looking for something 
unique. We utilised the ‘Italian mafia’ 
concept to differentiate ourselves 
from other food trucks as we see 
this as suitable given we are in the 
business of selling pasta.
 La Famiglia leverages the 
concept of total branding. If you 
observe, many food truck businesses 
(in Kuala Lumpur) are only promoting 
their business via Facebook and 
Instagram. However, we utilise the 
entire suite from Facebook, Instagram 
and website to mobile apps. In the 
first two years, we focused primarily 
on marketing and promotion. Now 
in our third year, we are shifting our 
focus to management and building a 
strong team.
 Aside from branding, we 
were also very passionate about 
the food truck business. I gave 
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all my heart to this business. For 
example, in the first two years of 
operations, my schedule began at 
7am till 2am the next day. I only 
managed between two and three 
hours of sleep daily. Nevertheless, 
during that period, I felt like I 
was up in the air with numerous 
interviews and appearance in 
local and international media such 
as the United States, Singapore 
and Thailand.

Q: What are among the challenges 
that you had to overcome?

Like many businesses in Malaysia, 
it was difficult for us to acquire 

and retain the right talent. Some 
of my friends in this business 
are already recruiting talent 
from other countries such as 
Bangladesh and Nepal.
 In order to overcome this 
challenge, we reviewed factors 
like operation hours and salary. 
Local talents are accustomed to 
receiving a good salary. Hence, I 
remunerate them at equal or higher 
than the going market rate. It is also 
important that they see themselves 
as part of the La Famiglia team and 
not just a staff. If they demonstrate 
an excellent work ethic, I do not see 
any issue with launching a new food 
truck for them.

 Another challenge we face is 
the location where we operate. For 
example, in Jalan Dungun, there 
are approximately 50 food trucks 
in operation at the same time. 
How do you expect to be doing 
any business? In order to solve this 
issue, we came to an agreement 
where any food truck doing business 
in this location must offer a different 
menu. This is similar to the situation 
dubbed as ‘turf-war’ in the US.

Q: How did you raise capital to 
start your business?

We raised the capital required from 
our other businesses. We spent 
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Azizul Abdul Latif is a Senior 
Associate at the Centre for 
Entrepreneur Development 
and Research (CEDAR), a 
wholly owned subsidiary of the 
SME Bank Malaysia. He can be 
reached at azizul@smebank.
com.my.

■ La Famiglia utilises the entire suite from Facebook, Instagram and website to mobile apps for their marketing.

For more info:

 www.facebook.com/thefamiglia

 the_famiglia

 lafamiglia187@gmail.com

 011 3211 1123

around RM130,000 (circa US$31,000) 
to start our La Famiglia food truck 
business. This amount is very low for 
a food and beverage (F&B) business 
as based on our own experience, 
a restaurant renovation would cost 
approximately RM800,000 (circa 
US$193,000).

Q: What are your business 
aspirations?

In the short-term, we will continue 
to focus on our food truck 
business. We already launched 
another La Famiglia food truck 
in Malacca and are planning to 
expand into Johor Bahru. Our 
aspiration is to have a food truck 
across all states in Malaysia.

 Next year, we are planning 
to export our pasta sauces to the 
United Arab Emirates, Japan and 
Hong Kong. Currently, we are 
already supplying pasta sauces 
to restaurants in major Malaysian 
cities such as Kuala Lumpur, Penang 
and Langkawi. We are looking at 
collaborating with the Malaysia 
External Trade Development 
Corporation (MARTRADE) for 
export opportunities. 
 We also received plenty of 
requests for food truck consultation 
services. Nevertheless, at the present 
moment, we need to focus on our 
own business. In the long-term 
period, it would be great for our 
children to inherit this business.

Q: Finally, what advice would 
you offer to aspiring 
entrepreneurs?

In order to succeed, you have to 
mix with successful people. Their 
knowledge and experience are very 
valuable – and when you are with 
them – you gain plenty of ideas 
and inspiration. Have the conviction 
that one day you will be just                                  
as successful. 

We were also very 
passionate about the food 
truck business. I gave all 
my heart to this business. 
For example, in the first 
two years of operations, my 
schedule began at 7am till 
2am the next day.
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The city of Bandung 
in Indonesia is at the 

forefront of the creative  
economy movement 

in the Souteast Asian 
region. Spotlight 

travels to the city to 
uncover the stories 

behind the hip locally-
designed retail outlets, 
colloquially referred to 

as distros. 

The Distros
of Bandung: 

Creatively-Inspired 
Clothing Retail 

Outlets
BY NORHISHAM HAMZAH 

Norhisham Hamzah is the Head of 
Research & Publication, CEDAR, a 
wholly owned subsidiary of the SME 
Bank Malaysia. He can be reached at 
norhisyam@smebank.com.my.
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oday, the 
c r e a t i v e 

economy is a significant 
a n d  i n c r e a s i n g l y 
important part of the 

global economy. While 
the definition of the 
term “creative economy” 
continues to evolve, 
it could generally be 
charaterised as the 

socio-economic potential of 
activities that trade with creativity, 
knowledge and information. 
 At the forefront of the creative 
economy in this region is Bandung, 
a city which lies in the western 
part of Indonesia’s Java Island. 
In 2015, recognising Bandung’s 
enormous creative economy 
potential, the city was pronounced 
as a member of the United Nations 
Education, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation’s (UNESCO) Creative 
City Network for Design. 
 Among the factors that 
have been identified as enablers 
of growth for the city’s thriving 
creative economy includes a 
young population where 60% of 
its 2.5 million residents are under 
40, strong collaborative efforts 
among its creative community, and 
policies of the central and regional 
government which are supportive 
towards the expansion of the 
creative economy.
 Dubbed Paris van Java, 
Bandung is the epicentre for 
locally-designed clothing retail 
outlets colloquially referred to 
as distros. This culminates each 
year with the KickFest, an annual 
event exhibiting the latest design 
concepts fused with the cutting 
edge musical acts. 2016 marks the 
10th anniversary of the KickFest 
event. In this issue of ACE, we 
project our Spotlight on three distro 
outlets from Bandung that shine 
as examples of entrepreneurship 
in the crossroads of creativity, 
business and innovation.

UNKL347

Established in 1996 by Dendy 
Darmawan and his business 
partners, Lucky Widiantara, Anli 
Risandi, and Arifin Windarman, 
UNKL347 is among the pioneers 
of the Bandung distro scene. The 
business idea was ignited by the 
passion they shared for music, 
skateboarding, surfing and design. 
In the beginning, each partners 
contributed 50,000 rupiah each 
or a combined total of 200,000 
rupiah as initial capital, and they 
did everything themselves – 
from design and production to 
marketing. 
 “Between the four of us, none 
of us likes to work in an office,” 
shares Dendy. “We try to look for a 
suitable job which would be happy 
to do. In the end, we chose the 
design industry.”
 Their brand was originally 
known as 347 – a name adapted 
from the address where they would 
meet to produce their t-shirts. 
In their 10th year in business, 
the partners decided to change 
the name to UNKL347 as they 
had become an “uncle” in a now 
mature distro scene in Bandung.

 As demand for their products 
continued to increase, it was 
only a matter of time before 
their UNKL347 would eventually 
outgrow their own production 
capacity. At this point, a business 
decision was made to outsource 
production of their products to a 
third party.
 Indeed, UNKL347’s strategy 
of collaboration and outsourcing 
has enabled the company to 
focus on design and market 
expansion. This perhaps had also 
contributed to the sustainability 
of the business amid increasing 
competition in the distro market.
 Today, UNKL347 has 
extended its product range 
beyond shirts to pants, shoes, 
bags, hats, accessories and more. 
The professionally run distro has 
now expanded into most provinces 
in Indonesia and globally into the 
Malaysian, Singaporean, Australian 
and German markets. 

UNKL347, Jl. Trunojoyo No. 4 
Bandung, Indonesia. 
www.unkl347.com
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Screamous

Established by Nino Norman 
in 2004, the Screamous brand 
carries the vision of having “big 
expectations to give extraordinary 
choices in the fashion industry”. 
Their high quality products –which 
are released in limited numbers 
– appeals to a wide audience 
from youngsters to anyone who 
embraces everyday modern 
culture. Indeed, the brand is true 
to its tagline “genuine apparel”. 
 Open-minded, independent 
and cultured are some words 
wh ich  f requent l y  appears 
in  the Screamous websi te. 
Consistent with this message, 
t h e  b r a n d  a n n o u n c e d  i t s 
collaboration with The Sigit – a 
“hard rock underground” band 
from Bandung – as its brand 
ambassador. The band has a 
huge fan base which extends 
beyond Indonesia, touring as 
far as the United States and was 
awarded “The Best Album 2013” 
by the Rolling Stone Indonesia 

magazine. The collaboration also 
involved The Sigit working closely 
alongside the Screamous design 
team to develop limited edition 
of the “Screamous x The Sigit” 
signature products. 
 This year, Screamous opened 
the door to its flagship store in 
at Jl. Trunojoyo No. 8 Bandung 
which consequently is its second 
outlet on the same street, and 
its 10th across Indonesia and 
Malaysia. The f lagship store 
features semi-contemporary 
design dominated by wood and 
glass element that creates a cosy 
atmosphere for shoppers. 
 Screamous is an example 
of a business which succeeds 
in seamlessly translating its 
brand’s central idea not only in 
its products but also retail outlet, 
brand ambassador and beyond. 

Screamous, Jl. Trunojoyo No. 8 
Bandung, Indonesia. 
www.screamous.com

 Screamous is an 
example of a business 

which succeeds in 
seamlessly translating its 

brand’s central idea not 
only in its products but 
also retail outlet, brand 

ambassador and beyond.
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The founders knew 
that they were starting 
something that is more 
than a graphic t-shirt 
company. They were 
building a street-wear 
brand of which the 
brand image is equally 
important as the 
quality of production. 
This was reflected 
by how Wadezig! 
prioritise its finances.
“We split our money 
halfway – 50% for 
production and the 
balance 50% for 
promotion, marketing, 
brand building, branding, 
etc,” explains Ing.

WADEZIG!

Established in 2003, Wadezig! 
is a street-wear brand that was 
founded by three friends, Ing, 
Rizky and Ridho. Prior to starting 
their venture, the trio were 
astounded by how difficult it was 
to purchase an affordable quality 
graphic t-shirt in Indonesia. In 
addition, Indonesian consumers 
were also confronted with the 
issue of Indonesian credit cards 
being blocked for purchase at 
popular online shops due to high 
number of fraud cases involving 
the country at the time. Like 
many successful businesses 
before them, Wadezig! was born 
out of an existing gap and real 
pain-point in the market.
 Wadezig! started small with 
a  capital which the trio raised 
by selling off their personal 
possessions. The money was then 
invested to produce their first 
batch of 24 graphic t-shirts which 
were sold to friends.
 The founders knew that 

they were starting something 
that is more than a graphic t-shirt 
company. They were building a 
street-wear brand of which the 
brand image is equally important 
as the quality of production. This 
was reflected by how Wadezig! 
prioritise its finances.
 “We split our money halfway 
– 50% for production and the 
balance 50% for promotion, 
market ing,  brand bu i ld ing, 
branding, etc,” explains Ing.
 While Wadezig! has a full-
fledged website complete with 
online shopping features, Ing 
cautions businesses against 
falling for the bright lights of 
digital technology. He believes 
that customers still need to feel 
the core of what they are selling, 
i.e. attention to the processes 
and details.  

Wadezig!, Jl. Sultan Agung No. 
7 Bandung, Indonesia. 
www.wadezig.com
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The people in the ASEAN region has been using 
plants and herbs for its fragrant and healing 
properties for generations. In this article, we focus 
on three of Thailand’s trailblazing beauty and 
personal care brands that has successfully leveraged 
on these resources to develop products for the 
global market.

From Bangkok with Love: 
The Rise of Thailand’s 
Beauty and Personal 
Care Product BY FAIIZA MOHD MOKHTAR

tep into 
any luxury 

s h o p p i n g 
malls in Bangkok 

or Suvarnabhumi 
a i r p o r t 
d e p a r t u r e 
h a l l s  a n d 

y o u ’ l l  f i n d 
many homegrown 

Thai beauty and personal care 
products such as skin care, hair 
care, bath and shower, and 
fragrances prominently on display 
alongside more established 
global brands. 

 This should not come as a 
surprise given that Southeast 
Asian countries such as Thailand 
are blessed with the resources 
of plants and herbs such as 
jasmine, kaffir lime, lemongrass 
and coconut that had been 
used for its fragrant and healing 
properties for generations. 
Indeed, the beauty and personal 
care is a lucrative market with a 
total of US$454 billion recorded 
global sales in 2013. 
 T h e  g r o w t h  o f  t h i s 
segment in Thailand could be 
attributed to both demand and 

supply side with rising image-
consciousness among consumers 
and continuous efforts by 
entrepreneurial businesses to 
develop innovative and high-
quality product by leveraging 
on natural ingredients, as well as 
the use of attractive packaging 
design and retail concepts.
 In this  art ic le,  we direct 
our Spotlight on three leading 
Thailand’s beauty and personal 
care brands with the aim of 
uncovering the factors behind 
their success amid intensifying 
competition.  
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The idea to launch Thann was sparked by the realisation 
of the great potential in developing unique wellness 
products using Asian ingredients. In the beginning, 
the first range of products was a natural soap created 
from rice bran that was introduced and promoted to 
the market through trade exhibitions. Subsequently, as 
demand grew, Thann began to extend their products 
line to include spa, body care and facial care. 

Thann

One of Thailand’s most renowned 
beauty brands, Thann, was founded 
by Tony Suppattranot in 2002. 
Despite being an engineering 
graduate, Tony had chosen to pursue 
a career in consumer marketing 
as he felt that it was better suited 
for his personality. He had always 
dreamt of starting his own brand; 
one which reflects his appreciation 
for holistic wellness and design.
 The idea to launch Thann was 
sparked by the realisation of the 
great potential in developing unique 
wellness products using Asian 
ingredients. In the beginning, the 
first range of products was a natural 
soap created from rice bran that was 
introduced and promoted to the 
market through trade exhibitions. 
Subsequently, as demand grew, 
Thann began to extend their 
products line to include spa, body 
care and facial care. 
 Tony shares that timing 
and understanding trends are 
among the key factor behind 
Thann’s success over the years. 
Their product line fits well with 
consumers’ preference towards 
environmentally-friendly product.
 Additionally, Tony highlights the 
important role of design in winning 
this segment. From packaging to 
retail concept, the design aesthetics 
reflect their brand identity which 
balances inspirations from nature 
with modern technology. 
 “Thann’s packaging design and 
retail concept are very contemporary, 
yet retaining a certain elegance 
to attract consumers with a strong 
preference for modern aesthetics,” 
adds Tony.
 The retail shop is seen as the 
first step in the customer’s journey 
in relaxation; an escape from their 

hectic daily life and pressures of 
work or family. The dimmed lighting, 
complimentary tea and scents of 
natural essential oil create a friendly 
and comfortable atmosphere where 
customers can test as many products 
as they like.
 Today, Thann products is 
available in 20 countries worldwide 
including Japan, Australia, Hong 
Kong, Russia, Mexico, Singapore 
and Malaysia as well as across 400 
Marriott hotels in Asia Pacific, North 
America and Latin America. They had 
also won many prestigious awards 
such as the 2005 Thailand Prime 

Minister’s Export Award, the 2005 
G-Mark Award from Japan Industrial 
Design Promotion Organisation, the 
2006 Design for Asia Grand Award 
from Hong Kong Design Centre and 
the 2012 Thailand Trust Mark.

Thann-Oryza Co Ltd
23/97 22nd Floor, Sorachai Building, 
Sukhumvit 63 Road, North Klongton, 
Wattana, Bangkok, 10110, Thailand
Tel: +662 714 3239-45
Fax: +662 714 3247
www.thann.info 
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Panpuri

Panpuri is a Thai luxury skincare and 
home fragrance brand established 
by Worawit Siripak in 2003. Worawit 
was inspired by nature’s healing and 
mystical power that had long been 
harnessed by his Thai ancestors who 
understood that the body, the soul 
and the environment are intricately 
intertwined. Over the centuries, 
treatments using herbs, flower 
oils, crushed roots and other age-
old natural healing methods were 
handed down from one generation 
to the next. 
 Worawit was only 28 when 
he set up the company. Looking 
back, he is pleased that he had 
started young as the lack of prior 
industry knowledge also meant 
that he had nothing to fear and 
everything seemed possible. 
Within four months of inception, 
through participating in trade 

fairs, Panpuri had won orders from 
Singapore and the Philippines. His 
products also caught the eyes of 
hotels and their vendors in Europe 
when he exhibited at a trade fair 
in Bologna, Italy.
 In addition to a “no fear” 
attitude to business, Worawit also 
attributes his company’s success to 
the remarkable collective spirit of 
his team. 
 “From Day 1, the team shared 
the vision that we would go to 
the Olympics; to make a Thai 
brand global. Having a team that 
shares your vision will ensure the 
success of your business concepts,” 
Worawit explains. He also attributes 
Panpuri’s success to the packaging 
of its products.
 “Before Panpuri, there were 
many good products but they came 
with unimpressive packaging. Thai 

people can excel, but they don’t 
know how to present themselves,” 
enthuses Worawit. “It is necessary 
for a product to be good from the 
inside to the outside.” 
 It was not all a walk in the park 
for Panpuri in the beginning. As 
a luxury brand, it was important 
that they find the right distribution 
channel. They were on a waiting list 
at The Emporium for some time, only 
to open their first outlet at Gaysorn.
 With an initial investment of 
only 3 million baht (circa US$86,400), 
Panpuri stands tall today among 
Thailand’s leading high-end brand 
in its segment with exports to hotel, 
spas and department stores in over 
20 countries including Japan, South 
Korea as well as key European 
countries. Just like the ancestors 
who had inspired him, Worowit’s 
dream is for people to continue 
to use his products even after his 
departure from this world.

Puri Co Ltd
Unit 1701, 17th floor, Smooth Life 
Tower, 44 North Sathorn Road, 
Silom, Bangrak, Bangkok, 10500 
Thailand
Tel: +66 (0) 2234 7888
Fax: +66 (0) 2234 8881
Email: info@panpuri.com 
www.panpuri.com 
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Erb

The name Erb is derived from an old 
expression which refers to a Thai 
woman’s radiant glow emanating 
from her physical well-being and 
spiritual contentment. Devoted 
to the art of fine living, the brand 
traces the women of the Siamese 
royal court whose beauty and 
allure are legendary, and who offen 
pampered and indulged themselves 
with botanical-based beauty rituals.  
 Seduced by the rituals of 
the Siamese royal court, Pattree 
Bhakdibutr, a leading Thai fashion 
designer, founded the brand Erb in 
2000. Applying the latest scientific 
innovation, Erb blends the power 
of natural traditional ingredients 
such as jasmine, mint, ylang ylang 
and lemongrass to create products 
that deliver exceptional benefits 
and experience.
 “It is absolutely 100% natural 
and tested by dermatologist. 
We have our own research and 
development laboratory to ensure 
that our products are free of 
chemicals, dyes and colorants,” 
she explains.
 The ingredients for the Erb 
range of products are also ethically 
sourced to ensure minimal social 
and environmental impact.
 While it is common to find 
beauty products in the market 
that last for three years, Pattree 
recommends that customers use 
their products only within a year 
because of their natural ingredients. 
In terms of production, Erb’s strategy 
is to produce in small amount in 
frequent cycles to ensure that their 
products are always fresh.
 Aside from having great 
quality products, Erb’s caters to 
its customer’s pain points due to a 
hectic lifestyle – something which 
leaves them feeling tired after a 
long workday with little time, if 
any, for simple everyday pleasures. 
In this regard, even a two-minute 
shower with Erb’s aromatic jasmine 
and mint gel could relax the muscles 
and soften the skin.

 Today, Erb line of beauty 
products are sold in no less than 
10 countries around the world 
including Britain, France, Japan 
and Australia. Over the years, their 
products have received numerous 
local and international accolades 
such as the 2009 Good Design 
Award (Japan), 2009-2010 Design 
Excellence Award (Thailand) and 
the 2008 Image Beauty Award 
(Image Magazine UK). 

Palama-lapa Co Ltd
657/120-121 Charansanitwong 41,
Arunamarin, Bangkoknoi, Bangkok 
10700 Thailand
T: +66 (2) 886 0352
F: +66 (2) 882 4839
www.erbasia.com 

Seduced by the rituals of the Siamese royal court, 
Pattree Bhakdibutr, a leading Thai fashion designer, 
founded the brand Erb in 2000. Applying the latest 
scientific innovation, Erb blends the power of natural 
traditional ingredients such as jasmine, mint, ylang 
ylang and lemongrass to create products that deliver 
exceptional benefits and experience.

Faiiza Mohd Mokhtar is  
the Head of Marketing And 
Business Development, 
CEDAR, a whol ly owned 
subsidiary of the SME Bank 
Malaysia. She can be reached 
at faiiza@smebank.com.my.



With today’s consumer assuming enormous power 
right at their fingertips and the risk of low brand 
loyalty is higher than ever,  it is pertinent for 
businesses to begin investing in community building. 

Strategy for 
Community 
Building in Retail

BY MOHAMMAD HUSAIN MOHD DAWOED
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T
he information age 
has given rise to 
more empowered 
individuals and 
communities. It has 
eliminated distance, 
increased mobility 
and connectivity, and 

produced an explosion of options. 
This rapid pace of change is impacting 
all aspects of business. With today’s 
customers assuming enormous power 
right at their fingertips, the risk of low 
brand loyalty is higher than ever. It is 
pertinent for businesses to hold on to 
their existing customers as otherwise, 
all their marketing activities are akin 
to filling water into a leaky bucket.
 While there are strong reasons 
for pivoting their marketing 
strategies, many businesses are still 
reluctant to invest in community 
building. They perceive it to be a 
long-term approach which would 
take longer to yield significant results 
compared to paid-advertising.
 At the same time, some 
businesses are concerned that they 
may lack the technical expertise 
needed to execute this strategy. 
However, implementing this strategy 
is much easier than you think and 

the results may come sooner than 
you expected. Furthermore, you 
don’t have to abandon acquiring 
new customers at the expense of 
retaining existing ones. They are 
complementary with the sums 
greater than the parts.
 So what does a retailer need to 
do to start cultivating communities? 
The first step is to understand the 
customer. Learn about your customer 
to a point that you are able to 
describe them as you would an actual 
living person. Apart from geographic 
locations and demographic 
characteristics such as age, gender, 
income level and education, dig 
deeper to uncover psychographic 
distinctions such as attitude, values 
and lifestyle.
 Make it a habit of observing 
and having conversations with your 
customers. Perhaps a community 
may have even organically formed 
from right under your very nose.  As 
some customers may be less inclined 
to share information, retailers 
should consider using online tools 
such as website and social media                                   
sites analytics. 
 The next step is to define 
the relationship you seek with 

the customer – something which 
transcends transactions. Stop looking 
at numbers, and start seeing from 
customer’s perspective to identify 
what your store can and should be 
doing. Put aside your business hat 
for a moment, and ask yourself the 
existential question: “What is my 
brand’s the reason for being if I was 
not selling.”
 While this process may appear 
philosophical, remember that a 
purpose and conviction is contagious. 
For instance, Nike’s brand purpose 
is “we believe that if you have a 
body, you are an athlete”. Indeed, 
many of their customers believe that 
they are as much of an athlete as                            
Cristiano Ronaldo.
 The third and final act is the 
“Act” itself. At this phase, the goal 
is to transform your store into a 
“community cornerstone” where 
brand purpose becomes actual deeds. 
Rather than seeing the store as a place 
which sells products, a community 
cornerstone embodies the brand 
purpose which the brand stands for 
and their customers share. The brand 
purpose is powerful force which gives 
a sense of ownership and belonging to 
customers and staffs alike. Try it. 
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Located at the nostalgic 
yet hip TiongBahru estate 
in Singapore, Books 
Actually is a home-grown 

bookstore specialising in fiction 
and literature. Co-founded by 
Kenny Leck and Karen Wai in 
2005, the bookstore stocks 
a large collection of English 
literature books, including rare 
and unique titles as well as sells 
plenty of books by local authors. 
Avid readers themselves, the 
staff of Books Actually are a 
great source of reference and 

“We’ve realised that we’re only good at 
running a bookstore in a single location 
because we can’t replicate its character which 
is what makes it special in the first place. 
Publishing is a way for us to expand and 
reach more people,” says co-founder Leck.

are always willing to recommend 
a good book.
 A distinct different between 
Books Actually and other 
bookstores is the fact that 
they sell a lot of books by local 
writers. This contradicts the 
notion that readers are more 
likely to purchase international 
bestsellers. According to Leck, 
this perception against local 
literature is not true and over 
time has become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. Local books are selling 
well at Books Actually because 
they choose to display them 
prominently, rather than being 
shelved in a corner as is the case 
at most bookstores.   

 In addition to selling 
books, Books Actually also 
publishes books under the 
imprint, Math Paper Press, and 
produces stationery under the 
brand Bird & Co.
 “We’ve realised that 
we’re only good at running a 
bookstore in a single location 
because we can’t replicate 
its character which is what 
makes it special in the first 
place. Publishing is a way for 
us to expand and reach more 
people,” says co-founder Wai.

 Over the past decade, 
Books Actually has established 
itself as a “community 
cornerstone” for avid readers 
and literary students. In fact, 
Leck hopes that his store will 
be remembered as a home for 
“Singapore literature”.

Books Actually
Yong Siak Street Singapore 
168645

shop@booksactually.com
+65 6222 9195 

Book Actually, Singapore

CASE STUDY
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Pasar Bella, Singapore

 “There is a shifting 
consumer trend of an 
emphasis on quality, 

instead of pricing. Our 
market reflects this, 
as we are extremely 

selective about the stalls 
we bring in, and our stall 

owners are passionate 
individuals who love to 
share their knowledge 

and experience.”         

P asar Bella, situated at Bukit 
Timah in Singapore, is the 
first permanent farmer’s 
market in the City State. 

Co-founded by Clovis Lim and 
Vince Howe, the market derives its 
name from the Malay word pasar 
for a market and the Italian word 
bella for beautiful.
 A passion project from the 
start, the family-oriented market 
stays true to its goal of being 
a community-based and open 
concept market, as traders and 
shoppers of all kind congregate 
and share in a warm and festive 
atmosphere. The live music 
performed at the market not 
only entertains visitors but also 
adds to the ambience. The co-
founders have also paid close 
attention to details from quirky 
fixtures to the using recycled 
materials wherever possible.  
 “There is a shifting consumer 
trend of an emphasis on quality, 

instead of pricing. Our market 
reflects this, as we are extremely 
selective about the stalls we 
bring in, and our stall owners are 
passionate individuals who love 
to share their knowledge and 
experience,” said Lim.
 The market draws inspiration 
from several famous markets 
from the world over, such as the 
Chelsea Market in New York, 
the Covent Garden in London 
and the Queen Victoria Market 
in London. This proves to be a 
savvy business decision as being 
amongst the most travelled people 
in the world; Singaporeans have 
a strong demand for overseas 
food and produce. The farmer’s 
market houses over 30 local and 

international traders offering 
everything from gourmet meat 
selection, fresh seafood, artisanal 
candy, exotic coffee to vintage 
home décor.  
 Indeed, catering to the demand 
and expectations of Singapore’s 
community of affluent and well-
travelled consumers shopping habits 
have proven to be a successful 
strategy for Pasar Bella.   

Pasar Bella @ The Grand Stand
Bukit Timah, 200 Turf Club Road 
Singapore 287994
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ASEAN Border Trade 2016 to 
Drive Cross Border Exports 
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EVENT

M
alaysia spearheaded 
the initiative to drive 
cross border exports 
in ASEAN through the 
ASEAN Border Trade 

(ABT) 2016 Exhibition in Kota Bahru 
from September 30 till October 2.
 A brainchild of the Malaysia 
External Trade Development 
Corporation (MATRADE) to enhance 
bilateral trade between Malaysia and 
other ASEAN countries, the inaugural 
event attracted over 150 exhibitors 
and 100 buyers from Malaysia and 
other ASEAN countries.
 The three-day event comprised 
an exhibition, business matching 

sessions (international sourcing 
programme), seminar & forum and 
business clinics, among others.
 The international sourcing 
programme (INSP) involving 50 
overseas buyers from ASEAN 
countries alongside about 100 
Malaysian companies saw the 
promotion of agricultural produce, 
apparel, food beverages, electrical 
& electronic (E&E) products, 
furniture, gifts & souvenir as well as 
beauty products.
 Deemed as MATRADE’s signature 
business matching programme, 
the INSP is a cost-effective medium 
for Malaysian product and service 

providers to connect with international 
buyers. During the programme, 
participating companies will be able 
to discuss business partnerships and 
opportunities through a series of 
one-on-one pre-arranged business 
meetings coordinated by MATRADE.
 Two Memorandum of 
Understandings (MoUs) were 
exchanged during ABT 2016 – that 
of MATRADE and Bangkok Bank 
Public Co Ltd (on trade promotion 
cooperation) as well as between 
Gabungan Usahawan Parlimen Jeli 
(the Jeli Parliamentary Entrpreneur 
Union) and the Narathiwat Chambers 
of Commerce (on cooperation in  
trade events).
 According to MATRADE’s Chief 
Executive Officer Dato’ Dzulkifli 
Mahmud, ASEAN as a successful 
regional grouping promises an 
abundance of intra-ASEAN trade 
opportunities for its members, one of 
which is border trade activities.
 “A lot of entrepreneurs in states 
like Kelantan, Perlis, Kedah, Penang 
and Perak that are bordering with 
Thailand as well as Sabah (close to 
the Philippines) have been involved 
in border trade activities for many 
years,” he pointed out in a media 
statement. “We also hope for the 
ABT 2016 to be a catalyst in driving 
a more concerted effort by both the 
government and private sector in 
accelerating cross border exports.”
 From January to July 2016, 
exports to ASEAN grew by 5.8% 
or RM7.01 billion to reach a value 
of RM128.19 billion, accounting 
for 29.6% share of Malaysia’s total 
exports. The increase in exports 
was driven largely by the exports of 
E&E products (electronic integrated 
circuits), manufactures of metal 
(aluminium alloys), machinery, 
equipment and parts (air conditioner), 
processed food as well as chemicals 
and chemical products (alcohols, 
phenols and derivatives). 
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Lifestyle Entrepreneur is a book 
for those who prefer the road 
less travelled. 
 Jesse Krieger has chased 

his interests and passions around 
the world – from the jungles of 
Indonesia to the skyscrapers of Hong 
Kong – turning them into products 
and services that serve others while 
supporting a lifestyle of travel, 
freedom and opportunity.
 A collection of stories and 
strategies from the author’s first 
decade of entrepreneurship, the 
book is all about exploring the 
readers’ interests and passions 
in creative and engaging ways, 
leveraging them into businesses and 
partnerships that support a lifestyle 
worthy of a screenplay.

 It’s about watching the Northern 
Lights from deep inside the Arctic 
Circle with friends, then checking on 
how sales are going with a smartphone 
or laptop back at the hotel.
 Or it’s about living in China for a 
summer, studying the language by 
day and exploring the countryside by 
bike in the afternoons; strengthening 
relationships with sourcing agents 
and suppliers over Tsingtaos (Chinese 
beer) and karaoke.
 In essence, Lifestyle Entrepreneur 
is about defining the lifestyle that 
emphasises on self-fulfillment while 
launching and growing businesses 
that are structured in a way where one 
can embark on leisure activities, i.e. 
without getting stuck in the long hours 
of work life.

The Lean Entrepreneur 
(second edition) banishes 
the “Myth of the Visionary” 
and shows readers how they 

can implement proven, actionable 
techniques to create products and 
disrupt existing markets on your way 
to entrepreneurial success. 
 The follow-up to the New York 
Times bestseller, this great guide 
combines the concepts of customer 

Compiled by Roy Chen
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Taking a proven, measured approach,                                                    
The Lean Entrepreneur will enable 
readers to ultimately engage 
customers, reducing time to market 
and budgets, and stressing their 
organisation’s focus on the power of 
loyal customers to build powerhouse 
new products and companies. 
 In a nutshell, the book will guide 
readers to:
• Apply actionable tips and tricks 

from successful lean entrepreneurs 
with proven track records;

• Leverage the Innovation Spectrum 
to disrupt markets and create 
altogether new markets;

• Use minimum viable products to 
drive strategy and conduct efficient 
market testing;

• Quickly develop cross-functional 
innovation teams to overcome 
typical startup roadblocks, and

• Enabling startups to move in the 
right direction quickly and hyper-
efficiently. 

Innovate, Disrupt and Ultimately 
Succeed as an Entrepreneur

insight, rapid experimentation, 
and actionable data from the Lean 
Startup methodology to allow 
individuals, teams or even entire 
companies to solve problems, create 
value, and ramp up their vision 
quickly and efficiently.
 The belief that innovative outliers 
like Steve Jobs and Bill Gates have 
some super-human ability to envision 
the future and build innovative 
products to meet needs that have yet 
to arise is a fallacy that too many fall 
prey to. 
 This “Myth of the Visionary” 
does nothing but get in the way 
of talented managers, investors, 
innovators, and entrepreneurs. 






