
Where next for the  
world economy? 

Emerging markets are becoming 
economic powerhouses, and  
global interdependence is 
becoming a reality.

The rise of Shanghai

The most immediate challenge to 
Singapore as a regional financial hub  
will come from Shanghai in the 
form of its first free trade zone.  

Shifting the balance back  
in favour of local hires

How will this impact companies 
used to picking and choosing the 
best from the global talent pool?

The Fair Consideration 
Framework

Is the new Framework a long 
overdue shifting of the balance 
back in favour of locals?

Executive summary 

As one of the world‘s most open economies, Singapore 
faces a unique set of challenges in its quest to retain 
its position as a premier financial services hub.

Regional economies, such as Shanghai with its free 
trade zone, offer an attractive alternative to more 
established centres, including Singapore, Hong 
Kong and Tokyo. In order for Singapore to compete, 
organisations here need access to the best talent.

Concurrently, Singapore is undergoing a debate about the 
future of its labour force and the role foreign talent will play. 
There are greater restrictions on the number of foreign 
employees a company can hire but there is also the issue 
that local talent may not be able to take on certain roles.

It was against this backdrop that Robert Half and the 
Institute of Singapore Chartered Accountants (ISCA) brought 
four top business leaders together to examine the future of 
their industry and Singapore‘s role as a global financial hub. 

While the speakers were open about the challenges, they 
were also keen to point out the opportunities for growth in 
the region that Singapore companies are taking advantage 
of.  Emerging markets like Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar 
and the Philippines have much to offer while the irresistible 
rise of China continues, albeit at a more modest rate.
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Emerging markets are becoming economic 
powerhouses, and global interdependence is 
becoming a reality. While the longer term impact 
of these shifts is uncertain, the growth story in 
Asia remains strong.

Finance leaders are watching China closely as its economy comes 
off its cyclical peak.  According to Dr Ernest Kan, Immediate Past 
President of ISCA, a critical measure of the health of the Chinese 
economy is to look at merger and acquisition (M&A) activities.

“The investments of Chinese entities buying assets outside of 
China grew from US$23 billion in the first half of 2012 to US$35 
billion in the first half of 2013. That is an impressive 50 per cent 
increase. The size of the deals is growing too,” Dr Kan said.

Mr Tony Nash, Vice President of IHS Global Services, expects 
companies to rotate out of China as they look for growth 
opportunities elsewhere.  

“We are now seeing incremental Japanese investment moving 
out of China and into Southeast Asia. This is part of the reason 
why there is so much momentum behind Myanmar and 
Indonesia. And there is increased Japanese investments in the 
Philippines and renewed interest in Vietnam,” Mr Nash said.

Mr Lincoln Teo, General Manager of DP Information Group, 
agrees, saying small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are also 
shifting their focus away from China to Southeast Asian markets. 

While China remains important for all major financial industry 
players, closer to home, Indonesia is getting increased attention. 
They have an economy of about a trillion dollars and it is 
difficult to ignore them,” Mr Teo said.  

Indonesia is also a place where Mr Timothy Williams, Chief 
Financial Officer and Chief Operating Officer of Aon Singapore 
Centre for Innovation, Strategy and Management, is bullish on.

“Indonesia represents a hugely untapped resource and there is 
a lot of opportunity for us. We’re looking at different strategies 
that will allow us to be really successful there. With smaller 
countries, you are going to get growth of 15 or 16 per cent but 
the contribution of small countries can‘t compare to giants like 
China or Indonesia,” Mr Williams said.

Where next for the world economy?
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The most immediate challenge to Singapore as a 
regional financial hub will come from Shanghai 
in the form of a free trade zone.  

Launched in September 2013, this is the first free trade zone 
established by the Chinese government. It is here that the 
economic reforms being pursued by the Chinese leadership will 
be put to the test, including renminbi convertibility, unrestricted 
foreign currency exchange, as well as a tax-free period of 10 
years for businesses.

“The opening of services in the Shanghai free trade zone, 
together with the free trade of the renminbi, will be a threat to 
Singapore. It will be a boon to China as Shanghai moves to 
solidify its place as an Asian corporate hub and financial 
centre,” said Mr Nash.

According to Mr Teo, the new free trade zone is another step in 
China‘s drive to control its own fate within the financial world. 

“China is taking a more direct approach with the nations it 
trades with and invests in. China is pushing for the intermediary 
currency for trade and investment to move from the US dollar to 
the renminbi. Some countries may welcome this as it means 
less fluctuation of their own currencies. China is certainly 
making strategic manoeuvres to increase their relevance in the 
rest of Asia,” Mr Teo said.

Dr Ernest Kan confirmed the threat posed by Shanghai, but 
believes Singapore can stave off the challenge by continuing to 
develop the depth and breadth of its finance professionals. He 
trusts that in the longer term, Singapore will have the edge due 
to the strength of its human capital.

“The new Shanghai free trade zone could be a threat to 
Singapore. But it is also an opportunity for finance professionals 
here. Shanghai poses more of a threat to Hong Kong than to 
Singapore. Another hub may have an impact in the short term 
but over the longer term, Singapore will have the edge due to 
the strength of its human capital. What we will see is greater 
demand for finance professionals in Singapore to go and work 
there or in the region,” Dr Kan said.

Like Dr Kan, Mr Williams is a firm advocate of Singapore’s  
talent pool.  

“We could have set up our new innovation centre in Hong Kong, 
but in terms of analytics and what we are trying to do, 
Singapore was the better choice. The Singapore government 
has a big focus on growing the nation’s analytics capabilities 
and talent pool. We‘ve had a lot of success in recruiting talent 
and our focus is on hiring as many local people as we can with 
the intention to develop them.”

The rise of Shanghai
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Changes to foreign talent policy promises to shift 
the balance back in favour of local hires. But how 
will this impact companies used to picking and 
choosing the best from the global talent pool?

The four leaders acknowledged that Singapore‘s battle to retain 
its status as a global financial centre will depend on the ability 
of financial professionals to adapt and respond to changes. 

“We do see a number of people who have moved around on a 
year to year basis,” said Mr Williams. “This can be off-putting to 
people coming from overseas but it seems to be the nature of 
the market in Singapore. So we put a heavy focus on retaining 
talent by offering our team opportunities to excel and to grow 
into management positions.”

“I often hear Singaporeans say ‘I don’t get an opportunity at the 
next level.’  But the problem is if you move around jobs every 
year, you won‘t get an opportunity at the next level because you 
are not going to be seen as consistent and stable,” he said. 

According to Mr Nash, retention is a two-way street and 
employers need to engage their teams if they want them to stay.

“Employers need to make sure that their staff understands they 
have a career path within the company. I talk to my staff about 
this all the time, asking questions like: Where are you?  What do 
you need to do to get to the next level? It is very important that 
every manager in our company is scored on how they engage 
their staff,” Mr Nash said.

Mr Teo highlighted the significant challenges SMEs face when 
trying to recruit. 

“Unfortunately SMEs sometimes feel they have to scrape the 
bottom of the talent barrel. But it is not all bad. There is a streak 
of enterprise and adventurism in a lot of young people these 
days, and they want to work for smaller and more dynamic 
organisations,” Mr Teo said. 
 
The four leaders acknowledged that Singapore‘s battle to retain 
its status as a global financial centre will depend on the ability 
of financial professionals to adapt and respond to changes. 

As Dr Kan attest, you can never be too prepared.

“Things are changing rapidly, so my advice is to pursue 
continuing professional education to get yourself up to the mark 
on development in the global market place. That way, when an 
opportunity or a threat arises, you are ready for it,” Dr Kan said.

Shifting the balance back  
in favour of local hires
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The Fair Consideration Framework requires 
companies to consider locals before hiring a 
non-Singaporean. Is the Framework a long 
overdue shifting of the balance back in favour  
of locals or will it be a noose around the neck  
of businesses?

“I think the Framework is great,” said Mr Nash. “It’s absolutely 
fair and absolutely necessary. About seven years ago, I started 
sitting with Singaporeans in their early to mid-thirties who 
thought they were topped out within MNCs and they couldn’t 
move forward within those companies. They felt they weren’t 
getting a fair shake at the high level jobs. So now Singaporean 
staff will get to see that we’re including Singaporeans in the 
candidate pool and not just going back to the US or Europe  
to hire.”

Mr Teo agrees the proposed Framework is necessary, but 
concedes it will have an impact on businesses. “The government 
wants to be fair and ensure employers consider all 
Singaporeans. The challenge to find the right talent will always 
be there whether you are the government, an SME or an MNC. 
The quest for talent doesn’t stop with the new Framework 
because it only introduces a need to consider Singaporeans.  
It is aimed at companies that fail to consider them at an early 
stage and just leap straight to foreign talent.”

As Mr Williams explained, the requirement to consider  
locals first is not new. 

“It is important to understand that other countries do exactly the 
same thing. It’s not unique. I think it’s a very good thing to do,” 
Mr Williams said.
 
“It excludes senior executives at this stage. The reality is for 
senior level positions, you need to take the best talent for the 
job. It is a very small group of people we are talking about at 
that top end and you do need the right leaders. Hopefully you 
will have a much greater number of Singaporeans getting the 
right experience so we bring them up into those senior 
positions,” he added.

Dr Ernest Kan believes the Fair Consideration Framework 
consolidates what the government promised at the last  
general election. 

“At its core, it is about treating Singaporeans fairly. If you have a 
very dedicated and capable workforce and yet many are unable 
to land a good job, then something is wrong somewhere.  I 
believe many capable Singaporeans will now get a fairer share 
of the jobs in the market. And they will get these good jobs 
based on their own competency,” Dr Kan said.

The Fair Consideration Framework
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The Institute of Singapore Chartered Accountants (ISCA) is the 
national accountancy body of Singapore. ISCA’s vision is to be a 
globally recognised professional accountancy body, bringing 
value to our members, the profession and wider community.
 
Established in 1963, ISCA shapes the regional accountancy 
landscape through advocating the interests of the profession. 
Possessing a Global Mindset, with Asian Insights, ISCA 
leverages its regional expertise, knowledge, and networks with 
diverse stakeholders to contribute towards Singapore’s 
transformation into a global accountancy hub. Our stakeholders 
include government and industry bodies, employers, educators, 
and the public. 
 

ISCA is the Administrator of the Singapore Qualification 
Programme (Singapore QP) and the Designated Entity to 
confer the Chartered Accountant of Singapore – CA 
(Singapore) – designation.

It aims to raise the international profile of the Singapore QP, a 
post-university professional accountancy qualification 
programme and promote it as the educational pathway of 
choice for professional accountants seeking to achieve the CA 
(Singapore) designation, a prestigious title that is expected to 
attain global recognition and portability.

There are about 28,000 ISCA members making their stride in 
businesses across industries in Singapore and around the world.
 
For more information, please visit www.isca.org.sg. 

The Institute of Singapore 
Chartered Accountants

+65 6533 7778
roberthalf.com.sg

Robert Half Finance & Accounting
Robert Half Finance & Accounting is the world’s first and 
largest recruitment consultancy specialising in the placement  
of accounting and finance professionals on a temporary and 
permanent basis.

Robert Half Financial Services
Robert Half Financial Services specialises in placing high-calibre 
professionals within finance and accounting, operations, risk, 
compliance, investment banking and financial markets.

Robert Half Technology
Robert Half Technology is a leading provider of IT professionals.

Robert Half Management Resources
Robert Half Management Resources is the largest premier 
provider of senior-level finance, accounting and business 
systems professionals on a project and interim basis.

Connect with us at Robert Half Singapore:

http://www.isca.org.sg
http://www.roberthalf.com.sg
http://www.roberthalf.com.sg
https://www.youtube.com/user/RobertHalfAsia
http://twitter.com/roberthalf_asia
https://plus.google.com/+RobertHalfSg
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Robert-Half-Asia/453589888103961
http://www.linkedin.com/companies/robert-half-international
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