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T he Chinese government has revealed plans to boost the 
economic prowess of the mainland city of Shenzhen, taking over 
from Hong Kong. Shenzhen was formerly a quiet and sleepy 

fishing village, but it has since been developed into a hi-tech capital just 

over the border from Hong Kong. The goal is to make the city a leader in 
terms of innovation, public service and environmental protection by 2025. 
The plan also aimed to make Shenzhen competitive in the world in terms 
of comprehensive economic abilities by 2035.

TURNING SHENZHEN INTO A GLOBAL ECONOMIC HUB

CAMBODIAN GOVERNMENT URGES 
SMEs TO REGISTER 

C
ambodia’s Ministry of Industry and 
Handicraft has recently revealed 
that despite being a key factor to 

the Kingdom’s industrial sector growth, 
around 95 per cent of Cambodian SMEs 
have yet to be properly registered. The 
ministry’s secretary of state, Heng Sokkong, 
added that SMEs play a pivotal role in 
achieving the government’s ambition of 
raising Cambodia to an upper-middle income 
nation by 2030 and high-income by 2050. 

THE RISE OF VIETNAMESE 
CONVENIENCE STORES  

V
ietnamese business sectors have been 
experiencing a wave of improvement 
through transformation and 

investment. Food, beverage, and many other 
sectors have all benefitted from an enticing 
market. However, now is the turn of convenience 
store franchisers to eye the huge Vietnam market. 
Convenience store franchisers such as GS25 have 
begun to contemplate the massive potential that 
this market holds.

LAZADA MALAYSIA PARTNERS 
WITH MDTCA TO STIMULATE 
DIGITAL ACCELERATION  

M alaysia’s Ministry of Domestic 
Trade and Consumer Affairs 
(MDTCA) has been working on 

ways to help local businesses and SMEs in 
this effort. Recently, MDTCA and Lazada 
Malaysia, one of the front-runners in 
eCommerce in Southeast Asia, have 
announced a partnership that will see a 
rollout of new trade activities and training 
programs in support of Malaysian SMEs in a 
bid to slingshot Malaysia to the forefront of 
the digital economy. 



I n banks throughout Japan, sits a pile of cash that many countries 
wish were their annual GDP. These are the cash reserves of the 
nation’s companies. Some view this as a testament to the 

economic might of the country, while others believe it is a wasted 
opportunity. Firms listed in Japan held 506.4 trillion yen (US$4.78 

trillion) in cash as of their latest filings, the highest level on record, 
according to data compiled by Bloomberg. This is more than triple the 
amount that was listed in March 2013. Despite this, investors remain 
optimistic at the possibility for change. While they still believe cash will 
continue to pile up, pressure to invest said stockpile is also increasing.

JAPAN’S MOUNTAIN-SIZED CASH RESERVE

INDIAN SMEs ARE KEY TO TECH REVENUE GENERATION 

S
MEs will play a key role in helping to achieve India’s 
finance ministry’s recently set target of a 5 trillion dollar 
economy. The only thing keeping them from reaching this 

goal is the lack of technology adoption. This is where major 
opportunities for tech companies arise. Collaborative research by 
Google-KPMG has revealed that digitally-empowered SMEs have 
about twice the revenue growth compared to offline SMEs. 
Therefore, tech companies could potentially profit tremendously by 
helping SMEs grow through technology innovation. In an effort to fill 
the widening gap between large and small businesses, tech 
companies are fast competing to provide digital infrastructure 
support to SMEs.

EU-SINGAPORE FTA COULD HELP SMEs RECOVER 

T
he European Union-Singapore Free Trade Agreement 
(EUSFTA) is incredibly close to ratification. During a 
business reception in Brussels, Minister-in-charge of Trade 

Relations S Iswaran said that the EUSFTA would be particularly 
helpful for SMEs, most of which are struggling to cope with the 
dismal global economy as of late. Mr Noel Clehane, chairman of the 
European Services Forum (ESF) has also named several benefits that 
the EUSFTA bring. These include improved market access for a range 
of services, and the facilitation of mobility for professionals between 
the EU and Singapore, which would be vital in assisting with staff 
secondment and transfers. It will also make it much easier for talent 
to flow between the two nations.
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T he Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (SCCCI) recently held a poll in which over 82 
per cent of Singapore businesses said their main concern 

at the moment is to achieve revenue growth. Out of 972 
respondents, about 95 per cent consisted of SMEs. Current global 

developments have led these SMEs to prioritise revenue growth 
ahead of product innovation, talent retention and digitalisation. As 
such, associations are putting more focus on internationalisation 
and making more prominent attempts to support SMEs with 
overseas growth.

SINGAPOREAN SMEs ARE LOOKING OVERSEAS TO CURB SLUGGISH ECONOMY

MALAYSIA AND CAMBODIA TO 
STRENGTHEN BILATERAL TRADE 

M
alaysia and Cambodia recently 
finalised the signing of the Double 
Taxation Avoidance Agreement 

(DTA) that will further strengthen bilateral 
trade ties between the two Southeast Asian 
nations. Malaysian Ambassador to Cambodia, 
Eldeen Husaini Mohd Hashim, said the 
agreement was also hoped to boost investment 
and trade between the two countries. 
Cambodia is the last country in ASEAN to sign 
the agreement with Malaysia, which would 
bring long-term benefits for the business 
community in both countries. The value of 
Malaysia-Cambodia trade last year was 
US$558 million (RM2.35 billion), while in the 
first six months of this year, the value had 
reached US$422.6 million (RM1.8 billion), an 
increase of 39.2 per cent compared to the 
corresponding period last year.

SMEs MAY BE AT THE FOREFRONT OF 
MALAYSIA’S BUDGET 2020  

A
nalysts have predicted that SMEs are very 
likely to be among the main beneficiaries of 
Malaysia’s Budget 2020, which is to be 

tabled on 11 October. This follows Finance Minister 
Lim Guan Eng’s foreshadowing of upcoming 
contingency measures to insulate the nation from the 
blowback of the ongoing US-China trade war. The 
government has signalled that no new taxes will be 
introduced. This is all-around good news for firms 
from all sectors, although corporate tax cuts itself are 
not likely to see any changes anytime soon. For SMEs, 
some things to possibly expect include greater access 
to financing, higher budget allocations to help boost 
entrepreneurship, and lower interest rates; 
particularly for those involved in smart farming.

ASIA PACIFIC LEADS THE WAY IN 
WAREHOUSE ROBOTICS  

W ith the advent of AI and automation, 
the warehousing and logistics market 
is set to benefit greatly from the 

advances this new era brings. Over the past 
decade, e-commerce has seen an exponential 
growth in popularity. As such, the demand for 
efficient warehousing to stock the large amounts 
e-commerce inventories has also increased 
accordingly. This has resulted in increased 
demand for scarce human personnel to carry out 
operations and processes in warehouses. The 
implementation of robots in warehouses will 
enable timely and smooth functioning. As such, it 
is expected that there will be increased invest-
ment in warehouse robots to cope up with labour 
scarcity problem. 



I n an effort to promote ease-of-doing business and to attract new 
investment, the Punjab government is planning to implement 
SME facilitation centres in every district throughout the Indian 

state. Punjab would be the first state in the country to take such a huge 

step, said additional chief secretary (industries and commerce) Vini 
Mahajan at the CII 7th Regional SME Summit. She also stated that these 
centres would help policymakers gather the appropriate feedback from 
industries and address any grievances the SME sector might have. 

PUNJAB TO HAVE SME FACILITATION CENTRES IN EVERY DISTRICT

A NEW ERA FOR ALIBABA BEGINS AS JACK MA STEPS ASIDE 

A
s of 10 September 2019, Jack Ma, co-founder of Alibaba, 
has finally stepped aside as chairman of the company. This 
marks the end of an era and the start of a new one as Ma 

handed the reins of the company over to a team of executives led by 
CEO Daniel Zhang. Zhang's team took over operations years ago, 
pouring investment into new initiatives including bricks-and-mortar 
retail, cloud computing, digital media, the grocery sector, meal 
delivery, entertainment and advertising. Earnings have remained 
strong, proving that the company has been left in the right hands and 
is expected to continue to prosper. 

EAEU SETS SIGHTS ON FTA WITH THAILAND 

T
hailand’s upcoming free trade agreement (FTA) with the 
Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) is set to 
finish negotiations over the next few years. Should the FTA 

go through without a hitch, Thailand could see a huge boost to 
sectors such as agriculture, energy, and manufacturing. Thailand’s 
trade numbers with Russia and the EAEU are nothing to brag about, 
but a successful FTA could lead to a similar increase in bilateral trade 
as Vietnam, whose FTA with the EAEU resulted in an estimated 
US$10 billion trade increase over three years. 
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A frica is one of the fastest-growing continental markets as well 
as the fastest-urbanising region in the world. However, as an 
emerging economy, it is held back by a number of challenging 

factors. Fortunately, these challenges can be turned into opportunities. 
Singapore's relationship with Africa has made significant leaps and 

bounds over the years; being Africa's largest Southeast Asian investor, 
Singapore's direct investment into the continent totalled US$19 billion 
at the end of 2017. As Africa joins the era of innovation and 
development, Singapore has identified several sectors where it can 
contribute, such as fintech and e-commerce.

AFRICA-SINGAPORE COOPERATION IS A WIN-WIN SCENARIO

INDONESIA’S INDUSTRY MINISTRY CALLS 
ON SMEs TO BOOST PRODUCTIVITY 

T
he Industry Ministry has 
highlighted the importance of 
technology application for SMEs 

to boost productivity and quality while 
increasing access to the global market. 
SMEs play a pivotal role in Indonesia’s 
economy. The Ministry’s Director General 
of SMEs, Gati Wibawaningsih, noted that 
there is a recorded 4.4 million SMEs in 
Indonesia, totalling around 99 per cent of 
all business units in the country. She also 
stated that SMEs absorb approximately 65 
per cent of the total workforce. 

CHINA EYEING MORE AGRICULTURAL 
IMPORTS FROM PHILIPPINES  

C
hina may be seeking to import more 
fruits and agricultural products from 
the Philippines in the coming years, 

considering the continued warm ties between the 
two countries. This statement was made by 
Philippine Trade Secretary Ramon Lopez 
recently. Lopez said this was Chinese President 
Xi Jinping's commitment during his meeting with 
Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte and his 
Cabinet members at the Diaoyutai State 
Guesthouse in Beijing. 

THAILAND’S ERC LOOKING TO PROVIDE 
FREE RURAL ELECTRICITY  

T hailand’s Energy Regulatory Commis-
sion is considering offering free 
electricity to local communities and 

villages around power plants nationwide, in line 
with an assignment from Energy Minister 
Sontirat Sontijarawong. ERC Chairman, Samerjai 
Suksumek, said that relevant state agencies are in 
the process of brainstorming the creation of a 
free power bill scheme, targeting those that live 
near power plants. Once complete, the scheme 
will be subsidised by cash from the Power 
Development Fund (PDF), overseen by the ERC. 
The PDF itself gets it’s funds from levies paid by 
all power plants, both public and private. 
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INDONESIA BFSI INNOVATION 
SUMMIT 2019
1-2 OCTOBER
JAKARTA, INDONESIA indonesiabfsi.com

B
anking, Financial Services 
and Insurance (BFSI) is 
rapidly changing in Asia-

Pacific. Banks and insurance compa-
nies must reinvent themselves amid 
changing regulations, emerging 
technology, elevated client expecta-
tions and the entry of disruptive 
competitors. Indonesia is one of the 
most valuable untapped markets in 
APAC's digital finance sector. Indo-
nesia BFSI Innovation Summit 2019 
will bring together over 300 quali-
fied experts and leaders in risk, 
compliance, retail banking, custom-
er experience, etc. The summit will 
explore emerging technologies, de-
velopments and trends, as well as 
the new opportunities arising for fi-
nancial institutions throughout the 
Indonesia.

✷ H.E.R ASIA SUMMIT
2-3 OCTOBER
SINGAPORE herentrepreneur.com

H
.E.R Asia Summit prides 
itself as one of the most in-
clusive and diverse gather-

ing of SME business owners, entre-
preneurs, investors, and industry 
leaders. Supported by the Singapore 
Tourism Board and other govern-
ment affiliates, the event brings to-
gether over 350 local and regional 
SMEs. Apart from providing a plat-
form for leading industry exports to 
share their knowledge, H.E.R serves 
as a massive networking conference, 
where C-Level Executives and local 
SME Business Owners can gather 
and make meaningful connections.

THE POWEREX ASIA 2019 AND 
ELECTRIC ASIA 2019
9-11 OCTOBER
BITEC, BANGKOK, THAILAND 
asiapowerexpo.com

T
hailand’s energy sector is 
expected to continue to 
evolve at a rapid pace over 

the next two decades as the coun-
try’s electricity network adapts to 
the new realities of domestic hydro-
carbons scarcity. The POWERex 
Asia 2019 and Electric Asia 2019 are 

Medical Device Authority to bring 
light to latest innovative technolo-
gies and advances of global medical 
devices. The aim is to create an in-
sightful one-stop centre for medical 
devices solutions. Medical device is 
currently one of the biggest indus-
tries in global healthcare. With in-
novation and technical discoveries 
driving the upward momentum of 
medical solutions, prevention, diag-
nosis, treatment, and rehabilitation 
of diseases are vastly improved com-
pared to the past. Malaysia Medical 
Device Expo plays a great role in 
fostering a thorough understanding 
on what technologies are available 
or under development in the current 
global medical scene.

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE 
ON COMMUNICATION 
TECHNOLOGY 2019
16-19 OCTOBER
XI’AN, CHINA ieee-icct.org

B
ased on the past success, 
the 19th IEEE ICCT con-
tinues to promote the in-

formation exchange on communica-
tion technology, which aims to 
promote international academic ex-
change and international coopera-
tion, and provides an opportunity 
for researchers around the world to 
exchange ideas and latest research 
results, in both theory and applica-
tion of communication technolo-
gies. ICCT 2019 also solicits propos-
als for special sessions within the 
technical scope of the conference. 
Special sessions supplement the 
regular program of the conference 
and provide a sample of the state-of-
the-art research in both academia 
and industry in special, novel, chal-
lenging, and emerging topics.

2019 CGIAR PLATFORM FOR 
BIG DATA IN AGRICULTURE 
CONVENTION
16-18 OCTOBER
HYDERABAD, INDIA
bigdata.cgiar.org/hyderabad-2019

C
GIAR Platform for Big 
Data in Agriculture de-
mocratises decades of agri-

cultural data empowering analysts, 
statisticians, programmers and more 
to mine information for trends and 
quirks, and develop rapid, accurate 
and compelling recommendations 
for farmers, researchers and policy-
makers. The third edition of this 
event will bring together the people 
and organisations that make the Big 
Data Platform successful. Over three 
days, the convention provides fo-
cused, action-based discussion to 
find commonalities across research 
institutes, governments, and private 
organisations sets the stage for a pro-
ductive and data-driven year ahead.

FUTURE PROPERTY EXPO 2019
16-23 OCTOBER
TERMINAL 21, BANGKOK, THAILAND
futurepropertyexpo.com

A
s one of Thailand’s pre-
mier property showcase, 
Future Property Expo con-

nects buyers and investors to holi-
day homes, permanent residences, 
and rental properties. Buyers will 
get the opportunity to analyse and 
compare locations, find those most 
suited to their needs, and get much 
needed consultation assistance that 
will help with their buying decisions. 
The Expo also provides the oppor-
tunity to discover up and coming in-
vestment hotspots to buying, or cus-
tom building, luxury properties in 
some of Thailand’s best property 
locations.

VIETNAM ITO CONFERENCE
24 OCTOBER
HO CHI MINH CITY, VIETNAM
vnito2019.vnito.org

T he Vietnam ITO Confer-
ence is a bi-annual event, 
existing to promote the 

Vietnam IT industry, gather Viet-
nam software enterprises and create 
an effective bridge between the IT 
Vietnamese companies to the world. 
Vietnam ITO Conference assists 
buyers and service providers to net-
work, cooperate and discuss trends, 
issues, and opportunities related to 
software services. 

two of the only specialised Power, 
Power Generation and Power Trans-
mission Equipment, Technologies & 
Supplies events in Thailand that 
brings together an international con-
gregation of Power and Electric re-
lated companies. 

✷ 3RD SELANGOR INTERNATIONAL 
BUSINESS SUMMIT 2019
10-13 OCTOBER
MITEC, KUALA LUMPUR, MALAYSIA
selangorsummit.com

S
IBS 2019 is an internation-
al event bringing together 
global brands and congre-

gating industry players from the re-
gion. The summit has attracted a 
series of high-profile official spon-
sors, strategic partners, local and 
international media partners, high-
lighting the event's relevance to the 
local and ASEAN economy. The 
third edition of SIBS promises to be 
larger than ever before, filled with 
exciting events and conferences fea-
turing influential speakers on the 
key issues that impact international 
trade, especially within ASEAN re-
gion. They will also be featured 
alongside an international expo 
showcasing products from countries 
such as India, Thailand, Vietnam, 
Indonesia, Taiwan and Japan partic-
ipating this year.

✷ ENTREPRENEUR CONVENTION 2019
12 OCTOBER
PORTMAN COLLEGE, MINES 2, MALAYSIA
eventbrite.com

E
ntrepreneur Convention 
2019 is for enterprising 
minds who are hungry for 

advice and proven growth strate-
gies. If you are looking for sustain-
able financial growth and stronger 
connections to grow your company 
to the next level, then this event is 
for you. Notable experts and leaders 
bring with them an array of knowl-
edge and motivation, providing con-
vention goers with the chance to 
learn and be inspired to take their 
business further than you ever imag-
ined. This year’s theme will high-
light a host of successful and moti-
vated Entrepreneurs that will share 
and impart knowledge and tools to 
overcome challenges in their own 
Entrepreneurial journey.

✷ MEDEX MALAYSIA MEDICAL 
DEVICE EXPO 2019
15-17 OCTOBER
MITEC, KUALA LUMPUR, MALAYSIA
mymedex.com.my

M
alaysia Medical Device 
Expo is an initiative by 

✷              Magazine is a supporting media partner for this event.

your signature here
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JELLY COMB FOLDING KEYBOARD  

F
olding keyboards are not exactly a new 
invention. However, despite the 
“portable” nature of said keyboards, 
the most compact ones are still rather 
bulky and not exactly pocket friendly. 

The Jelly Comb makes an admirable attempt at trying 
to downsize folding keyboards even further. When 
completely folded, the Jelly Comb is roughly the size 
of a modern smartphone. At full extension, it offers a 
functional and decently sized miniature QWERTY 
keyboard, complete with a mousepad. Its metal and 
polymer construction offers both a durable and light 
product, weighing in at roughly seven ounces.

BY 
JORDAN

LOW

ROBOTIC FURNITURE    

I
kea and Ori Living are teaming up to create solutions for those whore are strapped for living space. The result is a new robotic 
furniture system called Rognan. Instead of making furniture smaller, they have developed furniture that transforms its function 
to suit the needs of its owner at the time. The large storage unit, controlled by a touchpad, can slide across a room to divide a 
small room into two living spaces, and contains a bed, desk, and a couch for people to pull out when needed.  It’s designed for 
people living in urban areas to maximise their small spaces, and will launch first in Hong Kong and Japan in 2020.

TILE MATE ITEM FINDER

W
e have all misplaced something at one point or another. Be it car keys 
or our handphone. More often than not, it takes far too much time 
just to find our lost items. Tile Mate item finder is an innovative 
tracking device that can be attached to keyrings, handphones, and the 
like. Designed to look like a fancy accessory, these tile-like devices can 

be synced to an app on a phone or computer and its location can be tracked. These 
are especially useful if you are travelling overseas and so happen to lose something.
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ACER CONCEPTD LAPTOP     

A
cer is using its expertise in gaming laptops 
to develop more a more professional, 
creator-focused lineup with the ConceptD 
series. Based on the Predator Triton 900, 
these new systems have the latest Quadro 

GPUs for enhanced performance that creative profession-
als desire. The flagship ConceptD 9 Pro features 
NVIDIA RTX 2080 graphics and ninth-generation Intel 
CPU with a 17-inch 4K display. In comparison, the 
15.6-inch ConceptD 7 Pro is more suited for on-the-go 
work, while maintaining the latest processor, graphics, 
and Pantone-validated display. The 7 Pro is the only 
model available now, while the ConceptD 3, 5, and 9 Pro 
are set to release in November and December.

XILINAT SUGAR SUBSTITUTE    

X
ilinat is making waves in the startup 
market with their innovative idea of 
sustainable food waste recycling. 
Xilinat’s product is made from 100 
per cent xylitol and converts agricul-

tural waste into a natural sugar substitute. Xylitol 
itself is nothing new. However, Xilinat founders 
have found a cheaper and healthier way to create it 
by fermenting corn residue instead. Xylitol based 
sugar substitute can emulate the sweetness of sugar 
while causing lower blood glucose and lower insulin 
responses, perfect for those suffering from diabetes.

GEIZEER ENERGY-EFFICIENT AIR CONDITIONER     

I
n a quest to be more energy-efficient and environmentally friendly, the Geizeer mini air conditioner is designed 
to be sustainable and zero-waste. Its design allows for low power consumption and can be recharged via USB. 
The ice-powered cooler is a wooden, cube-shaped desk cooler that doubles as a perfume diffuser. The device’s 
custom icepack allows for 360 degrees of cool air output. Due to its small size and low-consumption nature, the 
Geizeer is ideal for travel, especially to hotter climates, and is only limited by the availability of ice. 
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T
    here is one word out there that strikes fear in 

every business owner’s heart: recession. When 
the economy slows, it seems like money also 
slows to a halt. Businesses don’t hire, wages grind 
to a halt, and no one seems to be giving out work. 
Families tighten their belt and companies go on 
an austerity drive—all to ‘wait for the good times 
to return’.
       The current mood on the ground is not 
helping things either. If you go out and talk to 
the businessman on the street, anecdotally he 
will tell you about business becoming leaner, less 

customers are buying, and they are buying less. Talk is rife that a recession is coming, 
and it will be worse than 1981, 1997, 2001, or 2007—each year being worse than the 
last, or so they claim.

But this time, they could be right. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates 
that global recessions occur over a cycle lasting between eight and ten years. 
Considering that the last great recession started in 2007 and ended in 2009, we are 
overdue for the next big one. The warning signs have already started: stagnating 
economic data, declining exports, and the ongoing US-China trade war.
So, what are we going to do when the big one hits? 

WARNING SIGNS
It’s been a decade since the Great Recession ended. For the American economy, 
2019 will mark the longest period of economic expansion in its history. Along with 
China’s steady growth over the same period, the last 10 years have seen other nations’ 
economies buoyed by the flow of goods, services, and investment. Even Europe, which 
struggled to recover from the 2007 recession, found its footing for some modest 
growth numbers.
       But like all good things, economic expansions must come to an end, sooner or 
later. The Chinese have a proverb, which says, “The moon waxes only to wane, and 
water surges only to overflow”. Analysts say the question is not whether there will be 
another recession, but when.
       The warning signs are already here. In the United States, which accounts for 
24 per cent of global GDP, a sharp drop for long-term Treasury yields sparked fears 
that the good days are heading to an end. And the risk of a US growth slowdown has 
become more acute now that the stimulus from the 2017 tax legislation has run its 
course. This is compounded with fears resulting from the US-China trade war, which 
has seen Chinese growth weaken to the slowest in nearly three decades. 
       In Asia, Singapore’s move to slash its growth outlook in August underlined the fact 
that Asia’s trade-dependent economies now face their bleakest moment since the global 
financial crisis—one where their governments are set to struggle to respond.

15

Simply put, a recession 
is when the economy 
stops growing and 

starts shrinking. When 
the economy declines 
significantly for at least 

two consecutive quarters, 
the economy is in recession. 
Several economic 
indicators are used to 
measure the decline: real 
GDP, employment rates, 

manufacturing levels, 
income, and retail 
sales. If the recession 
is particularly severe 
or prolonged, it is a 
depression.

WHAT IS A RECESSION?



   COVER STORY      16

       Singapore’s economy 
flatlined in the most recent 
quarter, prompting it to cut 
forecast growth to between 
zero and 1 per cent this year, 
down from between 1.5 per 
cent and 2.5 per cent earlier. 
In July, Finance Minister Heng 
Swee Keat said his country 
was not yet expecting a “full-
year recession.” 
       And this was before 
a string of bad news from 
Europe. The German 
economy actually contracted 
in the second quarter of 2019, 
as did the British economy 
on the back of its Brexit 
woes. The French and Italian 
economies also stagnated, 
contributing to a sluggish 0.2 
per cent growth across the 
Eurozone—a slowdown versus 
0.4 per cent in the first three 
months of 2019.
       Major indicators of most 
countries are pointing to a 
slowdown, according to Jim 
O’Neill, former chairman 
of Goldman Sachs Asset 
Management and a former UK 
Treasury Minister. “Without 
an end of the trade war, these 
trends will be difficult to 
reverse,” he said.
       Bad news in trade-
dependent Singapore often hits 
other Asian exporters soon 
after, hence why the city-state 
is viewed as the ‘canary in the 
coal mine’—an early-warning 
beacon. This suggests a sharply 
worsening outlook elsewhere 
across the region.
       Manufacturing in 
particular has been hit hard 
across Asia. Earlier this 
year, the Caixin/Markit 
Manufacturing Purchasing 
Managers’ Index (PMI) 
showed contraction in Japan, 
South Korea, Malaysia and 
Taiwan. Meanwhile, the 
Philippines and Vietnam 
showed growth, but it was 
below forecast expectations. 
In China, the PMI showed 
modest expansion, offering 
some relief. But it is not 
certain how these numbers will 
hold up considering the impact 
of the US-China trade war.
       Lu Ting, chief China 

THE ESCALATING CHINA-US TRADE WAR 
IS SHOWING SIGNS OF COLLATERAL 
DAMAGE. PRICES ARE RISING ACROSS 
THE BOARD AS TARIFFS ARE PASSED 
ON TO CONSUMERS, WHILE STOCK 
MARKETS IN BOTH SHANGHAI AND NEW 
YORK ARE TAKING A BEATING.

GERMANY, EUROPE’S LARGEST 
ECONOMY, SHRANK 0.1 PER 
CENT IN THE SECOND QUARTER 
OF 2019. THE GDP DROP IS 
ACCOMPANIED BY A SLUMP 
IN EXPORTS, ACCORDING TO 
THE BUNDESBANK.

TRADE-RELIANT SINGAPORE 
POSTED GRIM EXPORT 

FIGURES, WITH NON-OIL 
DOMESTIC EXPORTS 

PLUNGING 17.3 PER CENT IN 
JUNE 2019, COMPARED TO 

A YEAR AGO.

THE UNCERTAINTY OVER THE UNITED 
KINGDOM’S EXIT FROM THE EUROPEAN 
UNION HAS TRANSLATED INTO DISMAL 

ECONOMIC FIGURES. THE ECONOMY 
CONTRACTED 0.2 PER CENT IN THE SECOND 

QUARTER, WHILE THE POUND FELL TO A 
RECORD LOW AGAINST THE US DOLLAR.
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economist of Nomura 
Securities Co. Ltd., said that 
new US tariffs on US$300 
billion of Chinese goods 
by the end of 2019 will 
slow China’s growth by 0.4 
percentage points because 
of slumping exports and 
manufacturing investment.

MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING?
On the other hand, several 
economists are optimistic that 
the slowdown is nothing more 
than a correction, and that a 
recession is still some ways away. 
       Neil Shearing, group 
chief economist at Capital 
Economics argues that some 
of the gloom and doom is 
unjustified. At a global level, he 
says, spending by companies 
on assets such as equipment 
have stabilised. The labour 
market, especially in the US, 
is resilient. “While there are 
pockets of extreme weakness 
in the world economy—
particularly in manufacturing—
other parts are holding up 
relatively well,” he said. “All of 
this is consistent with our view 
that global growth is slowing 
rather than collapsing.
       Megan Greene, senior 
fellow at the Harvard 
Kennedy School further says, 
“We had a manufacturing 
recession in 2015, 2016, but it 
didn’t turn into an economic 
recession largely because the 
US Federal Reserve didn’t 
tighten [interest rates] then. 
There are worries that a 
manufacturing recession 
will seep through into an 
economic recession. But 
I would point out that 
only 11 per cent of US 
economic growth is from 
manufacturing and 8 per cent 
of employment. It’s not a huge 
piece of the economy. The US 
consumer accounts for 70 per 
cent of growth in the US, and 
the US consumer continues 
to look pretty strong.”
       At the most basic level it 
is important to recognize that 
some sectors are very cyclical, 
meaning they grow rapidly 
in upturns and fall sharply in 
recessions, and others tend 

RETAIL SALES REMAIN HIGH. 
THE SECTOR GREW 0.7 PER 
CENT IN THE US, WHILE 
CHINESE GROWTH REACHED 
7.6 PER CENT IN JULY DESPITE 
SLOWING INDUSTRIAL 
OUTPUT AND TRADE TARIFFS.

JAPAN’S GROWTH IN REAL 
GDP GREW FROM Q1 2019 
AT AN ANNUALIZED RATE 
OF 2.1 PER CENT, MARKING 
ITS LONGEST GROWTH 
PHASE SINCE THE END OF 
WORLD WAR II.

ASEAN HAS FARED RELATIVELY 
WELL OVERALL. IN THE FIRST 

QUARTER OF 2019, INDONESIA, 
MALAYSIA AND VIETNAM 

RECORDED 5.1 PER CENT, 4.5 
PER CENT AND 6.8 PER CENT 

GROWTH RESPECTIVELY.

EMERGING MARKETS LIKE 
BRAZIL, RUSSIA, AND INDIA 

ARE LIKELY TO WEATHER 
ANY INCOMING RECESSION 
DUE TO STRONG DOMESTIC 

DEMAND AND ECONOMIC
REFORMS.
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not to fluctuate very much over the 
course of a business cycle. The cyclical 
group is led by housing construction, 
durable goods consumption (cars 
and big household appliances), non-
residential construction, equipment 
investment, and inventories.
       On the other hand, there are have 
several components of demand that are 
mostly unresponsive to the business 
cycle. Spending on consumer services 
(largely medical spending and rent) 
varies little over the course of the 
business cycle.
       This point about the varying 
cyclicality of different sectors matters 
for recession predictions, because the 
highly cyclical components have shrunk 
sharply as a share of the economy in 
the last four decades, as the less cyclical 
components have grown.
       The other potential recession 
factor is the bursting of an asset 
bubble. Right now, there is no obvious 
bubble driving the economy, though it 
must be noted that property prices in 
the ASEAN region are trending close 
to bubble level. 

NEGATIVITY IN THE MARKETS?
In short, there is not an obvious 
recession story on the horizon. That 
doesn’t mean the economy can’t slow 
substantially, with the result being 
higher unemployment and a weakening 
labour market. There is evidence this is 
already the case. The growth numbers 

for the first half of 2019 are markedly slower than 2018. In the US, the tax cut stimulus 
had run its course. The markets in Asia are taking a beating from the US-China trade 
war. And Europe is rocked by Brexit and underlying structural issues.
       This has culminated in a phenomenon that some might deem as a harbinger for 
recession: negative interest rates. Negative interest rates are as crazy as they sound—
borrowers get paid and savers get penalised. Several of Europe’s central banks cut 
interest rates below zero in 2014, followed by the Bank of Japan. By mid-2016, some 500 
million people in a quarter of the world’s economies were living with rates in the red.
       But there is a logic to the madness. It takes spending to get an economy going in 
difficult times. After a massive crash like the Great Recession, institutions of all kinds get 
nervous and hoard cash. As experience now shows, the only organizations banks lend to 
in such circumstances are those that already have the money they need. Many SMEs can’t 
get capital to spend, which helps jump start the economy. So, central banks have to find 
new ways to get currency into circulation.
       Central bankers want to push people and institutions to invest in all sorts of other 
riskier assets instead of government bonds. Riskier assets include stocks, corporate 
bonds, and other assets that can transfer money to SMEs, which are more likely to 
circulate back into the economy.
       “It’s been more than 10 years after coming out of the greatest recession since the 
Great Depression and we’re still talking about quantitative easing,” said Andy Richman, 
director of fixed income for SunTrust Private Wealth Management. “Globally, you see 
central banks in a dovish manner, easing rates. I think the worry here is if we saw some 
type of altercation in the Mideast or the tariffs move up exponentially between the China 
and the US.”
       Negative interest rates have yet to make their way to China, the US, or any ASEAN 
economy. But that may not be out of the question. Former chairman of the US Federal 
Reserve, Alan Greenspan has said that if the US sees negative interest rates on its 
sovereign bonds, “it’s not that big of a deal.”

SHOULD WE START SAYING THE R WORD?
So, is a recession on the horizon? Again, if you asked 10 people on the street, you’ll get 
10 different answers. Be that as it may, the economy is definitely on a slowing trajectory. 
Trade is affected, as is manufacturing. The only bright spot is consumer spending—and it 
will only be a matter of time before families too hunker down and go on an austerity drive.
       As in every economic downturn, there is opportunity behind the crisis. SMEs with 
solid fundamentals and enough preparation can ride out the storm—and come out 
stronger on the other side. 
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I
n today’s age of plastics, composites, and other fancy materials, 
you’d think that wood is outdated. A relic of a bygone era even. 
Moreover, that wood has to come from somewhere—
deforestation is not sexy anymore.
       However, demand for wood furniture is expected to 
grow in the coming years. This growth will mainly be driven 
by demographic changes and economic growth—the world 
population is expected to increase, with their wealth also 
increasing through to 2030. A geographic shift in demand 

is also happening, with a growing China and India driving demand ahead of mature 
Western economies.
       Importantly, planted forests are emerging as a main source of wood supply. 
Technology is also improving the sustainable outlook of using wood, including 
developments such as increased plantation productivity through tree improvement, 
reduced wood requirements owing to expanded recycling, higher recovery, wider use of 
new composite products and production of cellulosic biofuel etc.

INDUSTRY OUTLOOK
In 2017, Malaysia exported RM23.2 billion worth of wood and wood products, primarily 
consisting of furniture and panel products, such as medium-density fibreboard (MDF) 
and plywood. The Government has set an annual growth target of 6.4 per cent for timber 
exports, which are estimated to be worth RM53 billion by 2020.
       The wood-based industry is also transitioning up the value chain, from mostly 
concentrating on primary processing activities and the production of generic products. 
Local companies are now differentiating themselves, by becoming Original Design 
Manufacturers (ODMs) and Original Brand Manufacturers (OBMs), producing high 
value-added furniture with creative and unique design aesthetics. This enables Malaysian 
companies to keep rising to the challenge of stiff global competition.
       As the world demand for sustainable and eco-friendly products increases, the 
furniture industry will be focused on investments in R&D and the innovation of new 
products, catering to this fast-growing consumer market in green and environmentally 
friendly products. This push comes when European and American consumers are 
increasingly eco-conscious when buying wood furniture, avoiding products without 
sustainable provenance.
       Although automation and Industry 4.0 in this sector has been slow to take off, 
manufacturers in the region have started to raise capital expenditures for technological 
investments. In Europe, which has an advanced wood-based manufacturing industry, 
technologies such as CAD modelling, CNC machining, and the use of Internet marketing 
has seen the industry in the region retain its competitive edge despite rising labour costs.

  JAPAN

  SINGAPORE

  TAIWAN

  UNITED STATES

  SOUTH KOREA

  UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

  AUSTRALIA

  UNITED KINGDOM

  INDIA
  PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA



CONSERVING THE FOREST
As the primary source of wood for 
millennia, forests have played a central 
role in the development of human 
civilization. They have provided timber, 
fuel, food, forage, shelter, and a host 
of minor forest products such as bark, 
baskets, dyes, and beeswax. Since their 
earliest days, humans have depended 
upon this bounty. However, over the 
course of the last several millennia, 
rising population densities have made 
overexploitation and degradation of 
forests around the world increasingly 
common.
       As civilization grew and forests 
dwindled, forest management techniques 
have been needed to regulate exploitation 
and improve the forest’s productivity. 
This practice of forest management is 
known as silviculture. 
       Though silviculture has been 
practiced since humans started cutting 
down forests, the modern practice is 
based on tightly regulated management, 
as well as enhancing the scientific base for 
the provision of environmental services. 
       With a shift to the sourcing of wood 
from planted forests and the exclusion of 
large tracts of natural forests from wood 
production, low-intensity logging has 
been abandoned in many countries. The 
development of technologies that made 
it possible to process wood irrespective 
of its natural qualities and size has also 
contributed to shifting attention away 
from these systems.
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       Research in silviculture now focuses more on integrating 
environmental, social and economic objectives according to the principles 
of sustainability. Implementation of sustainable forest management requires 
substantial strengthening of the science and technology base. To this end, 
much research focuses on ecosystem structure and functioning, the spatial 
and temporal linkages among ecosystem components and processes, and 
their relation to the immediate and larger social and economic context.
       For example, modelling and visualization software linking geographic 
information systems (GIS) and satellite imagery provides high-quality digital 
simulations of future forest landscapes to reveal changes that might result 
from natural processes, such as climate alterations, or human interventions, 
such as planting, thinning and harvesting. 

  WOODEN FURNITURE, BEDROOM

  FIBREBOARD

  CORK MANUFACTURE

  WOODEN FURNITURE, OFFICE

  PLYWOOD AND LAMINATED WOOD

  WOOD JOINERY AND CARPENTRY

  WOODEN FURNITURE, KITCHEN

  PARTICLEBOARD

  BARRELS, VATS, AND OTHER WOOD PACKING PRODUCTS

  RATTAN OR BAMBOO FURNITURE





focused on sustainability. As trees are 
important to the environment and the 
climate, it is crucial that wood is harvested 
only when needed. 
       In this instance, wood plantations, or 
silviculture is becoming more and more 
widespread in the region. Particularly, wood 
from disused estates can be used for timber, 
depending on the source.
       Rubberwood is a light-coloured 
medium-density hardwood obtained from 

T
he wood-based 
industry in Asia is 
considered a mature 
industry, but that 
doesn’t mean startups 
can’t enter this space. 
In fact, SMEs in the 
wood-based industry 

are doing more than just harvesting wood or 
making furniture.
       For one, the industry is increasingly 
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rubber trees, as its name implies. It 
is harvested when the rubber tree 
can no longer produce latex—making 
rubberwood an environmentally 
friendly wood. 
       In the past, rubber trees were 
burned at the end of the latex-
producing cycle in preparation for 
replanting. But recently, chemical 
treatment to protect the wood against 
insect and fungal attacks have been 
developed, making rubberwood a 
viable alternative to other, more 
unsustainable tropical hardwoods.
       One of the companies harvesting 
and processing rubberwood is R&N 
Timber Industries Sdn Bhd. Based 
in Sabah, Malaysia, R&N processes 
logs from rubber estates into sawn 
timbers. It has partnerships with 
rubber replanting companies, from 
where it sources rubberwood logs. 
       R&N is a licenced exporter from 
the Malaysian Timber Industry Board 
and the Sabah Forestry Department, 
which means its practices are 
sustainable. All of R&N’s products are 
exported overseas, mainly to China 
for secondary processing to make 
finished products.
       But in certain cases, recycling 
wood is preferable to harvesting live 
wood. In particular, precious tropical 
hardwoods like teak, mahogany, and 
ironwood are beautiful and hard-
wearing—but overexploitation has left 
their populations vulnerable. 
       Art of Tree Sdn Bhd 
specialises in marking modern 
contemporary furniture out of 
salvaged timber. Their source 
comes from fallen, dead, or 
unwanted trees in urban areas. 
       Salvaged urban trees are often 
irregularly shaped, cracked, or have 
cavities within them. Therefore, 
they are unpopular with timber 
merchants as raw material. Their 
internal imperfections also makes 
them unsuitable for processing into 
sawn planks.
       But Art of Tree embraces these 
flaws and turns these trees into 
furniture. Artful pieces incorporating 
irregular waves and gnarled grain are 
paired with resin and glass to produce 

functional furniture for houses and offices. 
       As well as timber, the wood industry also relies on adhesives to make boards for 
furniture. Particleboard is made from wood chips, sawmill shavings, or even sawdust—bound 
together by adhesives or other suitable binder.
       This type of engineered wood is increasingly used for mass market furniture due to its low 
cost and durability. But the traditional adhesive for making particleboard—urea-formaldehyde—
is toxic and carcinogenic during the manufacturing process.
       Materialize.X is looking to reduce dependence on this material, by developing 
adhesives for particleboard that can cure fast enough, achieve the same price and 
have consistently available feedstocks. In anticipating more stringent restrictions on 
formaldehyde-based glue, the company is seeking to expand their offerings to engineered 
wood manufacturers and beyond.

R&N TIMBER 
INDUSTRIES SDN BHD

R
&N 
processes 
rubber-
wood into 

timber for export. It is 
headed by Managing 
Director Neilson 
Chang, and works 
with rubber planta-
tion companies for 
wood sourcing.

ART OF TREE 
SDN BHD

A
rt of Tree 
turns 
salvaged 
trees 

from Malaysian 
urban areas into 
furniture. 
Managing Director 
Joey Woo believes 
that a greater 
purpose lies in the 
intricate marks of 
each fallen tree, 
and takes pride in 
creating 
conversation pieces 
tailored to stylistic 
preferences.

MATERIALIZE.X 

M
aterialize.X 
combines 
chemistry and 
data science to 

develop new sustainable 
adhesives and optimize 
manufacturing processes. 
Co-Founder & CEO Haidin 
F. Rashid’s team discovered 
the first scalable non-toxic 
adhesive, and aims to replace 
toxic urea-formaldehyde 
adhesive in the engineered 
wood industry.
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F
ood! Glorious Food!” That is the name of 
the famous song everyone can relate to 
from the 1968 musical “Oliver!” Everyone 
can relate to good food. In this world of 
many diverse cultures and languages, 
good food is the one thing that can bring 
everyone together.
       As many of you might know by now, 
good food has an almost magical way 

of making you happy. Even more so when you are sharing that 
food around friends and family while making merry. Each culture 
around the world has developed some sort of feast and cuisine that 
is meant to be shared. Such communal eating not only provides 
delicious meals, but uplifts the spirit of the feasters.
       The Chinese hotpot is one such cuisine. It is a delicious and 
fun communal eating experience that is thought to hail from 
Eastern China. Typically, it involves a huge bowl of broth placed 
in the centre of a table that is heated there via induction or flame. 
Ingredients ranging from raw vegetables to thinly sliced meats are 
also placed on the table (or sometimes on a nearby cart) so that 
diners can submerge them in the broth to cook before eating.
       While it is certainly a popular Chinese dish that you’ll stumble 
upon when traveling in China, it isn’t terribly common elsewhere, 
with the exception of a few different variations in other Asian 
countries. However, a few enterprising individuals have found 
themselves with the opportunity to spread the joys of hotpot 
throughout the world. Hotpot is now growing in popularity all over 
the globe and there are no signs of it slowing down.

COMPILED 
BY 

JORDAN 
LOW

THE KING OF HOTPOT
“Zhang would leave 
his low-wage jobs and 
opened his first shop 
in 1994 with only 
4 tables in a small 
booth. He’s admitted 
that he didn’t even 
have a cooking 
background, or a 
strong handle on 
preparing the traditional 
Sichuan hotpot dish, 
he told Forbes.”



   PERSONALITY      32

to reach this goal. Owing to his low-wage 
factory worker life, Zhang loved learning and 
tried hard to improve his life circumstances. 
As a result of his own life experiences, he 
clearly empathised with the challenges and 
aspirations of his young employees coming 
from rural areas or small towns

RECIPE FOR SUCCESS
With a meritorious and fair management 
system as its core driving philosophy, 
Haidilao’s employees became a loyal and 
dedicated bunch who were committed to 
providing the best possible customer dining 
experience possible. Haidilao’s high levels 
of employee loyalty is rare in the Chinese 

       If there is one name that has become synonymous with hotpot as of late, it 
would be Zhang Yong, CEO and founder of Haidilao. Zhang’s story is that of the 
classic underdog. Through his entrepreneurial nature and perseverance, he was 
able to go from a high-school dropout to a world renown magnate and one of 
Singapore’s richest restaurateur.
       In this edition of SME, we will dive into the history of Zhang Yong’s success and 
see how he became the proverbial king of hotpot.

THE HUMBLEST OF BEGINNINGS
Zhang Yong was born in the late 1970 to a poor family. Life was rough for the 
young Zhang who grew up in the rural Sichuan province. By 19 years of age, he had 
dropped out of high school and had started work as a welder. He did not even eat at 
a restaurant until he was at this age.
       In an interview with Bloomberg, Zhang said that his first restaurant experience 
was in a rural part of Jianyang, Sichuan. While the teenager normally ate at his 
factory’s employee cafeteria, which served unsatisfying food most of the time, he 
still came away from his first restaurant experience unimpressed with the rude staff 
and subpar hotpot meal.
       His entrepreneurial story wouldn’t get started until 1994, when Zhang got 
into an argument with his employers over being denied a company apartment for 
himself and his then fiancée (Shu Ping).
       Zhang would leave his low-wage jobs and opened his first shop in 1994 with 
only 4 tables in a small booth. He’s admitted that he didn’t even have a cooking 
background, or a strong handle on preparing the traditional Sichuan hotpot dish, he 
told Forbes.
       The man would not give up however. He dreamed of providing customers an 
inviting and memorable restaurant experience, and was determined to stop at nothing 

He was known for 
his slogan that 
“employees are 
more important 
than customers”. 



MADE TO LAST
With the continued success of Haidilao, 
the brand was able to expand and 
gain popularity outside of China. The 
business now has restaurants around 
the world, and its popularity shows no 
sign of slowing down. With the future of 
the company secured, Zhang turned his 
attentions to even greater aspirations.
       In 2010, Haidilao established its 
own university in order to systematically 
train its restaurant managers. Many of 
the teachers are experienced managers 
in their own right who are happy to 
share their knowledge. There is also 
a system of apprenticeship in place 
for frontline staff to learn from their 
seniors. In this way, Haidilao’s culture 
and values continue to be shared 
consistently across all of its employees.
       The road ahead is not without 
challenges. As the brand expands globally, 
Haidilao will need to figure out a way 
to adapt its work ethic to the myriad of 
different cultures around the world. What 
worked in the Asian market may not 
necessarily work abroad of course.
       Additionally, the company has 
not gone without its fair share of 

business world. In many ways, Haidilao 
is almost a utopian workplace with many 
similarities to Lincoln Electric in the past.
       From a strategic perspective, 
Haidilao has structured very attractive 
pay incentives and welfare packages for 
its staff. Outstanding employees may 
even receive free apartments, parental 
subsidies, children’s educational 
allowances and other benefits. There are 
even incentives in place when employees 
provide referrals to family and friends.
       Additionally, Haidilao only 
promotes its people from within. 
This means that higher ranking 
managers often get there through 
their own hard work, making their 
way up from the bottom. It motivates 
those within to work even harder 
to achieve their aspirations because 
there is no glass ceiling and everyone 
has fair opportunity regardless of 
background. Manager performance 
is also not measured in just revenue. 
Both customer satisfaction and overall 
employee morale are taken into 
consideration during evaluations.
       Zhang has also been known to go out 
of the way to demonstrate his appreciation 
for his employees. He was known for 
his slogan that “employees are more 
important than customers”. The value of 
kindness and care has taken deep root in 
Haidilao’s work culture and its employees 
have clearly resonated with it. This same 
genuine kindness is similarly extended 
towards customers as well.
       Another reason for the company’s 
success could be attributed to the choice 
to take the business’ growth slowly 
and steadily. Rather than franchising 
the brand out to promote rapid growth 
and short-term gains, Zhang played 
the long game, choosing to directly run 
chain restaurants. This resulted in much 
slower growth. The business’ system 
of internal promotion also meant that 
the capacity to open new restaurants 
was reliant on the rate at which it could 
churn out managers from ground up.
       However, slow is fast in this case. 
Haidilao took all the time and resources 
it needed to implement its customer 
and employee-centric philosophy. As 
a result, they are consistently able to 
deliver and sustain its extraordinary 
customer service and maintain 
extraordinary empowered employees as 
key competitive advantages.
       Maintaining both of these aspects 
would have been very hard to do if 
the brand was franchised. Haidilao 
is so successful because of a cohesive 
and coherent business model built 
up consistently across the strategic, 
political and cultural dimensions.

controversy. Haidilao has experienced 
several scandals before where hygiene 
problems were discovered in two of 
its restaurants. However, the company 
swiftly and tactfully averted the crisis 
by acknowledging its mistakes and 
closed the two restaurants for a full 
clean-up, revealing their full plan of 
action to the public. 
       The business also did not publicly 
shame the individuals responsible, 
displaying their consistency with 
its customer-centric and employee-
centric philosophy. The honest and 
transparent actions of the company 
earned the public’s respect and the 
brand was barely damaged. 
       Thanks to Zhang’s shrewd 
leadership and his conviction to 
remain fair and kind to his employees, 
the future of Haidilao looks to remain 
bright. Despite remaining in a rather 
hands-on role at the company, Zhang 
still often gives credit to employees 
who come up with popular ideas. 
       “If you want creativity, you have to 
let your workers invent and use their 
creations,” he said in an interview with 
the Wall Street Journal. 
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n 2017, one of the most destructive storms on record, Hurricane 
Harvey slammed into Texas. Homes and businesses were deluged 
by 40 inches of rain, while 200 km/h winds whipped anything 
that wasn’t nailed down into the Gulf of Mexico.
       Countless small businesses were devastated by the hurricane. 
Gaille Media, a small Internet marketing agency, was almost one 
of them. Their office was flooded despite being on the second 
floor. Staff could not re-enter the building for three months—
when they could, they found that everything was destroyed and 

there were dangerous levels of mold present.
       However, its operations were barely affected. With a business continuity plan in place, 
Gaille Media could keep its staff working even with the office destroyed. Because its data 
was stored in the cloud, no one lost access to critical data. In fact, when it came time to 
decide where to relocate, the owner ultimately decided to keep the company decentralised, 
allowing workers to continue working remotely.

mainly on restoring an IT infrastructure 
and operations after a crisis. It's actually 
just one part of a complete business 
continuity plan, as a BCP looks at the 
continuity of the entire organization.
       You can rely on IT to implement DR 
solutions, but what about the rest of your 
business? Your company’s future depends 
on your people and processes. Being able 
to handle any incident effectively can 
have a positive effect on your company's 
reputation and market value, and it can 
increase customer confidence.
       The lack of a BCP doesn’t just mean 
your organization will take longer than 
necessary to recover from an event or 
incident. You could go out of business 
for good. Many SMEs often shutter their 
doors when a disaster hits their local area. 
       Without a BCP, management will 
often be at a loss to communicate vital 
information to stakeholders, as well as 
getting operations up and running as soon 
as possible. 

Disaster can strike at any moment, 
without advance notice. Even when we 
can see it coming, multiple things can 
go wrong—every incident is unique and 
unfolds in unexpected ways. 
       When business is disrupted, it can 
cost money. Lost revenue plus extra 
expenses equals reduced profits—not 
to mention the time needed to restart 
business after a disaster. Moreover, 
insurance doesn’t cover everything, and 
cannot replace customers that are lost to 
the competition. 
       Therefore, a good business continuity 
plan (BCP) should be in place to minimise 
disruption to business operations. To give 
your business the best shot at success 
during a disaster, you need to put a 
current, tested plan in the hands of all 
personnel responsible for carrying out any 
part of that plan. 
       Many people think a disaster recovery 
(DR) plan is the same as a business 
continuity plan, but a DR plan focuses 

I

  Conduct a business impact analysis to identify
time-sensitive or critical business functions and 
processes and the resources that support them.

  Identify, document, and implement to recover
critical business functions and processes.

  Organize a business continuity team and compile
a business continuity plan to manage a business 
disruption.

  Conduct training for the business continuity
team and testing and exercises to evaluate 
recovery strategies and the plan.
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BUSINESS IMPACT ANALYSIS
Before planning for a BCP, you should 
first draw up a business impact analysis 
(BIA).
       A BIA measures (quantitatively and 
qualitatively) the business impact or 
loss of business processes in the event 
of a disruption. It is used to identify 
recovery priorities, recovery resource 
requirements, and essential staff and to 
help shape a business continuity plan. It 
also uses information to make decisions 
about recovery priorities and strategies. 
Potential loss scenarios should be 
identified during a risk assessment.
       In the BIA, you should first 
differentiate critical (urgent) and non-
critical (non-urgent) functions. Those 
functions or processes with the highest 
potential operational and financial 

impacts become priorities for restoration. 
       The point in time when a function 
or process must be recovered, before 
unacceptable consequences could occur, 
is often referred to as the recovery time 
objective. Maximum time constraints 
for how long an enterprise's key 
products or services can be unavailable 
or undeliverable before stakeholders 
perceive unacceptable consequences are 
known as maximum tolerable downtime.
       You may also need to consider that 
operations may also be interrupted by the 
failure of a supplier of goods or services 
or delayed deliveries should a large-scale 
disaster occur. 

CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS
When an emergency occurs, the need 
to communicate is immediate. If 

business operations are disrupted, 
customers will want to know how they 
will be impacted. Employees and their 
families will be concerned and want 
information. Neighbours living near 
the facility may need information—
especially if they are threatened by the 
incident. All of these audiences will 
want information before the business 
has a chance to begin communicating.
       An important component of the 
preparedness program is the crisis 
communications plan. A business 
must be able to respond promptly, 
accurately, and confidently during an 
emergency in the hours and days that 
follow. The image of the business can 
be positively or negatively impacted by 
public perceptions of the handling of 
the incident.
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During and following an incident, each 
audience will seek information that is 
specific to them. “How does the incident 
affect my order, job, safety, community…?” 
These questions need to be answered 
when communicating with each audience.
       After identifying the audiences 
and the spokesperson assigned to 
communicate with each audience, the 
next step is to script messages. Writing 
messages during an incident can be 
challenging due to the pressure caused 
by “too much to do” and “too little time.” 
Therefore, it is best to script message 
templates in advance if possible.

BUSINESS RECOVERY STRATEGIES
Recovery strategies are means to restore 
business operations to a minimum 

acceptable level following a business 
disruption. In the aftermath of the 
disaster, priority should be focused on 
the most critical processes identified in 
the BIA.

From the BIA, a plan can be developed. 
It involves:
  Identifying the scope of the plan.
  Identifying key business areas.
  Identifying critical functions.
  Identifying dependencies between 

  various business areas and functions.
  Determining acceptable downtime for 

  each critical function.
  Creating a plan to maintain operations.

One common business continuity 
planning tool is a checklist that includes 

supplies and equipment, the location of 
data backups and backup sites, where the 
plan is available and who should have it, 
and contact information for emergency 
responders, key personnel and backup 
site providers.
       Fuller recovery strategies require 
resources including people, facilities, 
equipment, materials and information 
technology. An analysis of the resources 
required to execute recovery strategies 
should be conducted to identify gaps. 
For example, if a machine fails but other 
machines are readily available to make 
up lost production, then there is no 
resource gap. However, if all machines 
are lost due to a flood, and insufficient 
undamaged inventory is available to meet 
customer demand until production is 

CUSTOMERS

COMPANY MANAGEMENT AND INVESTORS

SURVIVORS IMPACTED BY THE INCIDENT AND THEIR FAMILIES

EMPLOYEES AND THEIR FAMILIES

NEWS AND MEDIA

SUPPLIERS
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restored, production might be made up 
by machines at another facility—whether 
owned or contracted.
       Another example would be for order 
processing. If the electronic order entry 
system goes down, staff can back up 
to using paper order forms. This is an 
example of a ‘manual workaround’ when 
IT resources are not available. When the 
IT system is back online, there should be 
a system in place to handle the paper data 
generated. You can establish control logs 
to document transactions and track their 
progress through the manual system.
       Other strategies may involve 
contracting with third parties, 
entering into partnership or reciprocal 

agreements or displacing other activities 
within the company. Staff with in-depth 
knowledge of business functions and 
processes are in the best position to 
determine what will work. Possible 
alternatives should be explored and 
presented to management for approval 
and to decide how much to spend.
       But one way to ensure your plan is 
not successful is to adopt a casual attitude 
toward its importance. Every business 
continuity plan must be supported from 
the top down. That means every internal 
stakeholder, including senior management 
must be represented when creating and 
updating the plan—no one can delegate 
that responsibility to subordinates. In 

addition, the plan is likely to remain 
fresh and viable if senior management 
makes it a priority by dedicating time 
for adequate review and testing.
       Management is also key to 
promoting user awareness. If 
employees don't know about the 
plan, how will they be able to react 
appropriately when every minute 
counts? Although plan distribution 
and training can be conducted 
by business unit managers or HR 
staff, have someone from the top 
kick off training and punctuate its 
significance. It'll have a greater impact 
on all employees, giving the plan more 
credibility and urgency. 
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O
n Christmas Day, 
1996, a 
newsstand called 
Magbit was 
opened in 1 

Utama. Established by 
entrepreneur Dang Tai Luk, the 
business focused on print media 
retail. Shortly afterwards, the 
evolution of the brand started 
when a branch was opened in 
Mid Valley Megamall under the 
myNEWS.com name.
       Dang said, “We created 
Mynews as a brand to elevate 
the brand in line with the 
contemporary newsstand 
concept. The .com was added to 
ride on the e-commerce wave at 
the time.”

EVOLUTION OF THE BRAND
Today, Mynews has transformed 
itself into Malaysia’s number 2 
convenience store chain. The 

MYNEWS RETAIL SDN BHD 
OVER THE PAST DECADE, MANY FAST-MOVING 
COMPANIES HAVE WON THE SME100 AWARDS. 
SINCE THEN, THEY HAVE MOVED ON EVEN FASTER 
TO GREATER ACHIEVEMENTS. HERE, WE BRING 
YOU THE STORY OF HOMEGROWN CONVENIENCE 
STORE CHAIN MYNEWS RETAIL SDN BHD, WHICH 
WON THE INAUGURAL SME100 AWARDS IN 2009.

company is opening 10 stores a 
month nationwide—sometimes up 
to 3 stores a day. Mynews issued 
its IPO in 2016, and recently 
celebrated opening its 500th 
store this year, while revamping 
the way convenience stores in 
Malaysia are run.
       “If you look at Japan, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and even in this 
region, all the convenience store 
brands are from Japan,” said 
Dang. “In Japan, 7-Eleven, Family 
Mart, and Lawson’s operate a 
total of 60,000 stores. And their 
product is amazing. Their food 
is of high quality, and sometimes 
better than that from a restaurant. 
So we have to follow the leaders, 
follow the best in the industry.”
       “Even though the 
convenience store has been 
around for a long time in 
Malaysia, as an industry it is 
still underdeveloped. So when 



brands like Family Mart came 
into Malaysia, it woke the market 
up. But this process already 
started during our IPO in 2016. 
It showed that convenience retail 
is a promising sector. Today, 
convenience stores are a thing 
that Malaysians are interested in 
and look forward to.”
       But there were still challenges 
that Mynews had to overcome. 
For example, fresh food in 
convenience stores is widespread 
in Japan, but still not yet existent 
in Malaysia. Dang said, “In Japan, 
food processing centres are 
everywhere. Similar to Thailand, 
where 7-Eleven is operated by CP 
All, which is a massive company 
that produces their own food. In 
Malaysia, we were struggling with 
vendors, which had consistency 
and production issues.” 
       “Which is why we took 
the initiative to open our own 

(then known as Bison Stores Sdn 
Bhd) was one of the first batch 
of winners for the inaugural 
SME100 Awards. Through 
examination of public records 
and cooperation with credit 
bureaus, Mynews was awarded 
the SME100 as it was indeed a 
fast-moving company with much 
future potential.
       Of that, Dang said, “It 
was the earliest award that we 
obtained. The credibility and 
recognition that we got was very 
inspirational. At the time, we 
did not pay attention to these 
awards, but we were surprised 
and touched by the fact that the 
SME100 team used our public 
data to award us as a fast-
moving company.”
       “And it has been proven 
correct, as we have grown by 
leaps and bounds since then to 
eventually undergo an IPO. Even 

RM100 million, 120,000 sq ft 
processing centre. It can serve 
up to 600 outlets. We were not 
able to develop this ourselves, 
so we partnered with a bakery 
and a fresh food specialist from 
Japan. They actually approached 
us, following our IPO as it 
was reported in Nikkei. The 
Japanese are crazy about 
convenience stores, so when a 
homegrown brand manages to 
go public, they sit up and take 
notice,” he continued.
       “So we built the plant jointly, 
which started operations in June 
of this year. The baked goods and 
ready-to-eat meals that you see in 
our shops is no different from that 
in Tokyo—as fresh, as nice, and 
importantly 100 per cent halal.”

WINNING THE INAUGURAL 
SME100 AWARDS
In 2009, Mynews Retail Sdn Bhd 

after our IPO, in 2016, we 
had a market capitalisation 
of RM300 million. Now, we 
touched the RM1 billion mark. 
With that kind of recognition 
by SME100, we couldn’t go 
wrong. The recognition tells 
you that you are heading in the 
right direction and going on 
the right path,” he continued.
       For the future, Dang 
wants to remind would be 
entrepreneurs not to lose their 
motivation. “You need passion 
and perseverance to succeed 
in this sector, or any sector for 
that matter. Importantly, you 
need grit. It’s hard to define 
grit, but I like to say that it 
relates to setbacks. No matter 
what happens to you or your 
business, you have to wake up 
in the morning, persevere, and 
go about your day. Success will 
come to those with grit.” 
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ZEN ROOMS
L

aunched in Indonesia in 2015, ZEN Rooms 
founders, Nathan and Kiren have made it their 
personal mission to provide vacationers 
throughout Southeast Asia with a paradise at 

cheap prices. Since its inception, ZEN Rooms has grown 
to become one of the largest hotel franchises in the 
Philippines and has a respectable presence in 5 countries 
across the region. 
       The business has managed to secure some of the 
best selection of hotels and serviced apartments in 
central locations, providing customers with a quality 
and convenient accommodation at the heart of popular 
tourist locations.
       ZEN Rooms prides itself in providing excellent 
service, from providing 24/7 customer care for guests 
to training hotel staff to the highest standards. The 
company also works closely with partners to optimise 
their sales and manage their properties effectively.
       If you wish to pursue a partnership with ZEN 
Rooms, the company is more than willing to help with 
operations, sales, and marketing. The business provides 
assistance with everything ranging from property 
management, cost optimisation, revenue optimisation, 
branding, and ensuring customer satisfaction. 

L
ong gone are the days of making room 
reservations via telephone as the digital 
age gives travellers the opportunity to 
easily look for information on room 
rates, promotional prices, and reviews 
on the internet. With the rapid 
advancement in technology, changes to 

the internet and transportation has made travelling far 
easier and convenient than ever before.
       A rise in both domestic and international tourism 
has resulted in the rise of the budget hotel concept. 
The sheer number of such hotels that have appeared in 
recent years has changed the landscape of the hospitality 
industry. With so many different hotel start-ups, people 
grasp every opportunity and blend it with ideas of their 
own to their advantage.
       The total retail value of the global hotel industry 
was over 500 billion USD in 2018 alone. The travel and 
tourism market is flooded with millions of new customers 
every year from all parts of the world; many of whom 
have access to disposable income and are willing to spend 
it exploring the world. 
       Budget hotels are making things even cheaper at the 
cost of several compromises. But many are willing to 
put up with less amenities and may even take it as part 
of the experience. All this combined has allowed budget 
hotels to thrive in a market where high-end and luxurious 
accommodations dominate.
       In this edition of SME, we will look at a few budget hotel 
franchises that have been making headway around Asia.

BY 
JORDAN 

LOW
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MAD MONKEY HOSTELS
M

ad Monkeys Hostels has its humble beginnings in Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia. In 2011, three humble backpackers 
were impressed by the charm and hospitality of the 
Cambodian people, all the while being taken aback by the 

contrasting poverty they experienced. Mad Monkeys was thus born 
as a way for them to give back to the people.
       Travelers were quickly drawn to the vibrant atmosphere 
and social responsibility at the core of the company. Since then, 
the company has grown to be one of Asia’s largest; serving over 
350,000 customers a year in Cambodia, Thailand, and Australia. 
Mad Monkeys continue to grow and expand at a blinding rate as 
more hostels, property owners, and partners adopt Mad Monkey’s 
way of delivering the ultimate customer experience.
       Mad Monkeys are always looking for partners that are willing 
to give back to the community. As such, they require franchisees 
to make commitments to raise funds for recognised local charities 
within 12 months of opening. As for support, Mad Monkeys 
also offers management and hospitality training services to 
help franchisees run their hostels effectively. They also provide 
assistance on the F&B side of things as well. Their HR experience is 
also offered in order to speed up recruitment of effective employees.
       Franchise fees are relatively low and the company regularly 
rewards partners by reducing fees for delivering on their social 
responsibilities and exceptional customer service.  

ISLANDS STAY HOTELS
I

slands Stay Hotels is The Islands Group’s 
latest addition to its ever-growing travel 
focused portfolio, geared towards providing 
tourists the best possible travel experience 

with high-value-chic hotels. The hotels cater to the 
modern day crowd and independent-minded travellers 
who are always on the go.
       The hotel, with its roots in Cebu, is patterned 
after the Japanese concept of no-fuss, no-frills 
accommodations, the first of its kind in its niche; and 
is growing more and more popular in the Philippines. 
The hotel chain is set to open more rooms in Cebu as 
well as expanding its accommodations and services to 
Palawan, Manila, Bohol, and Boracay in the near future.
       Islands Stay Hotels gives its utmost efforts to 
make things easier for franchisees. They are a flexible 
franchise solution that works best in key tourist 
destinations and areas with high concentration of 
transients and a lack of value accommodations. 
Depending on the location of the prospective hotel, and 
the number of rooms planned to be built, Islands Stay’s 
franchise fee ranges from Php1.5–2.5 million. If the 
franchisee so choses, they can allow Islands Stay to run 
the hotels for them.
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program reducing regulations on business and accelerating 
privatisation overnight. 
       Having a strong domestic market, low private debt, low 
unemployment rate, flexible currency, and not being dependent on 
a single export sector, Poland’s economy is considered to be one 
of the strongest and fastest-growing in Eastern Europe. During 
the 2008-09 economic slowdown Poland was the only EU country 
to avoid a recession, in part because of the government’s loose 
fiscal policy combined with a commitment to rein in spending 
in the medium-term. On the other hand, Poland is the largest 
recipient of EU development funds and their cyclical allocation 
can significantly impact the rate of economic growth.
       The main Polish industry players are mainly involved in heavy 
industry. Trains, trams, buses, and even helicopters and planes 
are built by Polish companies. This proficiency in heavy industry 
comes as a legacy of Soviet equipment factories, who were swiftly 
transformed into private companies upon Poland’s transition to a 
market economy.
       Aside from transport, Polish companies are also involved in 

L
ocated in the heart of Europe, Poland is in a 
strategic position between Western Europe and 
Russia. Unfortunately for its inhabitants, Poland 
has been repeatedly conquered by its neighbours, 
partitioned between empires, and victimised by 
war. But with an indomitable spirit, the Polish 

people have never given up their dream of nationhood, and now 
Poland is one of the shining lights in Central Europe.
       After bringing its Communist era to a close, economic reforms 
enabled Poland to increase its GDP and living standards on par 
with the rest of Western Europe. With its transformation to a 
democratic, market-oriented country largely completed and with 
large investments in defense, energy, and other infrastructure, 
Poland is a full member of the European Union (though not part of 
the Euro currency union).
       Poland has the sixth-largest economy in the EU and has 
long had a reputation as a business-friendly country with largely 
sound macroeconomic policies. Since 1990, Poland has pursued 
a policy of economic liberalisation—with the “shock therapy” 

POLAND: BY 
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   TRADE      

Official Name: Republic of Poland (Rzeczpospolita Polska)  Population: 38,420,687 (July 2018 est.)  Capital: Warsaw  Major Languages: Polish (official), English and other European languages 
widely spoken  Currency: zloty (PLN)  Major Industries: machine building, iron and steel, coal mining, chemicals, shipbuilding, food processing, glass, beverages, textiles  Major Export 
Commodities: machinery and transport equipment, intermediate manufactured goods, miscellaneous manufactured goods, food and live animals  Major Export Partners: Germany, Czech 

Republic, United Kingdom, France, Italy, Netherlands  Major Import Commodities: machinery and transport equipment, intermediate manufactured goods, chemicals, minerals, fuels, lubricants, and related materials  
Major Import Partners: Germany, China, Russia, Netherlands, Italy, France, Czech Republic  GDP: US$1.126 trillion (2017 est.)  GDP Per Capita: US$29,600 (2017 est.)  Country code top-level domain: .pl
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Important items on the list of 
traded goods include machinery 
and mechanical appliances, 
electrical and electro-technical 
equipment, transport equipment, 
and agricultural products.
       As ASEAN transitions from 
an export-oriented economy 
to one driven by domestic 
consumption, Polish exporters 
are expecting an increase in 
demand for EU-made goods. In 
addition, free-trade agreements 
between the EU and ASEAN 
nations will also ease market 
access for Polish companies. 
       One important area seems to 
be defence cooperation. In 2011, 
Poland fulfilled a contract signed 

in 2003 for the delivery of 48 
Polish PT-91M tanks to Malaysia 
and in 2013 Brunei received the 
first four of 12 S-70i Black Hawk 
helicopters, which are being 
produced in Mielec. 
       On the other hand, there is 
great demand in Poland for food 
and intermediate manufactured 
goods from ASEAN countries. 
In particular, the growing halal 
sector presents an opportunity 
for exporters in the region. 
Tourism from Poland and other 
Eastern European countries 
are also on the rise due to 
their increasing affluence and 
awareness of Southeast Asian 
destinations. 

chemicals manufacturing, medi-
cines, and military equipment. 
Poland is also one of the world's 
biggest producers of copper, 
silver and coal, as well as an agri-
cultural exporter within the EU.

POLISH TRADE WITH ASEAN
As a member of the EU, Poland’s 
trade with ASEAN is often 
conducted through the EU trade 
mechanism. However, in recent 
years, Poland has also reached 
out to ASEAN countries in its 
own right.
       In 2013, Poland began the 
groundwork to activate its Asia 
policy and build its position in the 
region. By receiving ASEAN lead-
ers and making reciprocal trips to 
the region, these encounters have 
resulted in upgraded relations 
with Vietnam and Thailand to 
the “strategic dialogue” level and 
in the signing of documents on 
avoidance of double taxation and 
cooperation on agriculture and 
science. Poland has also strength-
ened defence cooperation with 
Malaysia, Vietnam, Indonesia, 
Thailand and Brunei.
       The most significant export 
market for Poland in the region, 
and the third largest in Asia (after 
China and India), is Singapore 
(US$480 million), which serves 
as a regional hub and entry point 
to other countries, followed by 
Malaysia (US$195 million) and 
Thailand (US$167 million). 



This concept of affordances was subsequently 
picked up by the fields of computer science 
and information systems to describe how 
people interact with technology. An affordance 
perspective suggests that people and 
information technology are fundamentally 
intertwined with one another. Technology 
changes the possible actions of people and 
organizations, while the ways in which people 
and organizations use technology change the 
effects of the technology in practice.
       More recently, this perspective has 
been extended to the organizational level. 
Technologies can change the organizational 
environment in which they are used, enabling 
a new set of affordances. As companies 
learn and employ new digital affordances, 
organizations will need to change in 
response. A key implication of an affordance 
perspective on digital strategy is that it shifts 
the focus from the features of the technology 

 

T
he value of technology is 
found in the new 
capabilities it enables for 
a business, not simply in 
owning it. As with duct 
tape, a single technology 
may elicit many possible 

strategic moves.
       Digital strategy is about adapting the 
organization to a changing environment in 
a way that leads to a sustainable competitive 
advantage. The theory of affordances may 
help organizations tackle the digital strategy 
development process proactively.
       The term affordances was created by 
psychologist James J. Gibson to describe the 
possible ways that humans or other animals 
can interact with their environment. It 
treats the animal and its environment not as 
fundamentally separate from one another but 
as inextricably entangled. The environment 
determines the actions available to the animal 
while the animal can alter the environment in 
ways that change its capabilities for acting. For 
example, an affordance of the electric lightbulb 
is the ability for people to see or read at night, 
which, in turn, allows employees to work in 
nondaylight hours.
       In his 1979 book, The Ecological 
Approach to Visual Perception, Gibson offers 
the following definition of affordances:

The affordances of the environment 
are what it offers the animal, what it 
provides or furnishes, either for good 
or ill. The verb to afford is found in 
the dictionary, the noun affordance 
is not. I have made it up. I mean by 
it something that refers to both the 
environment and the animal in a way 
that no existing term does. It implies 
the complementarity of the animal and 
the environment.

to a focus on how technology enables new 
strategic actions for people and organizations 
to engage.

DUCT TAPE AND DIGITAL STRATEGIES
At the most basic level, an affordances 
perspective suggests that merely owning and 
implementing technology is not enough to 
deliver business advantage. While this insight 
may seem obvious at first glance, it is striking 
how often organizations behave as though 
it isn’t. They either believe that the mere 
adoption of the latest technology will improve 
their business prospects, or they focus all their 
efforts on implementation, without applying 
the time or resources to make the types of 
organizational changes needed to benefit from 
the possibilities the technologies offer.
       Perhaps the most paradigmatic example 
of a nondigital object enabling multiple actions 
is duct tape. Duct tape arrived on the scene in 

46    TECHNOLOGY      

BY 
GERALD C. 

KANE, JONATHAN 
R. COPULSKY, ANH 

NGUYEN PHILLIPS, AND 
GARTH ANDRUS



is a digital equivalent of duct tape. Some 
companies—like many of the major media 
outlets—use Twitter to broaden the reach 
of their content. Others, such as Delta Air 
Lines, JetBlue, and Southwest, use Twitter 
as a highly effective customer service tool, 
enabling them to support customers in a fluid 
service environment. Still others use Twitter 
as a business intelligence tool. One US-based 
health care company uses data generated 
by customers on Twitter to identify areas of 
improvement in business operations. Auto 
manufacturer Nissan uses Twitter to help 
inform its marketing campaigns. The American 
Red Cross and the US Geological Survey use 
keyword monitoring to more quickly identify 
natural disasters than might otherwise be 
possible through traditional channels.

DISCOVERING HIDDEN AFFORDANCES
The point here is simply that there is often 

the 1940s as a durable and flexible tape that 
could be used in various wartime applications. 
The original version was army green and 
its original name, duck tape, reflected its 
water-repellent character. Post-World War II, 
the product found new uses in construction, 
including holding metal ducts together. A 
change in color to gray and a change in name 
to “duct tape” followed.
       Even though the early civilian application 
for duct tape was to literally seal ducts, 
the possible actions this object enables in 
different settings is staggering. It can be used 
as a clothing decoration, to build wallets, to 
fix various issues in spaceflight, to stabilize 
helicopter rotors, to craft vessels for carrying 
water, and even as a treatment for warts.
       To say there is only one “right” use for 
duct tape is silly. Likewise, it is silly to say 
there is only one “right” way to use certain 
technologies. Social media, for example, 

more than one “right” way to use a particular 
technology to support business goals. The 
challenge for organizations is to figure out in 
the various ways a tool or platform might work 
for them.
       Some of the possible strategic implications 
of technology may not be immediately 
obvious. The affordance literature refers to 
these as “hidden” affordances, possibilities 
for acting that we may not immediately 
recognize. The potential strategic actions of 
these hidden affordances only become clear 
once an organization begins to use them and 
becomes more aware of their potential. An 
affordance perspective suggests that the path 
toward digital maturity is a recursive process 
in which technologies and the organizational 
environment mutually influence one another 
over time, rather than a linear progression.

PROGRESSIVE AFFORDANCES: 
WALK BEFORE YOU RUN
In our survey, we find that the goals of digital 
strategy differ by digital maturity stage. Early-
stage companies focus mostly on improving 
customer service and engagement. Developing 
companies tend to focus more on improving 
innovation and business decision-making. 
Maturing companies, however, are most likely 
to add transforming the business to these 
strategic goals. Indeed, at the highest levels of 
digital maturity, all these goals come into play.
       These findings lead to several possible 
implications.
       First, they may mean that companies 
need to learn to walk before they can run 
with technology. Early-stage companies 
shouldn’t try to jump straight to transforming 
their businesses if they haven’t first 
learned the basics of improved customer 
service and efficiency. By focusing on these 
basics, companies can begin utilizing 
the technologies and make the necessary 
organizational changes to maximize 
their impact. This use will then begin to 
reveal hidden affordances, possibilities 
for innovation and decision-making, as 
companies build on these more basic 
capabilities. Once companies have mastered 
new forms of innovation and data-driven 
decision-making, they will be ready to begin 
thinking about transforming their businesses.
       Second, our results suggest that the 
maturity levels we found may actually be 
differences in kind instead of incremental 
improvements. That is, maturing companies 
work in profoundly different ways than do 
early-stage and developing companies. To 
progress to the next stage, becoming better at 
digital efforts may be insufficient; companies 
may need to approach those efforts differently 
to continue to the next stage of maturity.
       Third, our data may also mean that 
the lead of digitally maturing companies 



trouble than it was worth.
       In contrast, the retailer Zara—one of the 
fastest growing companies in the world—is 
often credited with using an IT infrastructure 
to deliver “fast fashion” by looking for 
inspiration from popular designs and getting 
the clothing to the marketplace in a matter 
of days. Zara spends about 25 per cent of 
the industry average on technology, yet it has 
continued to grow. This comparison makes 
clear that the acquisition and deployment of 
advanced technology is not a substitute for a 
strong digital strategy. Technology is secondary 
to the strategy it enables.
       This continues a theme that we’ve seen 
manifest itself in our research across the 
years of the study: Digital strategy isn’t 
just thinking of new initiatives that enable 
organizations to do business in the same 
way but slightly more efficiently. Instead, it 
involves fundamentally rethinking how you 
do business in light of all the digital trends 
occurring both inside and outside your 
organization. It involves identifying potential 
new services, sources of revenue, and ways of 
interacting with employees.

COLLECTIVE AFFORDANCES
Organizations won’t likely work effectively if 
all the stakeholders are using the technology in 
significantly different ways. UC Santa Barbara 
professor Paul M. Leonardi introduces the 

over less mature companies will begin to 
compound. The most mature companies are 
still trying to do things differently to leverage 
their advantages. The real path toward 
digital transformation may only begin once 
companies reach the maturing stage.

FALSE AFFORDANCES
False affordances are actions that do not 
have any real function. Digital strategies are 
particularly susceptible to false affordances. 
False digital affordances are those that 
may give the perception of an organization 
being more digitally mature without actually 
contributing to the effective functioning of the 
organization. Managers are often attracted 
to flashy tools that provide a “wow” factor, 
without considering whether they will actually 
change how the organization does business.
       Nowhere is this point clearer than in a 
comparison between two clothing brands. 
One upscale clothing retailer invested in flashy 
technologies in its flagship store in Manhattan, 
such as digital dressing rooms, radio-frequency 
identification (RFID)-tagged clothing, and 
sophisticated software that allowed the systems 
to make recommendations for products that 
went with the items the customer had selected. 
This technology was expensive and turned out 
to be more of a novelty than a delivery of real 
value to customers. The technology ended up 
getting shelved when it turned out to be more 

concept of collective affordances to recognize 
the need for an organization to use the 
possible actions performed by technology in 
a way consistent with or complementary to 
other users within the organization. Groups 
that tended to gravitate toward a common set 
of actions with a new technology performed 
better than groups in which individuals used 
the technology in divergent ways.
       The need for collective affordances raises 
the importance of strong communication 
between management and employees to 
effectively enact a digital strategy. It is not 
enough to implement a new technology. 
Employees must also know what they are to 
do with it, because the possible and most 
valuable uses may not always be obvious. 
Employees can also serve as effective sensors 
for unintended barriers to or implications 
of a digital strategy. They can report these 
difficulties, allowing the leadership team to 
adapt the strategy accordingly. Nonexecutive 
leaders can be valuable first responders to 
tackle unexpected problems that may occur 
while executing a digital strategy. As such, 
they should be given some latitude to act 
when they identify issues once the strategy 
has been effectively communicated to them. 
In fact, our research shows that digitally 
maturing companies push decision-making 
further down into the organizational 
hierarchy to enable the organization to 
respond to digital trends more quickly.

REVEALING THE TECHNOLOGY AFFORDANCES 
FOR YOUR ORGANIZATION
Taken together, this affordance perspective—
with its hidden, false, and collective 
implications—suggests that the most valuable 
applications of digital strategies may not 
be inherent in the technology or readily 
apparent from the outset. Instead, companies 
and executives can begin to adopt a more 
exploratory mindset when it comes to digital 
strategies—conducting small experiments 
to explore different ways of using digital 
technologies, evaluating the potential value 
that these experiments reveal, and scaling the 
outcomes with the biggest potential impact 
on the business. Through this experimental 
approach, organizations can begin to discover 
new ways of doing business that become 
possible in a digital environment, and leaders 
can begin to adapt their organization to thrive 
in an increasingly digital world. 
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stand out as the ‘hero’, the 
‘saviour’. It’s ‘we’ not ‘me’ 
both internally and externally.
       This means that role 
clarity, what we are each 
accountable for, how we work 
in concert to find and deliver 
great customer results and 
experiences, and how we keep 
communicating are vital to the 
success of this type of sales 
team environment.
       As Tim Colter of consult-
ing firm McKinsey points out, 
“Engaging customers in the 
future will require a multichan-
nel sales strategy powered 
by smart digital investments, 
which caters to the different 
needs of first-time and repeat 
customers.”
       This sales trend is about 
building an effective matrix of 
skills and relationships where 
everyone in each sales team 
‘pod’ takes responsibility for 
their own part and the overall 
outcome of the plan. Everyone 
works on the sales plans and 
accounts plans; each activity 
can be managed and we watch 
for reactions from the market 
place; clients know they have 
a trusted team working for 
and with them; people are 
deployed effectively; whether 
internally based or field based, 
each team member has a high 
level of capability around 
consulting and solution selling 
capabilities.    
       These successful 
sales teams can act fast on 
opportunities because they 
are not relying on one person 
who ‘knows it all’. They use 
‘test and learn’ strategies to 
continue to evolve and grow.
       There is so much to 
manage an integrate in today’s 
complex business that is very 
hard a) to find a person who 
can do it all and b) have the 
time to do it all if we are to sell 
better.
       The sales teams of the 
21st century are integrated 
operators managing a large 
dashboard of behaviours and 
expectations – internally and 
externally.    
       Trust and confidence 
are at the heart of these 
operations.
       Get this right and its full 
steam ahead.
       Remember everybody lives 
by selling something. 

T he future of the individual 
‘solo’ salesperson is 
coming to an end for most 

businesses.
       What is taking their place is an 
integrated team of people working 
on sales together.
       Sales leaders do not 
need teams of individual B2B 
salespeople, they need people with 
a diverse range of skills working as 
integrated teams across a range of 
sales disciplines and capabilities.
       Teams who can cover areas 
such as sales and territory 
planning, account development, 
CRM & sales pipeline 
management, social media 
interactions, events management, 
content curation, data analytics, 
new business prospecting in new 
and existing accounts, solution 

selling, proposal development, project management and implementation, 
and ongoing customer care and engagement.
       In fact, this is how we, the Barrett team, have been working now for 
the last 2 years and with great effect. It’s made selling a lot easier for us. 
This arrangement came about as an experiment to see if there was a bet-
ter way of us managing our sales effort. The more traditional way we had 
before wasn’t really cutting it. So we switched and haven’t looked back.
       Don’t take our word for it.
Our little experiment just happens to coincide with what’s happening on 
a much larger scale across a range of businesses much, much larger than 
ours. Most of the research into this arrangement is around SaaS and IT 
businesses with much larger sales teams that have been adopting and 
adapting to this approach as well with great effect.
       The effects are that salespeople are making more relevant and 
intentional contact with new prospects off the back of social media 
curation and starting the relationship on a solid footing building the case 
for trust and confidence moving forward. However, rather than selling 
themselves in as the ‘only’ person the client needs to deal with, these 
salespeople are selling in the team who will help manage their journey 
and customer experience moving forward.
       Selling is truly becoming an integrated team sport.
This requires immense levels of trust from all participants. No one can 
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R
ecently, I asked my 
friend Mark Thompson, 
world’s #1 CEO coach 

and best-selling author of Now 
Build a Great Business, Success 
Built to Last, to share his 
thoughts on getting promoted 
(and alternatively getting fired). 
This is a challenging topic for 
many people in organizations 
today, and Mark, a four-time 
CEO himself, shares his ideas in 
our interview excerpt below.

MARSHALL: Mark, as the number 
one leadership coach in terms of 
CEOs and future CEOs, what do 
you think is the fastest way to get 
promoted and then conversely, 
what’s the fastest way to get fired?

MARK: I think it’s so surprising 
when people think about the 
process of being promoted and 
avoiding getting fired. What 
is surprising is to share with 
people the fact that getting 
promoted isn’t really only about 
you, it’s about your boss. It’s 
about the organization. They 
may have a big, hairy, audacious 
goal, or problem that they’re 
trying to solve. And, the best 
way to start to be considered 
for that promotion and to avoid 
being fired is to get focused on 
them first.
       It’s not you that needs to 
be thinking about your image 
every moment. It’s about you 
making a hero of your boss, of 
the team, of the organization, 
finding a way to solve 
that problem, seeing 
how you can contribute, 
and bring people to the 
battle of trying to solve 
that big problem. If you 
can get off the fact that 
this isn’t about that beauty 
contest, you might be on 
a short list to get into 
the corner office, but 
the surest way is not to 
be selfish. It’s not about 
your personality. It’s 
about really making 
that problem apparent 
and solved for the 
organization.

MARSHALL: The greatest management thinker in 
history is Peter Drucker. You and I both had the 
privilege to be on the Peter Drucker advisory board 
for years. I think he’d agree with everything you just 
said.
       Peter taught me that our mission life is to 
make a positive difference, and whoever has the 
power to make the decision makes decision. If 
you’re my manager and you have the power to 
make the decision, you don’t have to buy, I have 
to sell.

MARK: I heard this come up again just recently with 
Ramon Laguarta, CEO of PepsiCo, who took over 
from Indra Nooyi, a legend in her time globally as 
a CEO. Indra basically told him, the first things you 
need to ask is what does your customer value? What 
does your board value? What are the stakeholders 
valuing? And you know, somehow miraculously if 
you value them, you’re okay too. Now you’re in a 
good position to be promoted.

MARSHALL: Great point! What are some questions or 
comments you might like to hear from our readers?

MARK: I’d love to hear everyone think about what 
they think their boss values, and what kind of 
problems are they trying to solve. These thoughts 
will be great for everyone to follow, because 
these are day-to-day situations and challenges that 
everyone can relate to and identify with. So, thank 
you Marshall!  
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as I bit my tongue through most of the discussions.
       In 2012, at the peak moment of the big data hype cycle, I gave a 
keynote at an Xconomy event on big data titled something like Big Data 
is Bullshit. My favorite quote from my rant was:
       “Twenty years from now, the thing we call ‘big data’ will be tiny 
data. It’ll be microscopic data. The volume that we’re talking about 
today, in 20 years, is a speck.”
       I feel that way about how the word AI is currently being used. As 
I listened to participants at the roundtable talk about what they were 
doing with AI and machine learning, I kept thinking “that has nothing 
to do with AI.” Then, I realized that everyone was defining AI as 
“narrow AI” (or, “weak AI”) which has a marvelous definition that is 
something like:
       Narrow artificial intelligence (narrow AI) is a specific type of 
artificial intelligence in which a technology outperforms humans in 
some very narrowly defined task. Unlike general artificial intelligence, 
narrow artificial intelligence focuses on a single subset of cognitive 
abilities and advances in that spectrum.
       The deep snarky cynic inside my brain, which I keep locked 
in a cage just next to my hypothalamus, was banging on the bars. 
Things like “So, is calculating 81! defined as narrow AI? How 
about calculating n!? Isn’t machine learning just throwing a giant 
data set at a procedure that then figures out how to use future 
inputs more accurately? Why aren’t people using the phase neural 
network more? Do you need big data to do machine learning? 
Bwahahahahahahaha.”
       That part of my brain was distracting me a lot so I did some 
deep breathing exercises. Yes, I know that there is real stuff going on 
around narrow AI and machine learning, but many of the descriptions 
that people were using, and the inferences they were making, were 
extremely limited.
       This isn’t a criticism of the attendees or anything they are doing. 

Rather, it’s a warning of the 
endless (or maybe recursive) 
buzzword labeling problem that 
we have in tech. In the case of a 
Silicon Flatirons roundtable, we 
have entrepreneurs, academics, 
and public policymakers in the 
room. The vagueness of the 
definitions and weak examples 
create lots of unintended 
consequences. And that’s what 
had me agitated.
       At an annual Silicon Flatirons 
Conference many years ago, 
Phil Weiser (now the Attorney 
General of Colorado, then a CU 
Law Professor and Executive 
Director of Silicon Flatirons) said:
       “The law doesn’t keep up 
with technology. Discuss …”
       The discussion that ensued 
was awesome. And it reinforced 
my view that technology is 
evolving at an ever-increasing rate 
that our society and existing legal, 
corporate, and social structures 
have no idea how to deal with.
       Having said that, I feel 
less agitated because it’s just 
additional reinforcement to me 
that the machines have already 
taken over. 

I
attended a Silicon 
Flatirons Artificial 
Intelligence Roundtable 

last week. Over the years Amy and 
I have sponsored a number of 
these and I always find the 
collection of people, the topics, 
and the conversation to be 
stimulating and provocative.
       At the end of the two hours, I 
was very agitated by the discussion. 
The Silicon Flatirons roundtable 
approach is that there are several 
short topics presented, each 
followed by a longer discussion.

The topics at the AI roundtable 
were:
  Safety aspects of artificial 

  general intelligence
  AI-related opportunities on 

  the horizon
  Ethical considerations involving 

  AI-related products and services

One powerful thing about the 
roundtable approach is that the 
topic presentation is merely a 
seed for a broader discussion. 
The topics were good ones, but 
the broader discussion made me 
bounce uncomfortably in my chair 
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M
any people say they know 
who their customers are. 
But an alarming number, 

especially in the B2B world, have 
only a shallow clue.

Ask yourself these questions, and 
then think again:

Do you understand your customers:

  BUSINESS: the dynamics of what
they do, how they work, how 
they measure their success?

  INDUSTRY: the history, current
changes and major issues of 
the day.

  TRENDS: what’s rising, fading
and lurking over their horizon?

  CUSTOMERS: who are they?
where are they? how many 
customers do they have? how is 
their customer base changing? 
does your customer’s customer 
have rising expectations?

  ALLIES: who are they
collaborating with, and for 
what purpose? what’s been 
working? what’s not, and for 
how long?

  HISTORY: their past glories, trials and tribulations, heroes,
milestones and achievements.

  FUTURE: what plans, directions and investments?

  TECHNOLOGY: what is installed and foundational? what is current,
changing? what possibilities are they considering now?

  COMPETITION: who are they? how many are out there? who has
market share? in what directions are they growing?

  INTERNAL POLITICS: who are their people? what are their preferences?
who holds the positions of power?

  PROCEDURES: when and how do they get things done? do they set
goals, budgets and specific targets?

  HOPES AND ASPIRATIONS: what are they seeking? what do they want?
what are their cherished dreams?

  CONCERNS AND FEARS: what are they afraid of? what are the
uncertainties, the downside risks, the dangers?

  OPINION OF YOU: what do your customers think about you, your
people and your organization? do they see you as a valued ally or 
a necessary evil? are they interested in working with you more 
closely or finding a replacement?

Do you really know your customers well enough to stand apart from 
your competition? Do you want to?

       Then take new action now, before your competition 
beats you to it. Build an uplifting service culture for 
sustainable competitive advantage. 



54    COLUMN      

Gary is a Belarusian 
entrepreneur, author, speaker 

and internet personality. 
First known as a wine critic 
who grew his family’s wine 
business from US$3 million 

to US$60 million, Vaynerchuk 
is best known for his work 

in digital marketing and 
social media, leading New 

York-based companies 
VaynerMedia and VaynerX.

AskGaryVee     GARY VAYNERCHUK

T here is no question that 
there are people that are 
naturally born with 

ambition and hustle. But the 
incredibly talented @KingBach 
posed a question for me the other 
day and asked if ambition can be a 
taught behaviour.
       This is the classic “Nature vs. 
Nurture” debate and my simple 
answer to this is “both.” I think 
both factors play a huge part in 
whether or not you or someone 
else becomes ambitious.

       Even if you weren’t naturally gifted with having the go-getter DNA, 
you can create this behaviour through adjusting your environment and 
the people you hang out with.
       I’ve often talked about auditing your circle of friends and cutting 
out 2 or 3 negative friends to add in 2 or 3 positive friends. It’s the 
same concept here: when you want to become ambitious and a go-
getter, surrounding yourself with those types of people will eventually 
cause that behaviour to trickle down.
       One of the biggest impacts on my career was when I first got 
into the Silicon Valley world and started meeting people like Mark 
Zuckerberg and Travis Kalanick. All these people were so committed 
to creating an app that changed the world, and all of them eventually 
did live up to that ambition. These all became the Twitters, Ubers, and 
Facebooks of the world. And surrounding myself with these people 

pushed me to the next level. I was 
motivated and inspired by them.
       It is so, so important to 
make sure to surround yourself 
with people that are ambitious 
to succeed in life because those 
characteristics will eventually 
trickle down to you. I’ve seen 
people on my own team become 
more motivated just by being 
surrounded by motivated people.
       It’s an incredible strategy that 
I think could help take many of 
you a few steps forward. 

w w w . h r a s i a m e d i a . c o m

A DECADE OF 
EXCELLENCE



M y wife and I have been 
binge watching a TV 
series called Blacklist 

which rivals 24 for its drama and 
intensity. James Spader stars as 
international bad-guy Ray 
Reddington. He’s on the top of 
the FBI’s most-wanted list but 
works with the agency to help 
them track down bad-guys that are 
as bad as he is. Somehow, he gets 
the FBI to help him get what he 
wants and he gets the bad guys to 
give him what he wants from 
them. Everybody gets what they 
want because he is so good at 
using leverage.
       Leverage is the most powerful 
tool in your sales toolbox, because 
with leverage comes urgency 
and after you have urgency your 
prospect will qualify so easily 
you won’t believe it. They’ll ask, 
“What do you need from me?”
       That brings me to a recent 
LinkedIn post by Andy Paul. I’ve 
never disagreed with anything 
Andy wrote before but this one 
is just plain wrong. He wrote 
that you should talk about 
money up front. 
       The problem with qualifying 
up front for money is that you 
haven’t yet built a case. It’s like 
walking into a doctor’s office 
and when you sit in her chair 
the first thing she says to you is, 
“You’re going to need surgery 
and it will cost $25,000.” Talk 
about getting your resistance up! 
On the other hand, if you told 
her that something hurts, and she 
does a complete examination, 
blood tests, and x-rays and then 
says, “You’re dying but surgery 
will save your life and it will 
cost $50,000, you’ll say, “When 
should I be here?”
       Want proof? The top 10 
per cent of all salespeople take a 
consultative approach, sell value 
and then qualify in that order. 
Those who talk about money up 
front all fall into the bottom 10 
per cent of all salespeople. They 
are the sucky ones! 
       Building a case is important 
because it allows you to develop 
the leverage you need. You 
develop leverage by uncovering 
compelling reasons to buy, 
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learning about personal impact, and monetizing what you uncovered. It 
isn’t easy and it isn’t for rookies. But if you try to qualify for money up 
front, without having built your case, you’ll have:

  a transactional conversation instead of a consultative one
  a resistant prospect instead of a cooperative one
  left money on the table because you weren’t able to sell value
  lose more than you win
  not differentiated yourself from the competition
  fallen victim to taking the easy path which leads to difficult-to-get 

  results instead of the hard path which leads to easy-to-get results

Nothing will get you what you want faster than having leverage. Make 
sure you never forget that! 
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03.  Time study the each worker and the whole staff performing each job
after a month and establish fair benchmarks.

04.  Determine performance percentages above each benchmark and
establish a range of incentives and a proper reward for over achieve-
ment, building in penalties for errors and other unacceptable results.

05.  Determine and publish the parameters, e.g., if the benchmark is
picking 100 order lines per hour:

   a.  Average 200 lines per hour over a month and get a 
     $100 monthly bonus
   b.  Average 150 lines per hour over a month and get a 
     $50 monthly bonus
   c.  Average 125 lines per hour over a month and get a 
     $25 monthly bonus
06.  What has just happened is that the workers are working up to their

true capabilities and are happy taking home the bonus money while 
you are getting the production you deserve with minimal total 
payroll costs. (If a worker produces 200 lines per hour vs. 100, you 
are in effect getting a second worker for $100 per month and paying 
no benefits as well.

07.  You may prefer to use non-monetary rewards if other incentives are
available such as time off from work (but only at times that work 
best for the company).

08.  It is important to have a dedicated person to supervise the system
so it is managed as planned and work is distributed among the 
workers equally and results are tabulated fairly, some issues include:

   a.  The same amount of lines picked from many small orders vs.
fewer large orders will result in lower productivity due to more 
non-productive time (travel, etc.) and less continuity for smaller 
orders

   b.  Orders picked in larger warehouse zones, more warehouse
zones, or zones furthest from the dock will result in more travel 
time and lower productivity

   c.  The supervisor must be trained (or software designed) to
preview orders and create fair batches so each worker gets a fair 
share of small orders, far from dock orders, etc., impartiality is 
essential for success

   d.  The supervisor must have an easy to manage and use system

to tabulate results (or 
software assistance) and 
report them in a simple 
way to each employee.

   e.  Certain jobs like
replenishing pick locations 
or moving pallets from the 
dock might best work with 
incentives for the whole 
group doing these jobs vs. 
their benchmark as it is 
difficult to standardize a 
time amount for each.

   f.  To discourage laggards
who give up, you may 
want to add bonuses for 
the whole job team if all 
members of the team 
achieve a bonus. Assign 
better workers and lag-
gards to each team. The 
better workers will prod 
the laggards to keep up 
so they can get higher 
bonuses creating an envi-
ronment in which group 
members will self-manage.

   g.  A fair system to penalize
for errors is required, 
usually adding time as a 
penalty for each error.

09. If you are using bar code,
RFID, etc. the system can be 
used to tabulate productivity 
results automatically and 
one only has to create the 
reporting system.

10.  Be ready to listen to
complaints and make 
adjustments as required to 
ensure success.

11.  Union environments require
special care. I have observed 
numerous instances in which 
the union’s goal is to have all 
workers produce at the lowest 
worker’s level, the opposite 
of what an incentive system 
is trying to achieve. The 
incentive plan must therefore 
be perfectly clear with no 
ambiguities and should have 
a clearly stated escape clause 
from the incentive system for 
management to prevent union 
interference from causing 
unwanted results. It must be 
stated that it is starting on a 
trial basis and the plan will 
be aborted if there is any 
effort by the staff to lower 
productivity and still get their 
bonuses.

A properly designed and 
executed incentive system will 
create an excellent win-win 
situation for all. 

A
properly designed and 
implemented employee 
incentive system is an 

excellent tool for optimizing 
employee productivity, improving 
facility throughput, and reducing 
staffing costs, but if done 
improperly can disrupt one’s 
business in a major way and have a 
negative impact on the business for 
a very long time.
       The incentive system is an 
effective tool to measure, control, 
and monitor employee productivi-
ty. Keys to success include: proper 
communication, planning and 
benchmarking; fairness; anticipat-
ing and being ready with answers 
to objections; flexibility; and 
being able to resolve any disputes 
that occur. It is essential that 
anticipated results are attainable, 
especially in a union environment. 
To properly design and implement 
an incentive program, one must:
01.  Determine optimal

methodology for each job 
(order picking, restocking, 
etc.) and create work 
procedures for each based on 
“best practice.”

02.  Train the whole staff to
perform each job using the 
new work procedures and fol-
low up continuously to make 
sure they are being practiced, 
retrain when necessary.
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ULTIMATE PRODUCTIVITY     WITH JIM STOVALL

Jim Stovall has been a 
national champion Olympic 
weightlifter, president of 
an Emmy Award-winning 
television network, and a 
highly sought after author 
and platform speaker. He was 
chosen as an International 
Humanitarian of the Year, 
joining Jimmy Carter, Nancy 
Reagan, and Mother Teresa as 
recipients of this honour.

S uccess in life is about 
making good decisions. 
We have many decisions 

we face every day. A lot of them 
have long-term consequences. 
Making good decisions is never 
easy so I recommend adding a 
secret weapon to your good 
decisions. This involves turning 
your good decisions into habits.
       Decisions require you to make 
the right choice every time. Habits 
only require you to follow decisions 
you made weeks, months, or even 
years ago. Brushing your teeth is a 
good decision. The vast majority of 
people don’t make a decision every 
day whether or not to brush their 
teeth because they’ve turned the 
process into a habit. Wearing your 
seatbelt is a positive decision, but 
for most people, it has become a 
habit to put on their seatbelt every 
time they get into their vehicle.
       People who have high-stress, 
high-impact careers turn decisions 
into automatic habits. If you’ve 
ever been in the position to 
observe a pilot and co-pilot check 
and crosscheck every system 
on the plane as a part of their 
pre-flight ritual, you quickly come 
to understand this is a habit. 
Surgeons create habits around the 
routine parts of a procedure so 
they don’t have to make countless 
decisions during every operation.
       Habits can enforce any 
decision. Unfortunately, there 
are many people who made 
a decision years ago to begin 
smoking cigarettes. Throughout 
the intervening years, they have 
made decisions to quit smoking but 
too often struggle with breaking 
the habit. If you can make positive 

decisions to eat healthily, regularly exercise, study personal development 
and career-building material, and spend quality time with family and 
friends, you can have a great life, especially if you will cement your great 
decisions by making them habits.
       Successful people are not much different from unsuccessful people. 
They just do a lot of little things on a regular basis that generate the 
success they want in their lives. The reason it seems so normal and 
natural to an observer is that successful people have turned their 
positive decisions into habits, and they reap the benefits of one good 
decision thousands of times.
       Good decisions or bad decisions are often simple to make but 
difficult to follow through on. If you make a good decision and see the 
benefits, turn it into a habit. If you make a bad decision, you’ve got to 
immediately react by deciding to never do that again, and reinforce 
your new positive decision by making it a habit. If you are one of those 
people who decided once to text while you were driving and have now 
made it into a habit, you need to make a new decision to never do that 
again, and reinforce your no-texting-while-driving decision by making 
it your new and improved habit. This will enable you to have a better 
day and may well make it possible for you and some of your fellow 
motorists to enjoy a great life now and in the future.
       As you go through your day today, turn your good decisions into habits.
Today’s the day! 
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he nation of 
Poland has a 
long and 
glorious 
history. 
Polish 
advances in 

art and science are unmatched 
in Europe—with luminaries like 
Nicolaus Copernicus, Frederic 
Chopin, and Marie Curie 
enriching not just Polish 
culture, but contributing to our 

world heritage as well.
       And nowhere else 
encapsulates that culture and 
history quite like the city of 
Krakow. Situated on the Vistula 
River, the founding of Krakow 
traditionally dates back to the 
7th century—but there is evidence 
of a much older Stone Age 
settlement in the area. Krakow 
was the Polish royal capital until 
1596, and has traditionally been 
the centre of Poland’s academic, 

BY 
ONG XIANG

HONG

   BUSINESS TRAVEL      

GETTING IN
The Krakow John Paul II 
International Airport (IATA: 
KRK) is the main airport for the 
city. Located 12km from the city 
centre, it is easy to get from the 
airport to your destination in 
Krakow. A new train connecting 
the airport to Krakow city centre 
opened in 2015, taking around 
15 minutes to complete the 
journey. Buses also run from 
the airport to the city centre at 

cultural,  and artistic life.
       Today, Krakow is Poland’s 
second largest city after capital 
Warsaw. Unlike Warsaw, 
Krakow was mostly spared 
the destruction of World 
War II—and thus retains 
much of its medieval and 
Gothic architecture. The city 
effortlessly fuses medieval pomp 
and pageantry with modern-
day, student-fuelled fun into a 
harmonious whole.

T

THE 
ROYAL 

CITY OF 
KRAKÓW
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frequent intervals (at hourly 
intervals from 10pm to 5am). 
       Unlike many other 
European cities, international 
rail connections into Krakow 
are sparse. However, there are 
buses and coaches operating 
into Krakow from all over 
Europe. There are also bus 
and rail connections to other 
cities in Poland.

GETTING AROUND
Krakow is covered by an 
extensive network of public 
transportation consisting 
of tram and bus lines, 
managed mainly by MPK 
(Miejskie Przedsiębiorstwo 
Komunikacyjne). But the 
medieval city centre of Krakow 
is small enough to cover on 
foot. There are beautiful, 
well-maintained walking routes 
along the Vistula, as well as 

surrounding the old city.
       As in most medieval 
European cities, driving is not 
recommended. Confusing traffic 
rules, congested roads, and a 
lack of parking spaces mean that 
driving is a nightmare. 

SEE AND DO 
The economic and cultural centre 
of the city remains the Old Town 
of Krakow, which is also a UNES-
CO World Heritage Site. At the 
centre of the Old Town is Rynek 
Glowny, or the Main Market 
Square—reflecting on Krakow’s 
ancient status as a centre for mer-
chant trade. Rynek Glowny is the 
largest medieval town square of 
any European city, and features 
lively street scenes surrounded by 
Gothic, Renaissance and Baroque 
architecture.
       At the heart of the square, 
surrounded by kamienice (row 

the district of Kazimierz is 
another ancient quarter of 
Krakow. Traditionally, the Jewish 
community of Krakow had their 
homes and businesses here. 
Now, the Galeria Kazimierz is in 
the district, with over a hundred 
stores selling clothes, shoes, 
furniture, books etc. Also located 
in the complex is a gourmet food 
market as well as a cinema.
       Further afield, Krakow is 
one of Poland’s most important 
economic centres. Many multi-
national companies have their 
Central European headquarters 
in Krakow, including Google, 
IBM, HSBC, and Hitachi. The 
New Town of Krakow, which 
is being constructed next to the 
Old Town, had its first phase 
completed in 2006. It is meant 
to be the future hub of the city—
boasting shopping, residential, as 
well as business centres. 

houses) and former noble 
residences, stands the Krakow 
Cloth Hall, once a major centre 
of trade in Europe. Currently, it 
houses gift shops, restaurants, 
and merchant stalls, with the Na-
tional Gallery of Art upstairs. It is 
flanked by the Town Hall Tower, 
a symbol of Krakow. 
       Bisecting the Old Town is 
the Royal Road—the coronation 
route traversed by Polish kings. 
The road begins at St Florian’s 
Church, passing through the 
city walls, before entering Rynek 
Glowny. It then ascends up 
Wawel Hill, where Polish royalty 
had their seat in the Royal Castle 
overlooking the Vistula River. 
The Collegium Maius is also 
in the area, which is the oldest 
building of the Jagiellonian Uni-
versity—Poland’s oldest and most 
prestigious university.
       Outside of the Old Town, 
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B
usiness travel 
can be an 
ordeal for the 
unprepared. 
Some 
unfortunate 

souls might even have to travel 
far and travel often for work, 
which can result in unwanted 
stress and exhaustion. From 
adjusting to different timezones 
to putting up with subpar budget 
hotels. Travelling workers can 
easily get worn down by the 
constant movement and hassle.
       Fortunately, with the 
advances in technology and the 
hospitality industry, there are now 
precautions that we can take to at 
least alleviate some of the issues 
and make business trips a little 
more enjoyable.

BRING A POWERBANK
Your smartphone and tablet 
is not just essential for work 
and scheduling. They are 
also important sources of 
entertainment of course! Due to 
the need to access our emails and 
messages for work at any time, 
we find ourselves carrying our 
phones everywhere. A powerbank 
not only allows you to ensure 
your device keeps functioning 
throughout the long haul of 
business trips, it also allows you 
leeway to get in some “Netflix 
time” or to play a game or two to 
eat away at the monotony.

MAXIMISE HOTEL REWARDS
If you travel to oversee projects 
or meet clients, you might often 
visit the same city several times. 
As such, you might want to look 
into hotel loyalty programmes. 
Find a decently priced hotel you 
like and take advantage of any 
rewards cards and programmes 
that they might offer. Repeated 
visits will build-up over time, and 
soon you might find yourself with 
a huge discount or free meals on 
your next visit.

BRING FAMILY ALONG
Your home is the most important 
place in the world. It is where 

you are safest and most 
comfortable. There's often extra 
stress associated with staying 
away from home, so why not 
bring a piece of home with you 
on your business trip? By home, 
we mean family members of 
course. When business travelers 
bring their family along, they 
avoid the distraction of missing 
loved ones and focus better 
during meetings.

MAKE FULL USE OF AVAILABLE 
RESOURCES/PERKS
There are so many companies 
and platforms geared for better 
business travel. These aren’t just 
for show, so use them! Travel 

websites offer packages for great discounts. Portable 
router services provide you with a mobile hotspot for 
all your internet needs. Hospitality websites ensure that 
you have a room set aside in case you arrive too late for 
check-in. Additionally, make use of any company perks 
that your organisation offers. Travel claims? Claim it! 

BLEISURE (BUSINESS LEISURE)
Some business travellers fail to realise that they are 
in a new location altogether. Don’t let work consume 
your mind for the entirety of your business trip. When 
you are free, go out of your hotel on a short excursion. 
See the sights around town, taste the food, maybe 
get some shopping done. The idea is to disconnect 
from the stresses of business travel, really switch off 
and explore a new destination. A travel planner is 
also highly recommended so that you can tailor and 
plan your experience around your work schedule and 
itinerary. 

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR 
BUSINESS TRIPS

BY 
JORDAN

LOW



MUSIC MOVIEBOOK

JOKER
Starring: Joaquin Phoenix, Robert De Niro

C
esar Romero, Jack Nicholson, Heath 
Ledger, and Jared Leto all have one 
thing in common. They all played the 

part of the “Clown Prince of Crime”, the iconic 
Joker villain and archnemesis of the comic book 
vigilante, Batman. Now, Joaquin Phoenix has 
been given the prestigious role of portraying the 
unhinged clown in 2019’s “Joker”. Directed by 
Tod Phillips, “Joker” will put its own spin on the 

origin story of 
the laughing 
madman. 
Being arguably 
one of the 
most popular 
fictional 
villains of all 
time, fans 
should be 
excited to see 
where Phillips 
and Phoenix 
takes the 
character to 
next.

THE GREAT ALASKAN RACE
Starring: Brian Presley, Treat Williams, Brad Leland

T he film is a dramatic retelling of the 
historical diphtheria outbreak in 
Nome, Alaska, 1925. The outbreak 

could not have come at a worse time as 
blizzards and bad weather prevented any form 
of travel, thus dooming the town unless the 
antitoxin could be delivered quickly and safely. 
The US Public Health Service devised a plan 
to have teams of dogsleds relay the antidote 

through a 
1,085 km 
journey across 
the great 
frozen state of 
Alaska before 
it is too late. 
Historically, 
20 mushers 
and over 150 
sled dogs took 
part in this 
operation. 

SILICON STATES BY LUCIE GREENE

L ucie Greene, renown futurist and 
think-tank leader, offers an uncompro-
mising look into the players, promises, 

and potential problems of Big Tech. Through 
interviews with corporate leaders, influential 
venture capitalists, scholars, journalists, 
activists, and more, Greene explores the tension 
inherent in Silicon Valley’s global influence. 
While the promise of future tech is seductive, it 
is important to scrutinise the possible impacts 
of corpora-
tions on our 
political and 
socioeconom-
ic institutions. 
Greene 
emphasises 
that before 
we leave our 
future in the 
hands of 
rarefied 
groups of 
companies, 
we should 
examine the 
world they 
might build 
and confront 
its benefits, prejudices, and inherent flaws.

IN EXTREMIS: THE LIFE AND DEATH OF THE 
WAR CORRESPONDENT MARIE COLVIN 
BY LINDSEY HILSUM

W
ritten by foreign correspondent 
Lindsey Hilsum, this is the story of the 
most daring war reporter of her age, 

Marie Colvin. Drawing on unpublished diaries 
and notebooks, and interviews with Colvin’s 
friends, family and colleagues, In Extremis is 
the story of turbulence in an age of peace, and 
the life of a woman who defied convention. 
Colvin risked personal health and safety to 
bring to light 
the true 
horrors of war 
and conflict  
until she was 
unfortunately 
killed in Syria, 
2012. She 
sought to 
witness the 
horrifying 
truths and 
expose the 
suffering of 
ordinary 
people.

TAKE ME HOME, COUNTRY ROADS 
BY JOHN DENVER

A n old classic from 1971. This single by 
John Denver too the US by storm 
during it’s debut. Even to this day, this 

song is looked to with reverence from both the 
music industry and consumers. The song 
became one of John Denver's most popular and 
beloved songs. It has continued to sell, with over 
1.5 million digital copies sold in the United 
States. It is a simple song about the beauty of 
the US state of West Virginia. The state itself 
has proudly declared this tune the state song as 
well, owing to its popularity.

TOUHOU ORCHESTRAL SUITE ~ GRAND 
FANTASY  BY CRESCENTIA

T his orchestral album was created by 
an independent musician based in the 
US called Crescentia. It contains nine 

orchestral arranges from the Touhou Project 
series of video games. With over 150 unique 
tracks to draw inspiration from and flexible 
permissions by the IP owner many artists have 
been allowed to thrive both creatively and 
commercially through this series, Crescentia 
included. Each piece in this album provides a 
different sense of mood, ranging from forebod-
ing and sombre to upbeat and uplifting.
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T
he Asia-Pacific Entrepreneurship Awards was recently held at the Intercontinental Hotel, Kuala Lumpur on 6 September 2019. 
Organised by Enterprise Asia, the awards honour business leaders and organizations who have shown outstanding performance and 
tenacity in developing successful businesses, whilst not neglecting the social responsibilities that come with leadership. 

ASIA-PACIFIC ENTREPRENEURSHIP AWARDS MALAYSIA 2019
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s I write this, Malaysians 
continue to wonder who 
will succeed the current 
Prime Minister. Anwar 
Ibrahim has, more than 
once, asserted that he 
would take over, going 

so far as to name the exact month by which 
he would be Prime Minister. But the rumour 
mill has been on overdrive, with punters 
betting on others seen as friendlier to the 
current Prime Minister. 
       Across the causeway, Singapore has 
named finance minister Heng Swee Keat 
as deputy prime minister and heir to Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong. His ascent to the 
top job is decidedly more assured than his 
counterpart up north. 
       For most Malaysians (and 
Singaporeans), it matters little who’s next 
on the hot seat. What is more important 
to all is for certainty to prevail at a time 
when neither neighbour can afford 
political uncertainty. 

       The global market continues to face 
headwinds. A trade war continues to 
brew between the two largest economies. 
Investors are jittery, to say the least. The 
market wants predictability, and Malaysia 
sorely lacks that. 
       The problem extends beyond just 
political skullduggery. One of the greatest 
traits both countries have inherited from 
the British is our approach to systematic 
planning—and subsequently, organized 
implementation. 
       In Singapore, this translates into 
children being trained from a very young 
age the mantra of ‘plan-execute-evaluate’ 
or ‘plan-do-review’. This, coupled with 
the discipline taught at schools and during 
mandatory national service, has helped 
the city-state maintained an economic 
growth that is the envy of many. Indeed, 
as early as a decade ago, Singapore has 
identified that the future of the country 
would be in digital, healthcare, advanced 
manufacturing and other niche, research-

driven technology. This has now been 
translated via the government-industry 
bipartite Committee on the Future Economy 
into bite-size plans that the industry and 
government are putting into place. 
       The same has been attempted in Malaysia, 
via our NKRA efforts and the numerous ‘labs’ 
to source for public buy-ins. Regretfully, while 
we have plenty of ideas, we lack the leadership 
and political will to drive them through. As a 
result, while we made some progress, they are 
hardly enough in a world where everyone else 
has progressed as well.

LESSONS LEARNED
This tale is a cautionary one for 
businesses. Starting a business is easy. 
Growing one is a little more difficult. 
But sustaining it, especially in the face of 
challenges, is very difficult. 
       For many SMEs, especially when we 
achieve some success, we fail to recognise 
the importance of planning for the future. 
This becomes a roadblock to our continued 
success at best, and could result in our 
failure and the collapse of our business at 
worst. Just as importantly, while ‘start-ups’ 
thrive on ideas and innovations, ‘scale-ups’ 
thrive on certainty and predictability. This 
means entrepreneurs who are moving from 
the start-up phase to growth and scale must 
focus their energy on building processes and 
team alignment. 
       A seed planted today is a tree in a year, 
and a forest in a decade. 
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