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B  ank Negara Malaysia (BNM) announced that the country’s 
GDP growth for the second quarter of 2020 is -17 percent 
year-on-year. However, upon closer analysis, we can see 

clear improvements in GDP growth from April (-28.6 percent) to 
June (-3.2 percent). The GDP growth in June 2020 GDP clearly 
indicates that the economy has rebounded strongly in line with its 

re-opening and the implementation of the Recovery Movement 
Control Order (RMCO). The GDP contraction in 2Q2020 was to be 
expected due to the implementation of the Movement Control Order 
(MCO) that was imposed in response to COVID-19. It could also be 
argued that this strictness is what allowed the nation to contain the 
spread of the pandemic relatively well.

MALAYSIA’S GDP HAS CONTRACTED, BUT ECONOMY IS REBOUNDING

MOST FILIPINOS PREFER SMEs TO HAVE AN ONLINE PRESENCE 

I
n a recent report published by YouGov, it has been 
revealed that more than seven out of ten Filipino 
consumers are of the belief that local retailers should 

have an online presence amid the shift in behaviour brought about 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Visa commissioned the YouGov study 
in July, which had found that up to 75 percent of Filipinos were in 
favour of the digitalisation of local SMEs. Dan Wolbert, country 
manager for the Philippines and Guam at Visa, said there is a 
change in consumers’ preference to shopping online. 

MALAYSIA RANKED 9TH FOR GLOBAL BUSINESS COMPLEXITY  

M
alaysia is the 9th most complex country for 
multinationals to do business in globally, and the 3rd 
most complex in Asia, according to a new report by 

professional services firm TMF Group. The Global Business 
Complexity Index found that in Asia, only Indonesia (1st) and 
China (6th) represented a larger challenge for multinational firms 
looking to establish and operate local subsidiaries; on the opposite 
end of the scale, Hong Kong (66th) and Singapore (60th) are the 
continent’s simplest jurisdictions for business. One of the drivers 
of Malaysia’s high complexity is the incorporation process for 
foreign businesses, which can take up to a month. 



B  usinesses have especially been hit the hardest all over the 
world due to the many new restrictions and consumer 
behaviours they have had to strategise around amid the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Yet, astoundingly, the lifestyle segment of the 
consumer goods market has seen a rapid spurt in demand worldwide 

- with many e-commerce retailers thriving during, and even after 
COVID-19 times. One company, Flower Chimp, even saw a 121 percent 
spike in demand which only further grew over the months. Such results 
presents the possibility of new, inspiring avenues in the market for many 
to turn to and achieve resilience towards during these trying times.

A  irbnb could play an important role in supporting the earlier 
recovery of domestic travel by helping households, particularly 
those who seek to substitute an international trip with a 

domestic one, discover new areas in their own country to visit," said 
Oxford Economics director of economic consulting in Asia, James Lambert. 

The firm also said that Airbnb’s community would be crucial contributors 
towards supporting Malaysia’ long-term recovery by unlocking economic 
opportunities and creating more jobs. Lambert said Airbnb may be able to 
play an important role in providing accommodation solutions to under-
supplied or otherwise dislocated markets, amid this new environment.

HONG KONG: E-COMMERCE PRESENTS AVENUES FOR BUSINESSES TO THRIVE

AIRBNB PROVIDES RM4 BILLION BOOST TO MALAYSIA’S GDP

5
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R   eckitt Benckiser (RB) Hong Kong's Community 
Anti-Epidemic Support Programme ("the Program") will 
work in partnership with 5 to 6 non-profit organisations 

to offer assistance to different local communities in 3 phases. The 
Programme will broadly cover students, as well as low-income 

families, women and elderly. Answering the needs of different groups 
in the community, RB Hong Kong will offer support from protective 
and disinfection products to home deep cleaning services to support 
personal and family health and hygiene. Total face value of operation 
and in-kind donation of the Program worth over HK$6.8 million.

RB HONG KONG JOINS HANDS WITH LOCAL NON-PROFITS TO SUPPORT COMMUNITIES

M  ore SMEs will  need to be provided with support in which to 
restart their business activities, said Malaysia’s International 
Trade and Industry (MITI) Minister Datuk Seri Mohamed 

Azmin Ali. He reported that his ministry, in collaboration with the 
Malaysia Externa Trade Development Corporation, SIRIM, and the 
Malaysia Automotive, Robotics, and IoT Institute, is ready to provide 

more assistance to industries such as food & beverage, animal 
husbandry, and automotive. SME Bank has also been involved in 
providing more immediate financial support for SMEs in Malaysia. This 
is being done in the form of the SME Relief Programme (SRP) for 
businesses in the tourism, transportation, education, and health sectors 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

MALAYSIA IS READY TO HELP SMEs GET BACK ON TRACK



S   ME Association of Malaysia national vice president Chin 
Chee Seong said that SMEs must start viewing technology 
as an investment in order to survive and thrive in the 

post-movement control order (MCO) environment. Even as MCO 
restrictions are being progressively uplifted, it is no longer business 
as usual with SMEs having borne the brunt of the impact brought 

forth by COVID-19. "While SMEs have already started to evolve to 
digital companies, those that have moved very gradually to 
accommodate this have found themselves to be disproportionately 
affected by the current situation. Today, what's extremely crucial is 
for SMEs to realise the role of technology as a strategic business 
enabler," Chin said.

I  ndian business leaders suggest that the Uttar Pradesh state 
of India holds an abundance of opportunity that 
Singaporean SMEs can take advantage of when considering 

overseas expansion. A prosperous region near the country's capital city 
of New Delhi, Uttar Pradesh has a population larger than that of 
Brazil, and offers opportunities for the automotive industry, 

manufacturing and agriculture, noted Gautam Banerjee, chairman of 
the South Asia business group of the Singapore Business Federation; 
he is also chairman of Blackstone Singapore. Singapore continues to 
be the largest source of foreign domestic investment in India. However, 
investors are generally far less familiar with Uttar Pradesh compared to 
the more well-known regions such as Tamil Nadu.

SME ASSOCIATION: SMEs NEED TO REALISE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY

UTTAR PRADESH MIGHT BE IDEAL FOR SINGAPORE SME EXPANSION

7
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L  ike many other APAC nations, China’s SMEs account for a 
staggering portion of the country’s economy. Up to 90 percent 
of China’s total employment and 80 percent of its export-ready 

output is contributed by SMEs. Recognising the crippling effect losing 
these SMEs could have on the local market, Chinese e-commerce titans 
Alibaba and JD.com appear to have stepped up to provide relief assistance 

for these smaller players. Alibaba has always had a close working 
relationship with smaller underdog companies. In April, the company had 
already revealed its 2020 Spring Thunder Initiative, committing to help 
export-focused SMEs expand into new markets through its e-commerce 
ecosystem. The e-commerce giant is also in the process of pushing digital 
transformation efforts for SMEs via its various subsidiaries.

JD AND ALIBABA LEADING THE WAY FOR SME RECOVERY IN CHINA  

SMEs URGED TO REGISTER WITH DIGITAL XCCELERATOR PLATFORM 

T
he Malaysia Digital Economy Corporation (MDEC) has 
urged Malaysian SMEs to accelerate and scale up their 
digital transformation journey. It said the entrepreneurs 

could register with the Digital Xccelerator (DX) platform and take 
the digital leap to ensure they can sustain their operations and 
expand further from there. CEO Surina Shukri said the DX 
platform is designed to help SMEs gain access to available 
programmes, incentives and technology solutions that best match 
their specific digitalisation needs.

RIZAL NAINY APPOINTED AS SME CORP'S NEW CEO  

T
he Ministry of Entrepreneur Development and Cooperatives 
(MEDAC) announced the appointment of Rizal Nainy as 
SME Corp’s new chief executive officer. Rizal graduated 

from the Imperial College, University of London in mechanical 
engineering and has a Masters degree in business administration 
(MBA) from Charles Sturt University, Australia. He joined SME Corp 
on June 1, 2016. He was the chief officer of implementation and 
monitoring at SME Corp, overseeing the planning and implementation 
of SME development programmes in Malaysia. Having extensive 
experience of more than 20 years in both the public and corporate 
sectors, Rizal will undertake to steer and further strengthen the 
operations and services of SME Corporation in progressing and 
developing SMEs in Malaysia.



R  HB Bank Group has launched its RHB Financing (SME) 
mobile app, making it the first artificial intelligence 
powered “customer self-initiated” SME financing mobile 

app in Malaysia. The app aims to offer fast term loan rates without 
the need for collateral. In a recent statement, RHB said that its goal is 
to finance RM500 million (US$119m) to support SMEs over the next 

year through the use of the app. The group said the new mobile app 
automates the customer onboarding process and adds a new 
dimension of digitalisation to the process of submitting financing 
applications. The functionalities of the app includes allowing 
customers to contact and interact with RHB’s relationship managers 
and submit applications remotely and securely at their convenience.

RHB LAUNCHES AI-DRIVEN SME FINANCING APP TO SUPPORT BUSINESSES

9

C  hubb announced the launch of Recover & Return 
Insurance, a market-leading group insurance plan for 
businesses in Singapore. With countries and territories 

beginning to emerge from lockdowns, businesses need to consider 
establishing risk mitigation plans to protect workforces when they 

return to traditional workplaces. Chubb's Recover & Return 
Insurance is designed specifically for employers to care for the health, 
safety and well-being of their employees so that they can return to 
their workspace with confidence. Both employees and employers are 
set to benefit greatly from the potential payouts of these plans.

CHUBB LAUNCHES RECOVER & RETURN INSURANCE TO SUPPORT WORKPLACE RETURNS
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A  new Singaporean business portal will aid SMEs in 
navigating the numerous government support schemes 
available to help them seize new opportunities in the 

changed business environment. Minister of State for the Ministry of 
Trade and Industry (MTI) Low Yen Ling noted that while the 
government is committed to supporting SMEs in weathering the 
Covid-19 pandemic, SMEs have faced difficulties in navigating the 

suite of government support schemes to find the right ones for their 
needs. Called GoBusiness Gov Assist, the portal will feature an 
e-Adviser that will suggest schemes best suited to a company's 
business needs, based on its answers to a short questionnaire. 
Companies can then book an appointment with a business adviser 
at one of the SME Centres via the portal to further discuss the 
results from the e-Adviser.

NEW PORTAL TO HELP SINGAPORE SMEs NAVIGATE SUPPORT SCHEMES

A  bout 86,300 workers in the logistics sector are expected 
to benefit from an enhanced industry digital plan that 
will help small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

tailor training programmes to meet workers' needs in various job 
roles. The plan also sets out digital solutions for SMEs at different 

stages of growth, providing an online self-assessment checklist that 
could help them identify opportunities for improvement. About 
5,300 SMEs in the industry will get a boost from it, including 
providers of air transport support services which are newly added 
to the list of beneficiaries.

SINGAPOREAN LOGISTICS FIRMS TO BENEFIT FROM ENHANCED TRANSFORMATION PLAN



T  he new Thai economic team is preparing to amend the 
soft loan conditions for SMEs to enable greater loan 
access and sustain jobs. The government wants to work 

on problems in loan access in accordance with requests from SME 
operators, said Deputy Prime Minister Supattanapong 
Punmeechaow after chairing a meeting with Finance Ministry 

officials. The Bank of Thailand talked with banks previously about 
recalibrating the scrutiny on loan applications to give SMEs easier 
access to funding after some complained they could not access it. 
The change will prioritise the soft loan approval process, but will 
keep the same borrower categories and loan conditions because 
the royal decree does not allow any changes in conditions. 

A  on has published its 2020 Risk Maps report, which 
finds that the COVID-19 pandemic will likely transform 
the geopolitical landscape. Extraordinary public health 

measures and a precipitous drop in global trade will continue to 
exert significant pressure on economies and governments and will 
reshape long-standing geopolitical norms. The socioeconomic 
implications of the COVID-19 pandemic are likely to be profound. 

Countries that rely heavily on tourism or retail, or where there is a 
higher human toll from the pandemic, will face greater potential for 
civil unrest and government-focused protest - a risk that was 
already elevated prior to the pandemic. Aon's report finds three in 
five developed economies face the potential of strikes, riots and 
civil unrest in 2020 - and it seems the COVID-19 pandemic will 
deepen those concerns.

THAI SME SOFT LOAN CONDITIONS MAY BE RELAXED FOR EASIER ACCESS

COVID-19 LIKELY A GEOPOLITICAL GAME CHANGER IN ASIA

1 1



SWITCH SYSTEM L1 FIXTURES  

I
f you are a fan of smart furniture, the 
Switch Systems L1 will definitely tickle 
your fancy. The fixture is a modern 
alternative to conventional light 
switches and outlets to help bring about 

a more design-conscious aesthetic for consumers to 
appreciate. The switches will sit flush on a wall in the 
electrical boxes to help them blend into the space, 
which will allow them to only be visible when 
required. Users can simply press on the box in order 
to have the outlets or switches pop out for access to 
ensure they are as easy to use as possible.

BARISIEUR 2.0    

B
arisieur is now introducing Barisieur 2.0 in the form of an alarm clock that offers an enjoyable way to start the day with a 
warm cup of tea or coffee. The alarm clock is fused with the features of an automatic immersion brewer, so that a hot 
beverage can be enjoyed first thing in the morning, straight from bed. This item seems like a dream come true for busy 
workers who are also coffee lovers. Hundreds have already supported the Kickstarter campaign for Barisieur's unique 
alarm clock, far surpassing initial goals.

MO-10000 BATTERY PACK

P
ower banks are incredibly useful in 
today’s digital age where travel is 
common and mobile device ownership is 
through the roof. Unfortunately, many 
smart devices today are power hogs and 

generally drain battery fairly quickly. Power banks 
alleviate the problem somewhat, but their capacity in 
turn makes power banks a chore to recharge. The 
MO-10000 Battery Pack is a next-generation charging 
solution for smartphone users The unit features a 
10,000mAh battery within that will provide ample 
power for charging up a smartphone or compatible 
device. The battery itself can be fully charged in just 30 
minutes thanks to a 60W PD 3.0 USB-C connection.
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LEVERAGING CLOUD AND VR IN A TIME OF SOCIAL DISTANCING    

D
uring Paris Fashion Week, Lanvin collaborated with video 
platforms Douyin, Yizhibo, iQiyi, and luxury e-tailer Secoo 
to create a cloud fashion show. The brand also invited 
fashion bloggers and boyband UNINE’s Jiayi to live stream 
the show’s behind-the-scenes action under the hashtag 

#lanvinCloudBasedRunway, resulting in over 5 million views. The 
innovative idea was so successful that Lanvin’s latest handbags, which 
were inspired by everyday objects like takeaway boxes for cakes,  peaked 
on Chinese social media, starting conversations and helping direct a 
younger audience to the brand.stay in control at all times.

LG CINEBEAM PH30N LED PROJECTOR       

T
he LG CineBeam PH30N LED Projector is a wireless multimedia solution for users who are looking to enjoy their choice 
of content in their living room or out of the house at their leisure. The projector is capable of creating an image size 
ranging from 25-inches (63.5cm) all the way up to 100-inches (254cm) to make it a customisable multimedia solution that 
suits any needs. Not only does this make the projector incredibly personalised, it’s compact size makes it very portable, 
thus increasing its overall efficiency. 

BLINXI BIKE HELMET INDICATOR LIGHT

A
potentially revolutionary safety solution for 
urban cyclists that will keep them visible 
and in communication with others around 
them when going about their daily 
commute. The light works by being 

mounted onto the rear of a helmet and will immediately 
go to work providing illumination via the built-in LEDs 
to keep the rider visible at all times. Riders can also 
activate the turning signal using the remote control that's 
mounted on their handlebars to let drivers, other cyclists 
and pedestrians know what their next move is. The 
ultra-thin design of the indicator also prevents it from 
adding too much extra weight to the helmet.



other fresh ideas.
       Nevertheless, the F&B sector is a 
challenging one. Behind the exciting 
food blogs and beautifully-plated morsels 
are entire systems of processes, supplies 
and talent that have to be methodically 
organised to give patrons their best 
experience. Successfully putting these 
complicated pieces together is both an art 
and a science.
       Before you start your business, 
know the challenges of the F&B 
business environment and the basics 
on operational matters. This helps you 
start on the right footing, sustain your 

A
re you an aspiring 
F&B entrepreneur 
who is passionate 
about running your 
own café? Or do you 
have a fresh and 
interesting dining 
concept that you 
would like to bring 

to the local F&B scene?
       In recent years, the local F&B 
industry has seen many embarking 
on their entrepreneurial journeys, 
bringing novel concepts, remarkable 
interiors, international flavours and 
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business, and turn your passion into 
profits in the long run.
       Southeast Asia’s F&B scene is 
among the world’s most diverse, 
with bustling restaurants, cafés, food 
stalls and fine dining establishments 
receiving equal accolades and 
offering first-rate gastronomical 
experiences. Not surprisingly, 
these businesses also face intense 
competition, and great food alone is 
no longer a recipe for success.

WHY IS F&B SO CHALLENGING?
The vast majority of F&B businesses 
cite manpower as their main 
concern. The number of workers 
in this sector will continue to be 
constrained in the coming years, an 
issue exacerbated by tight foreign 
worker quotas. Furthermore, hiring 
locals, and younger ones in particular, 
is challenging due to their changing 
career aspirations.
       Furthermore, a low barrier to 
entry makes competition intense. 
Assuming some degree of available 
capital, the ease of doing business 
(e.g., renting space, identifying 
suppliers) and obtaining the requisite 
licenses makes the F&B sector an 
attractive proposition for new owners. 
       Related to that are shifting 
customer loyalties. F&B operators 
have to compete for the palates 
of discerning and selective 
customers, necessitating strong 
customer value propositions to 
attract and retain customers.

WHAT’S NEEDED TO SURVIVE?
Given the sector's deep-rooted 
challenges, the fittest players thrive 
by being able to maximise returns 
from input. This could be achieved 
through simplifying labour-
intensive or inefficient processes, 
menu engineering, managing 
working capital efficiently and 
better space utilisation.
       Some players are challenging 
the paradigm of food services by 
fundamentally rethinking their 
business models. Manpower-lean 
formats, such as grab-and-go kiosks, 
vending machines and online meal 
delivery (delivered meals that are 
ordered online), which replace some 
functions with technology or entirely 
eliminate physical locations, are 
proving successful. 

15

METRICS TO 
MAXIMISE 
BUSINESS

M E N U   E N G I N E E R I N G
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I
     n early 2000, a five-year-old online bookseller called 

Amazon.com sold US$672 million in convertible bonds 
to shore up its financial position. One month later, the 
dot-com bubble burst. More than half of all digital 
start-ups went out of business over the next few years 
– including lots of Amazon’s then-rivals in e-commerce. 
Had the bubble burst just a few weeks earlier, one of 
the most successful companies ever might have fallen 
victim to that recession.
       Predicting a recession isn’t easy. A recession 
is defined by two consecutive quarters of negative 
economic growth. It can be triggered by a multitude 

of factors: economic shocks (such as a spike in oil prices in 1973), financial panics 
(like the one that preceded the 2008 Great Recession), or just rapid changes in 
economic expectations (which John Maynard Keynes termed “animal spirits”), or some 
combination of the three.
       However, the next recession on the horizon is painfully clear to see. The COVID-19 
pandemic, which is rampaging across the globe – combined with an already-cooling 
global economy and the China-US trade war – is causing what many are calling the worst 
recession since 1929.
       Gearing a business to survive a recession during boom years can be detrimental 
to long-term prospects. But knowing how to ride out a recession is a crucial skill for 
any entrepreneur. Most firms suffer during a recession, primarily because demand 
(and revenue) falls and uncertainty about the future increases. Capital flows dry up as 
investors and lenders tighten their belts.

“I’D 
RATHER 
BE LUCKY 
THAN 
GOOD.”  
– Lefty Gomez, 
all-star baseball player 
for the Yankees
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SEIZING THE ADVANTAGE IN A DOWNTURN     

Determine Exposure of the Business
• Assess systematically strengths and vulnerabilities
• Quantify the impact of the downturn on the business

Protect your Financials
• Monitor and maximise your cash position
• Reduce customer credit and chase receivables
• Secure financing or restructure existing debts

Invest for the Future
• Protect key investments with a long-term horizon
• Look for opportunistic deals
• Invest in talent and training

!"#$#%& ()" *+,-%(-&" #% - ./0%(12%
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necessarily a problem, the 
research shows. 

ACTING DECISIVELY
Whatever it does, there is 
one course of action that will 
inevitably doom a company: 
inaction. Organisations paralysed 
by bureaucracy or ineffective 
leadership are like a stalled car in 
the middle of a highway – a crash 
waiting to happen.
       Research by the Boston 
Consulting Group, which indicates 
that companies whose early 
responses to a downturn are 
tentative (for example, modest belt-
tightening) typically overreact later 
on (say, cutting costs more than they 
ultimately need to). This results in an 
expensive recovery for the company 
when the economy rebounds.
       On the other hand, rash or 
scattershot action can be nearly 
as damaging. Rising anxiety (how 
much worse are things likely to 
get? how long is this going to 
last?) and the growing pressure 
to do something often produces 
a variety of uncoordinated moves 
that target the wrong problem 
or overshoot the right one. A 
disorganised response can also 
generate a sense of panic in an 
organization. And that will distract 
people from seeing something 
crucially important: the hidden but 
significant opportunities nestled 
among the bad economic news.
       In taking a rapid but 
measured approach, organisations 
can stabilise their operations, 
protecting it from downside 
risk and ensuring that it has the 
liquidity necessary to weather the 
crisis. Then, it is possible to identify 
ways to capitalise on the downturn 
for longer term profitability. 

DEFEND WHAT NEEDS 
TO BE DEFENDED
Confronted by a recession, many 
CEOs swing into crisis mode, 
believing that their sole responsibility 
is to prevent the company from 
getting badly hurt or going under. 
They quickly implement policies that 
will reduce operating costs, shrink 
discretionary expenditures, eliminate 
frills, rationalize business portfolios, 
lower head count, and preserve cash. 
They also postpone making fresh 
investments in R&D, developing 
new businesses, or buying assets 

Having a contingency plan to survive a recession will mitigate the damage, while 
putting the company in a better position to rise again when the economy recovers. 
A study by Bain found that companies which stagnated in the aftermath of the Great 
Recession, “few made contingency plans or thought through alternative scenarios.” 
“When the downturn hit, they switched to survival mode, making deep cuts and 
reacting defensively,” said the Bain report.

CONTAGION RECESSION
In the current situation, while everyone’s first concern is minimising contagion and 
saving lives, it is also important not to forget the massive impact that COVID-19 has 
on the global economy.
       Lockdowns occurred across the world starting in March, with partial reopening 
of the economy starting in June. But with the spectre of a second wave looming on 
the horizon, things are about to get much worse of businesses big and small.
       The situation we’re in now is fundamentally different than past recessions: It’s 
the result of an external factor, not financial vulnerabilities. Our ability to “reopen” 
thousands of businesses hinges on controlling a virus.
       Restaurants and small retail outlets are likely to lead the losses during the early 
days of the coronavirus-fuelled economic crisis. But eventually a major recession will 
hit every sector of the small business economy, as consumer and corporate demand 
decreases. This chain reaction begins first and most intensively with younger, smaller 
(and thus more vulnerable) businesses.
       According to research by the Brookings Institution during the 2008-2009 
recession, generally the older and larger a small business, the better it fared. Micro 
businesses (fewer than 10 employees) and young businesses (zero to five years old) 
are most vulnerable across all sectors. Small businesses are predominantly locally 
serving, meaning their viability depends on the health of the key industries in their 
local economies.
       But most crises share certain commonalities and universal lessons. The good 
news for SMEs is that there is an abundance of historical knowledge, strategies 
and practices to draw upon to help ride out the coming economic storm. Countless 
studies of downturns from the Great Depression onwards show that successful 
businesses do several things in common.

DON’T RUN OUT OF FUEL
Harvard Business School professors like to remind their students of Rule One: don’t 
crash the company. That means, first and foremost, don’t run out of money. 
       Because a recession usually brings lower sales and therefore less cash to fund 
operations, surviving a downturn requires deft financial management. Using the 
Amazon example above, if the company hadn’t raised all that money prior to the 
dot-com bust, its options would have been much more limited. Instead, it was 
able to absorb losses in its investments in other start-ups and also launch Amazon 
Marketplace, its platform for third-party sellers, later that year. It further expanded 
during and after the recession into new segments (kitchens, travel, and apparel) and 
markets (Canada).
       Companies with high levels of debt are especially vulnerable during a recession. 
A study by Xavier Giroud (of MIT’s Sloan School of Management) and Holger 
Mueller (of NYU’s Stern School of Business) showed that more highly leveraged 
firms experienced significantly larger employment losses in response to declines 
in local consumer demand. In other words, the effects of a recession were most 
pronounced among companies with the highest levels of debt.
       Mueller explains that, ““The more debt you have, the more cash you need 
to make your interest and principal payment.” The impact on cash flow during a 
recession puts businesses at greater risk of defaulting. To keep up with payments, 
companies with more debt are forced to cut costs more aggressively – often through 
layoffs. The good news is that policymakers are beginning to take notice of this. 
Many coronavirus stimulus packages across Asia include some level of bank loan 
repayment moratorium or restructuring offer.
       Of course, the reality is that many companies have a level of debt anyway – 
sometimes expansion requires taking on debt, and loans are a cheap, comparatively 
hassle-free way to raise capital. Giroud and Mueller’s study found that the average 
debt-to-assets ratio among firms that had increased debt levels in the run-up to 
the Great Recession was 38.3 percent. Among the group that had deleveraged, it 
was 19.5 percent. Although there’s no magic number, modest levels of debt aren’t 
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such as plants and machinery. As a rule, 
defensive leaders cut back on almost every 
item of cost and investment and reduce 
expenditures significantly more than their 
competitors on at least one dimension.
       A focus solely on cost cutting causes 
several problems. One, executives and 
employees start approaching every decision 
through a loss-minimizing lens. A siege 
mentality leads the organization to aim low 
and keep both innovation and cost cutting 
incremental. Two, instead of learning to 
operate more efficiently, the organization 
tries to do more of the same with less. That 
often results in lower quality and therefore 
a drop in customer satisfaction. Three, cost-
cutting decisions become centralized: The 
finance department makes across-the-board 
cuts, paying little attention to initiatives that 
may be the nuclei of post-recession growth. 
Four, pessimism permeates the organization. 
Centralization, strict controls, and the 
constant threat of more cuts build a feeling 
of disempowerment. The focus becomes 
survival – both personal and organizational.
       An example of such defensive measures 
can be seen at Sony during the Great 
Recession. The Japanese electronics firm 
announced a cost-reduction target of US$2.6 
billion in December 2008. It closed several 

factories, eliminated 16,000 jobs, and delayed investments – including a much-needed LCD 
plant in Slovakia. The results were not pretty. Profit growth dropped as a series of new 
products failed to gain market traction: Sony’s electronic book readers, gaming consoles, 
and OLED TV sets were all bested by competitors. 

PICK YOUR BATTLES
John F. Kennedy said, “When written in Chinese, the word "crisis" is composed of two 
characters – one represents danger and one represents opportunity (危机)”. 
       That is a tactic that some CEOs choose to take. They use a recession as a pretext to 
push change through, get closer to customers who may be ignored by competitors, make 
strategic investments that have long-term payoffs, and act opportunistically to acquire 
talent, assets, or businesses that become available during the downturn.
       A good example is that of Kellogg’s thriving against its then biggest competitor, C.W. 
Post Cereals during the Great Depression. Kellogg’s continued to promote and market 
because people didn’t stop spending during the Depression; most just looked for better 
deals. And the companies providing those better deals survived better and came out 
stronger after the Depression ended. Quite simply, when spending picked up, consumer 
loyalty to those companies not only remained, but often strengthened.
       But overaggression has its downsides. Organisations that focus purely on promotion 
develop a culture of optimism that leads them to deny the gravity of a crisis for a long 
time. They ignore early warning signs, such as customers’ budget cuts, and are steadfast in 
the belief that as long as they innovate, their sales and profits will continue to rise. When 
positive groupthink permeates an organization, naysayers are marginalised and realities 
are overlooked.
       Even as customers seek lower prices and greater value for money, these companies 
add bells and whistles to their products. They simply don’t notice that because the pie is 
shrinking, they must capture an even larger share from rivals to keep growing.
       At the height of the dotcom bust in 2001, Hewlett-Packard drew up an ambitious 
change agenda even though sales and profits were falling. Carly Fiorina, then the CEO, 
asserted, “In blackjack, you double down when you have an increasing probability of 
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       Another example is Apple. Before 
the iPhone, Apple was primarily a 
desktop manufacturer, known for the 
iMac. But during the 2001 recession, 
the tech sector was taking a beating. 
Apple’s year-on-year revenues fell 33 
percent in 2001. Nonetheless, Apple 
increased its R&D expenditures by 13 
percent in 2001 – to roughly 8 percent 
of sales from less than 5 percent in 
2000 – and maintained that level in 
the following two years. The result: 
Apple introduced the iTunes music 
store in 2003 and the iPod line in 2004, 
ushering in a period of rapid growth for 
the company.
       Of course, given financial 
constraints, it may not be possible to 
everything on the downturn investment 
wish list. Prioritize the different options, 
protecting investments likely to have a 
major impact on the long-term health of 
the company, delaying ones with less-
certain positive outcomes, and ditching 
those projects that would be nice to have 
but aren’t crucial to future success.
       Moreover, tempting as it is to invest 
in cheap assets during a downturn, the 
acquired asset may instead turn into 
an albatross around the company’s 
neck. If the revenues and profits 
from opportunistic investments 
don’t materialize, the company will 
be saddled with an asset base that 
doesn’t significantly boost returns. 
Furthermore, focusing purely on assets 
also keeps companies from looking for 
more-imaginative ways to build new 
businesses that will drive growth when 
the recession is over.
       Nevertheless, research shows that 
downturns actually appear to encourage 
the adoption of new technologies. In 
research conducted by the National 
Bureau of Economic Research, it found 
that the Great Recession surprisingly 
boosted demand for tech workers. The 
boost in demand was partly due to 
employers’ taking advantage of high 
unemployment to be choosier, but 
partly also due to increased investment 
in information technology, driving the 
surge in IT skill requirements in their 
job postings. 
       In turbulent times, it’s tough for 
companies to know where to place 
their bets for both the immediate 
term and the long run. But the most 
successful organisations listen to their 
customers – a powerful barometer for 
the right decision to make. Combined 
with decisive action and strategic 
planning, this approach doesn’t just 
combat a downturn; it can lay the 
foundation for continued success once 
the downturn ends. 

winning. We’re going to double down.” HP embarked on a massive restructuring program, 
made the largest acquisition in its history by buying Compaq for US$25 billion, and 
increased R&D expenditures by 9 percent. It also spent US$200 million on a corporate 
branding campaign and US$1 billion on expanding the availability of information 
technology in developing countries. These initiatives strained the organization and spread 
top management’s attention too thin. When the recession ended, the company found it 
tough to match the profitability levels of IBM and Dell. By 2004, HP’s earnings, at 8.4 
percent, had slipped below IBM’s 16.8 percent and Dell’s 9.3 percent.

FINDING A BALANCE
Between defending and going on the attack, business leaders need to find an elusive 
balance to steer the organisation through the storm. Hence, CEOs need to adopt a 
pragmatic approach, as psychologist William James said, “The attitude of looking away 
from first things, principles, ‘categories,’ supposed necessities; and of looking towards last 
things, fruits, consequences, facts.”
       Translated into business, it means to recognise that cost cutting is necessary to survive 
a recession, that investment is equally essential to spur growth, and that they must manage 
both at the same time if their companies are to emerge as post-recession leaders.

It sounds easy on paper, but results vary wildly across businesses. There are too many 
factors to say whether taking a defensive, offensive, or hybrid approach is best. But studies 
have shown that several strategies are better than others, especially for post-recession 
recovery. These are:
  Cutting costs mainly by improving operational efficiency rather than slashing the 

  number of employees. 
  Developing business opportunities by making significantly greater investments in 

  R&D and marketing.
  Investment in plants and machinery.

In a recession, companies do need to cut costs in order to defend their cash flow. One 
way that can be done is through improving operational efficiency. Companies that focus 
on reducing costs through operational efficiency fare far better than those that focus on 
reducing the number of employees. This is due to employee morale – which is usually 
better at companies that stress operational efficiency. Employees at these companies 
appreciate top management’s commitment to them, and they are more creative in reducing 
costs as a result. They don’t spend their time worrying about job security – as do people at 
companies that rely on deep staff cuts. 
       Layoffs aren’t just harmful to workers; they’re costly for companies, too. Hiring and 
training are expensive, so companies prefer not to have to rehire when the economy picks 
back up, particularly if they think the downturn will be brief. Layoffs can also hurt morale, 
dampening productivity at a time when companies can ill afford it.
       In contrast, companies that respond to a slowdown by re-examining every aspect 
of their business models – from how they have configured supply chains to how they 
are organized and structured – reduce their operating costs on a permanent basis. 
When demand returns, costs will stay low, allowing their profits to grow faster than 
those of competitors.
       The resources freed up by improving operational efficiency can then be used to 
increase spending on R&D and marketing, which may produce only modest benefits during 
the recession, but adds substantially to sales and profits afterward. 

INVESTING FOR THE FUTURE
It may seem counterintuitive to spend during a recession, but now is the time to build 
up the business for the long run. Pursuing opportunistic deals and negotiating potential 
M&As can generate long-term rewards.
       More importantly, though, is investing in R&D and technology. Investments made 
during a downturn in these areas will, in many cases, only bear fruit only after the 
recession is past. But waiting to move forward with such investments may compromise your 
ability to capitalize on opportunities when the economy rebounds.
       Sanofi, the French pharmaceutical company, entered the economic recession that 
began in 2001 with a solid product portfolio. Throughout the downturn, the company 
maintained, and in some cases increased, its R&D spending in order to keep its product 
pipeline robust. Sanofi increased its absolute R&D expenditure from €950 million in 
2000 to €1.3 billion in 2003. Because of its strong business and financial performance, the 
company gained market share and outperformed peers in the stock market. The company 
was thus well positioned to acquire Aventis, a much larger Franco-German pharmaceutical 
company, after a takeover battle, in the economic upswing of 2004.
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s it a good 
time to be 
in F&B?
       The 
outbreak of 
COVID-19 
has brought 
about a sea 
change in 

the sector. Eating out is inherently a 
social activity – and COVID-19 has 
brought social activity to a standstill.
       Thus, for many F&B 
businesses, the coronavirus has 
marked a profound and lasting 
shift in how they operate. Social 
distancing, tightened health 
protocols, and changing consumer 
behaviours are challenges that F&B 
players have to overcome. That is 
also not factoring in the lockdowns 
that many jurisdictions imposed to 
limit the spread of COVID-19.
       Nevertheless, food heroes 
across the region have worked 
hard to adapt to the changing 
situation and respond to the often-
unprecedented challenges arising 
from COVID-19. From changing 
the business model, to starting 
a food business from home, and 
reopening with guidelines, the F&B 
sector has proven to be resilient.

DIMINISHED, BUT STILL BIG
According to ResearchAndMarkets, 
the global food and beverage 
services market is expected to 
decline from US$3606.1 billion in 
2019 to US$3503.3 billion in 2020 
at a compound annual growth rate 
of -2.9 percent. The decline is mainly 
due to economic slowdown across 
countries owing to the COVID-19 
outbreak and the measures to 
contain it. The market is then 
expected to recover and grow at a 
CAGR of 8 percent from 2021 and 
reach US$4290.1 billion in 2023.
       These figures show that despite 
COVID-19, the F&B sector is still 
very much alive. It is a multi-trillion 
dollar industry worldwide, with the 

Asia-Pacific region accounting for 
46 percent of the market in 2019. 
Still, COVID-19 has had its effect 
on the sector. If anything, the F&B 
sector is one of the worst hit out 
of all industry sectors. Lockdowns 
have disrupted the food supply 
chain, while social distancing 
measures will diminish the capacity 
of restaurants, bars, and cafés.
       In the current disruptive 
climate, the restaurant industry is 
evolving rapidly and necessarily. 
The outbreak has had drastic effects 
on F&B businesses of all sizes. In 
comparison to 2019, the first two 
quarters of 2020 have seen an 
unprecedented decline amongst 
the majority of restaurant sectors. 
Since January, even McDonald’s 
has closed 25 percent of its 
stores worldwide. Independent 
restaurants are struggling to remain 
open. Sales are down, and the 
future is uncertain.

FUTURE DOMINATED BY MEGATRENDS
What will drive the post-pandemic 
F&B industry? A changing 
demographic, changing consumer 
demands, and the rapid pace of 
technology will contribute to 
megatrends that will shape the 
industry in decades to come.
       Firstly, off-premises is already 
a prominent force of growth in 
2020. With COVID-19 scuppering 
plans to dine in, F&B operators are 
looking at off-premises growth (e.g. 
takeaway, delivery etc) not only for 
new customers, but for survival of 
the business.
       To be successful, restaurant 
operators will look to strike 
the perfect formula of on- and 
off-premises for their business as 
consumers strive for convenience, 
but continue to look to the social 
escape that restaurants provide. 
When asked about ways in which 
restaurants could incorporate 
more technology, consumers 
primarily mention frictionless, 

convenience- and service-
enhancing items, rather than 
people-eliminating items. 
       Secondly, although automation 
is increasing in the supply chain, it 
is expected that the F&B industry 
will still be reliant on manpower. 
Fully automated restaurants 
already exist – but they are 
currently more of a novelty instead 
of a growing trend. Adding the 
element of the human touch is 
also a differentiating factor in an 
increasingly competitive market.

Thirdly, consumers are choosing 
authenticity and experience 
alongside convenience. In this 
context, authenticity means:

  Products from producers who
have a personal connection 
to their product through 
geography or business practices

  Products that show a
commitment to traditional 
flavours and recipes

  Brands that display consistent
values, often in alignment with 
the consumer’s personal 
moral compass

Put simply, consumers will buy 
products that feel true to the story 
they tell about themselves. While 
this change is directly driven by 
factors like changing lifestyles, 
connected technologies, and urban 
living, it is also linked to a genuine 
backlash to the perceived evils of 
mass production. 
       Authenticity is also closely 
linked to consumers’ growing 
interest in localism, supporting 
businesses and products sourced 
close to home. It also relates to the 
continued rise of artisanal brands 
and the experience economy, 
where consumers (especially 
millennials) actively choose to 
spend their money on doing 
something rather than physically 
owning something.
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01. 

INSTAGRAMMABILITY

I
n the age of viral, visual 
media, food needs to look as 
good as it tastes.
        Remember the 
cronut? First introduced 

in 2013 by New York pastry chef 
Dominique Ansel, the croissant-donut 
hybrid was one of the earliest Instagram-
fuelled food obsessions, and its runaway 
viral success helped spur a trend that 
has completely changed the way food is 
presented. We no longer just eat with 
our eyes; today we eat with our iPhones.
       The most popular food-related 
hashtag on Instagram, #foodporn has 
over 237 million posts and counting. 
Small wonder then, that businesses are 
also jumping on the bandwagon – posting 
photos of appetizers, entrées, desserts, 
dining-room ambience, staff members, 
and behind-the-scenes operations, along 
with captions that invite likes, comments, 
and feedback.

02. 

HEALTHY OPTIONS

L
ike everything else these days, patrons want to be able to customise better-for-
you food choices to suit their individual needs, tastes, and goals.
       Eating out used to be the fun but unhealthy option. But consumers are 
increasingly taking on a more personalized, holistic view of health. They’re 
making food and beverage choices based on their personal definition of 

health, such as food described as natural, organic, high in protein, or functional (for 
example, items to help boost energy or de-stress).
       What does this mean for F&B operators? For a start, foods with favourable nutritional 
profiles, such as whole grains, lean protein, and dark, leafy greens are in. Diet-related 
terms like ‘low-fat’ and ‘cholesterol-free’ are declining in favour of holistic descriptions 
like ‘organic’ or ‘all-natural’.

03. 

EATING LOCAL

T
here is an increasing trend towards eating ingredients that are grown/
raised close to home.
       Imagine a plate of grilled salmon and asparagus, topped with a creamy 
white wine sauce. Such an item is not that unusual in swanky restaurants 
in the region – but notice that nearly every ingredient listed is imported. 

Sourcing fresh, local ingredients, focusing on variety and seasonality, is a growing 
movement worldwide.
       Concern over the impact of importing food thousands of miles, as well as knowing 
where food comes from is also another key driver.
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04. 

NOSE-TO-TAIL EATING

A
s social consciousness grows, operators and consumers are 
becoming more concerned about the staggering amount of food 
that goes to waste.
       Nose-to-tail is a philosophy of using every part of the animal 
(or plant) in food preparation, letting nothing go to waste. Aside 

from its appeal as a more traditional diet, it’s also one of the most economically 
and environmentally friendly ways to approach working with food.
       From eating beef kidney to carrot tops, this trend is not just about 
minimising food waste – it’s also healthier in delivering a wider, more diverse 
set of nutrients to the body.

05. 

TAPPING THE DRAFT

B
eer isn’t the only draft beverage. If you can put it in a keg, it can be served 
on draft – including iced coffee, house soda, and kombucha.
       Having beverages on tap saves storage space and eliminates the 
waste and time of cans and bottles. It’s also more profitable. Receiving 
beverages already pressurized and ready-to-serve saves time because they 

don’t have to be brewed and chilled. Premixed specialties like iced lattes and matcha 
lattes work particularly well on tap, making it easier for staff to serve these ready-to-
drink and eliminating the need for a barista.

06. 

NOT AS SWEET AS YOU

W
ith concerns over the 
deleterious effects of sugar on 
the body, customers are 
increasingly looking for 
non-sweet options.

       This has given rise to more 
sophisticated flavours like bitter, sour, and 
spicy to elevate their food. The perceived 
health benefits of such foods are also 
driving their popularity. More diverse 
ingredients like citrus peel, vinegar, and 
fermented foods (e.g. miso, gochujang) are 
finding their way onto menus. 
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I
t is not much of an exaggeration to say that the 
world today revolves around social media. The 
internet has served to make the world a smaller 
place by connecting billions together via a 
single world-spanning network of 
communication and knowledge. Even among 
this power of interconnectivity, social media 
stands as the king of communication.
       The importance of social media websites 

and apps cannot be understated. The way these services function has 
struck a chord with humanity’s need for social interaction. Combined 
with the convenience of the internet, social media has allowed 
people from across the world to share their thoughts, opinions, and 
experience with only a few clicks of a button.
       This ease of sharing is also why social media is a prime conduit for 
marketing. Businesses today are becoming increasingly aware of the 
significance of such services. The reach of social media is potentially 
infinite. It is no wonder that organisations want to utilise these 
platforms to spread their message to as wide an audience as possible. 
       Another reason why social media is becoming more appealing as 
a marketing platform is due to the fact that the internet is slowly but 
surely causing print media to go extinct. It is far easier and simpler 
to advertise and market via the internet as opposed to physically. In 
today’s globally digital world, it is also much easier for consumers 
to get what they need from the internet, be it goods via e-retail, or 
information. 
       As such, it is a no brainer for businesses to leverage social media to 
their advantage. In 2019 alone, statistics have shown that the average 
person could clock-in up to 140 minutes of use on social media per day. 
With that much screen time, any business would want to ensure that 
some of that time is spent engaging with their brand. Over the past few 
years, such digital marketing strategies have proven highly effective, 
especially among the younger and more tech-savvy consumers. 
       When we mention social media, a few big names come to mind. 
We have the classic Facebook, the trendy Instagram, and the ever-
popular Twitter. However, a relatively new platform on the block that 
has been making waves as of late is TikTok. Since its global release in 
2018, TikTok has taken the world by storm. The exponential growth of 
the app and the sheer reach it has transformed it into a prime platform 
for digital marketing; an opportunity that many businesses have 
recognised.

COMPILED 
BY 

JORDAN 
LOW

DANCING THE HYPE
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DANCING TO SUCCESS
Zhang’s dedication to learning new things eventually paid off handsomely. Today, 
the entrepreneur is among the richest in China with an estimated US$16.2 billion 
net worth at only 36-years-old. He derives most of his success from founding 
ByteDance, a Beijing-based technology company with several success stories 
under its belt.
       ByteDance itself was founded in 2012 and quickly launched a suite of apps, 
beginning that same year with Neihan Duanzi, a platform where users shared 
jokes in the form of short videos, memes and written posts. While immensely 
popular, the app itself caught the attention of government, which led to the apps 
eventual shutdown in 2018.
       Seeing the writing on the wall, ByteDance quickly went on to develop new 
products and alternatives to keep the company afloat. Another app they created 
in 2012 is the well-known Jinri Toutiao news aggregation platform. This app was 
the culmination of Zhang’s wish to create a news platform whose results were 
powered by artificial intelligence, separate from China's search engine Baidu, 
Business Insider's Paige Leskin previously reported.
       Toutiao is one of the largest news aggregation apps in China and is installed 
on over 250 million monthly unique devices, according to data from Chinese 
market research firm, iResearch. ByteDance does not regularly release official 
user numbers for its apps.
       Despite the app’s focus on news, 
Zhang himself has said on several 
occasions that ByteDance is not a 
news business. He told Bloomberg that 
the company acts more like a search 
engine or social media platform that 
recommends interesting news articles 
as opposed to be a dedicated news 
media platform.
       ByteDance’s most successful venture 
is undoubtedly the launch of the famous 
app Douyin, or more commonly known 
to the world at large as TikTok. Beginning 
operations in 2016, the short video app has 
taken the world by storm. The app resonate 
greatly with the younger generation, who 
took to the app like bears to honey. It has 
been reported that there are 800 million 
global active users on TikTok, with up 
to 41 percent of them being in the 16-24 
age range. With such numbers, it is no 
surprise the company is now considering 
introducing advertising for companies to 
expand their reach.
       At first, Zhang merely treated TikTok 
as just another product. However, over 
time, he began to see the importance of 
understanding his users and what they 
experience. As such, he began actively 
participating by making his own TikTok 
videos and encouraging his own staff to do 
so. Even today, there is a friendly rivalry 
going on between ByteDance’s senior 
management; where the manager with 
the least popular TikTok video has to do 
several push-ups. This leadership style 
helps staff to better understand the wants 
and needs of their consumers to better 
adjust their offerings to suit their tastes.

As such, this edition of SME will be 
talking about ByteDance, the developer 
of the TikTok app, and the humble, 
young entrepreneur who started it all, 
Zhang Yiming.

NOT A RAGS-TO-RICHES STORY
While such a tale would be entertaining, 
the fact was that Zhang Yiming’s early 
life was neither thrilling nor remarkable. 
As Zhang is a rather private man, little 
is known about his early years. What we 
do know is that he was born in1983in 
China’s Fujian province to parents who 
were both civil servants. His parents’ 
occupation offered security and a decent 
living, allowing Zhang to eventually 
pursue education at Nankai University. 
Following his graduation in 2005, 
after several years of studying software 
engineering, Zhang would go on to 
marry his college sweetheart.
       Fresh out of college, Zhang’s 
first job was unironically at a travel 
booking website startup called Kuxun. 
He would eventually be promoted one 
year later to become the company’s 
technical director.
       "I was one of first employees. 
And I was an ordinary engineer at the 
beginning, but in the second year, I 
was in charge of about 40 to 50 people 
responsible for back-end technology 
and other tasks related to products," he 
said in an interview with South China 
Morning Post.
       Zhang attributes his quick ascent 
to a work ethic that transcended the 
boundaries of his responsibilities. 
During his time as an engineer working 
for Kuxun, Zhang’s responsibilities 
mostly involved the technology aspect 
of the company. However, whenever a 
product had problems, Zhang would 
actively seek to be a part of the product 
discussion plan. Many of Zhang’s 
colleagues and superiors at the time 
said that he did not need to be a part of 
the discussion, but Zhang was adamant 
in learning new things and gaining 
experience. His involvement in such 
things eventually proved useful in his 
own ventures.
       “I remember that at the end of 
2007, I went to meet the client with the 
sales director. This experience let me 
know what sales are good sales. When 
I established Toutiao and recruited 
staff, these examples helped me a lot,” 
he recalled.
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
Without a doubt, ByteDance has experienced an impressive amount of success 
in a relatively short span of time. However, just like any other company, such 
success does not come without its own controversies. 
       Due to many trade and political disputes, relations have soured between 
China and several other countries. As such, many nations have accused 
ByteDance of utilising its apps as spyware to collect information for the Chinese 
government. While such allegations have yet to be proven, countries such as 
the US have called for a ban on apps such as TikTok unless they are sold to 
Microsoft. 
       India has taken an even more extreme stance and has since banned 
TikTok and other Chinese apps outright. This could cause several problems 
for ByteDance as India alone makes up for a huge portion of the company’s 
user base.

       Despite these controversies, Zhang 
has made it clear that his ambitions have 
not faltered in any way. In fact, Zhang is 
still finding new ground to break.
       ByteDance recently confirmed that 
it is going to diversify its portfolio from 
software to hardware with the launch 
of its own smartphone. The resulting 
product is rumoured to be seeing the 
light of day as early as the end of the 
year, according to a report by Chinese 
media LatePost.
       Even while faced with adversity, one 
thing remains for certain. Under Zhang 
Yiming’s leadership, ByteDance will 
continue to innovate and push the limits 
of communication technology; and only 
time will tell what that future will look 
like. 
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       While virtual businesses are 
united in their efforts to move work 
online, they all retain different levels 
of physical operations. In the most 
extreme example, all employees work 
virtually, and the “headquarters” 
is wherever the CEO lives. In less 
extreme examples, virtual businesses 
may still have a headquarters where 
employees work, or they may have a 
warehouse where employees prepare 
packages to ship to customers.
       As anyone who has worked 
remotely can attest to, the vast 
majority of work can be completed 
with a computer. Virtual businesses 
take advantage of that by trimming 
unnecessary costs. This could include 
outsourcing nearly all of its business 
functions such as product development, 
marketing, sales, and shipping. 
       While the most visible virtual 
shift is online retail, many other 
industries are making the same leap. 
In general, the more work that's done 
on a computer, the easier that business 
can shift to a virtual business. The IT 
sector is a natural fit for such a model, 
and they’ve been one of the earliest 

adopters. For example, software 
development firms commonly hire 
developers who are based in different 
cities from the company’s offices. 
They complete their section of code 
from home, send it to colleagues, 
and communicate about projects via 
email, video chats, and phone calls.

ADJUSTING TO BEING APART
In adjusting to working remotely, 
we have to fine-tune the way we 
approach business. While it may not 
last forever, the way we work will take 
a different shape in the years ahead. 
Now more than ever, it’s important to 
cultivate skills like content marketing, 
proficiency with digital tools, and 
being social media savvy.
       While it takes some getting used 
to and comes with its own challenges, 
there are exciting opportunities. 
       The biggest opportunity is that 
your business does not need to be 
limited to the immediate geography 
of where you’re located, meaning 
you can connect more extensively 
with customers, partners, and 
opportunities around the world. 

perating 
remotely 
does not 
come easy 
for most of 
us. Funda-
mentally 
at its core, 
business is 

a social activity. We talk, we discuss, 
we negotiate – we interact with each 
other. Humans are social animals, 
and we don’t live in isolation.
       Nevertheless, economic forces 
have made global, distributed 
business a modern phenomenon. 
For example, a company developing 
a new mobile application may have 
the project lead in New York, the 
programmers in Prague, the QA team 
in Hong Kong, and the end user in 
Kuala Lumpur. Such cosmopolitan 
collaboration is the norm among 
multinational corporations.
       Now, the shift towards virtual 
business is accelerating, thanks to 
COVID-19. The enforced lockdown 
in many jurisdictions has created 
a laboratory for remote working, 
affecting millions of employees. 
In addition, the restrictions on 
air travel mean that virtual cross-
border meetings will be the norm 
for some time to come.
       And there are clear attractions 
to running a completely remote, 
distributed business – as well as 
its drawbacks. What are they, and 
how can this help define the next 
generation of SMEs?

WHAT IS A VIRTUAL BUSINESS?
Simply put, a virtual business is any 
business that conducts all or most of 
its business via the Internet. It may or 
may not have some kind of physical 
presence – such as a warehouse or an 
office – but no physical location that 
customers can visit.
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HOW TO DO ONLINE MEETINGS

How to Do 
Online 
Meetings

Perfect Your Profile
Ensure your user name and display picture is appropriate. First impressions 
count online as well!

Check Your Background
If possible, use a plain-coloured background with minimal decoration. 
Otherwise, double-check to see if there’s anything you wouldn’t want 
others to see, e.g. embarrassing photos, inappropriate book titles etc.

Dress the Part
Just because it's 7 am in your time zone, don't dress like you just rolled out 
of bed. Always dress appropriately for a video call. 

Don’t Distract
Relatively unobtrusive sounds like tapping a pencil, typing on the keyboard, 
or even background conversations can be heard (sometimes quite loudly) 
on the other end. Try to keep noise and visual distractions to a minimum. 
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A virtual sales call with a client halfway 
around the world used to sound like 
a crazy idea, but today it has become 
common practice. Finding a new supplier 
of raw materials for your business from 
a top producer in, say, France used to be 
something only big companies with travel 
budgets would do. Not anymore. Working 
remotely is a great equaliser and has 
opened new channels.
       Working remotely may also be a 
key to globalisation. With teams sharing 
commonalities – working at home, with 
family under the same roof – we are 
all quickly learning that we are one big 
team. Of course, nothing beats physical 
interaction with colleagues, but the 
disappearance of office walls and satellite 
locations removes any “us versus them” 
mentality or sense that the people you 
are physically closest to are the ones you 
should be most aligned with.
       The appeal of forming virtual 
teams is clear. Employees can manage 
their work and personal lives more 
flexibly, and they have the opportunity 
to interact with colleagues around the 
world. Companies can use the best global 
talent while significantly reducing their 
personnel costs by taking advantage of 
geoarbitrage – paying less for equally 
talented people in countries with lower 
labour costs.
       Of course, the main draw of virtual 
is that such businesses can cut out a large 
cost, which is the overhead that comes 
with a physical location. Businesses can 
sell their products online for a fraction of 
the cost that would come with opening 
a physical retail store. Office space is 
no longer a necessity for a team that 
can work remotely. This affords virtual 
businesses a competitive advantage, as 
their savings translate to greater profits.

OUT OF SIGHT, OUT OF MIND
Obviously, there are challenges to 
running a virtual business – not least of 
which is not being able to meet face-to-
face. If the business is poorly run, issues 
like productivity and motivation will 
quickly arise.
       The lack of physical interaction can 
quickly become a barrier if the wrong 
practices are in place. There’s still 
nothing like speaking with someone face-
to-face. E-mail, phone calls, and video 
communication are all well and good, 
but there are social nuances and cues 
that you pick up on when you speak to 
someone in person. Additionally, casual 
office chats around the pantry or in the 
hallway are invaluable for building a 
strong team rapport. 
       These communication challenges can 
be magnified in a team dynamic, where 
multiple people are trying to collaborate 
and brainstorm. And when you have team 
members from all over the world, with 
different norms and cultural backgrounds, 
the risk of misunderstandings and 
resentment grows exponentially. 

The challenge is then to replicate 
office camaraderie virtually, while 
minimising misunderstandings 
and miscommunication. Tools like 
videoconferencing go a long way 
towards building trust and rapport – but 
don’t eliminate the problem entirely. 
Additional tactics like scheduling 
regular team calls, check-ins, and 
informal catchup sessions can help in 
managing a remote team. 
       On the flip side, doing business with 
clients virtually can also be challenging 
– especially with clients who are used 
to seeing their vendors in person. As 
humans, we trust (and hire) other people, 
and their faces, voices and personalities 
all play a part in our decision-making. It’s 
very hard for most people to get that same 
level of trust when you are working in a 
completely virtual environment. Selling 
your services can be more difficult and 
you may have to work twice as hard.
       Thus, constant communication is 
needed. A common worry for clients 
hiring a virtual professional is that they 
may disappear and the client will not have 
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a way to find them. Without an in-person 
connection it can be difficult for clients 
to feel confident that the person they are 
hiring will be available during the project. 
Being responsive to all messages, as well as 
having regular check-in sessions can go a 

long way in alleviating this issue.

UNPLUGGING THE BUSINESS
It’s easier to start and scale a 
company in today’s world than ever 
before. Selling something in the 
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Have a strategy in place
• A strategy helps keep your business true. Set your business goals out and check in on them 

from time to time.

Grow your online presence
• Simply having a website isn’t going to be enough. If you don’t have a viable social media 

presence then you should start to develop one immediately. Be consistent with quality content 
that benefits your followers, and respond quickly to customer queries.

Have the right tools
• You and your team need the correct tools to collaborate and manage files. Platforms like 

Google’s G Suite and Microsoft’s Office 365 make this extremely easy. Video conferencing 
solutions like Zoom or Webex are also essential.

    RUNNING A SUCCESSFUL VIRTUAL BUSINESS

20th century may have 
required an expensive 
storefront with plenty of 
foot traffic, but nowadays, 
all you need is 10 dollars 
for a domain name.
       Still, that knife cuts 
both ways. Because the 
barrier to entry is so 
much lower, it means 
that business owners face 
constant disruption and 
challenges from both 
existing competitors 
and startups. Becoming 
a virtual-only business 
can help you stay lean, 
green, and agile, reducing 
your costs and helping 
you focus your efforts 
where they’re most 
productive: marketing, 
sales, improvement, and 
expansion. 

KEY PRINCIPLES FOR MANAGING A VIRTUAL TEAM

      

TRANSPARENCY

DON’T
MICROMANAGE LISTEN BE HUMAN

SIMPLICITY BUILD TRUST SET GOALS
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A
     s two longtime business 

consultants, we make a point 
of keeping in touch with 
former colleagues. When we 
had lunch recently with one 
who had left consulting to 

join a startup, we were eager to hear how he 
was faring. Admittedly, we were even a little 
jealous of what sounded like an interesting, 
high-energy venture. But once we started 
asking questions to get a glimpse of what life 
was like on the startup side, we could see that 
after just two months in the new job, he was 
miserable.
       And not because he didn’t like his boss or 
colleagues or the work that he was doing. The 
problem was that he was a 100 percent virtual 
worker for the first time in his career. In a 
way that he hadn’t predicted, he missed the 
sporadic moments of connection that happen 
in the hallway or cafeteria. He missed casual 
human interaction and the accompanying 
sense of belonging. And he missed the surge of 
energy that many of us feel when we work in 
an office with our colleagues.
       “Are you on a lot of conference calls?” 
we probed, searching for a solution. The 

Economist Intelligence Unit study, only 28 
percent of respondents said they had not 
worked remotely in the past year. Despite the 
ubiquity of virtual work, most of us are still 
learning how to communicate effectively in 
a world that is becoming ever more digital, 
global, and multicultural. Conference calls are 
notoriously painful. To make matters more 
complex and urgent, millennials, who are en-
tering the workforce in droves and will soon 
make up the majority of workers globally, are 
looking to their employers for a sense of com-
munity — seeking a “second family” — while 
at the same time expecting to be able to work 
virtually at least part of the time.
       Although technology may be able to cross 
physical and temporal gaps, the cultural and 
interpersonal gaps — differences in cultural 
habits and communication styles — are prob-
lems that have yet to be solved. And leaving 
these gaps open can pose major performance 
issues for teams. A recent study found that 
teams that had high levels of geographic, 
operational, and cultural differences also 
reported lower levels of trust, innovation, 
satisfaction, and performance than their coun-
terparts with more closely located teammates.
       The cultural and interpersonal gaps can 
make it much more difficult for virtual teams 
to develop empathy among team members, 
experience random moments of connection, 
and build the discipline and agility to shift 
teaming modes to accommodate the specific 
circumstances at a given time — all of which 
are necessary to a successful team.

BUILDING REAL VIRTUAL TEAMS
How can leaders enable people to work 
across locations, time zones, and cultures 
effectively, allowing them to form real teams, 
collaborate regularly, and feel supported in 
and fulfilled by their roles? This is no easy 
feat. However, in our work with teams over 
many years, we have made some observations 
that can help. Try the following.

CREATE EMPATHY. Teams are made up of people 
who need to be able to understand one 
another — and one another’s emotions — in 
order to effectively work together.
       Think for a moment about your own 
behaviour. Compare how you as a customer 
have treated a call centre employee who was 
not being helpful with how you would treat 
a clerk in a face-to-face interaction. You are 
likely far more patient with the clerk than the 
call centre employee. The truth is, empathy 
is more difficult to muster when people feel 
distant from one another, which can be prob-
lematic when they are meant to be collaborat-
ing with people all around the world.
       But they can break down this perception 
of distance, particularly if they are working as 
part of an intact team, which is functionally 
oriented and works toward a common, 
agreed-upon goal. Take, for example, the case 
of a U.S.-based financial analyst we worked 

answer was yes, he was connecting with 
colleagues formally throughout the day, but 
there was very little unstructured “social” 
time. And when someone did create space for 
socializing, it often fell flat because it seemed 
forced and unnatural. In short, our former 
colleague didn’t feel like a member of a real 
team.
       At the Katzenbach Center, the innovation 
centre for organizational culture and leader-
ship within Strategy&, PwC’s strategy consult-
ing business, we believe that teams — real 
teams, not just a group that management calls 
a team — should be the basic unit of perfor-
mance for most organizations, regardless of 
company size. In any situation requiring the 
combination of multiple skills, experiences, 
and judgments, a team inevitably gets better 
results than a collection of individuals operat-
ing with confined job roles and responsibili-
ties. It pays dividends to invest in teams — not 
just for the sake of the team members, but for 
the organization as a whole.

A “SECOND FAMILY” As the workplace 
becomes increasingly virtual, our former 
colleague is not alone in his situation. In an 
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AS WORKPLACES INCREASINGLY EMBRACE THE TELECOMMUTING MODEL, LEADERS 
CAN TAKE SEVERAL STEPS TO BRIDGE CULTURAL AND INTERPERSONAL GAPS.
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located, so we’ve started experimenting with 
extreme transparency as a catalyst for these 
types of impromptu meetups. Not only can 
we see all of our team members’ calendars, 
but we are all careful to update our status on 
our messaging tool so that colleagues know 
if we are actually available to chat, or instead 
are heads-down in “do not disturb” mode or 
in a meeting. This way people can clearly see 
when it is OK to break in and say hello. We 
should make space for these moments, be-
cause if we were in an office, we would likely 
be spending 8 percent of our time socializing, 
according to a workplace study by Gensler.
       Even better: At least once a week, 
someone on our team sends an email to our 
group soliciting a quasi-impromptu virtual 
meetup. The practice was started by a 
senior team member but has caught on. For 
example, someone will email the whole group 
to say, “Heading to meet a client for lunch — 
I’ll be driving for 20 minutes if anyone wants 
to chat.” We’ve started taking advantage of 
these moments by responding, “I’ll call you 
in five minutes to catch up.” Sure, it takes 
a bit more planning than running into a 
colleague at the office café. But we find that 
the result is nearly the same as if we’d met 
up by happenstance: new ideas, a little added 
energy, and an elevated mood.

ACT WITH AGILITY. We know from our 
Katzenbach Center research on teams 
spanning many decades that high-performing 
teams are able to deliberately shift modes, 
depending on the challenge they are tackling. 
For example, if something urgent but simple 
arises, the team might defer to the leader with 
the most expertise, falling in line and taking 
orders. If members need to solve a complex 
problem using their creativity, they are likely 
to engage more collaboratively as a real team.
       The benefit of working in this fit-for-
purpose way is that it both enables teams to 
be effective and helps team members build 
trust in the trenches and gain psychological 
safety, which is conducive to the open 
sharing of ideas and being vulnerable 
with other team members. This is perhaps 
the most important element of teaming, 
according to a Google study.
       To illustrate this concept, we can take 
a page from Microsoft’s Outlook design 
team. Based in three cities and made up of 
designers and engineers, the team initially 
struggled to create a unified vision for the 
new email/calendar platform they would 
ultimately create. The team agreed on a 
standard meeting cadence (e.g., twice-
monthly meetings of the design leads and 
monthly all-hands meetings) and a set of 
collaborative technologies. Most important, 
the team realized it needed to create a virtual 
space where “no one feels left out because 

with who was called upon to frequently 
collaborate with her counterpart in India. 
Things did not get started on the right 
foot — the virtual interactions were not very 
productive and, as a result, she began to 
doubt his capabilities as a financial analyst. 
In fact, the level of distrust between the two 
went so far that she began to dread taking her 
regular calls with him. But during one call, 
her colleague revealed that he had been stuck 
at his office for three whole days thanks to the 
Indian monsoons, sleeping under his desk — 
and something changed.
       Although he insisted it wasn’t so bad, she 
imagined herself sleeping on the floor of her 
office, subsisting on emergency meal bars. A 
call that normally would be punctuated with 
awkward silences and misunderstandings 
became a genuine conversation, one in which 
the analyst learned about her colleague’s 
family, life, and culture. It also marked a 
major turning point for the pair’s relationship 
— the personal story helped the two eventually 
to become friends, and culminated in a face-
to-face meetup many years later in New York 
when her Indian colleague came to visit on a 
business trip.
       Learning about one another is a great 
way to cultivate empathy. Have you ever met 
someone who is “all business” at work? How 
connected did you feel to that person? Our 
guess is not so much. Learning about each 
other doesn’t mean you need to start every 
meeting with a contrived icebreaker. In fact, it 
can be as simple as sharing something about 
your current location, the view from your 
window, or a funny anecdote from the day 
before. Learning about others — their hopes, 
dreams, fears, and stories — activates the 
parts of your brain that are associated with 
empathy and can put you on your way to a 
better team dynamic.
       Also, it sounds obvious, but the choice of 
technology for collaboration can build empa-
thy and make it feel more as though everyone 
is in a room together, especially if the whole 
team makes the effort to learn to use the 
technology. Being able to see facial cues from 
others is tremendously helpful as people talk 
with colleagues, so we suggest considering 
videoconferencing as a collaboration mecha-
nism. It helps distinguish between a wild in-
sight that stunned colleagues into silence and 
an idea that was not only completely off-base, 
but also bored everyone to (silent) tears. This 
also helps humanize colleagues so they aren’t 
simply faraway voices, but individuals.

CONNECT (SORT OF) SPONTANEOUSLY. Diversity of 
location further challenges people, because 
they miss out on those unplanned moments 
of connection that can lead to new ideas 
and insights. In fact, one study showed that 
individuals who had 15 minutes to socialize 
with colleagues had a 20 percent increase in 
performance over their peers who didn’t.
       Our own team members are not all co-

KATHERINE DUGAN AND VARUN BHATNAGAR ADVISE CLIENTS ON CULTURE AND ORGANIZATION FOR STRATEGY&, 
PWC’S STRATEGY CONSULTING BUSINESS. 

they’re on the other side of the world.” To 
this end, team members agreed on a united 
set of principles and values that could 
enable engineers and designers alike to 
effectively work together using a common 
vocabulary.
       If team members are to work together, 
especially when they’re not in the same 
room, there needs to be a similar set of 
agreed-upon guidelines for how they will 
work and communicate. And the colleagues 
really do have to commit to spending time 
talking about how they’ll approach the work 
they will do together rather than diving right 
in — otherwise, they put themselves at risk 
of being unable to respond to change. This 
process can feel arduous in the beginning, 
but it is a muscle that can be built over time.
       When working virtually, this kind of 
teaming “discipline” is an even harder nut 
to crack. Teams must not only be clear 
about how they will interact with one 
another and shift modes when needed, but 
also address the role that their selected 
mode(s) of communication will play in 
facilitating their way of working.
       Just as important as defining the 
approach is evaluating it over time. In the 
case of the Microsoft design team, this 
meant making the team playbook easy to 
update so that it was always relevant to the 
given circumstances.
       Soon, team members will know quickly 
and intuitively how to approach a challenge 
together. And then the most challenging 
decision they’ll have to make is which 
collaboration tool to use in order to enable 
that experience.  
 
CHANGING HABITS It can be tough to 
work remotely and manage others working 
remotely, and harder still to change the 
habits of how teams communicate. But 
those who want to cultivate effective virtual 
teams need to be cognizant of how they can 
close the interpersonal gap that exists when 
they aren’t co-located with their colleagues.
       It will take time and practice, but by 
making an effort to build empathy with 
colleagues, create moments of connection, 
and cultivate team agility across a variety of 
situations, people can bridge this gap and 
improve team performance, no matter where 
in the world their co-workers are located.
       Teams are an integral part of how work 
gets done today and a core component of 
organizational performance, and as the 
world becomes an ever more intercon-
nected place, instances of working remotely 
will only increase. If you want to reap the 
benefits of effective teams in this digital en-
vironment, you must do the work to change 
your habits to keep teams together, even 
when they are physically apart. 
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V
     accine experts around the 

world are justifiably 
concerned by the lack of 
scientific data on the 
“Sputnik V” vaccine for 
COVID-19 that Russia 

recently approved after less than two 
months of human testing on a non-
randomized group of 39 patients. But they 
are also worried about the potentially 
chilling effect its possible failure could have 

to building and maintaining public 
confidence in vaccines. Recognizing the 
importance of this effort, some large 
employers — including Mastercard, Apple 
and Google — are communicating with 
their employees that the full reopening of 
their workplaces depends on the success 
of a vaccine for COVID-19. We urge 
other businesses to join such efforts to 
dispel fear, mistrust, misinformation, and 
disinformation about COVID-19 vaccines.
       Evidence from the U.S. Centers for 
Disease and Control and Prevention’s 
Epidemic Intelligence Service clearly 
shows that a pandemic is as much a 
communications emergency as it is 
a medical crisis. The World Health 
Organization’s (WHO’s) Increasing 
Vaccination Model acknowledges that 
people’s thoughts and feelings about 
vaccines — including their perceived 
risk, worry, confidence, trust, and safety 
concerns — can reduce their motivation 
to get vaccinated, compounding the 
practical issues and challenges to 
expanding access to and uptake of the 
services that provide them. In 2019, 
the WHO cited vaccine hesitancy — 

on public acceptance of whichever of the 
dozens of other COVID-19 vaccines in the 
pipeline eventually proves safe and 
effective. Business leaders should be 
concerned as well and must begin to play a 
central role now in building public 
confidence in vaccines.
       Even safe and effective vaccines only 
work to protect the population if enough 
people are immunized. Unfortunately, 
there is already ample public opinion 
data to suggest that, egged on by anti-
vaccine activists, large numbers of people 
won’t accept immunization. A third of 
Americans currently say they have no 
interest in taking a COVID-19 vaccine if 
one were available, even at little or no cost. 
Similar sentiments have been expressed in 
the UK, France, and other countries.
       We cannot establish the level of 
“herd immunity” needed to contain the 
COVID-19 pandemic unless enough people 
accept a vaccine. Leaders have advocated 
that advancing health literacy — the 
degree to which people have the capacity 
to obtain, process, and understand basic 
health information and services to make 
appropriate health decisions — is crucial 
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indecision about accepting a vaccination — as 
one of the top 10 threats to global health. 
The Vaccine Confidence Project continues to 
detect factors underlying vaccine hesitancy, and 
overcoming such hesitancy requires tailoring 
solutions to the roots of mistrust.
       Vaccine literacy for COVID-19 vaccines will 
require more extensive efforts than many other 
health literacy campaigns because of the complex 
situation that is likely to occur. Early clinical 
trials in the West and Far East indicate that 
first-generation COVID-19 vaccines are likely 
to have mid-range efficacy. (On June 30, the 
U.S. Food and Drug Administration shared 

that it would approve a COVID-19 
vaccine that can prevent or reduce severe 
disease in at least 50% of the people who 
get it.) It’s also likely that there will be 
multiple vaccines used around the world, 
including some that require multiple 
doses and some that may be better suited 
for different populations.
       Consequently, even before a vaccine 
is approved, national and state leaders 
must engage a network of champions to 
locally communicate effectively with the 
public about risks, benefits, allocation 
and targeting, and availability. This is 
where the business community can play 
an important role.
       The world’s biggest employers 
should immediately support — with their 
money and brands —common-sense 
information campaigns that promote 
vaccine acceptance and defuse anti-
vaccine sentiments. In order to ensure 
widespread public acceptance as soon as 
vaccines have cleared all the appropriate 
scientific hurdles, those campaigns 
must be launched now. In addition, the 
business community should advise, 
partner, and invest in the development 
and deployment of technologies to 
measure and verify vaccine coverage: 
the estimated percentage of people 
around the world who have received 
specific vaccines.
       Individual companies don’t have 
to act alone. They can join forces by 
working with international business 
coalitions such as the recently launched 
CONVINCE initiative, which will work 
with governments and NGOs to develop, 
implement, and evaluate global, country, 
and audience-specific campaigns to 
advance vaccine literacy. 
       Creating safe and effective vaccines 
and making them widely available in 
2021 are only half the battle. The other 
half is getting the vast majority of people 
around the world to accept them. That 
will not happen unless businesses 

around the world begin now to 
support efforts at the global, 

national, and local levels 
to persuade people they 

should get vaccinated. 
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COMMERCIAL CLEANING SERVICES
T

he commercial cleaning industry is expected 
to be one of the biggest financial benefactors 
from the coronavirus outbreak; even more 
so than residential cleaning, which is huge in 

Asia. COVID-19 really raised awareness on the 
importance of cleanliness and hygiene. With the threat 
of COVID-19 looming on nearly every surface, with the 
potential to linger for weeks, demand for hygiene went 
through the roof.
       While some commercial cleaning businesses saw a 
decline in work during the pandemic with fewer people 
frequenting schools, offices, or public spaces, the 
emphasis on sanitation and cleanliness moving forward 
will likely bring ample contracts. Even with the threat 
of the coronavirus slowly dying down, the perceived 
need for a clean work environment remains sky-high.
       Starting a commercial cleaning company is a low-
risk business. It requires little investment on the front 
end, and the long-term outlook from industry experts is 
a growth trend of 5.4 percent annually through 2025.
       In addition, commercial services often offer more 
stability and longer contracts compared to residential 
cleaning services; especially now when many would 
like to minimise the number of visitors to their homes.

I
t has now been a little more than half a 
year since the COVID-19 pandemic 
began. While a number of countries are 
still conducting an all-out war against the 
pandemic, others have managed to 
contain the spread of the virus well 
enough that they are now slowly lifting 

restrictions and reopening their economies.
       These nations and the businesses within them are 
stepping out into a ‘new normal’. The global business and 
economic landscape has been changed forever. Organisations 
must adapt to new wants, needs, and expectations; or risk 
being left behind by the rapidly evolving landscape. 
       Many might think that now is not really the best time to 
be starting a business, with the economy being in the poor 
state it is. However, the only way to get businesses back on 
track is to stimulate the economy and get people spending 
once more. Besides, there are still plenty of things that 
consumers demand that could be met with new supply.
       In fact, while the pandemic has cut demand for certain 
goods and service, it has also generated brand new demand 
for goods and services that were otherwise rather niche. 
Those who are seeking to start their own business should 
take the time to research and consider what it is that 
consumers want post-pandemic, and position themselves to 
offer the appropriate solutions.
       While forming a start-up would be rather difficult at this 
time, buying into an already established franchise is actually 
not such a bad idea. Instead of building a brand, you can use 
the marketing collateral of the franchisor; as well as gaining 
access to training and processes that have been tested across 
other franchises.
       In this edition of SME, we will be taking a look at a 
number of franchises that are quickly gaining steam amid the 
post-COVID recovery period. 

BY 
JORDAN 

LOW
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TELEHEALTH SERVICES
T

he entire telework industry has seen a spike in 
business because of the coronavirus pandemic. 
Businesses are looking for digital solutions to 
enable employees to work from home in order 

to prevent the spread of the virus. 
       Under the telework umbrella, you’ll find the telehealth 
industry: companies that use technology to distribute 
healthcare services and information. Despite being a rather 
niche service before the pandemic, a recent telehealth 
report from CNBC suggests a massive boom for telehealth 
unlike anything we could have predicted before COVID-19. 
An analyst in the report expects telehealth will host more 
than 1 billion healthcare interactions this year alone.
       While this kind of news might get entrepreneurs 
excited to go chasing the telehealth gold rush, your 
franchise choices are unfortunately rather limited. Most 
telemedicine businesses are startups themselves with very 
little brand equity or market share, especially in the Asian 
regions where face-to-face medical consultation is still the 
favoured method, despite telehealth’s growing popularity. 
If you want to go the franchise route in telemedicine, you 
will really have to dig deep into research and preparation 
before committing to such a venture.
ust seek first and gain approval of the BSC. 

COURIER AND LOCAL 
DELIVERY SERVICES

C
onsumers around the world have become 
far more reliant on delivery services during 
the COVID pandemic. Contactless food 
delivery solutions have kept people fed 

during the nationwide stay-at-home orders. Not only 
are there opportunities for entrepreneurs to join these 
trendy delivery apps, but you can also invest in your 
own delivery business through franchising. 
       With movement and physical contact being limited 
during the pandemic, online shopping and delivery 
services became a much needed boon for consumers 
who were stuck at home without the ability to go out 
and obtain supplies as and when they need them. 
Additionally, while the F&B industry has been doing 
decently during the lockdowns, most of their success 
has to be credited to food delivery apps and riders. 
After months of following this pattern, consumers 
have been conditioned to continue this trend long after 
the threat of the coronavirus passes, as such services 
have proven their convenience to the public.
       With health-conscious consumers likely to 
continue using delivery services and online ordering 
for the next several months, there’s no better time to 
start your franchise delivery business.
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       Thailand’s economy grew at an average annual rate of 
7.5 percent in the boom years of 1960-1996 and 5 percent 
during 1999-2005 following the Asian financial crisis. This 
growth created millions of jobs that helped pull millions 
of people out of poverty. Gains along multiple dimensions 
of welfare have been impressive: more children are now 
getting more years of education, and virtually everyone is 
now covered by health insurance while other forms of social 
security have expanded.
       Virtually all of Thailand's firms, 99.7 percent, or 2.7 
million enterprises, are classed as SMEs. As of 2017, SMEs 
account for 80.3 percent (13 million) of Thailand's total 
employment. In sheer numbers SMEs predominate, but their 
contribution to the nation's GDP decreased from 41.3 percent 
of GDP in 2002 to 37.4 percent in 2013, principally due to a 
high turnover rate (70 percent of firms fold within five years).

L
ocated on mainland Southeast Asia, Thailand is a 
regional economic powerhouse. Trade has always 
been the lifeblood of the Thais: coastal ports 
welcomed traders from Persia, India, China, and 
from the 19th century onward, European 
merchants. 

Thailand is the only Southeast Asian country never to have been 
colonized by a Western power. From the end of World War II 
onwards, Thailand’s economy became increasingly globalised, 
with developments in agriculture driving most of the growth in 
this period.
       Since then, Thailand has made remarkable progress in social 
and economic development, moving from a low-income to an 
upper-income country in less than a generation. As such, Thailand’s 
has been a widely cited development success story, with sustained 
strong growth and impressive poverty reduction.

THAILAND: BY 
ONG XIANG

HONG

   TRADE      

Official Name: Kingdom of Thailand  Population: 68,977,400 (July 2020 est.)  Capital: Bangkok  Major Languages: Thai (official), English understood by business  Currency: Thai 
baht (THB)  Major Industries: tourism, textiles and garments, agricultural processing, beverages, tobacco, cement, light manufacturing such as jewelry and electric appliances, 
computers and parts, integrated circuits, furniture, plastics, automobiles and automotive parts, agricultural machinery, air conditioning and refrigeration, ceramics, aluminum, 

chemical, environmental management, glass, granite and marble, leather, machinery and metal work, petrochemical, petroleum refining, pharmaceuticals, printing, pulp and paper, rubber, sugar, rice, 
fishing, cassava, world's second-largest tungsten producer and third-largest tin producer  Major Export Commodities: automobiles and parts, computer and parts, jewelry and precious stones, polymers 
of ethylene in primary forms, refine fuels, electronic integrated circuits, chemical products, rice, fish products, rubber products, sugar, cassava, poultry, machinery and parts, iron and steel and their 
products  Major Export Partners: China, United States, Japan, Hong Kong, Vietnam, Australia, Malaysia  Major Import Commodities: machinery and parts, crude oil, electrical machinery and parts, 
chemicals, iron & steel and product, electronic integrated circuit, automobile’s parts, jewelry including silver bars and gold, computers and parts, electrical household appliances, soybean, soybean meal, 
wheat, cotton, dairy products  Major Import Partners: China, Japan, United States, Malaysia  GDP: US$ 1.236 trillion (2017 est.)  GDP Per Capita: US$ 17,900 (2017 est.)  Country code top-level domain: .th
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EXPORT-DRIVEN
With a relatively well-developed 
infrastructure, a free-enterprise 
economy, and generally pro-
investment policies, Thailand is 
highly dependent on international 
trade, with exports accounting 
for about two thirds of GDP. 
Thailand’s exports include 
electronics, agricultural commodities, 
automobiles and parts, and 
processed foods. The industry and 
service sectors produce about 90 
percent of GDP. The agricultural 
sector, comprised mostly of small-
scale farms, contributes only 10 
percent of GDP but employs about 
one third of the labour force. 
Thailand has attracted an estimated 
3.0-4.5 million migrant workers, 
mostly from neighbouring countries.
       Electrical and electronics 
(E&E) equipment is Thailand's 
largest export sector, amounting to 
about 15 percent of total exports. 
As of 2020, Thailand is the largest 
exporter of computers and computer 
components in ASEAN. Thailand is 
the world's second-biggest maker of 
hard disk drives (HDDs) after China.
       Thailand is also the ASEAN 
leader in automotive production and 
sales. As of 2017, the automotive 

industry in Thailand was the 
largest in Southeast Asia and 
the 12th largest in the world. 
The Thai industry has an annual 
output of near two million vehicles 
(passenger cars and pickup 
trucks), more than countries such 
as Belgium, the United Kingdom, 
Italy, Czech Republic and Turkey. 
However, most of the vehicles 
built in Thailand are developed 
and licensed by foreign producers 
– mainly Japanese, American, 
and European brands, with little 
indigenous automotive capability.
       Economic growth in 
Thailand is expected to contract 
in 2020 due to the impact of the 
COVID-19 outbreak, through 
a decline in external demand 
affecting trade and tourism, 
supply chain disruptions and 
weakening domestic consumption. 
Based on the latest figures, 
Thailand’s Q2 GDP contracted 
12.2 percent – the biggest fall 
since the Asian financial crisis. 
Nevertheless, stimulus measures 
by the government, including soft 
loans, debt moratoria, and SME 
tax relief should be a panacea for 
the COVID-19 induced economic 
stress. 
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BUT FIRST – WHAT DOES A 
CLOUD ARCHITECT DO?
Cloud architects are responsible for 
managing an organization’s cloud 
computing architecture. They have 
in-depth knowledge of the architectural 
principles and services used to 
develop technical cloud strategy, assist 
with cloud migration efforts, review 
workload architectures, and provide 
guidance on how to address high-risk 
issues. To do this, cloud architects need 
a mix of business, technical, and people 
skills, as well as an understanding of the 
always-evolving, technical training that 
may benefit their team.
       At Amazon Web Services (AWS), 
I lead a team of cloud solutions 
architect in Southeast Asia, and we 
are constantly on the lookout for 
individuals with a builder’s mentality 

 

A
s the world 
rapidly 
evolves, 
digitaliza-
tion is 
taking place 
across all 
aspects of 
life, and 
ushering in 

a rise in cloud adoption. Today, it is 
vital for employees to understand and 
acquire the skills it takes to succeed 
and stay relevant for jobs in the digital 
economy. Cloud architects must keep 
up with the pace by adapting and 
expanding their existing skillset in 
order to be considered valuable 
candidates and employees.
       As cloud adoption rises, it is not 
surprising to see growing demand 
for cloud expertise. Based on the 
Malaysian Institute of Accounts’ 
“MIA-ACCA Business Outlook Report 
2020," 25 percent of organizations 
in Malaysia say they are allocating at 
least 10 percent of their budget for 
technology, including investing in 
big data analytics (64 percent), cloud 
computing (57 percent) and more. Yet, 
research shows that 90 percent of IT 
decision-makers report cloud skills 
shortages in their workforce.
       When I first started out in the IT 
industry years ago, the role of cloud 
architect was almost nonexistent. 
However, cloud adoption has grown 
considerably since then, and the role 
of cloud architect is currently in high 
demand and will continue to present 
endless opportunities for business 
growth and innovation.

and a desire to build, invent, and 
innovate on behalf of their customers. 
This is especially important as the 
role of cloud architect has evolved 
beyond just architecting infrastructure 
solutions like database and storage, 
to building and innovating reliable 
solutions that involve emerging 
technologies such as machine learning. 
 
WHAT SKILLS ARE MOST 
IMPORTANT FOR A CLOUD 
ARCHITECT?

FLEXIBILITY AND EAGERNESS TO LEARN
A cloud architect must be able to work 
in a wide variety of scenarios and be 
open to learn the unique requirements 
of each project. With a curious mind-
set, cloud architects can be better 
equipped to seek out new approaches to 
problem solving.
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business imperatives and the bottom-
line. Other than that, stakeholders 
also rely on cloud architects to provide 
guidance from a calm, leading place of 
domain authority.

INDUSTRY TECHNICAL CREDENTIALS
A cloud architect must also possess 
the necessary technical skills to 
serve as the foundation for cloud 
architecture planning and management, 
including basic programming, 
software development and continuous 
integration, database, networking and 
security skills, modern application 
architecture skills, and more. 
       Additionally, cloud architects 
can attain an industry-recognized 
certification, such as the new AWS 
Certified Solutions Architect – 
Associate certification, which validates 
the ability to design and deploy well-

TIME MANAGEMENT
Cloud architecture professionals must 
possess strong time management skills. 
Their days are varied and can include 
customer meetings to discuss problems 
and needs and designing architectural 
frameworks for those needs. As such, 
cloud architects are mindful to plan 
their days, prioritize their time on tasks, 
and understand how to maximize small 
pockets of time.

COMMUNICATION SKILLS, BUSINESS ACUMEN, 
AND DECISIVENESS
Cloud architects are encouraged to 
ask for a seat at the decision-making 
table and be prepared to communicate 
their design to any stakeholder. 
Successful cloud architects know how 
to communicate to audiences with 
little or no technical knowledge, while 
aligning their recommendations to 

architected solutions on AWS that 
meet customer requirements.  
       Over the last few years, I have 
seen cloud computing evolve from a 
relatively unknown technology to a 
leading driver of business results. While 
the technology has grown and changed 
significantly, most skills needed to 
succeed in its use have remained largely 
constant. By committing to understand 
how to use cloud to its full potential – 
and empowering the professionals who 
make that possible – we can make the 
most of the tremendous opportunity 
cloud creates for businesses and 
employees to thrive. 

PAUL CHEN IS THE HEAD OF SOLUTIONS ARCHITECT 
FOR AMAZON WEB SERVICES ASEAN.
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delicate, everchanging global 
circumstances, combined with 
their unfamiliarity with the new 
work arrangement, has created 
a wealth of opportunities for 
cyber-attacks. Cyber criminals are 
taking advantage of the situation 
to launch COVID-themed attacks, 
phishing attempts and spread fake 
news. In Malaysia, cybersecurity 
cases have seen a surge of more 
than 90 percent during the 
Movement Control Order (MCO) 
so far compared to the same 
period last year, CyberSecurity 
Malaysia revealed. 

WATCH FOR YOUR BLIND SPOTS 
With employees accessing 
confidential data from various 
devices, locations, and unsecured 

networks, it opens more 
endpoints and vulnerabilities for 
cyberattacks. In our hyper-digital 
and mobile world, hardware 
security is becoming ever more 
critical, as across the globe, 
each person is expected to own 
6.58 network connected devices 
in 2020. In fact, according to 
cybersecurity solutions provider 
Sepio Systems, there has been 
a 300 percent increase in the 
number of new connected devices 
from unknown vendors attached 
to the enterprise network. 
       While a majority of employees 
are working primarily from 
home, it is only a matter of time 
before they begin heading back to 
shared workspaces, coffee shops 
and planes and once again enjoy 

 

2
2020 will 
be 
remem-
bered as 
the year the 
world 
experi-
enced its 
largest ever 
work-from-

home experiment as the global 
pandemic forced businesses to move 
operations online and adapt to a new 
distributed workforce. 
       As some markets around the globe 
gradually ease some restrictions and 
allow employees to go back to the office, 
the situation remains in a delicate 
balance and work as we know it has 
been redefined for many. Increasingly, 
organisations are embracing the new 
work model and the many benefits 
that come with it including increased 
employee well-being and better work-
life balance. In fact, some organisations 
are now establishing permanent work-
from-home policies with 60 percent 
of the largest companies integrating 
flexible virtual-physical collaborative 
environments by 2021, according to 
Bain & Company. This is supported 
by Lenovo’s Work From Home survey 
which found that nearly half (46 
percent) of employees are as productive 
when working from home as they are in 
the office, with 15 percent saying that 
productivity increases at home. 
       The survey also found that 87 
percent of workers feel somewhat ready 
to adapt to a distributed, work-from-
anywhere environment if required. So 
too are cybercriminals. The looming 
uncertainty among employees of the 
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the flexibility of working from 
anywhere. This means that an 
organisation’s network, database 
and confidential files may be 
accessed from unsecured VPNs, 
unknown networks, and rogue 
access points. Without proper 
security standards put in place, 
hackers can easily gain access 
to an organisation's network via 
vulnerable devices and execute 
attacks remotely. Organisations 
must take this into consideration 
and be on the offensive to mitigate 
potential attacks before malicious 
entities infiltrate company systems 
and confidential data. 

ADOPT A ZERO TRUST MINDSET
The nature of a distributed 
workforce removes the luxury 

of face-to-face identification 
and validation. Tech Wire Asia 
reported that cyber scams based 
on COVID-19 becomes prevalent 
in recent months, as hackers look 
to capitalize on the virus-driven 
uncertainty affecting individuals, 
enterprises, and governments. 
This means that organisations 
must double down on their 
efforts in credential and access 
management and continue to 
educate employees to identify 
and weed out impersonation 
scams and phishing attempts. As 
hackers grow in sophistication, 
organisations and employees 
must take a Zero Trust. In 
order to protect business and 
employee data, organisations must 
implement a system to ensure that 

the right people have access to the right 
data at the right time, on a ‘need-to-
know’ basis. 

EMPOWERING A DISTRIBUTED 
WORKFORCE WITH CYBERSECURITY 
To reap the full benefits of a distributed 
workforce in the long run, organisations 
must provide employees with secure 
devices and create a safe digital 
environment to operate in, allowing 
them to focus on the job at hand. 
This shift to a decentralised work 
environment means that IT teams must 
have extended visibility over digital 
platforms and the organisations digital 
ecosystems in order to identify and 
mitigate potential threats in a timely 
manner. 
       However, with the shortage of cyber 
talent and growing digital footprint, this 
can take a toll on IT teams. IT teams 
must be supported to enhance their 
capabilities with solutions that provide 
both hardware and software security. 
For example, AI can help secure 
devices from development through 
disposal, giving IT admins more 
visibility into end points and providing 
easier and more secure authentication. 
Behavioural AI technology can also 
be harnessed to predict tomorrow’s 
attacks today and allow security devices 
to predict cyberattacks and enable 
devices to self-heal from any attack 
instantaneously, adding another critical 
layer to cybersecurity solutions. 
       As employees have quickly adapted 
to new work structures in these 
unique times, organisations must also 
embrace the risk that comes with it 
and put in place the right measures 
and solutions to create a secure and 
robust environment for employees to 
operate in. For example, Lenovo helps 
organisations empower employees 
is by offering services that supports 
remote workers. For employees who 
do not have access to IT helpdesks, 
Lenovo support allows for 24/7 access 
to engineers who provide unscripted 
troubleshooting and comprehensive 
support for hardware and software. 
This results in less downtime for end 
users when things go wrong, freeing IT 
staff up to focus on strategic efforts. 
       Only then will organisations and 
employees be able to reap the full 
benefits of a distributed workforce and 
build a stronger digital foundation to 
effectively navigate and succeed in the 
new world of work. 

VARINDERJIT SINGH IS GENERAL MANAGER, 
LENOVO MALAYSIA.
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dignity and grace even during the 
toughest situations and those who 
do not.
       Which brings me to a quote 
that caught my attention during the 
early stages of the COVID-19 crisis:
‘A crisis does not develop 
character, it reveals character.’

It made me pay extra attention 
to how I and others behave and 
handle these perilous conditions.
       The pandemic is affecting peo-
ple, businesses, communities and 
governments in a myriad of ways.
       It’s also revealing our own 
characters.
So what is character? It is the 
aggregate of features and traits 
that form the individual nature of 
some person or thing. For people it 
also includes our moral or ethical 
qualities as individuals, teams, busi-
nesses and societies.
       Some people are magnificent 
leading the way with clarity and 
purpose, while others are out of 
control and creating mayhem and 
panic, and then there are those 
who are somewhere in between. 
I know you are already seeing 
certain people flash before your 
eyes as you read this.
       The impact of our character 
through behaviour and actions 
does affect others for better or for 
worse, especially in times like this. 
       I know that at times during this 
crisis I have been feeling very tired, 
frustrated and under duress; how-
ever, I have always tried to do right 
by my team, my family, clients and 
others I come into contact with.

I’ve always endeavoured to lead 
my life from a place of doing good 
and do no harm. Which is why I 
particularly like this quote:
       ‘I try to do good in the world 
not out of fear for hell or reward 
for heaven, but because it feels 
better not to be an asshole’.  

So ask yourself these 4 questions:
 How do I handle myself under 

 pressure?
 How do I want to handle myself 

 under pressure?
 How do I want to present myself 

 and lead in a crisis and beyond?
 How do I want to be perceived 

 and remembered by others?

Lesson: Our character can grow 
and evolve over time, and it is true: 
‘a crisis reveals character’.
       Remember, everybody lives by 
selling something. 

T his crisis is, in my humble 
opinion, a test of 
character for me and I 

would say for many other people.
       It has put everything I care 
for, value and taken for granted 
on notice. Not that I wasn’t aware 
of or didn’t pay attention to these 
things before. I am a very attentive 
and purposeful person; however, 
this pandemic has put everything 
on the table for a thorough 
examination.
       I recall, as the COVID-19 
shutdown hit, the very first thing I 
did was gather my team together 
and I said this:
       “Our number one goal is to 
stay together and stay in business.
       We’ve worked too hard to let 
all of our good work go to waste.
       We will manage our costs and 
reduce where we can and then we 
will prepare for the future.
       While everyone is going to 
need some time to get their heads 
around what is happening to their 
businesses, their customers and 
supply chains, we are going to get 
ready a range of sales resources 
and support for them so they can 
get selling again and can keep 
their businesses going and people 
in jobs.
       This is what we are great at 
and this is what we are going to 
help them address, when they 
are ready.
       We are going to keep selling, 
marketing and engaging with our 
clients and others to help them 

navigate their way through this storm. By having their backs we will have 
our own.”

This has been our focus from pretty much day one of the shutdown. But 
the interesting thing is that this has always been our focus as a business 
all along.
       Our purpose, our true north made it easier to focus our efforts on 
what is important. It also continued to unite us on our journey together.
       We were and are determined to find ways for help people and 
businesses sell better, even during and beyond a pandemic.
       With this in mind we then focused our efforts on analysis, planning 
and execution:
 The mechanisms, costs and value of working remotely

  Team cohesion, culture, communication and productivity
  Costs of office rent – do we stay remote?
  Setting up the right technology
 Primary business and sales strategy and model

  Customer care and retention strategies
  Determining viable market segments
  Exploring current and new products and services
  Exploring current and new sales revenue streams
 Secondary business and sales strategy and model

  Bringing forward new and adaptive strategies
  Exploring new relationships, markets and customer segments
  Opening up new markets, products, services, etc.
 Leadership, the Business Culture and Our Collective Future

  What can and does our future look like?
  What does leadership need to look like?
  How do I/we handle ourselves and provide stewardship and leadership

These are just some of the things that have occupied my and my team’s 
mind over the last 3-4 months.
       As I’ve written earlier, we are all in the same storm, but we are not 
all in the same boat.
       If we pay attention, we get to learn a lot about each other’s character 
and what is important from listening to each other, our clients, our 
families, and others we engage with and speak to.
       What we’ve found is that some, personally and professionally, are 
sailing through the situation unscathed while others are struggling to 
make ends meet and stay in business.
       So it’s been interesting to see those who carry themselves with 
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LEADERSHIP EXCELLENCE     WITH MARSHALL GOLDSMITH

A
n easy habit for 
people who like to 
win to fall into, and 

a surefire shortcut to killing 
conversations, is to start a 
sentence with “no,” “but,” or 
“however.” It doesn’t matter 
how friendly your tone is or 
how honey sweet you say 
these words, the message to 
your recipient is “You are 
wrong.” It’s not “Let’s 
discuss,” “I’d love to hear 
what you think,” it’s 
unequivocally, “You are 
wrong and I am right.” If 
your conversation companion 
is also of the winner variety, 
you have a potential battle on 
your hands, and there is 
nothing more that can 
happen that is productive.
       Are you interested in a little 
test to see how competitive your 
co-workers are? Try this. For 
one week, keep a scorecard of 
how many times each person 
uses “no,” “but,” or “however” 
to start a sentence. You will be 
shocked at how commonly used 
these words are. And, if you 
drill a little deeper, you’ll see 
patterns emerge. Some people 
use these words to gain power. 
And, you’ll see how much 
people resent it, consciously 
or not, and how it stifles rather 
than opens up discussions.
       I use this technique 
with my clients. Practically 
without even thinking, I 
keep count of their use of 
these three little words. 
It’s such an important 
indicator! If the numbers 
pile up in an initial 
meeting with a client, 
I’ll interrupt him or 
her and say, “We’ve 
been talking for almost 
an hour now, and do 
you realize that you 
have responded 17 
times with either no, 
but, or however?” This is 
the moment when a serious 
talk about changing behaviour 
begins.
       If this is your interpersonal 
challenge, you can do this 
little test for yourself just as 
easily as you can to gauge your 
co-workers. Stop trying to 
defend your position and start 
monitoring how many times 
you begin remarks with “no,” 
“but,” or “however.” Pay close 
attention to when you use these 

words in sentences. For example, 
“That’s true, however…” 
(Meaning: You don’t really think 
it’s true at all.) Another oldie but 
goodie is “Yes, but…” (Meaning: 
Prepare to be contradicted.)
       Along with self-monitoring 
your behaviour, you can also easily 
monetize the solution to this an-

noying behaviour to help yourself 
stop. Ask a friend or colleague 

to charge you money every 
time you say, “no,” “but,” 
or “however.” Once you 
appreciate how guilty you’ve 
been, maybe then you’ll 
begin to change your “win-
ning” ways!
       If you’ve discovered 
you have this annoying 
habit, here’s a little 
advice on what you can 
do to change. If you are 

at work, pause before you 
speak, take a breath, and 

ask yourself, “Is my comment 
going to improve this person’s 
commitment or make this person 
more committed? At home, do 
the same. Pause before you speak, 
take a breath, and ask yourself, 
“Is this comment going to improve 
my relationship with the person 
I love?” At work if the answer 
is “no,” at least half the time 
whatever you were going to say 
isn’t worth saying. At home if the 
answer is “no”, it is almost never 
worth saying. 
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in the dryer for 0:40 and press 
Start. When it beeps, I take 
them out, fold them, and put 
them in my closet. They are the 
same clothes every week.
       I’m either running or 
swimming at least four days 
each week. Since my Whoop is 
always yellow, I keep thinking 
that taking a few days off 
will help. When I swim, it’s 
in the same pool back and 
forth and back and forth and 
back and forth. When I run, 
it’s in the same 0.94-mile 
loop – sometimes clockwise, 
sometimes counterclockwise. 
Over and over again.
       It’s Monday. Again. 

I t’s Monday. Again.
       I have 30 Zoom 
meetings on my 

calendar this week (yes – I 
counted). It’s a light week for 
Zoom meetings since I have four 
board meetings this week, which 

each takes up a big block of time, limiting the total number of Zoom 
meetings for the week.
       Did I say that it’s Monday?
My Whoop recovery score is yellow again. It’s yellow almost every day. 
I get plenty of sleep, but it’s still yellow. Sometimes it’s red. It’s rarely 
green these days.
       On Sunday, I turned the pages of the New York Times with mild 
disgust. The only day I look at news is on Sunday, and then it’s only 
the New York Times in physical format. It now takes about ten minutes 
and I’m not sure why I’m doing it anymore.
       Amy and I made a small change to our life algorithm this week. 
Instead of having the dishes pile up until one of us does them, we are 
alternating weeks. I’m on dish duty this week. We use the same plates 
over and over again.
       I did my laundry again on Sunday. Every week I do my laundry 
on Sunday. I take my running clothes out of the sink in the mudroom 
bathroom and toss them in the washing machine. I grab my laundry 
basket from my closet and throw them in also. I set the machine for 
1:06, pour in Tide Sport, and press Start. When it beeps, I put them 



53

UP YOUR SERVICE!     WITH RON KAUFMAN 
   COLUMN      

Ron Kaufman is the 
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I
n Part One last month, I 
explained how you can 
make it easier for your 

employees to provide great service 
to your customers or clients. But 
delivering great service is only half 
the battle. You’ll also need to find 
ways to help your employees sustain 
their enthusiasm for doing so.
       Anytime you undertake a 
new initiative, you’ll be met with 
excitement at the beginning, and 
then slowly but surely as day-to-day 
obstacles pop up and old habits 
refuse to relinquish their grip, your 
team will begin to waver.
       Your organization is going to 
get some sand in the gears, and 
when that happens, it’s your job 
to keep your people focused and 
enthusiastic. How do you do that? 
You find opportunities to educate. 
You recognize individual successes. 
You role model what needs to hap-
pen and then recognize when other 
people act as role models. You 
acknowledge service achievements.
       Read on for six tips on how 
you can strengthen your team by 
keeping them motivated to provide 
uplifting service.

GIVE THEM THE LEEWAY TO MAKE 
IN-THE-MOMENT DECISIONS.
Don’t overcomplicate service. Work 
with your employees to switch their 
focus from “What should I do?” 
to “Who am I serving and what 
do they value?” And then let them 
know you trust them to make the 
right decision so they feel empow-
ered to act. If an employee feels 
a customer should get a discount, 
either because a mistake was made 
or because they’re a great and loyal 
customer, then let them. You can 
monitor this system by reviewing 
situations with your team to ensure 
that in-the-moment decisions lead 
to the result everyone wants: happy 
and loyal customers, confident staff, 
and a successful organization.

HAVE MISTAKE MEET-UPS.
Another big part of empowerment 
is demystifying the fear that comes 
along with making a mistake.
       Have a meeting and say, “We 
want learning from mistakes to be 
part of our culture.” Have your 
leaders kick off the meeting by say-
ing, “I’ll go first. Here’s the biggest 
mistake I made last week. Here’s 
what I learned from it. What can I 
learn from you?” When everyone 
shares in this manner, it makes ev-
eryone feel safer about trying new 
ideas and taking new actions.

memorable information as they fly 
over certain areas—like descriptions 
of cities, landmarks, volcanoes, 
and so forth. This turned routine 
flights into uniquely guided tours. 
Passengers loved these changes.

PROVIDE A WEEKLY SERVICE 
THOUGHT. This is something that 
LUX* Maldives has done very 
successfully. At the resort, every 
Monday morning the Training and 
QA Teams share a “weekly service 
thought,” which highlights the 
importance of service or an idea 
around how to improve service. Not 
only does the weekly thought inspire 
employees, it also gets everyone on 
the same page and discussing the 
same service ideas.
       The resort also sends out a 
daily quote. And they’ve become so 
popular that if the resort manager 
misses a day, he gets calls from 
his staff members asking when the 
daily quote is coming out. They 
value getting this daily motivation 
on how to be better and serve 
others better.
       Sustaining focus and 
enthusiasm is just as important 
as any customer-facing service 
education you’ll dole out to your 
employees. The good news is that 
providing great service is addicting. 
Once your employees get a taste 
of what it feels like to improve the 
lives of others, they’ll want to keep 
doing it. Soon uplifting service to 
customers and colleagues will have 
taken hold in every level of your 
organization. 

ACKNOWLEDGE ACHIEVEMENTS. Compliments are highly motivating and 
inspire employees to keep coming up with newer and better service 
ideas. That’s why you should a) actively solicit feedback from customers, 
and b) regularly share positive comments with employees. Don’t over 
think it. A simple “thank you!” goes a long way.
       LUX* Resorts & Hotels excels at acknowledging employee 
achievements. Through its STAR Program, each month one team 
member from each resort wins an award. Then, at a company-wide 
gathering at the end of the year, the STARs are honoured, and each 
hotel awards a STAR Team Member of the Year. It is all part of CEO 
Paul Jones’s firm belief in cultivating an attitude of gratitude.
       In addition to this great program, LUX* Maldives implemented an 
Instant Recognition Program. When a team member goes above and 
beyond the call of duty, they have the opportunity to receive a STAR 
CARD, which can be redeemed at one of the resort’s team tuck shops or 
cafes. Both programs have been very well received by LUX* employees 
and have played a role in the hotel group’s ability to rocket to service 
success in recent years.

EDUCATE AND INSPIRE THEM TO SERVE EACH OTHER. When most 
companies set out to fix their service issues, they start with customer-
facing employees. That’s a common instinct, but also a big mistake. The 
fact is, frontline service people cannot give better service when they 
aren’t being well served internally by colleagues from other departments.
       When I worked with Air Mauritius to kick off its service revolution, 
they started by addressing the communication problems in its 
dysfunctional culture, which manifested as bickering, finger-pointing, 
withholding information, etc.
       First they had to realize that everyone on staff either directly serves 
the customer or serves those who serve the customer. Everyone had to 
embrace the service improvement mindset—engineering, ground staff, 
the technical crew, registration and sales, people at the counters, people 
at the gate area, people on the aircraft. That meant they had to serve 
each other as well as the customer.

ENCOURAGE THEM TO DEVELOP THEIR OWN SIGNATURE SERVICE TOUCH.
Sometimes small service touches can have a big impact. Here’s a 
fundamental truth of service: Small changes can lead to big leaps in 
customer perception—and they don’t have to be costly at all.
       For example, Air Mauritius had captains to start greeting passengers 
as they board the plane. This small gesture creates a huge impression of 
welcome and respect for passengers. It also asked captains to provide 
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AskGaryVee     GARY VAYNERCHUK

T here’s been a lot of talk 
about the possible 
TikTok ban and what 

effect it could have on the content 
creators who have built a base 
using that platform. We did some 
digging and found some advice 
Gary gave on this subject in 2017. 
Seeing how relevant this topic 
still is, we sat down with him and 
asked him to elaborate on his 
past points.

Team Gary: Can you reiterate 
what you noticed about social 
media platforms three years ago? 

Gary: [Sure], you can’t be reliant 
on just one platform.

You know this is deja vu. [It’s] 
2004, all my friends are hitting 
me up [and saying] “Yo, Google 
fucked me. They did an algorithm 
change…I used to be the first 
result for hats. Now I’m page 19 
and my business collapsed”. I’m 
like, “Yeah.” 
       [Content creators must] build 
[their] brand and build other 
funnels. You never want to be at 
the mercy of a platform’s singular 

impact on your business. Now, you can also run short businesses where 
you extract the most [revenue/attention] you can from them, but this 
is why you always want to build the biggest brand.  You want to build 
multiple things. 
       I highly recommend you build out of different places. 

Team Gary: How do you think your advice resonates now, in 2020?

Gary: I mean, everybody’s been talking about the TikTok ban, I’ve 
been talking about this, I mean honestly forever…this is just…the same 
old thing. 

Whether it’s the market that changes a platform–Vine gets bought by 
Twitter–that’s a business market dynamic that changed Vine’s [and 
Viners] career and history, or whether it’s another platform making a 
change [like] Instagram creating  stories which changes the Snapchat 
game, or whether it’s market conditions or political conditions, you 
know China and India’s tension leads to it being banned there and 
America and China’s tension is leading to a lot of the scenarios that 
we’re looking at now, [platforms change].
       Please understand this.  The people, like Charli D’Amelio and all 
the others that crushed on TikTok (I see a lot of Jokes on social media 
like Now What LOL–what do you mean now what) they’ve exploded 
on every other platform because they’ve taken that attention. Where do 
you think all that attention goes, if TikTok actually gets shut down?
       It goes to all the other places. Those eyeballs, those minutes, those 
hours they go to TV, or they go to audio and podcasts, or they go to 
Instagram Reels or Dubsmash or Triller.  The attention always goes 
somewhere else.  

Team Gary: What is your opinion on the constant change of social 
media platforms and the relative instability of being a content creator?

Gary:  What’s my opinion 
on this? Like, this is the way 
it’s going to be my whole life. 
I can’t control what I can’t 
control, nor can anybody else 
that builds, you build on the 
attention when it’s there and 
then you move on. 

I fucking crushed direct mail 
in 1997.  I was sending so 
many postcards about wine 
you wouldn’t even know what 
to do with all that fucking 
paper.  I crushed Google 
search, I crushed I blew up on 
Viddler and Ustream…that’s 
where I come from. I don’t give 
a fuck about the platforms. I 
give a fuck about where the 
attention is that second. 
       That’s what I speak about: 
I have no emotion towards 
any platform – NEVER 
HAVE, NEVER WILL – I 
care about where people’s 
attention is and how do I 
bring them the most value.
       So you build a 
relationship, a brand, a 
reputation, and that’s how you 
play. 
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T
here we were, in the 
dark, in the middle of a 
hotel parking lot, at 3:45 

AM.  Why?  The hotel fire alarm 
went off and we didn't want to 
ignore the warning that was so 
loud my wife and I couldn't hear 
each other speak.  Why was every 
other guest in the hotel parking lot 
with us?  Well, what if the hotel 
was on fire?  What if our lives 
were truly in danger?  
       Unlike the made up fears that 
prevent salespeople from asking 
tough questions, qualifying more 
thoroughly, or picking up the 
phone and making a cold call, 
the fear of burning alive in a 
hotel fire seemed like a pretty 
justifiable one.
       What are salespeople so 
fearful of?  Rejection?  Not 
being liked?  Not getting a 
meeting?  Not closing a sale?  Oh 
yes, incredibly scary.  If I had 
those fears I might not want to 
leave the house.  Oh wait, most 
salespeople aren't leaving their 
houses.  Is it because they're 
afraid of the virus?  No.  It's more 
likely that they're home because 
their companies have asked them 
to work remotely.  But make no 
mistake.  Even if they won't admit 

to it they are afraid of the things I wrote a few sentences back. And 
today, more than ever, they are loving their convenient excuses for 
hiding behind their laptop screens, churning out emails instead of 
making phone calls, and hoping that as Ray Kinsella's daughter, 
from Field of Dreams said, "People will come."
       Why are these imagined fears so debilitating? 
       Because we allow them to be.
I'm guilty of having debilitating, imagined fears.  When my son got 
his driver's license, my wife and I worried endlessly. Where is he? 
Do you think he's OK? Could he have gotten in an accident? Do 
you think he is paying attention? I hope he's not playing his music 
too loud. Could his friends be distracting him? Why isn't he home 
yet?  Did I ask, "Where is he?"
       Turning back to salespeople, suppose the things they worry 
about were to actually happen?  Who would care?  How would 
life change?  The only ramification would be their inadequate 
pipelines.  The only ripple effect would be in the size of their 
commission checks. Their inaction is the only thing that can hurt 
them.  Remaining in their comfort zone hurts them.  Failing to 
change hurts them. 
       In his 1933 inaugural address, President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt said, "The only thing to fear is fear itself." 
       Sir Isaac Newton's third law of Physics states that for every 
action there is an opposite reaction.  What would the opposite 
reaction be to the action of not taking action? 
       NOT taking action, and that includes not asking the 
tough question, IS an action against your pipeline, your 
income and your success. 
       NOT taking action due to fear IS an action against your 
self-worth. 
       NOT taking action, whether due to laziness or complacency, 
IS an action against what your company and your customer expect 
and deserve from you.
       I'm sounding the alarm.  This is why salespeople fail. 
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W e all make decisions and 
take action daily based 
on what we believe to be 

possible; therefore, in order to 
change our outcome, all we need 
do is redefine what we believe to 
be within the realm of possibility.
       Recently, I attended a two-
day gathering of researchers, 
inventors, developers, and 
entrepreneurs designed to bring 
together the best minds and 
the most current technology to 
explore synergy. Synergy is the 
concept of combining two or more 
factors whose sum exceeds that of 
the individual parts.
       An example of this would be 
3-D printing. While at the event, 
I had the experience of observing 
a high-tech printer that can create 
any three-dimensional product. 
Working much like a laser printer, 
it created six-inch-high models of 
a human skull, a crescent wrench, 
and Mt. Rainier. In most of our 
lifetimes, the majority of products 
will be created on-demand 
through this method.
       As the chairman of this 
annual meeting of 100 of the best 
and brightest minds anywhere, I 
observed people contemplating 
how 3-D printing could help in 
design, manufacturing, education, 
and virtually every area of human 
endeavor.

       As a teenager in the 1970s, I remember watching Star Trek. They 
had a device that would create any inanimate object from a computer-
generated diagram. This seemed beyond the realm of possibility 35 
years ago, and today it is becoming normal through 3-D printing. It 
is also interesting to note that the original Star Trek characters had 
hand-held communicators that seemed hard to imagine. But those Star 
Trek communicators pale in comparison to the smart phones most 
people utilize today.
       The power of shared knowledge generating synergy is what makes 
these quantum-leap breakthroughs in technology significant. As a 
blind person myself, interested in the field of educating blind young 
people, 3-D printing to me instantly became a wonderful way to 
reproduce a diagram in a print text book. The written words in a text 
book can be easily converted to an audio format, but the illustrations 
or diagrams are harder to communicate to a visually impaired student; 
but once I held a six-inch replica of Mt. Rainier in my hand, I realized 
that the world had just changed for many special education students.
       Every creator of a product or service has a concept of what 
their particular ideas can do in the marketplace, but what they fail 
to understand is how many marketplaces there are and how many 
people could benefit from the unintended utilization of what they 
sell. The magic happens when you tell your story to people in diverse 
populations and fields of endeavor.
       As you go through your day today, harness the power of synergy as 
you share your vision through the eyes of others.
       Today’s the day! 
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ot, colourful, 
gritty, and 
flamboyant 
all at once, 
Bangkok is 
the 
quintessential 

Asian capital. Saffron-robed 
monks mingle with garish neon 
signs and modern shopping 
malls, amidst a backdrop of 
never-ending traffic and the 
graceful Chao Phraya river.

BY 
ONG XIANG

HONG

   BUSINESS TRAVEL      

the nation’s new capital on 
the banks of the Chao Phraya. 
Bangkok was at the heart of the 
modernisation of Siam, later 
renamed Thailand, during the 
late 19th century, as the country 
faced pressures from Western 
powers. King Mongkut (of 
The King and I fame) and his 
successor King Chulalongkorn 
saw the introduction of the 
steam engine, printing press, 
rail transport and utilities 

infrastructure in the city, as 
well as formal education and 
healthcare.
       Today, Bangkok is one 
of Southeast Asia’s most 
cosmopolitan cities. High-rises, 
heavy traffic congestion, and 
intense heat mix with tranquil 
bougainvillea gardens, serene 
temples, and floating markets. 
Whatever the impression one may 
have of Bangkok, it will certainly 
be a strong one.

       Just under 14 degrees north 
of the equator, Bangkok is a 
tropical metropolis and one of 
the most tourist-friendly cities in 
Asia. Magnificent temples and 
palaces, authentic canals, busy 
markets and a vibrant nightlife 
hold something for every 
traveller, whether its for leisure 
or business.
       Bangkok can trace its 
history back to the 18th century, 
when Siamese kings established 

H
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GETTING IN
Bangkok is served by two 
airports: Suvarnabhumi 
Airport (IATA: BKK) and Don 
Mueang Airport (IATA: DMK). 
Suvarnabhumi Airport is used 
by all airlines in Thailand 
except for budget airlines Nok 
Air, Orient Thai and AirAsia, 
which use the older Don 
Mueang Airport.
       Modern, gleaming 
Suvarnabhumi Airport 
opened in 2006, and has 
since become Bangkok's 
main airport and the busiest 
airport in Southeast Asia. It is 
exceptionally well-connected 
to destinations across the 
globe, serving as a transit 
point to other destinations in 

SEE AND DO

Thailand and the region.
       There are plenty of ways 
to get into the city from 
Suvarnabhumi Airport. Most 
people opt for the Airport Rail 
Link, by far the fastest way to get 
into downtown, although taxis 
and ride-hailing is available, at 
fairly reasonable prices.
       Alternatively, as the 
metropolitan heart of Thailand, 
the State Railway of Thailand 
serves Bangkok with railway 
lines from all four directions of 
Thailand.
       Hua Lamphong railway 
station is the main railway station 
in Bangkok, which also connects 
to the city’s MRT system. Aside 
from trains to other Thai cities, 
trains from Hua Lamphong also 

its own right – if just to experi-
ence the feeling of riding above 
Bangkok’s never-ending traffic 
jam. Far lower down – below 
ground in fact – is Bangkok’s 
newer MRT system. MRT tick-
ets are not interchangeable with 
Skytrain tickets.
       Furthermore, using the 
public transport on the Chao 
Phraya river is also a viable 
option. The cheapest and most 
popular option is the Chao 
Phraya Express Boat, which 
is basically an aquatic bus 
plying up and down the river. 
Additionally, the Saen Saep 
Express Boat serves the long 
Saen Saep Canal, one of the 
remaining canals that used to 
flow through Bangkok.

connect to international overland 
destinations like Poipet (on the 
Cambodia-Thailand border), 
Nong Khai (to Vientiane in Laos), 
and Padang Besar (connecting the 
state of Perlis in Malaysia).

GETTING AROUND
Like neighbouring Jakarta, 
Bangkok is infamous for its        
paralysing traffic jams. At rush 
hour, it’s faster to take public 
transport and walk instead of 
sitting in traffic.
       Speaking of which, Bang-
kok’s public transport is fairly 
efficient and convenient, but it is 
not well-integrated. The BTS Sky-
train, built in a desperate effort 
to ease Bangkok's insane traffic 
and pollution, is an attraction in 

TEMPLES AND PALACES
Bangkok’s famous temples are not just 
tourist attractions – they are working temples 
in their own right, where locals go to pray. 
Likewise, the Grand Palace is the primary 
residence of the King of Thailand, and where 
royal ceremonies are held. Within the palace 
grounds is Wat Phra Kaew, the most sacred 
Buddhist temple of Thailand. Nearby is Wat 
Pho, home to the world's largest reclining 
Buddha image and a famed massage school.

SHOP TILL YOU DROP
Bangkok is a shopper's paradise, and the 
Chatuchak Weekend Market has to be the 
most impressive market of the city. Its 8,000 
stalls together form the largest market in 
Southeast Asia. Aside from Chatuchak, 
Bangkok is also home to some of Asia’s 
glitziest malls, in the form of Siam Paragon 
and Terminal 21.

As an international destination, Bangkok has plenty to do for every stripe of traveller. 
From modern attractions to ancient cultural artifacts, there’s something for everyone.

EAT YOUR HEART OUT
Thai cuisine is justifiably one of the world’s 
great cuisines. Street food, the cornerstone 
of Thai food, is ubiquitous. You’ll never 
be more than a hundred metres away 
from a street food stall wherever you are 
in Bangkok. For the ultimate in Thai food, 
places like Sorn and Paste prepare cuisine 
from all over Thailand, using local Thai 
ingredients, amidst a luxurious atmosphere 
and table service that will put the best in 
Paris to shame. 
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EXERCISING WHILE MAINTAINING 
SOCIAL DISTANCING

BY 
JORDAN

LOW

T
he threat of 
COVID-19 may 
be winding 
down, but 
social 
distancing is 

still widely practiced as a 
preventative measure against a 
resurgence of the pandemic. With 
people keeping to their homes to 
avoid physical contact, it is likely 
that most are not getting the 
exercise they need to stay healthy. 
Here are a few exercises that can 
be easily done at home to keep fit:

YOGA
At a time of immense stress and 
uncertainty, the slow movement 
and controlled breathing of yoga 
can ease anxiety and help with 
physical tension. Yoga is not just 
for adults. Parents and caregivers 
can teach even very young 
children yoga poses and practice 
with them.

BODYWEIGHT EXERCISES
Bodyweight exercises can offer 
many of the same benefits as 
expensive gym equipment. A few 
sets of squats, push-ups, planks, 
and lunges are more than enough 
to make one sweat and build some 
muscle.

WEIGHTLIFTING
Contrary to popular belief, 
specialised equipment is not 
needed for this type of exercise. 
While gym equipment would be 
ideal, one could easily replace 
it with heavy bottles, books, or 
other weighty objects instead. 
Try incorporating weights into a 
bodyweight exercise routine for an 
added effect.

GOING ON A WALK
While gyms may not be the best 
place to workout during these 
uncertain times, outdoor parks 

are a different story entirely. 
Some might be worried about 
heading outside, but going for 
walks is perfectly safe as long as 
one maintains a certain distance 
(at least 5-6 feet). To do this, wide 
open parks are preferred and it is 
important to avoid crowded areas 
or narrow hiking trails where 
contact with others is inevitable.

INCREASING ACTIVITY LEVEL
For most people, staying at home 
means an automatic decrease in 

activity level. Most people are no longer walking to the grocery 
store from the parking lot, for example, or walking around the 
office several times a day.
       This lifestyle change could result in people sitting for many 
hours a day, which is not exactly the healthiest of lifestyles to 
partake in. To reduce the long-term medical risks, try investing in 
things such as a standing desk to work from home. One could even 
try incorporating calisthenics into everyday activities.
       Fitness does not require a gym or even any special skill. A 
person can do plenty of simple things in or around the home to get 
some exercise. A daily commitment to movement, stretching, and 
any physical activity that feels physically and mentally good can help 
people stay active and fit even if social distancing lasts for several 
months. 



THE ART OF 
CHOOSING GIFTS

D
o you know 
someone who 
always seems to 
give the right gift, 
every time? 
Whether it’s for 

birthdays or the office Christmas 
party, that someone always has a 
knack for picking a gift that’s just 
right – a suitable type of gift, at 
the right budget, even down to the 
right colour.
       But the truth is, anyone 
can give the perfect present. All 
it takes is a little observation, 
perceptiveness, and creativity. Here 
are some tips on the art of choosing 
gifts, that will hopefully give you 
some inspiration for the special 
someone’s birthday.

KNOW YOUR GIFTEE
Buying a gift for someone you know 
well is exponentially easier than 
gifting for an acquaintance. If you 
know their personality, interests, 
likes and dislikes etc, you can 
already look in the right direction. 
       By matching the gift to their 
personality, it sends a message that 
says you care about who they are. 
For example, your travelista friend 
might like a leather bag or passport 
holder, while your friend who loves 
to entertain might appreciate new 
tableware — you get the idea. 
       Think also if the gift receiver 
has any hobbies. Are they a 
gardener, or perhaps a wine lover? 
Giving within that niche is a great 
way to let them know that you 
notice and appreciate this unique 
aspect of them.

BE OBSERVANT
A great skill for meaningful 
gift-giving is observation: those 
who have mastered the art pay 
attention to what their friends 
and loved ones say and what 
their interests are. People are 
constantly dropping hints about 

what their likes and dislikes are, 
often when you least expect 
it. Would they like something 
useful, or something decorative? 
Something for the house, or 
something for themselves?
       Thoughtful gift-givers also 
understand the circumstances of 
their recipients. People don’t always 
ask for what they want — or even 
realize that they need it — but by 
paying attention to what would 
make their life easier or what they 
need replaced, you can almost 

always pick the perfect unique gift.

GIVE CREATIVELY Unique gifts that you make yourself are especially 
meaningful because they show your loved ones that you used your 
time, energy, and creative juice to get them something nice. If you are 
known to be skilled at something, you can use your skill to make a 
one-of-a-kind gift that won’t be forgotten in a hurry. 
       For example, if you’re good at sewing and/or crocheting, you can 
give specially homemade hats, bags, scarves etc.
       But even if you think you have butterfingers, the possibilities 
for do-it-yourself gifts are endless and you can take inspiration 
from almost anywhere. Even a pretty box full of nice sayings about 
your loved ones and memories you’ve made together are great 
places to start.  
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MUSIC MOVIEBOOK

SUPERLIFE 
BY DARIN OLIEN

I
n this groundbreaking health and 
lifestyle guide, the superfoods 
expert, nutritionist, and creator of 

Shakeology provides the key to understanding 
and utilising the five life forces-the sole factors 
that determine whether or not we will be 
healthy, fit, and free of illness. In Superlife, 
Darin Olien provides us with an entirely new 
way of thinking about health and wellbeing by 
identifying what he calls the life forces: 
Quality 
Nutrition, 
Hydration, 
Detoxifica-
tion, 
Oxygenation, 
and Alkalisa-
tion. Olien 
demonstrates 
in great detail 
how to 
maintain 
these 
processes, 
thereby 
allowing our 
bodies to do 
the rest.

SURROUNDED BY IDIOTS 
BY THOMAS ERIKSON

D
o you ever think you're the only one 
making any sense? Or tried to reason 
with your partner with disastrous 

results? Do long, rambling answers drive you 
crazy? Or does your colleague's abrasive 
manner get your back up? You are not alone. 
After a disastrous meeting with a highly 
successful entrepreneur, who was genuinely 
convinced he was 'surrounded by idiots', 
communica-
tion expert 
and bestsell-
ing author, 
Thomas 
Erikson 
dedicated 
himself to 
understanding 
how people 
function and 
why we often 
struggle to 
connect with 
certain types 
of people.

A HERO’S DEATH  BY FONTAINES D.C.

I
rish post-punk quintet Fontaines D.C.’s 
sophomore album A Hero’s Death lifts 
its title from The Hostage, a play by 

Dublin author Brendan Behan about an IRA 
unit’s plot to free a jailed compatriot by kidnap-
ping a British solider. Like Behan, Fontaines is 
trying to make the most out of a sticky situation in 
songs like “Televised Mind,” which seems to poke 
fun at a world too glued to phone, TV, and 
computer screens to feel anything. Fontaines’ 
sound is slippery, with a wide variety of refer-
ences to ’70s punk, ’90s lad rock, aughts 
post-punk revivalism, and modern indie-rock 
without ever coming across as unoriginal.

PHYSICAL  BY DUA LIPA

P hysical’ is the newest single from 
singer/songwriter Dua Lipa and is 
set to feature on her upcoming 

second album Future Nostalgia. Like her 
other hits, ‘Physical’ is a danceable track with 
a lively beat and energetic vocals. If you 
haven’t heard it yet, its excitingly colourful 
sound will leave you hitting repeat. The song 
itself has been met with critical acclaim from 
music critics. If this song is telling of Dua 
Lipa’s future performances, then there is no 
doubt that the artist is a contender for the title 
of ‘Queen of Pop’.

THE NEW MUTANTS
Cast: Maisie Williams, Anya Taylor-Joy, Charlie Heaton

I
nterestingly enough, The New 
Mutants is marketing itself as a 
horror movie despite being in the 

superhero genre. Such a combination is 
incredibly rare, with 2019’s Brightburn being 
the only recent example. The film takes place 
within the famous X-Men comic book 
universe and features 5 young mutants just 
discovering their abilities while held in a 
secret facility against their will. With Disney 

acquiring 
the rights 
to Marvel 
mutants 
from Fox in 
2019, the 
film itself 
underwent 
a number 
of changes. 
However, 
this did 
little to 
hinder the 
films 
intended 
release in 
2020.

DUNE (2020)
Cast: Timothée Chalamet, Rebecca Ferguson, Oscar Isaac

F
rank Herbert’s 1965 novel titled 
“Dune” was an epic tale that 
essentially set the standards for 

modern science fiction. Since then, Dune 
has been reimagined a number of times. 
Director Denis Villeneuve intends to bring 
this classic back to life once more with 
Dune (2020). Dune tells the story of three 
noble houses in the far future who are 
fighting over control of the desert planet, 

Arrakis; 
which is 
made 
unique for 
being the 
only place 
in the 
galaxy for 
producing 
‘spice’, a 
life-ex-
tending 
super 
drug.

   LIFESTYLE      62



 This subscription form constitutes a legal offer and once accepted by the Publisher forms a legal agreement and is subject to the Terms and Conditions of the Publisher 
 Subscriptions are non-refundable and irrevocable   Personal cheques are acceptable   Kindly allow 3 weeks for delivery of first subscription issue. For subscription 

enquiry call +603-7880 3511 or email circulation@smemagazine.asia   Completed subscription form with payment and / or credit card details should be sent to:

Name

Job Title 

Company

Address (Home/Office)

City

Country

Daytime Contact Number

Mobile Number

Email

Postal Code

GET SME 
MAGAZINE 

AT YOUR 
DOORSTEP 

EVERY 
MONTH!

	 PERSONAL PARTICULARS

 TERMS AND CONDITIONS

Unit 709A, 6th Floor, Kelana Parkview Tower, Jalan SS6/2,
Kelana Jaya, 47301, Petaling Jaya Selangor, Malaysia
[t] +603 7880 3511 / 8692   [f] +603 7880 3515

BMI Business Intelligence Pte Ltd  
1 Raffles Place, Tower One, #44-01A, Singapore 048616

[t] +65 3158 9809

1.  Bank Transfer 
  Payable to Business Media International Sdn Bhd  
  Maybank account 5123 5231 6197
  (please notify circulation@smemagazine.asia  
  for confirmation of payment)

 MODE OF PAYMENT 

2.  Cheque 
  (make payable to Business Media International Sdn Bhd)

12 issues (1 year)
	 	 ❏ Malaysia  RM 72
	 	 ❏ Singapore  S$ 64.20

24 issues (2 years)
	 	 ❏ Malaysia  RM 144
	 	 ❏ Singapore  S$ 128.40

 SUBSCRIPTION AND PAYMENT

63   SUBSCRIPTION      



T
his is indeed an 
extraordinary year. 
       I’ve been an 
entrepreneur for 
over 20 years. And 
have experienced the 
Asian financial crisis 

in 1997, the dotcom bubble in 2001, the 
US subprime mortgage crisis in 2007 and 
the H1N1 flu emergency in 2009. But 
not since the advent of the Internet has a 
crisis been so disruptive to business.
       The COVID-19 pandemic has 
wreaked havoc on supply chains. Resulted 
in lockdowns. Business in most sectors 
came to a complete halt, before restarting 
in spurts again. But these are not the main 
challenge of the crisis. 

       The pandemic has resulted in rapid, 
disruptive change in consumer behaviour, 
and more rapid and in far larger scale 
than most businesses are prepared for. 
       Even as retail stores have opened, 
many are reporting that the number 
of customers and average takings are 
no longer the same. Restaurants are 
reporting full houses, but only because 
the number of seats are now halved. 
Trains and buses remain empty. And 
the travel industry remains beaten. The 
pandemic has created so much fear, 
and mistrust in the system, that it will 
take years for business to be back to 
‘normal’ again.
       Make no mistake. This is not 
just a health crisis. This is as much a 
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crisis of trust. The ‘new normal’ will 
be defined by trust, and our ability to 
inspire confidence, to rebuild faith 
in the system and to be authentic in 
everything that we do. 
       Consumers, including you and I, are 
seeing things in a new light. We will be 
examining every marketing claim with a 
tinge of doubt, and will be approaching 
things more scientifically than we did 
before. That much the virus has taught us. 
       What this means is that we must 
continue to inculcate a higher purpose 
in our business. It can no longer be 
just about profits. Delivering good 
products will no longer be enough. The 
purpose behind what, why and how we 
do things would be just important. 
       We are a relatively fortunate 
generation. We did not have go to 
war like our forefathers did. Our life 
expectancy and our average income is 
higher than all previous generations. 
       But today, we too are tested. And 
whether we come out on the other 
side stronger or weaker, is really a 
factor of how resilient we are and how 
prepared we are. 
       Every generation has their 
darkest moment. This could very well 
be ours. 

THE CRISIS 
OF OUR 

GENERATION
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