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25% fi rms are on par with their global 
peers in terms of response time. 

Th e longer proposal response time 
suggests that there is much scope for 
better responsiveness among Singapore 
fi rms. Technology automation such as 
the use of practice management system 
and easily adaptable templates for 
renewing and preparing new proposals 
are potential solutions to shortening the 
proposal time. 

With a practice management 
system, a multitude of tasks including 
fee proposals and engagement letters, 
staff  assignment, and execution of 
jobs in terms of review, amendments 
and approvals and invoicing can be 
streamlined and expedited.

Singapore CPA fi rms appear to 
perform better in cost recovery 

CPA SINGAPORE 
AVERAGE 

(2012)

PEER GROUP

Average Top 25%

COSTS Operating Margin (in %) 1 9 . 7 1 1 . 4 2 0 . 0
SG&A (in %) 2 9 . 6 3 0 . 7 1 5 . 0

COGS (% of revenue) 4 5 . 3 5 8 . 2 4 9 . 0

SALES Proposal Conversion 
Rate (in %) 5 8 . 5 53.3 80.0

Proposal Request to 
Delivery Cycle Time (days) 3 8 . 2 17.7 7.0

Billable Time Spent by 
Project Management 
Resources on Project 
Management (in %)

8 2 . 3 53.2 95.0

% Billable Services Costs 
not Billed to Customers 9 . 5 19.2 5.0

PEOPLE Employee Turnover (in %) 3 1 . 9 25.8 13.0
Training Hours Per 

Employee 3 1 . 1 46.5 64.0

Time to Hire (in days) 3 8 . 5 29.0 21.0
Time to Fill Resource 

Request (in days) 1 5 . 1 10.1 5.0

TECHNOLOGY IT FTEs Per 100 Min 
Revenue 3 6 . 2 33.4 11.1

TABLE 1 PERFORMANCE RESULTS - METRICS

Productivity Scorecard for Singapore CPA Firms: Costs, Sales, People and Technology

Goods Sold (COGS1) approximately 
two times lower than that of their peer 
group (26.3% of revenue in Singapore 
versus 49% in peer group for top 25% 
fi rms; 45.3% in Singapore versus 58.2% 
in average peer group, and 65.3% in 
Singapore versus 72.3% in peer group 
for bottom 25%). Th e lower COGS could 
mean that Singapore CPA fi rms are better 
in cost effi  ciency and management.

Th e productivity metrics identifi ed 
for CPA fi rms can be broadly classifi ed 
into four areas: costs, sales, people and 
technology, as illustrated in Table 1.

Singapore CPA fi rms are less 
effi cient in responding to 
proposals
Singapore CPA fi rms take about twice as 
long to respond to proposals compared to 
their global peer group, although the top 

Ranking

Sig Worse Average Sg Better AverageAverage First Quartile

M
ore than two-thirds of the 
public accounting (CPA) 
fi rms in Singapore see 
increasing productivity as 

a top priority while a third of our 
professional accountants in business 
(PAIBs) opined that raising productivity 
is crucial. Th is begs several questions: 
+ How do we measure productivity?
+ What are the productivity

benchmarks? 
+ What can we do to achieve  

productivity gains?

Unfortunately, there is a dearth 
of local research on productivity in 
accounting services which could 
have provided the much-needed 
answers to these questions. As the 
national accountancy body, ICPAS 
took the fi rst step in the search for 
answers. It released two reports on 
Singapore’s accountancy productivity in 
February 2013 – ICPAS-SAP Productivity 
Scorecard and Benchmarking Survey 
Report, and ICPAS Pilot Productivity 
Study – Industry Report.

ICPAS-SAP PRODUCTIVITY 
SCORECARD AND 
BENCHMARKING
Th e inaugural ICPAS-SAP Productivity 
Scorecard and Benchmarking Survey 
Report identifi ed productivity metrics for 
CPA fi rms and PAIBs, and benchmarked 
their performance against their local 
and global peers. Th e fi ndings are 
encapsulated in a productivity scorecard 
that can be readily used as a quick tool to 
assess the productivity of our CPA fi rms 
and PAIBs. Each participant was provided 
a report of their individual performance 
which can be used to compare themselves 
against their local as well as global peers.

Singapore CPA fi rms are effi cient 
in cost management
Singapore CPA fi rms are able to maintain 
their costs well, with their Cost of 

1 Cost of Goods Sold (COGS) refers to cost of services rendered as 
CPA firms are professional service firms.
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but could explore new 
business model based on 
value pricing
Singapore CPA fi rms have a signifi cantly 
lower percentage of billable services 
not billed to customers; they are two 
times lower than the global average 
peer group and bottom 25% group. 

Singapore CPA fi rms also have 
a higher percentage of billable time 
spent on project management than 
their global peers. Th e diff erences are 
signifi cantly higher when compared 
to the global average peer group and 
bottom 25% peer group.

Singapore CPA fi rms appear to be 
more effi  cient in cost recovery in terms 
of billable hours, but could explore 
new business models based on value 
pricing to cope with the pressure of 
lower fees.
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annual salary of that position due to head-
hunting and training costs as well as loss 
of knowledge and even potential loss of 
business. High staff  turnover also results in a 
lack of continuity and inconsistent service. 

Compared to their global peers, 
training hours per employee of CPA fi rms 
in Singapore are on average 1.6 times 
lower. A likely key reason is that most 
small and medium-sized practices (SMPs) 
lack the resources to focus on training. 

Th e data on time to hire shows that 
Singapore CPA fi rms take about 1.5 times 
longer to hire than their global peers (30 
days in Singapore versus 21 days for top 
25% peer group; 38.5 days in Singapore 
versus 29 days for average peer group, and 
60 days in Singapore versus 39 days for 
bottom 25% peer group). 

Overall, Singapore CPA fi rms 
need to improve in HR management, 
especially in staff  training, hiring and 
retention practices.

Automating business processes, 
adding data analysis/business 
intelligence, and enhancing 
CRM are technology initiatives 
that have the most potential 
to increase accounting and 
fi nance productivity
Research has shown that investment 
in IT is a key driver of productivity 
improvement in the accountancy sector. 
IT enables accounting fi rms to increase 
their productivity by automating tasks 
and enhancing collaboration within the 
fi rm and with their clients.

Some 87.5% of Singapore CPA fi rms 
indicated that automating business 
processes has the most potential to 
increase productivity, followed by adding 
data analysis/business intelligence and 
enhancing CRM.  

More can be done on the part of 
Singapore fi rms to increase technology 
adoption. Cloud computing could 
be explored, to facilitate fi rms and 
their staff  with “anywhere, anytime” 
access to real-time data and greater 
workplace mobility. 

PAIB SINGAPORE 
AVERAGE 

(2012)

PEER GROUP

Average Top 25%

COSTS Finance Cost as a % 
of Revenue 

0 . 8 1 . 0 0 . 5

Finance FTEs Per 100 
Million Revenue (overall)

1 2 . 6 7 . 9 4 . 0

CLOSING Days to Close Annual 
Books (in days) 2 0 . 1 15.8 7.0

Days to Close Quarterly 
Books (in days) 1 1 . 2 8.9 5.0

Days to Close Monthly 
Books (in days) 7 . 6 6.7 4.0

INSIGHT Financial Forecast 
Accuracy (in %)

7 4 . 7 83.7 90.0

Cycle Time for Forecasts 
(in days) 2 6 . 2 47.5 15.0

Time to Create New 
Reports (in days)

5 . 9 5.5 2.0

INSIGHT Days Sale Outstanding 
(in days)

4 7 . 5 45.3 30.0

Overdue Accounts 
Receivable (in %) 2 0 . 2 11.2 3.0

Days Payables Outstanding 
(in days)

4 5 . 2 42.5 57.0

TABLE 2  PERFORMANCE RESULTS - METRICS

Productivity Scorecard for Singapore PAIBs: Costs, Closing, Insight, Working Capital 

Ranking

Sig Worse Average Sg Better AverageAverage First Quartile

Singapore CPA fi rms are less 
effi cient in people management, 
especially in staff training, hiring 
and retention practices
Accounting fi rms in Singapore have an 
average turnover rate of about 1.5 times 
of their peer group (20% turnover in 
Singapore versus 13% in peer group for 
top 25% fi rms; 31.9% in Singapore versus 
25.8% in average peer group, and 50% in 
Singapore versus 35% for bottom 25% 
fi rms). Although the causes for such high 
staff  turnover need further examination, 
it could be due to insuffi  cient staff  
remuneration, work-life balance or the 
full employment situation in Singapore.

In addition to imposing signifi cant cost, 
high staff  turnover hinders productivity. 
Overseas studies show that losing a senior 
manager in a professional services fi rm 
can ultimately cost two to three times the 
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of the latter organisations may have 
reduced the FTE per revenue by 
investing in technology that enabled 
higher productivity. 

Another reason could be that 
Singapore is a hub for regional fi nance 
operations for most multinational 
corporations (MNCs). As a result, the 
Singapore offi  ce may contribute only 
a small portion of revenue but has 
a large fi nance team to support 
regional operations.

Quicker forecasting but wider 
variation in accuracy
Respondents are effi  cient in forecasting 
and take only around half the time 
compared to global peers. Th e cycle 
time for forecast is the number of 
days required to create an annual 
forecast. Th is involves target and 
goal-setting, analysis of budgets and 
getting approval from management 

or board. However, there is wider 
variation in forecast accuracy, compared 
to their peers.

Based on a focus group discussion 
with experienced CFOs in Singapore, 
most companies based in Singapore are 
likely to do business in Asia, which is still 
largely a developing market with more 
volatile growth. Th is may be a reason 
why their forecasting is less accurate 
than their global peer group, which is 
mainly from developed markets where 
sales and expenses are less volatile.

Automating business processes, 
adding data analysis/business 
intelligence, and integrating 
disconnected business systems 
are technology initiatives that 
have the most potential to 
increase accounting and 
fi nance productivity
More than 80% respondents indicated 
that automating business processes 

Th e productivity metrics identifi ed for 
PAIBs can be broadly classifi ed into four 
areas: costs, closing, insight and working 
capital, as illustrated in Table 2.

More fi nance manpower 
required per US$100 million 
revenue compared to peers
For the top 25% and on average, our 
survey respondents required 1.6 more 
fi nance Full-Time Equivalents (FTEs) 
compared to their global peers. Th is 
is even more pronounced at the bottom 
25%, as our survey respondents 
require 1.78 more FTEs compared to 
their global peers, indicating a wider lag 
in productivity. 

A possible reason for our respondents 
having more fi nance FTEs compared 
to their peers could be that the top 25% 
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they have not done so. Th e PIC scheme 
helps companies to alleviate the cost 
of automation and facilitate them 
in embracing technology for higher 
productivity.

Th e shift towards cloud computing/
SaaS is becoming  an inexorable trend, 
especially for smaller companies. Th ere 
may be a need to raise awareness of 
the benefi ts as well as allay concerns in 
the use of cloud computing among our 
Singapore companies. 

Gaps between ideal state and 
reality in accounting and 
fi nance organisations
While various gaps have been identifi ed 
in fi nance processes, the largest gap lies 
in the fi nance leadership having access 
to a fi nancial dashboard that provides 
a timely view into a pre-defi ned set 

2 Boost your productivity with the cloud, The Business Times, 
3 April 2012, www.spring.gov.sg/NewsEvents/ITN/Pages/Boost-your-
productivity-with-the-cloud-20120403.aspx

has the most potential to increase 
productivity, followed by adding 
data analysis/business intelligence 
and integrating disconnected 
business systems.

While recognising that technology 
can help enhance productivity, companies 
do not think that moving systems 
to cloud computing/software-as-a-
service (SaaS) has much potential as 
an important productivity driver. Th e 
respondents ranked it last, contrary to 
market trends and expected growing 
phenomenon of companies moving to 
cloud computing regionally 2.

To leverage technology, companies 
should tap on the Productivity and 
Innovation Credit (PIC) scheme if 
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of key metrics. A fi nancial dashboard 
which provides a “snapshot” of 
performance and clearly communicates 
key information to users visually 
can serve as a useful measurement 
and monitoring tool for businesses. 
Supporting information can also be 
easily accessed by drilling further 
into the top-level results, allowing for 
further analysis.

In an increasingly globalised and 
dynamic business environment, where 
Chief Financial Offi  cers are seen as 
strategic partners to Chief Executive 
Offi  cers, being informed and making real-
time decisions swiftly become critical. 
However, the gap between best practice 
and reality may highlight the challenge 
in putting together such information, 
possibly due to a lack of an integrated 
management control system.
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Th e lack, if not absence, of established 
productivity measurement and 
performance management systems 
in the work place to review, set and 
monitor productivity performance 
fosters an indiff erent attitude towards 
productivity. Employee incentives 
are also not tied to productivity 
achievements.  

+ Sales and Marketing Strategies
Th ere is a lack of clear sales and 
marketing strategies to generate sales, 
which include market review/research 
on product/service mix development 
as most CPA fi rms continue to rely on 
passive referrals and recurring business 
from their existing client base. Corporate 
branding is also under-utilised, which is 
an impediment to value pricing.

+ Human Resource
HR functions such as manpower 
planning, training and development, 
hiring/retention policies and 
performance appraisal are not well-
defi ned, but done only to meet basic 
operational needs.

IN CONCLUSION
Both studies mark the fi rst milestone 
in productivity measurement for the 
Singapore accountancy sector. Th ey 
elicited several key perspectives and 
revealed some useful insights about the 
state of accountancy productivity in 
Singapore. In addition to implementing 
initiatives to help our members 
overcome their productivity challenges, 
ICPAS is also committed to enhancing 
the productivity benchmarks over time, 
especially with broader participation. 
Th e journey to higher productivity may 
be a long, arduous one, but it can be 
smoother and less arduous if we can 
collaborate among ourselves as well as 
with the Institute.  CPA  

By Patrick Chan, Head, Industry Development, 
and Edward Choa, Manager, Industry 
Development, ICPAS
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ICPAS PILOT 
PRODUCTIVITY STUDY
ICPAS also initiated a pilot study 
with Oriel Management Consulting 
for 10 public accounting fi rms to 
establish productivity diagnostics and 
recommendations for these fi rms. In 
addition, the study aims to identify 
common challenges and best practices 
among the fi rms, and provide a glimpse 
across the industry.

BEST PRACTICES 

+ Marketing and Branding
Business partners employ pro-active 
marketing strategies to increase sales, 
rather than rely on passive referrals 
and recurring clients. In addition, they 
engage in branding for products to create 
market awareness and drive sales, which 
includes above-the-line advertising, 
business networking, as well as tapping 
on social media, for example, Facebook 
and YouTube.

+ New Service Development/
Higher Value-added Services
Product/Service mix development plans 
are conscientiously carried out so as to 
off er new and/or higher value-added 
services beyond corporate service, tax 
and audit. In turn, these fi rms are able 
to develop specialised or niche inhouse 
competencies to reach out to their target 
client segments.

+ Cost Management/Best Sourcing
Holding minimum or zero fi xed 
assets in the company frees up more 
liquidity for strategic redeployment 
or usage. Furthermore, best sourcing 
of capital equipment at lowest possible 
cost, as well as trade-in of equipment 
for replacement, ensures high capital 
utilisation.

+ Productivity and 
Performance Management
Business partners, actively serving as 

gate-keepers to the KPIs on productivity, 
set the tone and pace for which 
employees are expected to perform 
and deliver. In addition, there is an 
employee incentive scheme put in place 
to drive and motivate staff  towards 
higher productivity performance.

+ HR Practices 

Business partners provide both 
structured training and development 
programmes as well as on-the-job 
training to prepare staff  for job 
rotation and enlarged job scope, and 
also streamline job functions for greater 
effi  ciency. Th is is further supported 
by leadership development programmes 
and traineeships for managers and 
high-potential executives to facilitate 
career progression. Th e provision of 
fl exi-work arrangements such as 
staggered working hours and use of 
temporary staff  support signifi es a 
quality and balanced work-life culture.

MAJOR CHALLENGES

+ Management Practices and 
Leadership Competencies
Managing the business for growth 
requires robust management 
practices as well as strong leadership 
competencies. However, the study 
found that there appears to be a gap in 
the management practices and leadership 
competencies within both startups and 
established CPA fi rms.

+ Business Strategies, 
Corporate Goals and Directions
Business strategy, corporate goals and 
directions are not well-documented 
and properly communicated to 
employees due to resource constraints, 
as well as a lack of thought process and 
methodology to critically review business 
strategies, corporate goals and directions.

+ Productivity Measurement and 
Performance Management Systems




