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We have a big, audacious goal – helping SMEs across the region leverage technology to grow and scale. 

Stronger SMEs will also provide more jobs, and the multiplier effect from this higher employment can help the 

region’s economies become stronger and more resilient to cyclical downturns.

After 2 cycles of successful FinTech acceleration programmes in Singapore, we decided to widen our scope 

to pilot the “Smart Business Transformation” programme for SMEs this year.  This is the first acceleration 

programme in ASEAN with SMEs and tech companies as participants. It offered a unique proposition: 

equipping SMEs with knowledge and know-how, and giving SMEs access to curated tech solutions that solve 

their business problems and help them achieve growth or improve business productivity.

With SMEs making up 99% of all businesses in Singapore, employing 65% of all Singaporeans, and contributing 

to almost half of our GDP,  this is an important ecosystem to nurture. Across ASEAN, the figures are similar, 

with SMEs driving employment and growth.

Without the proper knowledge of tools and frameworks to innovate for change, or adequate resources to 

approach and undertake new digital strategies, many SME owners find it difficult to identify and implement 

technology solutions. Those who had done so cited the lack of interoperability between the different systems 

as one of the pertinent challenges to widespread adoption. 

In our acceleration programme this year, the SMEs saw interesting tech solutions curated by The FinLab from 

over 400 tech solutions from all over the world. Many of these solutions are new to the SMEs. This not only 

opened the door to new ideas to them, but also saved the business owners time and effort in assessing the 

solutions.

These SMEs likened The FinLab to being a “catalyst”, like a turbo engine bolted onto their business plans, to 

spur conversations around transformation and speed up adoption and testing via pilots with the selected 

tech solutions. The owners cherished this opportunity to gain new knowledge and get affirmation on their 

strategy and direction via the interaction with the mentors and with one another. These have given them the 

added confidence and clarity to continue their journey of growth and change.

Now, with much support from UOB, The FinLab is ready to share the programme in the region, and support 

local businesses in ASEAN in their bid to be relevant in the digital economy, engage the tech community, and 

together co-create new business models, products and solutions. With the local UOB offices and supporting 

government agencies in each regional market, we are confident that we can and will achieve this big, 

audacious goal.

Cycle 4 expands what its predecessor commenced. We found that the SME community in the region faces 

similar challenges when looking to harness the opportunity of digitalisation. For our next cohort of SMEs in 

Cycle 4, we will be looking for business owners who are open, able, and willing to take this journey with us 

and be the pioneers to show the rest what is possible. We will be looking for innovative tech solutions that are 

ready to serve the large SME population in ASEAN, and desire to co-create to perfect the product-market fit 

and create new possibilities. 

As they say, we will together dream big, start small, run fast. 

Catalysing Change in ASEAN with 
SMEs and Start-Ups
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Foreword
Janet Young, 
Managing Director & Head, Group Channels 
and Digitalisation, UOB
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Businesses are constantly confronted by external 

developments that present both opportunities 

and threats. Apart from ensuring their business 

runs efficiently, they also have to decide on how 

to respond to a wide-range of macro and market 

trends and developments, such as cross-border 

trade and investment flows in Asia and Industry 

4.0. 

Arguably there will be profound consequences if 

businesses ignore such developments, especially 

when they could lead to the creation of new 

winners and the elimination of losers. The debate 

now is on whether businesses in ASEAN are 

ready and prepared for the digital economy 

and to capitalise on the possibilities arising from 

technologies such as artificial intelligence (A.I.), 

internet of things (IoT) and blockchain.

For large corporates, they have the resources to 

invest into new solutions and at the other end 

of the spectrum, start-ups that began as digital 

businesses are already well-equipped to navigate 

the digital world. 

However, what about those caught in the middle 

– the small-and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

that were not born digital?

Digital: by birth or 
by design? 
It is easier to be born digital than to become 

digital.

SMEs are the backbone of ASEAN economies and 

contribute greatly to the region’s growth. At UOB, 

we have supported SMEs for more than 80 years 

and understand the challenges they face in trying 

to digitalise their business.

Yet, for the SMEs that have the will to transform 

and to become a digitally-enabled business, 

there is potential to accelerate their growth and to 

leapfrog the competition. 

It is with this in mind that The FinLab, UOB’s 

FinTech and innovation accelerator, launched an 

acceleration programme for SMEs – the first to focus 

solely on this group of businesses. The FinLab’s 

Smart Business Transformation programme is 

designed to match SMEs that have the desire to 

become digital with those who provide digital 

solutions – the ‘born digital’ companies. 

Together with partners such as the Info-

communications Media Development Authority, 

Enterprise Singapore and the Singapore Tourism 

Board, the Smart Business Transformation 

programme enabled SMEs to accelerate their 

digital transformation process through the 

practical guidance, resources and mentorship 

that was provided. 

To learn more about how SMEs tapped the 

expertise of The FinLab and its ecosystem of 

partners, I invite you to read on to the next section 

to hear first-hand from the 11 businesses that were 

part of the programme in 2018. 

Industry 4.0 – Era of Opportunities 
and Challenges
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We live in a world that is enabled by technology.  

This new landscape is redefining the way we live, 

play and run our businesses. For SMEs, which 

form the backbone of many economies, the 

opportunities are endless.

The Future is Digital 

Foreword
Jane Lim,
Assistant Chief Executive,
Sectoral Transformation Group
Info-communications Media Development Authority

Whether it is a neighbourhood hair salon that 

no longer needs to track revenue on paper, or a 

hotel that can operate with no front-of-house staff, 

businesses can go digital in all sorts of ways – from 

the basic to game-changing innovations. 
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Preparing SMEs for 
the new digital age
SMEs must transform digitally in order to capitalise 

on the myriad of opportunities that digitalisation 

offers. As Southeast Asia becomes increasingly 

attractive to large investors and the spending 

power of the region’s population increases, SMEs 

are well positioned to scale.

IMDA launched the SMEs Go Digital programme 

last year to simplify the digitalisation process for 

SMEs, so small businesses with limited resources 

can easily choose which solutions are the best fit 

for their operations. The programme, which offers 

more than 100 digital solutions, has benefited 

more than 1,000 SMEs to date.

IMDA is also putting in place a nationwide 

e-invoicing framework to help businesses improve 

efficiency, reduce costs, enjoy faster payment 

cycles, provide access to new financing options 

and build a strong foundation for digitalisation.  

The network will be launched in early 2019.  It will 

be based on Pan-European Public Procurement 

OnLine, or PEPPOL, an open and international 

standard.  

 

Building an 
ecosystem of 
support
There is still so much more that SMEs can do to 

harness the power of digital technologies. It is 

critical for the public sector to partner with the 

private sector, trade associations and chambers 

and unions, to support SMEs on their journey. 

This is why it is heartening to have efforts like 

The FinLab’s, which offer SMEs and start-ups a 

smart business programme that covers various 

aspects of transforming a business, whether it is 

New Channels, Marketing & Branding, Businesses 

Processes, Change Management, Data Analytics, 

or Customer Experience. 

Through such innovation, experimentation and 

the continual development of talent, the future is 

bright for Singapore’s digital economy. 
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The challenges for SMEs to digitalise are manifold 

and can be overwhelming for those who wish to 

take the next step for their business growth. 

That was the motivation behind the establishment 

of U SME. Since 2014, the Singaporean Labour 

Movement initiative has helped SMEs tackle 

critical issues and challenges, by working with 

SME business leaders and human resources 

practitioners across the country.

To help contextualise the pain points faced by 

SMEs, The FinLab sat down with Yeo Guat Kwang 

to help determine the best strategies for SMEs 

when going digital.

SMEs in Singapore have 
faced multiple challenges in 
their digitalisation journey.  
In your view, what is the 
biggest challenge, and what 
will help SMEs overcome this 
challenge? 

The biggest challenge in the digitalisation journey 

involves the human factor. SME bosses must 

place people at the heart of what they do.  Many 

employees may feel that they could lose their jobs 

due to digitalisation. As people form the core of a 

company, it is critical for SMEs to invest time and 

resources to nurture talent and make provisions 

for the upskilling and retraining of employees. 

To support the employees in this transition journey, 

SMEs are encouraged to actively engage and 

motivate the employees to adopt a positive 

attitude towards learning. 

What measures can be 
undertaken to educate SME 
owners on the benefits of 
digitalisation?

From our experience, we have learnt that sharing 

the success stories of SMEs will inspire industry 

peers to keep an open mind, take a long-term 

view on digitalisation and embark on their own 

digitalisation journey. Step by step advice is 

required to guide the SMEs along the journey. 

Placing People at the Heart 
of SME Digitalisation 
Q&A with Yeo Guat Kwang, 
Assistant Director-General of the National Trades Union 
Congress (NTUC)
Director of U SME
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What are the areas that 
SMEs should focus their 
digitalisation efforts on?

Every SME business is different. We recommend 

SMEs to conduct a company diagnosis to assess 

the current situation and address the most 

pressing business transformation gaps identified 

during the diagnosis. 

How is U SME helping SMEs on 
this journey, and what are the 
objectives of the initiatives? 

U SME is helping SMEs to understand the benefits of 

digitalisation and participate in this transformation 

journey through collaboration with committed 

partners such as UOB, who have been working with 

small businesses to help them harness technology 

to improve business performance. 

In addition, government agencies advise SMEs on 

relevant programmes they can tap into to defray 

the cost of digitalisation. 

One of the government initiatives is the SMEs Go 

Digital Programme – Digital Project Management 

Service. U SME partnered with the Info-

communications Media Development Authority 

(IMDA), Enterprise Singapore (ESG), SkillsFuture 

Singapore (SSG) and Workforce Singapore (WSG) 

to provide SMEs that are embarking on digital 

transformation with in-house experts to drive a 

more holistic and sustainable implementation of 

digital technology. 

Under the Digital Project Management Service, 

Digital Project Managers are trained and will be 

deployed to SMEs to help change their business 

processes, redesign jobs and better manage the 

implementation of digital technology for a more 

holistic and sustainable outcome. SMEs looking to 

engage the digital project management services 

can receive funding support of up to 70 percent of 

the qualifying costs. The Singapore Manufacturing 

Federation (SMF) is appointed as the first operator 

for this programme.

U SME also works closely with the SMEs to engage 

and train the employees to be future-ready.  We 

will identify and curate suitable training courses 

for SME employees in this transformation journey.

What learnings in Singapore’s 
SME ecosystem do you see as 
translatable to other markets 
in ASEAN?

The successful transformation of SMEs can spur 

the SMEs in the region to embark on similar 

journeys. The active engagement and training 

of employees, the strong partnership between 

employers, employees and government is 

something which the rest of the region could take 

a leaf from. 
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Saying that Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) 

are the backbone of Singapore’s economy is an 

understatement. As they make up 99 percent of all 

enterprises, it is fairer to say that they are also the 

flesh and blood of Singapore’s economy.

However, SMEs today stand at the precipice 

of a new industrial age – one that is leveraging  

technology in ways we could not have imagined 

before. This is not only in relation to the great 

strides made in the development of once-niche 

technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI), 

machine learning and blockchain; the ever-

expanding reach of the internet to people 

across the globe – and the mobile platforms that 

online content is being consumed through – has 

transformed the demands of today’s consumers.

And with evolving demands, all businesses need 

to adapt. Technology has given birth to new 

sales and distribution channels, but the cost 

and implementation of the right technologies 

remains a significant barrier to businesses bereft 

of the resources of large corporations. In a 

business environment that is being increasingly 

saturated with competition on the domestic and 

international fronts, SMEs now need to digitalise; 

not only to survive in the new economy, but also 

to leverage the new opportunities and thrive in it. 

SME Digitalisation
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How can SMEs 
go digital?
While future-proofing is necessary for businesses 

looking to operate sustainably in today’s 

economy, going digital is not simply a process of 

latching onto whatever solutions that are present 

in the market. Like any new opportunities or 

investments, businesses need to understand what 

approach they wish to take that will be aligned to 

their strategy, followed by which technologies are 

right for their business model and staff. 

For instance, a brick-and-mortar retailer may 

want to expand their customer base. The most 

immediate way might be to build a website 

to sell directly to consumers or sign up to an 

e-commerce platform. Each approach serves 

different objectives. Once the channel is decided, 

the retailer needs to consider how the new 

channel will impact inventory and delivery, and if 

the existing sales and marketing team can handle 

the requirements involved in promoting an online 

channel versus a brick-and-mortar one.  

The retailer can also consider improving their sales 

efficiency by investing in technology that is able to 

meet the new demands of the fast-paced digital 

economy, to capture and share data effectively, 

and to plug into other third party tools easily, and to 

scale it up as the business grows. These should be 

on top of the ability to help the business manage 

processes such as procurement, inventory and 

customer relationship management seamlessly.  

Technology is ultimately an enabler for SMEs. Going 

digital is about seeing the big picture, choosing 

the right strategy and approach, and investing 

money and resources in the right technology. 

Right strategy and commitment in implementation 

are the keys to success in digitalisation.

National SME Digitalisation 
Initiatives in ASEAN 

SINGAPORE

• SMEs Go Digital – to provide more structured 

support for SMEs to harness digital 

technologies that enhance their capabilities 

in areas such as cyber security, data 

protection and data analytics.

• Enhanced International Scheme and 

Tech Access Initiative – help SMEs to 

internationalise, innovate and scale their 

digitalisation projects.

MALAYSIA

• Digital Free Trade Zone – facilitates cross-

border trade through e-commerce and 

market access for SMEs to reach global 

customers with greater ease. 

• Tax reliefs and grant allocation to incentivise 

manufacturers to adopt new technologies.

• Transformation to Industry 4.0 offering tax 

incentives for ICT equipment and software.

• Domestic Investment Strategic Fund 

offers matching grants to enhance smart 

manufacturing facilities worth RM245m 

(US$59m).

THAILAND

• Boosting Entrepreneurship for SME 4.0 – This 

SME one-stop service includes an electronic 

SME registration and tracking system and 

an SME e-commerce catalogue to promote 

public procurement.

INDONESIA

• The Ministry of Cooperative and SME Start-

up Incubator Programme promotes local 

entrepreneurs through the provision of 

additional business opportunities.

• 1,000 Start-ups Movement – aiming to create 

200 new start-ups across 10 cities annually 

leading to 1,000 start-ups by the end of 2020, 

with an expected total valuation around 

US$10b.

VIETNAM

• Investments in ICT – a policy to establish 

venture capital funds to develop new 

technologies among SMEs.

SOURCE: 2017 ASEAN SME Transformation Study by EY, UOB and 
Dun & Bradstreet,
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SME Snapshots
Across ASEAN

Singapore
“The process of business transformation for Lih 

Ming showed us the importance of change 

management, as we needed to get everyone 

aligned and committed to the goals and vision of 

the company. Through this, we hope to change 

people’s perception of our industry and be able to 

attract talent to join and grow with us.” 

– Tan Lih Woei, 
Director of Lih Ming 
Construction

Singapore
“I believe there are 3Hs to be mindful of when 

going digital - Humanisation, Habit and Harmony. 

It is first important to address the employee’s pain 

points, fear and concerns, that is humanisation. 

In understanding, convey the value of change 

to help them break the habit and be open to 

trying something different. Through it all, always 

maintain harmony, empower them when trying 

new technology, give them support and hear their 

feedback.” 

–  K.S. Ho, 
Head of Operations

Across Southeast Asia, SMEs make up close to 99 percent of all enterprises. They have also been a key driver 

of the region’s rapid economic rise by contributing at least 50 percent of GDP and employing between

51-59 percent of the total workforce.       

 

However, according to the ASEAN SME Transformation Study released by UOB, EY and Dun & Bradstreet in 

2018, many small businesses in Southeast Asia have been struggling to evolve – despite nation-wide drives to 

digitalise their economies. A greater role needs to be thrust upon a wider range of stakeholders in the economy, 

not only from leading private sector actors that have resources at hand but also the SMEs themselves. 

 

The challenges of digitalisation faced by SMEs are not a problem exclusive to any one ASEAN country. The 

struggle to adapt is real in all ASEAN economies.
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Malaysia
“We’ve been running our poultry farm for over 10 

years, supplying chicken to local F&B chains and 

wholesalers. We have expanded our infrastructure 

to cater to our clients’ growing demands, but it 

has been slow as we haven’t been able to invest 

properly to automate manual processes like 

feeding and watering. Plus, we’ve been looking 

to implement more sophisticated accounting 

software to reduce our executives’ workload, so 

that they can focus on looking for new client leads 

and supply channels.” 

– Nazmi Abdul Rahman, 
Founder of Ambang Pertama 
Sdn. Bhd

Thailand
“Producers today face higher competition, so they 

need to create new products that are innovative 

and are able to better satisfy consumer needs. 

As a furniture wholesaler and retailer, I believe 

digital technology also allows sellers and buyers 

to communicate more easily, conveniently, and 

quickly. Information will be accurate, and I can 

create new forms of products to better suit the 

needs and wants of my customers.” 

– Kanokwan Pattarasiriroj, 
Operations Manager of 
Chansin Phanit Company 
Limited

Myanmar
“I run a hostel cum café in Yangon that’s been 

operating since last year, and I’d say that tech 

solutions have really helped with my business. 

For the café, I installed a POS system that uses a 

tablet that makes taking and processing orders for 

my staff much simpler. The system also shows me 

which are the best and worst performing dishes in 

a single week, which helps me analyse sales more 

accurately. That in turn, helps the business sort out 

our financials faster and more effectively.” 

– Tazin Bo, 
Owner of Bodhi Nava

Cambodia
“We are a family-owned business that has been 

involved in Cambodia’s salt industry for over three 

decades. We have extended our supply to both 

local and international markets, but our supply is 

slowing as we haven’t been able to invest suitably 

to automate processes like drying rotaries and in 

colour-sorting devices in our production. We also 

want to use accounting management software to 

boost our productivity, as we can stay focused and 

exploit more opportunities rather than spending 

more time with overloaded paper work.”

– Thyda Thaung,
Founder of Thaung Enterprise
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The FinLab Cycle 3 -
Transforming SMEs, 
the Smart Way
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Preparing SMEs for the new digital economy was the key motivation behind The 

FinLab’s Cycle 3 Smart Business Transformation programme. This year, The FinLab 

programme expanded its scope from FinTech start-ups – which it focused on in 2016 

and 2017 – to help SMEs in Singapore undergo smart business transformation.

From March to August 2018, The FinLab welcomed 11 Singapore-based SMEs whose 

owners understand the need to digitalise and wish to capitalise on the opportunities. 

It introduced the SMEs to new innovations that are applicable to their business 

and matched them with suitable solution providers of these innovative technology 

solutions. Beyond that, the SMEs were also equipped with the tools and know-how to 

self-innovate and keep pace with the fast-changing environment. 

These 11 SMEs comprise a diverse range of industries such as retail, logistics, 

construction, wholesale trade and travel. Digitalisation is a need that applies across 

industries, and what is paramount is these SME owners have the desire to transform. 

Over the four-month programme, The FinLab and the SMEs, together with the 

relevant solution providers co-created and ran pilots in areas such as social media 

marketing, new sales channels, business processes, change management and 

data analytics. Cycle 3 was designed with the view to use technology to address 

the most pressing business needs of today’s SMEs, as well as create avenues for the 

technology providers to commercialise their solutions. 

Being the first acceleration programme in the region, the Smart Business 

Transformation Programme of The FinLab imparted and gained many lessons and 

insights into this essential digitalisation journey of SMEs and solution providers across 

sectors. These will be valuable in serving SMEs in the region, as The FinLab brings 

its flagship programme to Thailand. By working with regional UOB offices, local 

governments and partner agencies, the programme will deliver and help drive 

smart business transformation and connectivity for more SMEs in the region.
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New 
Channels
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Imagine this – you are an established family business based in a rural village in 

Indonesia, with only a few staff and around 2 million Rupiah in monthly revenue. 

Your business sells stink bean chips locally, and has perfected the recipe over the 

years. Everyone who buys your chips tells you these are the best chips they have 

ever had, and that you should sell them everywhere. What do you do? 

How do you go from sizeable to scale? 

In fact, the stink bean chip company is more than an illustration – it is one of the 

many SMEs that found success online with the support of one of Indonesia’s largest 

online malls, Blibli.com. 

“We helped them to improve their production, packaging, everything. We worked 

with the business owner to register the brand, standardise the quality and taste of 

the product and to register them for Indonesian industry standards. On the platform, 

the business went from having monthly sales of less than 2 million Rupiah to 400-

500 million Rupiah,” sums up Geoffrey Lew Dermawan, SVP of Trade Partnership, 

Merchant Sales, Operation & Development at Blibli. 

For many SMEs, this leap from a traditional business to online comes with various 

obstacles. The costs associated with expansion include the costs of creating and 

managing the logistics of a new sales channel. Add to this the necessary brand 

building and marketing, and suddenly the ambition of going from king of the corner 

store to regional market seems quite unsurmountable. 

How can SMEs take the leap?
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Gearing up SMEs for 
tough competition

– Qoo10

According to John Kim, Group Leader of Qoo10, 

one of Singapore’s largest e-commerce platforms, 

for an SME to go online they must be willing to cut 

their costs.  

“They will be saving on a lot of fixed overheads and 

this lower price is what online shoppers expect 

but many won’t do it. If we ask them to cut their 

price by 50 percent but we guarantee them 1,000 

orders – many still decline this in favour of keeping 

a higher price,” he says.

For SMEs looking to set up shop online, there are 

several factors they need to consider that they may 

find off-putting: How will they let their customers 

know? How can they make their platform attractive 

and user-friendly? How do they ship the orders? 

These are just a few of the questions that need to 

be addressed.

E-commerce giant Qoo10 provides a solution 

for SMEs looking to sell products online, without 

having to create their own site. Their online 

marketplace allows third-party retailers to sell their 

own products with ease, without having to worry 

about many tedious back-end processes.

The platform also helps SMEs expand into other 

markets without overly concerning themselves 

with the logistics of distribution or deliveries – as 

the processes can be shifted from the seller to 

their local distribution centres.“Say that you are a 

seller in Singapore and you want to sell your items 

in Indonesia – we enable you to do so without the 

stress of finding a courier or sorting out logistics,” 

explains John.  “Our sellers do not even need to 

know the address of their customer.  The last mile 

is handled by us,” he adds.

Spotlight

But SMEs cannot expect an easy ride online just 

because their products are selling out in their 

physical shops. E-commerce is altogether a 

different space, where businesses will face tougher 

competition than in their local market, with 

thousands of other retailers on the same platform 

looking to land sales. To stay in the game, SMEs 

should focus on marketing their unique products, 

and standing out from the crowd. 

John also points out that another problem for 

many ASEAN SMEs looking to take the online leap 

is on the supply-side.

“We’ve seen sellers like this. We’ve promoted their 

items for them, all appears to be going well. Sales 

are very good, over 200 pieces have been sold, 

it’s very easy. Suddenly when we say to them, 

“Hey, your products are selling, can you add on 

more stocks? More volume? We can reach over 

1,000 buyers!,” but the seller says “No, no! Stop!” 

Because they don’t have the supply, they don’t 

have the working capital,” he says.

“What is needed for many of these SMEs is a shift 

in strategy and an expansion of capability,” he 

adds.

The root of the issue is a lack of commitment and 

the common economic problem of risk aversion. 

SMEs should not let fear of uncertainty dictate how 

they run their business, as risk is an inherent part 

of expansion.

“They are hesitating, but they want to appear on 

the e-commerce market. They’re worrying that if 

they jump up their volume this much and if on 

the next day the item isn’t selling enough - what 

happens?” John explains.

With the expertise of e-commerce platforms such 

as Qoo10, SMEs new to online retail have nothing 

to fear – as long as they keep their noses to the 

grindstone and their fists ready for stiff competition.
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Helping products 
from the village go 
international

– Blibli.com

Indonesia is, today, one of Asia’s fastest-growing 

e-commerce markets; and much of that growth 

has been fuelled by the likes of home-grown 

platforms such as Blibli.com. 

Established in 2011, the company was founded 

with the vision to lead Indonesians to enter a new 

digital lifestyle and give them a better shopping 

experience. This goes beyond just the onboarding 

of sellers onto their platform (which they have 

done across many of Indonesia’s archipelagic 

provinces), as they also help to empower 

Indonesians across locations to better engage 

and socialise in e-commerce activities.

For Geoffrey Lew Dermawan, the SVP of Trade 

Partnership Merchant Sales Operation & 

Development at Blibli.com, this empowerment 

involves a focus on selling products locally-made 

in Indonesia.

“When targeting the SMEs, we clearly define that 

we want them to be referred to, either as a local 

manufacturer or local producer,” said Geoffrey. 

“So, we go straight to the source – namely the 

people who are producing the products – and 

help them bring it directly to the consumers instead 

of going through re-sellers who aren’t actually 

producing the products but get a commission 

from distributing goods made by local producers.”

Despite the wide acceptance of e-commerce 

platforms, much of it has been from consumers. 

According to Geoffrey, although many sellers 

have been tapping into this lucrative market, the 

ones who are able to take advantage of such 

opportunities have been millennials and/or those 

living in urban areas. 

“There are many types of SME producers, but 

between 80 to 90 percent of them are still selling 

products locally in their own villages or cities. Most 

of the time, they are all conventional; so they 

don’t have a very good knowledge of technology 

and even less knowledge of what Blibli does. 

The market access for them is not really there, 

because they are afraid of agreeing to terms and 

other transactional conditions,” he says. 

“Based on this, we’re really trying to reach all the 

villages in Indonesia. If the product is of a really 

good standard, and the producer has been 

producing it for a minimum of two to three years, 

then we help them to go digital on our platform,” 

he adds. 

In addition to onboarding SMEs onto Blibli.com’s 

online platform, the company has also set its sights 

on bringing them to the international market. The 

company is now setting in motion plans to help 

local businesses export their products. But for local 

SMEs to expand effectively, Geoffrey says that 

businesses need to think about how they produce 

the product and if the product is worthwhile for 

customers to buy.

“They need to really build up their brand. Most of 

the SMEs use their names for the brand, but if we’re 

looking at the national and international market, 

their names are quite difficult to pronounce and 

not easy to remember. When you’re talking about 

gaining trust in the brand and promoting the 

brand, they need to know how to communicate 

the brand to customers,” he explains. 
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The pull of a 
platform 
– myCK

In Singapore, homegrown homeware retailer 

myCK is looking to add one more location: an 

online shop. “Setting up our online shop is key 

because the trend will only keep growing. It is 

sensible to transform ourselves and tap into the 

growing e-commerce market,” said C.S. Sim, 

Deputy Director of myCK.

C.S. also shared the challenge in seizing the new 

opportunities presented by e-commerce: “When 

you talk about digital transformation, the difficult 

part is getting out of your comfort zone and 

settling into a totally new environment. But the 

bigger challenge is the uncertainty of everything, 

we do not know what is going to happen next or 

whether our customers are going to respond as 

we anticipate.”

For myCK, the company saw an added value 

in understanding how to augment their online 

selling experience, by integrating videos in the 

sales journey and enabling robust customer 

engagement and feedback. Finding solutions for 

these areas would be the competitive edge for 

myCK.

According to C.S., e-commerce adds another 

dimension to the retail experience that is absent 

in physical shops. By leveraging this, he can 

add value to his customers’ online shopping 

experiences, making them more enjoyable and 

informative.   

“In a shop you may see the basic model, you don’t 

see the demos on how to use the products, or what 

the products can do. But online you can have 

videos, you can have walk-throughs, things like 

that. By providing this two-dimensional marketing 

approach, our customers can understand that 

when they buy a certain product, it might come 

straight to them, but at least they know how to set 

it up and use it. They know what to expect when 

they unbox the product, so these are things that I 

would want to delight my customers with,” he said. 

ASEAN is poised to experience one of the fastest 

urbanisation rates globally, with accelerating 

incomes, expansion and wealth accumulation, 

and SMEs cannot afford to be left behind in this 

race. By embracing new online channels, SMEs 

can stay competitive in a world that is transforming 

rapidly. 

C.S. asserts that failure is inevitable when trying 

something for the first time, but the key is to stay 

focused on innovation. 

“Everything is trial and error but most importantly 

it’s in the mindset. We must always continue with 

an innovative mindset,” he said.
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Accessing and 
excelling via 
online channels 
– Jumper.ai and Synagie

Aside from the e-commerce platforms themselves, 

technology solution providers are emerging to 

help facilitate the onboarding process of SMEs 

onto those platforms and take advantage of the 

tools available to them.

This suite of support can vary from basic photoshop 

skills to AI-powered social media e-commerce 

solutions and financing. 

Jumper.ai is one such solution. The social 

commerce solution allows consumers to buy 

directly from the brand on their preferred social 

media platforms.

“Social commerce is being able to buy the product 

in the same platform that you see it marketed,” 

sums up Jumper.ai founder Nyha Shree. “If you 

watch a trailer on Facebook, you are now able to 

buy the movie ticket – this has never been done 

before.” 

Another solution to facilitate e-commerce is 

Synagie.com, a cloud-based platform that enables 

businesses to integrate their sales and distribution 

and sell efficiently across multiple e-commerce 

platforms in Singapore and Malaysia, such as 

Lazada, Qoo10 and Shopee, as well as offline 

channels, all using a single dashboard.

Identifying, understanding and using these 

solutions to go from offline to online – popularly 

known as O2O - presents a significant opportunity 

for all ASEAN businesses. 

“For regional businesses looking to go online, 

there is still a lot of room to grow,” said Clement 

Lee, CEO of Synagie Corporation. “We’re only at 

the beginning but are already growing quickly.”

On O2O, Lee says that Southeast Asia is not fully 

ready for that. “Even when going from offline 

to online, there is still a high dropout rate for 

businesses. We need to get them online first and 

let the market reach maturity, then look at how 

they can enhance their offline business.”
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Marketing & 
Branding

The explosive growth in internet and mobile 

penetration has empowered consumers to 

instinctively turn to their devices to act upon a 

need. 

This has opened new channels for advertisers 

to reach a wider group of audiences, who are 

choosing to consume content via their mobile 

phones more than ever before. Mix that with the 

prevalence of free-to-use online media platforms 

– as well as the declining number of print media 

publications, thanks to the concurrent rise of online 

news media – the playing field for advertising 

is now being levelled for even more brands to 

take advantage of new marketing opportunities. 

Furthermore, increasing expectations of 

consumers on immediacy and relevance has 

a huge impact on how brands can successfully 

connect to their consumer.

Today, the online advertising space is dominated 

by two of the world’s leading internet players, 

Facebook and Google. Through Facebook, 

companies can set-up their own page and 

use Facebook Ads to conduct initial marketing 

campaigns under an hour whilst on Google 

Ads, they can implement basic search engine 

optimisation (SEO) tools to better distinguish their 

brand during searches. 

However, the use of Facebook and Google is 

not without its challenges. While their advertising 

algorithms are designed to cast the widest net, 

it is important for brands to anticipate and assist 

with consumers’ needs by offering tailored and 

relevant ad content that resonates with the 

brand’s intended audiences. 

This is why leading brands still rely on big advertising 

agencies to guide them and supplement their 

online campaigns. SMEs, on the other hand, can 

now optimise their limited resources by working 

with smaller and more agile agencies that have 

emerged  within the digital ad space. 

It is equally important that SMEs understand the art 

of storytelling in building emotional connections 

with their customers in this digital age.

“Your brand is in constant competition with 

an infinite number of news stories, memes, 

ads, personal updates,” explains Jacob 

Puthenparambil, Partner at REDHILL, a Singapore 

headquartered Communications agency. “There 

are two ways to compete. Quantity – outspend 

your competitors, be on every billboard, taxi ad 

and magazine front cover. Or, tell a good story. So, 

if you want to set yourself apart without spending 

an obscene amount of money – you need your 

own story.” 

Deep-diving into 
digital branding 
- REDHILL

At REDHILL - the logo is a constant source of 

conversation.  

Their logo - a red boy drawn in the style of a Tunku 
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- is based on the Singapore legend of Bukit Merah, 

which tells the story of a smart, young and fearless 

boy who uses his wit to solve a problem. The 

memorable conclusion captures the passion the 

region has for story-telling. For the team, the logo 

is a reminder of their ethos of fearless innovation 

and their roots as a Southeast Asian agency that is 

going global. And it is this REDHILL brand story that 

has driven the firm from start-up to SME.

“SMEs need to understand that branding and 

marketing cannot be an afterthought; it needs to 

be encoded in their DNA,” says Jacob. 

Building this story and then telling it well is an 

opportunity that SMEs often overlook as they 

compete locally and regionally.  The power and 

reach of digital marketing platforms are now 

widely recognised and businesses can learn 

how each medium helps them to empower their 

business narrative. 

Technology now enables SMEs to filter their target 

segment based on spending, viewing habits, 

interests and demographics, to pick an audience 

they are most likely to convert to a sale. The main 

success factor of digital marketing is that it is 

measurable, and the increased collection of data 

now enables a lot of these platforms to provide a 

direct outreach to your audience. 

“For most people coming online - not just the 

younger generation - their mobile phone is their 

first computer, camera, bank account, and 

gateway to most services. It is also their gateway 

to new ideas,” sums up Jacob. 

Investing in 
influencers
– Affable 

In addition to overt marketing via video advertising, 

the rise of social media – and the changing nature 

of how we are getting connected to people 

through it – is changing a key pillar of subtle 

advertising: word-of-mouth.

Conventionally, Hollywood red-carpets were 

the place for brands (especially fashion ones) 

to sponsor the wardrobes of celebrities as a 

way to showcase their newest creations. While 

celebrities would have to stop and pose for photo 

opportunities for the paparazzi, social media 

influencers can take Instagram photos of multiple 

wardrobes, apparel and gadgets within a day to 

show off the products they are sponsored to use. 

The status of influencers has now grown to 

that accorded to celebrities, commanding 

substantial fees depending on the influencers’ 

reach. Simultaneously, influencer management 

agencies have come in to curate this new form of 

‘talent’ and besides driving influencer rates even 

higher, are an added layer in the engagement 

process. In an ever-growing pool of influencers 

and wannabes, brands have an increasingly hard 

time identifying the right influencer that suits their 

brand message and segment. 
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This is where Singapore-based Affable comes 

in to help brands better identify influencers with 

more relevant reach and with authentic engaged 

followers, as well as micro-influencers, who have 

fewer but more engaged followers. The start-

up, founded by technopreneur Nisarg Shah, 

uses an AI-powered algorithm to sift through 

the many influencers across Southeast Asia and 

recommend them to the right brands, based 

on past posts, comments and followers mix and 

engagement rate, thereby helping brands reduce 

manual effort and guesswork to measure the true 

reach of influencer marketing campaigns.

In describing the technology behind Affable’s 

‘audience filter’, Nisarg said, “Before you do any 

kind of a campaign, you want to make sure you 

work with influencers who have the reach to your 

target audience.” 

“So, we sift through the images that the influencers 

upload on Instagram and we track the type of 

audience that was reached. With our proprietary 

technology, we then give our clients the analytics 

on the campaign which helps them know whether 

their money is spent effectively and how they can 

optimise resources for their next campaign.”

As one of the tech start-ups that joined The 

FinLab’s programme, Nisarg and his team had the 

opportunity to talk to SMEs such as International 

Labs – a distributor of international apparel brands 

such as Everlast – on why it is worth investing into 

micro-influencers.

“Today there is a spectrum of influencers,” said 

Nisarg, “Think of it as a pyramid with the celebrities 

on the top, and then there is another layer which 

is macro-influencers who are very popular and 

expensive. Then, there is another layer below 

which are micro-influencers.  These are people 

who have 5,000 to 50,000 followers but who are 

not expensive, whom you should engage as an 

ambassador or as a spokesperson for your brand. 

Micro-influencers still work well for small brands as 

they are most probably selling a niche product.” 

Googling your 
way to growth

- Webnatics 

It is not difficult to find an agency that can 

run Google ads. The crux for many brands is 

understanding the intricacies of building and 

running an optimised campaign. 

Frieda Lee, General Manager at leading ASEAN 

digital & search engine marketing agency 

Webnatics asserts that the use of search engines 

for marketing is imperative for boosting sales:

“Search engines are really important because 

that’s the first starting point of anybody who wants 

to do a search. Searches are also a way to capture 

mindshare, and funnel people into your website 

from the digital marketing space,” she said.

Many SMEs cannot afford the high costs 

associated with hiring a dedicated digital 

marketing manager, or approaching an external 

agency to run their marketing campaigns. 

“SMEs are basically stretched by two things - know-

how and time - which means that they can’t hire 

a marketing manager or digital manager at $3000 

a month to run a campaign because they don’t 

want to bear that kind of overheads. They also 

want to DIY, so they want somebody who can run 

their campaigns at top-notch level at maybe $500 

a month, that’s how our agency goes in,” Frieda 

said. 

SMEs can also take the omnichannel approach 

to marketing to enhance customer experience, 

and ensure customers enjoy a seamless and 

consistent experience across physical and digital 

touch points. In essence, brands that can offer a 

frictionless experience will come out on top. 
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WEBSITE 
OPTIMISATION

8 SECONDS 
is the average attention 
span we have when 
viewing websites

Load Time
Reduction

Optimise your images, switch 
off unused plugins and keep 
your code light

Mobile Friendly
Webpage

Use mobile responsive 
design, which resizes 
based on device size

Streamline
User Experience

Sites with clear and concise  
information are more 
appealing to users

Quality
Onsite Content

Valuable content on your site 
makes users stay on site longer, 
which helps with SEO

SEARCH ENGINE
MARKETING
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want and what (key)words
resonate with their interests 
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and phrases frequently
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Use tools like Google Analytics 
to track conversions and determine 
campaign effectiveness

SOCIAL MEDIA
OPTIMISATION

Understand your audience’s likes, 
dislikes and activities, to craft content 
that resonates better 
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favour posts with good 
visuals and concise words 

Social media platforms have 
different characteristics. Some are 
more business oriented (LinkedIn), 
while some focus on short 
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While the most visible digital transformation has 

been the use of technology to improve customer 

experience and marketing outreach, opportunities 

exist to boost revenue and to optimise workflows 

through digitalising business processes.

But the implementation of innovative technologies 

to make back-end processes more efficient is 

arguably the toughest part of digitalisation. This 

is because business processes are varied and 

are distinctive to companies operating within 

certain industries. So, to SMEs like a packaging 

company or a travel agency, the types of back-

end processes, and the type of manual labour 

needed, are different due to different operational 

demands that cater to a specific type of end-

product and the channels they are distributed 

through.

Hence, not only is the cost of digitalising processes 

daunting for an SME, there is also the difficulty in 

knowing which solution should be applied. 

During Cycle 3, The FinLab worked with SMEs 

from various sectors. While they came from 

different sectors, they shared the same desire to 

digitalise their business processes to optimise their 

manpower and make their systems more efficient 

to boost productivity. Aside from providing 

mentorship to SMEs on what they need to do to 

digitalise, The FinLab also matched them with 

relevant solution providers that are best suited to 

their business needs.

Business Processes
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Helping 
SME owners 
overcome their 
inertia 
– UOB BizSmart

According to Debarun Roy Choudhury, Senior Vice 

President of Ecosystem and Product Management, 

UOB, one of the biggest challenges for SMEs when 

they digitalise their processes is inertia. Most SMEs 

have a strong desire to harness technology to 

improve business productivity and efficiency but 

are unsure of how to take the first step in their 

digitalisation journey. 

“SMEs are challenged by the vast array of options 

in the market and their limited knowledge on 

how to select the right digital solutions for their 

business. For example, they are conscious 

about the need to manage the fear among their 

employees when faced with change but yet, lack 

the know-how needed to encourage a change in 

their mind-sets. These challenges combined result 

in inertia among SMEs when tackling the topic of 

digitalisation,” Roy said.  

“However, there are many avenues for SMEs to 

seek advice on their digitalisation efforts. UOB has 

also taken steps to help SMEs determine the best 

approach for their business, by launching monthly 

digital clinics and digital business transformation 

programmes through The FinLab. Through these 

initiatives, SMEs can learn about how they can use 

technology in their business and receive practical, 

one-on-one guidance on the steps they can take 

to do so. This can go a long way in helping SMEs 

digitalise,” Roy added.

UOB has also been helping SMEs to digitalise 

through UOB BizSmart, a cloud-based integrated 

business solution. Today, 7,000 SMEs across the 

region have benefitted from the solution as they 

now have a simple and cost-effective way to 

manage operational processes such as payroll, 

invoicing and inventory management more 

efficiently. 

Roy also notes that cost is a concern for SMEs 

when sourcing the relevant digital solution. Many 

enterprise-level digital solutions in the market 

are built for larger corporates, and as such, are 

unaffordable for SMEs who tend to have more 

limited resources. 

“At UOB, our more than eight decades of serving 

the SME community gives us a deep understanding 

of their needs and the challenges businesses 

face. To help SMEs overcome the cost barrier and 

to help them get started on using digital solutions, 

we offer the basic option of UOB BizSmart on a 

complimentary basis. As these SMEs expand and 

grow, they can add other functionalities without 

the need for further significant investments,” Roy 

said. 

“We are also committed to improving UOB 

BizSmart continuously as we look for new ways to 

help our customers benefit from technology. As 

such, we are always open to working with like-

minded innovators and industry leaders to build 

new capabilities for UOB BizSmart,” Roy said. 
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Tagging a way 
towards organic 
growth 
– Acepac International 

Acepac International is taking an organic and 

paced approach to growth. The company, 

which specialises in supplying packaging 

products and materials to the likes of global 

logistics giant DHL and local pioneer and leader 

in e-commerce logistics, SingPost, is now looking 

to expand its operations to value-added services 

such as international procurement and project 

management.

 

According to Acepac International’s Head of 

Operations K.S. Ho, growing organically also 

requires the company to stay relevant and adapt 

to the economy. The company has opted to 

go down this route by digitalising their manual 

business processes that had been in place since 

it started.

 

“Before joining The FinLab, we had already started 

using Optical Character Recognition (OCR) 

software,” said K.S. “We want to use the OCR for our 

customers’ POs (purchase orders), as the software 

can capture information into our system, such as 

the PO number, name and address,  and generate 

the invoice. This can make our documents more 

consistent and error-free. The solution would also 

help us save on labour, because if a customer 

comes with a PO with 11 line items, you don’t 

have to have to manually key in the individual line 

items 11 times, especially as you need to check for 

accuracy,” K.S. said. 

 

Joining The FinLab introduced Acepac to 

innovations they have not seen, such as Spotto, an 

Australia-based IoT start-up which has developed 

a ‘tag’ that can be placed on any object to give it 

an online identity and record. Acepac saw that the 

tags could enhance the Warehouse Management 

System (WMS) and help them better monitor and 

manage their inventories, so they started their pilot 

with Spotto during The FinLab’s programme.

 

“Unlike the software we’ve bought before, Spotto’s 

technology operates in the cloud and helps us 

view our inventory through a dashboard that 

can be accessed from mobile or laptop devices 

anywhere. This can help us to scale as we can 

process the goods and information real-time and 

with more efficiency,” K.S. said. 

 

“We’ve been giving feedback to Spotto, which 

has helped them to develop and improve on 

their product-market fit. It’s a good collaboration 

process and we are looking forward to bringing 

the partnership to a higher level after the pilot,” 

he added. 
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Spreading out 
workloads to 
soar higher 
– Royal Wings Travel

Business process optimisation is not only for 

companies with large inventories. For Royal Wings 

Travel, it is the key to achieving more with less.

Royal Wings Travel, which specialises in providing 

travel services for companies to send their 

staff on incentive trips around Southeast Asia, 

comprises a lean yet passionate team who are 

travel enthusiasts themselves. Yet, as founder and 

director Diana Ho shared, running the business 

with a small team has not been easy. “There is a 

lot of work that needs to be done each day, but 

it’s also important to ensure work-life balance for 

my teammates.” 

Through The FinLab’s Cycle 3 ‘Smart Business 

Transformation’ programme, Diana was guided 

to select and deploy suitable digital solutions to 

optimise Royal Wings Travel’s current business 

processes. This has allowed her team to achieve 

more with less.  

“We’ve always wanted to do more for our 

customers, but can often get bogged down by 

our accounting, costing and quotation processes. 

Finding solutions that would quicken these 

processes was what made us very interested to 

join The FinLab’s ‘Smart Business Transformation’ 

programme,” Diana said. 

During the programme, Royal Wings Travel 

selected and deployed UOB BizSmart – a suite of 

digital solutions for SMEs – to improve business 

operations. In so doing, Royal Wings Travel 

can now manage their customers in real time, 

reconcile transactions with their bank accounts 

seamlessly, and automatically link sales with 

purchasing documentations.  

“Implementing UOB BizSmart has freed our 

team to spend more time with our customers 

– understanding their needs, reviewing their 

itineraries and forging relationships with them.   

We now have more time to really sit down and 

plan itineraries together with our customers, as 

well as research new travel destinations that we 

can offer,” Diana said. 

“We are able to accomplish all of that today with 

UOB BizSmart. Implementing it has also allowed us 

to leave on time every day, and arrive the next 

working day feeling well-rested. Happy team 

members make for a stronger team – and even 

happier customers!” she added.  
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For SMEs that already possess  the will to change, 

and have gone so far as to invest in new technology, 

managing and implementing change internally 

can bring unexpected challenges. Employees that 

are unwilling to face the uncomfortable prospect 

of disruption may hinder business growth and 

ambitions, and business owners need a solution 

to this inertia. 

Championing 
Change

- HReasily

SMEs on the path to growth need to manage their 

processes well – particularly in the area of human 

resources. Automating these processes enables 

an SME to make full use of the talent inherent in 

their personnel. HReasily, one of the solutions in 

UOB BizSmart’s suite, is a cloud-based solution that 

empowers digitalisation of Human Resources (HR) 

processes.

“You have a lot of data when you’re in the 

HR department.  If you are able to find all the 

information in one place and make sense of 

it quickly, you can make smarter and better 

decisions,” explains Pascal Henry, Founding 

Partner of HReasily. “If you keep your people 

engaged and enabled, you connect with them, 

and that’s how you motivate them and retain 

them,” he adds.

Change 
Management
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Constructing 
success through 
trials 

– Lih Ming Construction

Construction is not the first industry that comes 

to mind when discussing digitalisation. After all, 

it is impossible to virtually bulldoze a building 

no matter how advanced technology gets. Yet, 

for one construction management company, 

digitalisation is key and their decision to embark 

on it is deliberate. 

“80 percent of our daily work is manual work out 

in the field but 20 percent is administrative work. 

That portion can leverage digitalisation,” explains 

Tan Lih Woei, Director of Lih Ming Construction. 

“We believe if we can successfully streamline our 

processes, we can make our money work harder 

for us,” he adds. 

The long-established construction company 

decided to participate in The FinLab’s Cycle 3 

because they were keen to understand how to 

introduce this change and manage it within the 

company. The sharing by mentors and SMEs from 

different industries proved invaluable. 

“It opened us to a wider perspective in running 

businesses. We learnt from our counterparts in 

other industries and we saw areas where we could 

apply these learnings and do things better,” Lih 

Woei says. 

Lih Woei observed that good people management 

is one of the keys to getting tangible results from 

digitalisation, and growing the company.

“We tried many things and we failed lots of times 

at certain points. But at times we have been very 

successful and people are able to see the result. 

So, when people are able to see the result they 

know that it is going to work and then getting 

them to accept and implement the changes is 

quite simple,” he explains. 

Nurturing the right 
habits for change 

– Peter Ong, Rested Edge 
Advisory

One of the change management mentors from 

The FinLab’s Smart Business Transformation 

programme is Peter Ong, the Managing Partner 

of Rested Edge Advisory and an experienced  

business advisor and trainer in talent management.

For Peter, the need to adapt to change is not 

easy for any company and in his experience, the 

challenges are faced by both SMEs and large 

corporations. What is more important is how 

companies are able to instil effective habits in 

their staff.

“SMEs must not feel that change management is 

problematic only for them,” says Peter. “To help 

their people cope and adapt to change, SMEs must 

learn how to build effective change management 

habits in their people. Effective habits are a mix 

of effective mindsets and behaviours, such as 

teaching staff how to envision change, how to 

enlist and enable people to be confident and 

comfortable with change, as well as how to help 

their people be engaged, energised,” he adds.

As Peter sees it, for SMEs to survive and thrive, 

they need to incorporate such habits but also be 

unafraid to meet their people challenges head 

on.

“The biggest challenge is probably not having 

enough competent, quality people. Because SMEs 

do not have the financial resources and brand 

recognition to hire the “best and brightest”; all the 

more, they must develop and grow their people 

much faster than their industry peers. Doing so will 

ensure that the competence of their people will 

continue to grow and help drive the company’s 

success. If this is the case, the growth and progress 

of SMEs will be smoother and they will have higher 

chances of success,” Peter concludes. 
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Data Analytics
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Data analytics is important for businesses as it 

provides critical fact-based inputs to key decisions. 

Now, more than ever, it is playing a significant role 

in the growth and competitiveness of businesses 

– enabling companies to make smarter, more 

informed decisions that are supported by 

relevant facts and figures; not mere conjecture or 

subjective opinion. 

The digitalisation and optimisation of business 

processes leads to the creation and storage 

of large digital data sets. Businesses need to 

build upon this foundation of digital data by 

extracting it, combining it across various divisions, 

augmenting it with external data, generating 

insights and applying the findings to enhance 

business measures and provide a superior 

customer experience. 

Drawing upon data analytics to facilitate decision 

making often tests the internal capabilities of 

a company. Large organisations try to do this 

themselves, but many smaller ones – especially 

SMEs – lack  experience or appreciation for 

large data sets and trends, often relying on 

their experience and gut feel. Some companies 

recognise their internal limitations but decline to 

hire experts for fear of incurring significant costs 

and no assured Return on Investment (ROI). At the 

same time, traditional businesses have typically 

functioned on the intuition and experience of 

their leaders, so they may not see the value of 

implementing data analytics tools. 

But the proliferation of data does not mean the 

undermining of the human experience or intuition, 

it is meant to complement and reinforce them with 

hard and indisputable facts (and often to remove 

human biases, errors and physical limitations 

in processing large data sets in a continuous 

manner). 

As part of Cycle 3, The FinLab has provided 

mentorship and guidance to SMEs across 

industries, while matching them with data 

analytics solution providers who are experts in 

their field. With their assistance, the SMEs learnt 

about how to retrieve & analyse company data, 

generate insights and take appropriate action.  

Using data to 
stay competitive 
– CocoLoco

For Kelvin Ngian, owner of the company behind 

Singapore’s own cold-pressed coconut water 

CocoLoco, the use of data analytics was the next 

logical step after digitalising back-end processes. 

With a focus on efficiency and modernisation, 

Kelvin recognised that so much more information 

could be gathered from CocoLoco’s customer 

invoices using data analytics.

“Our delivery guys were sitting on all these digital 

invoices, which they could easily have used to 

understand the customers’ buying behaviour, and 

help us anticipate our customers’ needs better,” 

said Kelvin. 

In an age where businesses need to digitalise and 

streamline processes in order to stay competitive, 

Kelvin feels that making full use of company data 

is just common sense. CocoLoco worked with 

tech start-up Alpha7 to implement their innovative 

digital dashboard solution, allowing Cocoloco to 

view all their business data on a single platform 

across laptops and mobile devices.

On his phone, Kelvin can now view a daily sales 

report which includes data on his top customers 

and products, giving him greater visibility of his 

company’s performance and enabling him to 

manage customer relationships effectively to 

grow his business. While Alpha 7’s dashboard is 

a nascent application for CocoLoco, Kelvin sees 

much promise in leveraging data and similar tools 

to support his business.
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Unlocking the 
data goldmine 
– Alpha7

Four-year-old tech start-up Alpha7 noticed 

that SMEs in Singapore lacked the knowledge, 

capability and budget to manage their data 

effectively, despite already taking steps to 

digitalise their business processes.

“When we started working with SMEs, we realised 

that there were a lot of automation issues, but 

also a lot of solutions already out there,” said Eric 

Desmars, CTO of Alpha7. “But one thing we saw 

was still missing is companies not knowing what 

to do with the data and what to look at - like data 

in Customer Relationship Management (CRM), 

accounting software, or in payments systems. So, 

we look to fill this gap in the market with an out-of-

the-box solution at a rate that was affordable for 

SMEs - because SMEs can’t afford to have a big 

team of data engineers.”

Additionally, from his experience in working with 

SMEs via Alpha7, Eric was surprised by the lack of 

knowledge of even basic details such as an SME’s 

top products and top customers.

“These are things that are extremely important. 

When you know your top 10 customers and their 

contribution to your business, you know these 

are the ones you cannot lose. If they contribute 

just 2 percent more revenue than the average 

customer, you’re pretty balanced. But what if one 

of your customers represents 40 or 50 percent 

of revenue? Sometimes companies don’t even 

look at this type of data to validate their business 

assumptions and opinions. Hence, we built our 

solution with low entry barriers to help SMEs take 

their first step towards seeing the value of data 

analysis in fact-based decision-making.”

Taking 
advantage of 
offline data 
– Aimazing

Locating and obtaining useful data from isolated 

or offline sources can be a challenge for many 

SMEs.

This is a problem that FinTech start-up Aimazing 

looks to address. Seeing the challenges in the 

availability of data on transaction details in retail 

and Food & Beverage (F&B) outlets,  the company 

developed a plug and play device that collects 

Point-of-Sale (POS) data digitally, without the 

need to integrate with the system.  This enables 

SMEs to extract their sales transaction data easily 

and accurately, to analyse customers’ buying 

behaviour.

 

According to Aimazing CEO Jun Ting, “If you go to 

Starbucks and pay with a credit card, a bank only 

knows that you spent $10 at Starbucks, but they 

do not know exactly what you spent it on. Only the 

Starbucks system knows exactly why you decided 

to go to Starbucks.”

Using Aimazing’s solution, SMEs can collect in-

depth data on purchase behaviours, such as 

which products are frequently bought together 

or at a certain time. This information will enable 

SMEs to better anticipate customers’ needs and 

be able to market more effectively to acquire new 

customers.
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The expert voice 
– Saurabh Anand, Accord 
Business Solutions

Saurabh Anand is an experienced business 

management professional, trainer and 

entrepreneur with expertise in technology, 

strategy, analytics, business management and 

learning and development.

As one of The FinLab’s mentors, Saurabh has 

helped SMEs overcome their pain points in data 

analytics. With many SMEs now leveraging their 

data, he finds it is imperative that they avoid some 

fundamental errors in their analysis of data.

“One of the biggest stumbling blocks in leveraging 

analytics is the temptation to start with the data,” 

said Saurabh. “It may sound counter-intuitive, but 

data analytics does not start with data. It actually 

starts with a good understanding of the business 

problem. Only after this will you know what data 

you need and what analysis you might need to 

do.”

Saurabh also pointed out that the key to success 

in leveraging data is an effective collaboration 

between analytics and business teams.

“An interesting challenge in SMEs occurs when 

business and analytics teams are separate. 

Analytics teams that do not understand the 

business context well will not be able to come 

up with effective models, even with excellent 

technical skills. Therefore, it is imperative that 

business users and analytics personnel work 

together right from the ‘business understanding’ 

stage. This also implies that business users must 

understand how analytics works and they must be 

able to speak the same language as the analytics 

personnel. Analytics staff, on the other hand, 

must understand the business objectives and the 

context while doing the analytics.”

He also asserts that other organisations are likely to 

have experienced similar business challenges with 

regards to data analytics. Therefore, drawing on 

the experiences of other companies is extremely 

useful.

“Don’t reinvent the wheel. Keep an eye out on how 

other organisations are using analytics to solve 

similar business problems, and contextualise them 

for your own organisation.”

Saurabh foresees some challenges arising from 

data analytics in the future. With the increased 

availability of data and the increased use 

of analytics, some ethical conundrums will 

undoubtedly surface.

“In our quest for ‘smart’ automation through AI, 

we are relinquishing control to machines that we 

expect will take better decisions based on data. 

However, this will lead to inevitable questions on 

accountability, especially when things go wrong. 

In addition, the availability of various sources of 

data – both structured and unstructured (including 

social media) – and the ability to analyse all this 

together will give rise to ethical questions on what 

CAN analytics be used for versus what SHOULD 

analytics be used for.”
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Customer 
Experience
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With countless new marketing channels both online and offline, technology is 

changing customers’ experiences across industries. From the convenience of 

purchasing through e-commerce platforms to chatbots for enquiries management, 

there are now various pathways to enhance customer experience. 

However, the view that digital is always better and more desirable for customers is 

too simplistic. Today, the human factor remains vital in achieving optimal customer 

satisfaction, and this should be weaved into the customer journey on any digital 

channel through high-quality service and effective communications. Customers 

experiencing issues with an online order may find it infuriating when any attempt 

to seek help results in being re-directed to an FAQ page, with no actual human 

contact within sight. Therefore, the key is for SMEs to strike the right balance between 

these factors, with customers as their focus. 

As part of The FinLab’s Cycle 3, a few SMEs have focused on implementing digital 

tools that improve their customers’ experience and to speed up business processes, 

whilst retaining their unique human touch. 
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Building 
digitalisation 
on excellent 
customer 
service 
– EU Holidays

Award-winning travel agency EU Holidays prides 

itself on providing top-notch customer experience, 

and attributes their current success to their focus 

on customers. This was what motivated company 

founder and director, Wong Yew Hoong, to set 

up an online booking site shortly after starting the 

company, as he felt it was a critical channel to 

better reach and serve his customers.

“We were one of the first few agencies that had a 

Business-to-Consumer (B2C) website that enabled 

our retail customers to select tour packages 

with different flight combinations, and self-book 

everything with us online. While most customers 

still prefer to come in person to make a booking, 

we see an increasing number of customers who 

have no time to come to our office, and will just 

call and then book online,” said Wong. 

With about 200 phone calls a day, EU Holidays 

faces the problem of agents being engaged in 

a sales call and missing another possible lead. 

For customers, not being able to reach the travel 

agent could mean they will move on to another 

agency.

EU Holidays were introduced to Novocall 

during their participation in The FinLab’s Cycle 

3. Novocall’s platform enables web visitors to 

schedule call-backs from travel agents or have 

their calls channeled to the nearest available 

agent. Novocall is also integrated with Google 

Analytics, which allows EU Holidays to understand 

their customers’ key issues and requirements.  

“We use Novocall as it not only provides 

convenience to the customer, but also helps us 

to understand our customers and optimise our 

manpower especially during peak hours and 

seasons,” said Wong. 

EU Holidays has already achieved tangible 

results from implementing Novocall as a solution, 

recording a 20 percent increase in customer 

enquiries.

Wong maintains that digitalisation should be 

selective and relevant to the business.

“You cannot embark on digitalisation for the sake 

of it, you need to be clear of your objectives and 

in our case, increasing productivity and meeting 

customer satisfaction.”

Seamless trip 
management 
– Pegasus Travel 
Management

MD of Pegasus Travel Management, Charles Tan, 

is constantly thinking of new ways to bring more 

value to his customers. As a traveler, he received 

separate booking confirmations for hotel stays, 

flights and experiences, and had to download 

a different app for each airline he used. Charles 

saw that this would be an inconvenience for his 

customers too.

 

Thus, the idea of Pegaserve was born – an app 

where his customers can view all segments of their 

trip bookings, including flights, accommodation 

and transfers – on a single platform. The app, 

which functions like an “e-passport”, also enables 

customers to access their itineraries offline or 

online, at their own convenience.

 

“By innovating on customer experience, customers 

have more confidence that they’re being taken 

care of. This has garnered new accounts for us, 

and we are also in the midst of increasing leisure 

bookings. It takes time for people to adapt to 

an app, and to start using it, but we are getting 

steady adoption,” said Charles.

 

In addition to Pegaserve, Pegasus’ website is also 
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optimised for mobile use, enabling customers to 

make bookings on the go. Charles points out that 

the digitalisation of Pegasus’ booking process has 

freed up his staff’s time to focus on serving more 

customers who would rather make bookings on 

the phone. 

 

“Digitalisation has enabled us to do more and 

serve more customers. While it might take some 

time for people to pick up, it is good to take first 

steps. For example, at McDonald’s, you can order 

your own stuff, and make the payment at a kiosk. 

But you still have the option to go to the counter 

and order. Every industry is facing manpower 

issues, so digitalisation will surely help. And we 

have to take on these changes.”

 

However, Charles also noted that a good number 

of customers still choose to make bookings through 

his sales staff, rather than online, for a more 

personalised experience. Hence, human touch 

remains an integral part of Pegasus’ business.

 

“Ultimately the human touch can’t be left out 

totally either. It will not work if it’s too mechanical. 

The most successful company will be the one that 

is able to balance both,” Charles said. 
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The Need for 
FinTech Acceleration
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FinTech – The great 
economic enabler
Across the globe, FinTech is transforming the traditional financial sector. Some of the 

potentially game-changing solutions brought about by FinTech include the use of 

AI, machine learning and blockchain technology. But these are only scratching the 

surface of how technology can be applied to financial services.

Investors are seizing these opportunities on a major scale. Global funding into FinTech 

firms soared to a record US$57 billion in the first half of 2018. In Southeast Asia alone, 

investment in FinTech has grown to 14 times what it was in 2014, reaching US$458 

million in October 2018. In Southeast Asia, the culturally diverse group of countries 

has seen a different pace of development in their financial systems. 

FinTech start-ups have been one of the key catalysts for innovation in the sector,  

offering superior customer experiences and new business models. Yet, only a very 

small percentage of start-ups survive until their fifth year, so the need to accelerate 

the most promising FinTech companies is apparent.  

Here are the key areas in which FinTech start-ups have been making an impact:

Payments
      

Of all FinTech start-ups in Southeast Asia, 43 percent have focused their initiatives 

on payments and mobile wallets – reflecting the needs within a region which has 

recorded one of the highest growths in internet and smartphone penetration rates.

These new and innovative payment solutions help both consumers and businesses. 

Consumers now have access to convenient alternatives to payments, and would no 

longer have to hunt for the closest ATM. 

Businesses that are traditionally cash-based - such as retailers and hawkers - can 

drive down the costs of managing large volumes of cash and also eliminate the 

associated security risks by accepting cashless payments. This also improves the 

purchase experience of their customers.. 

FinTech start-ups such as CardUp have introduced solutions for this untapped 

potential. Founder & CEO, Nicki Ramsay, saw that one of the keys to increasing 

credit card usage was getting the payment receiver to accept card payments.
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Lending, savings 
& investments 
Lending and credit have traditionally been the 

forte of a bank. Now, FinTech firms such as Turnkey 

Lender are looking to enable SMEs to lend to their 

buyers that are credit-worthy, as part of the sales 

process. Turnkey Lender’s award-winning Software-

as-a-Service (SaaS) platform is an intelligent end-

to-end solution for the complete automation of 

the lending process. It supports all stages of the 

loan life cycle - from application processing and 

decision making to collection and reporting. 

It allows non-bank companies to own a robust 

credit engine and make better credit decisions. 

For the financial institution customers, Turnkey 

Lender is able to automate credit scoring and loan 

management online, while also using machine 

learning and data analytics to vet potential loan 

applicants and manage the portfolio with greater 

ease. Turnkey Lender minimises credit risks through 

advanced scoring and screening of applicants 

and a comprehensive set of reports, dramatically 

reducing the cost of lending for lenders and 

borrowers.

Another innovative payment solution is provided 

by PayKey, a Tel Aviv-based start-up that bridges 

the gap between banking and social network 

interactions. Its Mobile Banking Keyboard can be 

integrated with social messaging apps such as 

WhatsApp, enabling users to  conduct a variety of 

banking transactions without leaving it. PayKey’s 

solution is being used by several banks, including 

UOB, to enhance customer experience.

CardUp therefore created a platform which 

enables credit cards to be used for large, recurring 

payments such as rent or supplier payments, 

without the need for the payment receiver to be 

on-boarded as a card-accepting merchant. Their 

solution enables clients to gain access to credit, 

improving cash flow management with up to 45 

days of interest-free credit offered on corporate 

credit cards.

Quber makes personal financial management 

easier, fun and more accessible to everyone. 

With Quber, achieving users’ financial goals are 

a priority – it anticipates needs, analyses spend 

patterns and areas of excess spending, and 

provokes behaviour change through personalised, 

timely messages and notifications. Quber drives 

user engagement through gamification and 

attainable challenges, and brings the community 

back to banking by engaging family and friends 

in financial goals.

Positioned to revitalise and modernise personal 

savings, Quber’s digital savings jar provides a 

psychological stimulus for users to save and get 

one step closer to their financial goals.

The CardUp Team

The PayKey Team

The Turnkey Lender Team
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Financial 
inclusion
Perhaps the most visible effect of FinTech has been 

its potential to enable financial inclusion. While this 

has typically involved the use of technology to fill 

the gaps faced by markets with underdeveloped 

banking infrastructures, it is also evolving to 

provide services to a wider and more diverse 

range of consumers including the underbanked 

and unbanked segments.

This was exactly the motivation behind the creation 

of HelloGold, a Malaysian based start-up that 

provides a platform for people to instantly buy or 

sell gold on their app. The company understands 

Artificial 
intelligence 
& machine 
learning 
AI promises to be one of the most game-changing 

technologies in banking and finance.  

One of the companies that has such a solution 

is Tookitaki, which provides a machine learning 

platform that enables financial institutions to 

build and optimise workflows in regulatory and 

compliance management. Its unique value 

proposition hinges around smart rules to detect 

“unknown unknowns” and prioritise alerts, 

while allowing compliance functions to see the 

reasons for the alerts, giving them the ability to 

be more effective and efficient when conducting 

investigations. Tookitaki has successfully 

implemented its machine learning solution in 

several banks globally. 

There is also Chynge, a start-up which aims to 

make money transfers more secure for financial 

institutions. Its solution performs automated 

compliance checks on customers’ data, whilst 

also monitoring transaction limits to curb the risk 

of unauthorised transactions.

Another example is Tuple Technologies. The 

start-up offers an enterprise IT platform for 

customer data powered by predictive AI. Tuple 

provides enterprises with a complete solution to 

effectively analyse their data and optimise their 

business strategies. Tuple combines different 

datasets, cleans up and formats the data, then 

The Chynge Team

The Tuple Technologies Team

Robin Lee, Co-Founder of HelloGold

runs Machine Learning algorithms to accurately 

predict a recommended course of action for 

each individual customer. The recommendations 

can be used by marketing, sales, product 

and operations departments to make smarter 

decisions and increase revenue. 
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that gold is a tangible and preferred asset in many 

parts of the world, which has held its value through 

times of economic downturn. 

Consumers are able to buy gold for as little as 1 

Malaysian Ringgit (US$0.24) – lowering the entry 

barriers for gold investment. HelloGold intends to 

launch other products with the same low entry 

point and will be available in more markets in 

2019.

Market 
infrastructure
FinTech solutions have also emerged to meet 

the needs of a financial institution’s internal and 

back-end processes. Nickel is one of the FinTech 

companies with solutions in the capital markets 

space, and has created Asia’s first Foreign 

Exchange (FX) platform on the blockchain. 

Nickel’s platform, NiX, is a trade-driven FX 

marketplace for corporates and banks to access 

liquidity, engage in price discovery, and execute 

trades more efficiently. The company’s ultimate 

goal is to become the backbone infrastructure 

for FX-driven activities in emerging markets at the 

institutional level.

UK based start-up TransFICC has seen an 

opportunity within the fragmented e-trading 

landscape.  Their solution is a “One API for 

e-trading” for banks and asset managers operating 

in both the fixed income and derivative markets. 

With their product, a typical three to six month API 

integration process can now be completed in two 

weeks. This reduction in time-taken has helped 

traders to reduce potential lost earnings from days 

spent not trading. TransFICC’s solution provides an 

alternative to building and maintaining multiple 

trading APIs in-house and enables greater focus 

on trading and risk applications.

Meanwhile, Bond linc is on a mission to standardise, 

improve and automate traditional bonds trading. 

Their solution is a retail-driven bond platform where 

clients can trade bonds seamlessly – without 

the need for expensive terminals. Their SaaS 

platform maximises productivity and information 

distribution, whilst adhering to the regulations 

of global financial markets. Bond linc has white-

labelled their solution for the use of several 

financial institutions in Hong Kong and Singapore.

The TransFICC Team

The Bondlinc Team

The Nickel team
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Growing the ASEAN 
Start-Up Ecosystem
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Over the past half century, Southeast Asia has 

seen one of the largest growth in economic 

opportunities. 

Since the formation of the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1967, the region has been 

able to weather the economic storms presented 

by challenges such as the 1997 Asian Financial 

Crisis and the global economic meltdown 

in 2008, to maintain robust and consistent 

economic progress. This was done despite the 

heterogeneity of the group, comprising culturally 

and economically diverse nations, which doubled 

its membership in 1999 to 10 nations. 

Today, ASEAN’s collective GDP has grown to a 

massive US$2.55 trillion – making it the world’s 

sixth-largest economy. This economic prosperity 

is also reflected in the higher incomes of ASEAN 

citizens, with GDP per capita growing from US$122 

in 1967 to US$4,021 in 2016.

 

ASEAN is going digital
ASEAN has not only made great strides on the economic front. The region is also home to the world’s third 

largest and fastest-growing internet population. The number of digital users in ASEAN has reached over 330 

million – a 70 million spike from 2015. To put this into context, it is larger than the entire population of the 

United States. 

This growth is expected to continue, considering the region’s young population. More than one in two ASEAN 

citizens is under the age of 30. Having grown up in the age of internet advancements, smart phones and 

social media, most of them are digital natives.

The increase in digital savviness is also reflected in increased internet penetration rates. To illustrate, fixed 

broadband subscriptions in the region have consistently risen from 2015 to 2016, reaching an average of 7.2 

per 100 people in 2016, more than triple the 2005 average of 2.0 per 100 people.

1967               1984               1995               1997               1999               2010               2015               2016               2017

23                    216                 648                 719                 577               1962               2443               2551               2720

ASEAN’s economic journey since inception (GDP at current prices, US$, billions)
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SMEs are taking 
on the digital 
economy
ASEAN has well and truly joined the digital 

revolution. Although the digital economy 

currently contributes 7 percent of the region’s 

GDP, increased digital integration between 

governments and the SMEs powering ASEAN’s 

economy can help foster a US$1 trillion GDP by 

2025.

Yet, despite the technology milestones achieved 

in ASEAN, infrastructure gaps persist – especially 

with the Asian Development Bank noting that the 

region needs US$60 billion to bring its infrastructure 

up to speed. 

Considering the pressures brought about by increased competition in today’s internet-oriented age, SMEs in 

ASEAN are more likely to focus their technology investments in solutions that allow them to reach new markets 

and improve customer experience. Examples include online commerce, CRM and business intelligence 

solutions. This is in addition to pouring money into hardware and infrastructure, such as Enterprise Resource 

Planning (ERP) and accounting and billing management, to optimise business operations.

But creating a conducive environment to 

nurture the digital economy will take time. 

Building up broadband connectivity in rural 

areas and improving funding avenues for tech 

commercialisation are not without challenges. 

Even with the many initiatives put in place by 

governments in ASEAN to bring their respective 

economies to Industry 4.0, where next-generation 

technology is driving industrial growth, demand 

by businesses – especially SMEs – to improve their 

digital readiness and capabilities is growing a lot 

faster.

According to the 2017 ASEAN SMEs Transformation 

Study by UOB, EY and Dun & Bradstreet, around 

60 percent of SMEs in ASEAN are keen to invest 

in technology solutions in 2018 to drive business 

performance.

Technologies

Assets SMEs are keen to invest in for FY18

Factory/plant, machinery
and equipment

Land, buildings, furniture and 
fixtures or related improvements

Current assets
(eg. inventories)

Motor vehicles Intangible assets
(eg. patents and trademarks)

60%

35%

45%

22%

38%

18%

SOURCE: 2017 ASEAN SMEs Transformation Study, UOB, EY and Dun & Bradstreet
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Start-ups in 
ASEAN, a world 
of opportunities 
awaits
In tandem with state-led efforts to grow the regional 

digital economy, tech start-ups in ASEAN have 

been active in filling the underserved demands of 

today’s consumers and businesses.  

The rise of regional unicorns like Grab and Go-Jek 

has been fuelled by demands for more efficient 

solutions to underdeveloped transport services. 

At the same time, regional e-commerce platforms 

like Qoo10 and Blibli are not only providing 

consumers with alternative means of shopping, 

but also helping SMEs reach digital natives and 

expand their customer bases beyond their own 

borders.

FinTech companies in ASEAN have also 

proliferated, serving a range of needs from 

financial inclusion for the underserved individuals 

to enterprise solutions for financial institutions. 

FinTech solutions like affordable online payment 

gateways for SMEs, e-wallet payments and cross-

border remittances are just some of the areas that 

are getting increasing adoption. 

Focus on improving 
customer service

Strategies that SMEs can take to differentiate themselves

Extend our range of 
products and services

Target specific niche 
clientele

Invest in traditional 
marketing, promotion and 

on brand visibility

Revamp our business 
model

Expand overseas into new 
regional and global markets

Adopt a digital 
marketing strategy

69%

46%

66%

40%

62%

37%

46%

SOURCE: 2017 ASEAN SMEs Transformation Study, UOB, EY and Dun & Bradstreet

Demand for technology solutions to supplement 

conventional products and services will continue 

to grow as ASEAN’s consumer base matures. 

Regional interest is not the only thing growing the 

local tech start-up ecosystem; foreign investors 

are also taking advantage of the opportunities 

present in this lucrative space.

In 2017, the amount of equity funding obtained by 

ASEAN start-ups reached US$6.5 billion – double 

the 2016 figure – and involved approximately 500 

deals. Much of this was driven by mega funding 

rounds into regional unicorns like Grab, GO-JEK, 

Bukalapak, Tokopedia and Traveloka. Many of 

the investors have come from outside the region – 

namely the United States (Microsoft and Google), 

Japan (Softbank) and China (Alibaba and 

Tencent). 

The huge investor interest in ASEAN presents many 

opportunities for FinTech and tech start-ups to 

grow and expand their offerings. Many of them 

are keen to do so – 87 per cent of FinTech start-

ups surveyed in EY’s ASEAN FinTech Census 2018 

are keen to go regional. Notably, 32 per cent have 

an immediate goal to expand overseas within the 

next year.

For FinTech and tech start-ups, plenty of 

opportunities in the region lie in store.  
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The FinLab Goes to 
Thailand

Thailand’s 
digitalisation 
journey
Consistent economic growth, a large and young 

population, proactive national initiatives and 

growing internet and smartphone penetration - 

these are key ingredients for the nation’s FinTech 

growth. Thailand checks all of the boxes above 

and is now strategically-positioned to capitalise 

on its evolving financial services industry.

Much of this has to do with connectivity; in just a 

year alone, Thailand’s internet access rose from 

67 percent of its more than 60 million population 

to 84 percent in 2018; making it one of the leading 

countries in ASEAN in terms of online connectivity. 

And this connectivity has also extended to social 

media usage. A study done by We Are Social 

and Hootsuite in 2018 showed that 74 percent of 

people in Thailand are active social media users, 

with 67 percent of them connecting to social 

media on their phones.

This,  coupled with  Thailand’s  relatively  strong 

banked  population,  means  that  there  are  

manifoldopportunities  to  tap  into  the  mobile  

FinTech  sector, especially  with  national  

digitalisation  pushes  such as  Thailand  4.0.  

In addition, there are also initiatives being  

spearheaded  by  the  country’s  central  bank, the  

Bank  of  Thailand  (BOT),  such  as  the  National 

e-Payments  Master  Plan  and  the  creation  of  a

FinTech  regulatory  sandbox.
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Social 
commerce 
leads Thailand’s 
digital economy 
revolution
In Thailand, start-ups are developing more 

innovative technologies that not only benefit the 

financial sector but also the general consumer – 

resulting in the convergence of FinTech and social 

media that is social commerce. 

As Thai consumers become increasingly digital-

savvy, FinTech start-ups are seeing more 

opportunities in social commerce with innovative 

solutions that will better serve consumers or solve 

long-standing problems for businesses. 

Social commerce is gaining more traction than 

payments. To illustrate, most online vendors in 

Thailand now do not own an official payment 

system for their customers. Instead, online 

purchases in Thailand are now mostly completed 

via contacting merchants through instant 

messaging applications such as Facebook 

Messenger and LINE.

JAN 2018 - DIGITAL IN THAILAND

A snapshot of the country’s key digital statistical indicators

SOURCE: We Are Social and Hootsuite
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These were closely followed with systems & 

technology (such as inventory and customer 

relationship management).

When asked about which elements they felt 

would help boost their top-line revenues, the SMEs 

highlighted penetrating new markets (including 

overseas markets) and digital marketing of 

products and services as most important – followed 

by being more strategic in future business plans.

When asked about the specific marketing 

strategies they were keen on implementing, the 

SMEs overwhelmingly leaned towards digital 

marketing areas. They were most interested in 

search engine optimisation (SEO) & search engine 

marketing (SEM), and social media marketing. 

These were followed by branding and the use of 

e-commerce channels.

Overall, it is evident that the SMEs know which areas 

of digitalisation they can leverage to improve their 

respective businesses. However, the main barriers 

to adopting new digital solutions have been the 

cost of implementing the right technologies and 

the complexity of doing so.

0      10%      20%     30%     40%     50%    60%     70%     80%     90%     100%

Chart 1: Top business challenges faced by SMEs in Thailand

Survey was done on 771 Thai SMEs in November 2018

How Thailand’s 
SMEs are 
choosing to go 
digital
To better determine the digitalisation avenues 

that SMEs in Thailand are looking to enter, The 

FinLab collaborated with UOB (Thai) on a two-

pronged study to gauge how the SMEs are viewing 

digitalisation and the sort of business benefits they 

aim to achieve out of it.

The first part of the study was an online survey of 

SMEs in various industries measuring the type of 

business growth challenges faced and the type of 

digital tools that they prefer.

The survey found that the biggest business 

challenges faced by the SMEs were sales & 

marketing, and cashflow, financing & payments. 

Sales & marketing

Cashflow, financing, payments

Systems & technology

(accounting, inventory, CRM,etc.)

Manpower & talent

Business processes

Other 
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Penetrating new markets (inc. overseas 

markets)

 Digital marketing  

Strategic future business plans

Service and customer engagements

Better products

 Business processes 

  

Education and upskilling of employees

 Data analytics 

 

Others

Chart 2: Top 3 Areas Thai SMEs think can help improve their revenue  

Social media marketing

SEO & SEM

Branding

E-commerce channels

Providing better service

Enlarging sales teams

Automation through tech solutions

Other

Chart 3: Top 3 Areas of marketing Thai SMEs are interested in 
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The FinLab and UOB (Thai) also held focus groups 

with the SMEs. 

The overarching theme from the sessions was that 

SMEs noted the importance of digital marketing 

and how an effective marketing and engagement 

strategy can help improve sales and broaden their 

customer base. They see how the use of online 

communications media can help to improve sales 

and broaden their customer base.

Some of the key highlights from the focus groups 

are:

a) Choosing the right 
communications channels

Although all the SMEs agreed on using technology 

to enhance their communications with customers, 

they differed in the type of channels to reach their 

intended audiences. For instance, a café owner 

and a hotel owner have used numerous online 

media channels (mainly websites, Facebook, 

LINE, Instagram and WeChat) to promote their 

products and services as well as offering customer 

privileges. These SMEs also found online channels 

useful in boosting their overall visibility and 

reputation.

“The marketing channel for the hospitality industry 

has moved online. We can now better reach 

Cost of new technology

Complexity of setup or deployment 

required for new technology

Whether employees have relevant 

knowledge and skills to use technology

Resources needed to change from existing 

systems and technology

Other

Uncertainty on ROI

Chart 4: Top considerations towards digitalisation 
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every lesson was really understood or put into 

use for our business. In practice, I’ve had to start 

from scratch and am usually unsure of where to 

head to next. We need a complete package of 

technology and training, and maybe guidance 

throughout the implementation process. I’ve gone 

through different cashier softwares because each 

of them has their own limitation. So, my employees 

need to learn a new program every time.” – Coffee 

Boy Retail Co. Ltd., an F&B SME in Thailand.

Digital tools 
adopted for 
more immediate 
business impact
The key takeaways from both studies were that 

business owners in Thailand see the benefits of all 

digital tools for their businesses. However, concerns 

about costs and how their staff can adapt to the 

technologies are the key considerations behind 

which digital tools they will choose to adopt.

For investments to be made to digitalise a 

business’s operations, the resources and technical 

know-how needed means that more holistic 

guidance is needed.

For SMEs, a good way to approach Thailand 4.0 

is to work with partners that can offer all-round 

support from knowledge to implementation and 

access to a wide suite of solutions.  

our target consumer groups more efficiently and 

discover which kind of interests our target groups 

have. Currently, we have a reservation system 

that is adapted to consumer behaviour and are 

looking to shift the whole reservation process to 

an online platform. We also see social media as 

strategic to the marketing plan. In 2019, we also 

want to implement reservation system with an AI 

chatbot software that can answer questions Thai 

people always have when looking at our page, 

especially on Facebook.” – La Na Wild, a resort 

operator based in Chiang Mai, Thailand.

For the businesses operating within more labour-

intensive industries such as manufacturing 

and wholesale trade, it was noted that online 

communications still played a significant role. In 

addition to providing detailed descriptions of their 

products or services via websites, the companies 

also use social media to interact directly with 

customers. Still, the adoption of these online 

channels was to supplement more traditional 

communications channels such as phone calls. As 

such, these companies diversified their channels 

of communications to cater to different customer 

segments.

“All our products are made-to-order. Within the 

next two years, we will need to find a better way to 

reach our customers, regardless of size. LINE and 

WeChat help to ease the discussion process when 

communicating a design with our customers. We 

used to do emails back then, but now mobile 

phones can do everything faster and easier.”

– Easy Pack Product Co Ltd, a Thailand-based 

packing manufacturer.

b) Aversion towards 
digitalisation for 
operational efficiency

The experience of the SMEs using technology for 

more labour-intensive, operational processes 

was not as positive. The business owners agree 

that technology can make tedious processes 

more efficient. However, the biggest challenge 

to digitalise in this area is the lack of familiarity 

and understanding both they and their staff have 

when adapting to such solutions.

“I’ve been sending myself and my staff to go for 

training on technology solutions, although not 
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