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CFOs and Finance Directors have had to manage tremendous 
change in the past decade. Not only do they have to be nimble 
and respond to fast-changing business conditions, they also 
need to continuously adapt to an increasingly complex 
regulatory and compliance environment.  

Coupled with a tight talent pool in Singapore, finance leaders 
are increasingly challenged in hiring the right talent with the 
requisite finance and accounting capabilities and experience.

Against this backdrop, Robert Half and ISCA recognise the 
importance of finance leaders looking to enhance the 
effectiveness and productivity of the accounting and finance 
function in their businesses.  

We are committed to providing our clients and ISCA members, 
who work across all levels of finance and accounting, over a 
range of industries, with resources and knowledge to raise their 
effectiveness and productivity as they carry out their roles in 
their workplaces.

This report therefore, serves to provide crucial insights into 
productivity initiatives within the accounting and finance 
function in Singapore, and how they compare with 
corresponding trends observed in Hong Kong, Japan and 
China (Shanghai). 

In addition, this report also identifies measures such as the 
outsourcing and the streamlining of business processes that  
could potentially raise productivity growth. 

We hope this report will be valuable for ISCA members, the 
business community and policy makers as they look to  
enhance workplace effectiveness and productivity.

Executive Summary The productivity challenge 

People, not processes, dominate 
productivity strategies over the 
past five years

Looking ahead:  
Future initiatives to  
enhance productivity

Making the most of  
untapped potential
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The challenge facing Singapore is that like so 
many developed nations, the labour force is 
ageing. Coupled with the reduction in foreign 
labour dependency, this is having a significant 
impact on productivity.

Labour productivity is flat-lining

A 2012 survey1 by the National Population and Talent Division of 
the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO), found Singapore could 
experience a decline in the number of citizens of working age  
(between the ages of 20-64) from as early as 2020. As more 
Singaporeans retire and and fewer young people enter the 
workforce, the overall labour pool will start to shrink. Unless the 
nation’s workers become more productive – or significant 
innovations come on board, economic growth can start to decline.

Figures from the Ministry of Trade and Industry confirm that labour 
productivity rose by 11.6% in 2010 but by 2012 productivity had 
contracted by 2.6% – and flat-lined altogether in 20132. Unless the 
downturn is arrested, Singapore faces dramatic consequences 
from reduced labour efficiency.

Despite its small domestic market, Singapore has, to date, 
remained attractive to investors. Singapore leads the pack among 
the rest of the global economies when it comes to maintaining its 
global competitiveness3. But other economies across Asia are 
vying for the same pool of business capital. Clearly there is 
considerable pressure on Singapore to retain its mantle as the key 
financial hub in Asia.

The productivity challenge
Global competitiveness ranking

Source: 2013 World Economic Forum | www.weforum.org/gcr.  
(Note: Switzerland ranked 1st on competitiveness for both years.)

Gaining insights from industry  
leaders across Asia

To discover how business leaders are tackling the issue of 
declining productivity, Robert Half and ISCA gathered insights  
from over 150 Chief Financial Officers (CFOs) and Finance 
Directors (FDs) across Singapore.  These were backed by surveys 
of finance leaders across Hong Kong (150 CFOs and FDs), 
Japan (150) and China (Shanghai, 102).

Here we share these insights to see what steps have been taken 
in the past to boost productivity, and what measures are planned 
for the future. Just as importantly, we see how the strategies being 
used by Singapore finance leaders stack up against those being 
used in Hong Kong, Japan and China.

1 MTI Occasional Paper on Population and Economy, September 2012 at http://www.mti.gov.sg/MTIInsights/
Documents/MTI%20Occasional%20Paper%20on%20Population%20and%20Economy.pdf
2 Ministry of Trade and Industry Singapore at http://www.mti.gov.sg/ResearchRoom/Pages/default.aspx
3 2013 World Economic Forum at www.weforum.org/gcr.
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People, not processes, dominate 
productivity strategies over the  
past five years
Over the past five years, it is clear that 
Singapore’s finance leaders have recognised 
people as their firm’s greatest asset, and as such, 
the focus of productivity-enhancing measures 
has very much centred on staff rather than 
business processes. Four out of ten firms (40%) 
surveyed directed their ‘greatest’ – or ‘above 
moderate’ efforts into motivating employees, 
and a further 37% focused on improving staff 
performance evaluation.

Ratings of the extent of effort put into the following main initiatives 
to improve productivity in the past 5 years – Singapore

Source: UK Survey of 200 CFOs/FDs.
Motivating employees

Improving staff’s performance evaluation

Improving training and development of employees

Better adoption of technology

Outsourcing of business functions

Streamlining of business processes

Source: Robert Half and ISCA survey

Process-based initiatives have, at least in the past, taken a back 
seat. Over the preceding five years, only 16% of Singapore 
firms have focused productivity measures on streamlining 
businesses processes, and even fewer – 14%, placed 
importance on outsourcing as a key means of boosting 
efficiency. These core focus areas are broadly reflected across 
all enterprises regardless of scale.
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What have Singapore’s competitors 
been doing?

Over the last five years, finance leaders in Hong Kong and  
Japan have taken a broadly similar approach to their Singapore 
counterparts – at least when it comes to people-based strategies.

The focus of finance and accounting productivity initiatives among Singapore, 
Hong Kong and Japanese firms

Source: UK Survey of 200 CFOs/FDs.
Motivating employees

Improving staff’s performance evaluation

Improving training and development of employees

Better adoption of technology

Outsourcing of business functions

Streamlining of business processes

Source: Robert Half and ISCA survey

That’s not entirely surprising. Singapore, Japan and Hong Kong 
are all at comparable stages of economic and social 
development. Additionally, each country faces relatively high 
costs, and firms in all of these markets increasingly find 
themselves under pressure to raise overall labour productivity to 
support wage increases.  

Singapore* Hong Kong* Japan*                          *Combined ‘greatest effort’ and ‘above moderate effort’ responses.
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A greater focus on outsourcing of 
business functions

While Singapore firms appear to have neglected outsourcing of 
business functions as a means to improve productivity – only 
14% have made significant efforts in this area – firms in Japan 

and China have implemented such initiatives more extensively. 

Given the recent evidence that outsourcing can indeed improve 
the productivity of firms,4 outsourcing might perhaps be a 
possible area which Singapore firms could focus more attention 
on when looking to raise productivity.

State of play:  
Will ‘Abenomics’ be enough to save Japan from a shrinking workforce?

In 2013, Japan’s overall population fell by a record 244,000 people, and according to the National Institute of Population 
and Social Security Research, over the next 40 years, the impact of ageing will see the country’s population decline by 
about a third, from 128 million to 87 million by 2060.

Japan’s ageing population has, in part, underpinned the so-called ‘Abenomics’ introduced by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
aimed at building the foundations for sustained economic growth. Yet some Japanese companies are already embarking 
on their own reforms to boost labour productivity. However, many smaller firms continue to harbour doubts about the 
sustainability of Japan’s current economic revival, and appear cautious about investing to raise productivity. 
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China – a critical game of catch-up

It’s when we look at the steps being taken to enhance labour 
productivity in China (focusing on Shanghai) that the efforts of Asia’s 
more developed nations including Singapore, pale in comparison.

Over the past five years, China’s finance leaders have 
implemented their ‘greatest’ and ‘above moderate’ productivity 
efforts right across the board. Most notably:

• 68% Improving staff performance evaluation

• 65% Improved staff training and development

• 61% Better adoption of technology

• 59% Motivating employees

• 54% Outsourcing business functions

• 49% Streamlining business processes

The focus on investing in ‘Better adoption of technology’ 
reflects China’s earlier stage of economic development. 
Nonetheless, the multi-pronged strategy of firms in China 
highlights a serious and sustained effort among finance  
leaders to build more efficient labour force.

State of play:  
Is China’s dragon running out of steam?

The need to enhance productivity in China is well-founded. The past decade has seen many of China’s businesses enjoy from 
rising incomes supported by productivity gains, strong inflows of foreign investment and accommodative government policy.

But the business environment is changing. A 2012 Ernst & Young5 report points to declines in China’s export growth since 
2010 – particularly to the key markets of Asia, Europe, and North America. This has seen revenues to China’s industrial 
sector slow, and productivity growth has fallen “from an annual average of 4.7% in 2001-07 to 2.8% in 2008-10” 6.  
Boosting productivity has now become imperative for Chinese business leaders. 

4 “Globalization, Outsourcing and Labour Development in ASEAN”, Volume 115 of Routledge Studies in the Modern World Economy
5 Growing beyond: China’s productivity imperative, 2012 Ernst & Young (China) Advisory Limited at http://www.ey.com/
Publication/vwLUAssets/China_productivity_imperative_en/$FILE/China-Productivity-Imperative_en.pdf
6 Growing beyond: China’s productivity imperative, 2012 Ernst & Young (China) Advisory Limited at http://www.ey.com/
Publication/vwLUAssets/China_productivity_imperative_en/$FILE/China-Productivity-Imperative_en.pdf
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Looking ahead: Future initiatives  
to enhance productivity
Process-based strategies are gaining traction 
in Singapore. One in five (22%) CFOs regard 
outsourcing business functions as either ‘very 
important’ or ‘important’ – up from 14% over  
the past five years. Plans to streamline business 
processes have also risen in importance – from 
16% to 22% in the year ahead.

Source: Robert Half and ISCA survey

That said, team-based measures will still dominate productivity 
strategies over the coming months. 

More than one in two (54%) Singapore firms will focus on ways 
to motivate their people, and a growing number of firms are likely 
to introduce enhanced performance evaluation measures (49%). 
Significant steps are also likely to be taken to improve staff 
training and development (40%).

Past 5 years
(“Great Effort” & Above “Moderate Effort”)

Next 12 months
(“Very important” & “Important”)

Motivating employees 40% 54%      

Improving staff's performance evaluation 37% 49% 

Improving training and development of employees 32% 40%

Better adoption of technology 25% 25%

Streamlining of business processes 16% 22%

Outsourcing of business functions 14% 22%

What of Singapore’s competitor hubs – 
Hong Kong, Japan and China?

If we look first at Hong Kong and Japan, it’s 
apparent that the overall approach to enhance 
productivity will remain unchanged.

At the same time, firms – both in the region and in Singapore 
– seem to have placed less emphasis on streaminling of 
business processes as a possible means to achieve productivity 
gains. In fact, CFOs rated the streamling of business processes 
relatively low when compared to other productivity initiatives.

Hong Kong Japan China (Shanghai)
Past 5 years

“Great Effort” & 
Above “Moderate 

Effort”

Next 12 months
“Very important” 

& “Important”

Past 5 years
“Great Effort” & 

Above “Moderate 
Effort”

Next 12 months
“Very important” 

& “Important”

Past 5 years
“Great Effort” & 

Above “Moderate 
Effort”

Next 12 months
“Very important” 

& “Important”

Motivating employees 39% 46% 48% 49% 67% 64%

Improving staff's performance evaluation 40% 47% 39% 49% 62% 65%

Improving training and development of employees 37% 45% 40% 49% 62% 72%

Better adoption of technology 34% 42% 35% 37% 72% 62%

Streamlining of business processes 30% 34% 29% 39% 62% 62%

Outsourcing of business functions 32% 41% 36% 40% 67% 60%
 
Source: Robert Half and ISCA survey

China closes the gap
Planned productivity initiatives among CFOs in Shanghai are 
evenly spread across people and process-based strategies. 
Notably, 72% of CFOs in China believe training and 

development is important, and this reflects the need for China to 
up-skill many segments of its workforce. Without improvements 
in the nation’s collective skill base, China will struggle to 
continually upgrade its economy.
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Our research confirms that finance leaders in 
Singapore, Hong Kong, Japan, and China 
(Shanghai) are aware of the need to enhance 
workforce efficiency – and are taking steps to 
improve productivity.

The survey results also highlight areas where firms could pay 
closer attention when trying to improve productivity or 
functional effectiveness. 

Outsourcing and the streamlining of business processes – 
areas relatively less focused on by firms in Singapore, have 
the potential to deliver improvements in both labour and 
firm-wide productivity. 

Research conducted by Bain & Company in 2013 also supports 
the streamlining of business processes as a means to drive 
improvements in productivity and the quality of a firm’s outputs.

In future reports, we will turn the spotlight onto challenges 
faced by finance leaders in implementing initiatives to improve 
productivity, and also into the skills and training that are seen 
as being essential to driving productivity and functional 
effectiveness. 

Making the most of  
untapped potential
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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 permanent and 
temporary 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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