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ccording to the 
International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), global 
economic growth is 
estimated to be 2.9% 
in 2013 and projected 
to increase to 3.6% in 
2014. The improvement 
in global growth is likely 
driven more by developed 

economies – for example, the euro zone 
is expected to gradually pull out of 
recession in 2014, while the US economic 
recovery continues to gain momentum. 
The Ministry of Trade and Industry 
(MTI) has forecast a modest 2% to 4% 
growth for the Singapore economy 
in 2014, in line with the expected 
moderate growth in regional economies 
like China and ASEAN. In addition, rising 
business costs underlined by a tight 
labour market will continue to weigh on 
Singapore businesses, particularly small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

Against this backdrop, our annual 
Pre-Budget Survey was conducted to 
gather the views of the CA Singapore 
community with regard to their 
business outlook and wish list for 
Singapore Budget 2014. As businesses 
become more keenly aware of the 
need to raise productivity in light of 
the labour crunch, this year’s survey 
also sought to understand important 
areas which can help businesses to 
restructure in order to further innovate, 
value-add and stay competitive.

The survey was well-received, with 
more than 400 responses from the 
accounting and business community. 
The findings helped the Institute of 
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More businesses 

appear to be 
tapping on the 

government 
assistance 

schemes for 
conventional 

activities to defray 
costs, compared 

to activities 
for innovation 
and capability 

transformation.

foreign labour, especially the measures 
that have pushed up their business 
costs. Such manpower measures include 
raised levies or qualifying salaries, 
which were cited as having greater 
negative impact compared to measures 
such as a reduction in dependency 
ratio, which are non-cost in nature. Our 
analysis by firm size and industry sector 
shows that respondents from smaller 
firms, in particular, those with turnover 
of less than $100 million per annum, and 
sectors that are more labour-intensive, 
such as Construction and Food Service, 
cited the manpower measures as having 
greater negative impact.

Productivity SchemeS
More businesses appear to be tapping on 
the government assistance schemes for 
conventional activities to defray costs, 
compared to activities for innovation 
and capability transformation (Figure 
2). More respondents cited the 
Productivity and Innovation Credit 
(PIC) and PIC Bonus schemes as being 
useful compared to other schemes. 
Respondents more often cited schemes 
related to innovation or capability 
transformation, such as Innovation and 
Capability Voucher (ICV), Capability 
Development Grant (CDG) and Increase 
SME Productivity with Infocomm 

Figure 1
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Legend
The figures in the chart represent the mean 
score of each category. 
1 Not concerned at all
2 Slightly concerned
3 Moderately concerned
4 very concerned
5 extremely concerned
respondents were asked to rate from 1 to 5.
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  Professional 
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  Public 
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Singapore Chartered Accountants 
(ISCA) provide important insights and 
feedback to the government for Budget 
2014. Beyond this, the findings will also 
help the Institute in formulating and 
refining our member initiatives.

BuSineSS concernS
Singapore businesses are in the midst 
of restructuring and the drive towards 
higher value-added activities and 
staying competitive poses challenges. 
Our findings highlight how our 
businesses and accounting firms are 
responding to these challenges. 

On their outlook on the Singapore 
economy, respondents showed 
improved optimism going into 2014. 
Some 36% of them were positive about 
the economic outlook compared to 19% 
in the previous survey, while 20% of 
respondents this year expressed their 

pessimism compared to 40% a year 
earlier. Respondents working in both the 
accounting firms and other businesses 
had similar sentiments.

Respondents indicated rising 
business costs as their top concern 
this year (66%), similar to the survey 
last year (Figure 1). In terms of rising 
business costs, rental and staff costs 
were the costs more often cited. Of note, 
improving productivity has now become 
a greater concern this year (50%) 
compared to last year. It has moved 
up two notches while uncertain global 
demand, which was the second top 
concern last year, has moved down two 
notches. Accompanying the increased 
concern of improving productivity 
was that of hiring difficulty, which has 
moved up a notch this year.

A key finding is that businesses are 
feeling the impact of the tightening of 
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Only 12% and 13% of respondents 
cited that the WCS did change their 
organisations’ decision on wage 
increments and bonuses respectively. 
Additionally, fewer respondents 
agreed that the WCS resulted in 
larger wage increments or bonuses 
than those who disagreed. Only 
21% of respondents agreed that the 
WCS had an impact on their firms’ 
productivity effort.  

Most respondents agreed 
the top areas that would help 
their organisations become more 
competitive and add value were in 
human capital development (75%), 
enhancing quality and standards 
(73%), and improving productivity 
(71%) (Figure 3). These three areas 
are in line with SPRING Singapore’s 
CDG. Findings show that respondents 
appeared to focus more on 
conventional areas, such as improving 
quality, to stay competitive compared 
to activities related to innovation or 
capability transformation, such as 
brand development (58%), business 
innovation and design (53%), and 
intellectual property (36%). 

Budget WiSh LiSt
The majority of respondents expressed 
that Budget 2014 should provide 
greater support to reduce rental 
costs (79%), training costs (78%) and 
other operating costs (77%) (Figure 
4). It appears that respondents were 
more preoccupied with cost issues 
rather than activities that may better 
enable growth or enhance their value-
add, such as venturing overseas or 
branding. Respondents also sought 
more support and information 
regarding regulatory and tax matters 
in other countries (75%), greater 
facilitation in market access (72%), 
enhancing readiness and competency 
for international expansion (71%) 
and financial support, in that order, to 
better help them venture overseas. 

Similar to last year, for households, 
healthcare benefits remain the most 
wished-for benefit for Budget 2014. 
From our analysis, almost half of 
the respondents hoped employers 
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Legend
The figures in the chart 
represent the mean score of 
each category. 
1 Not useful
2 Slightly useful
3 Moderately useful
4 very useful
5 extremely useful
respondents were asked to 
rate from 1 to 5.
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Adoption & Transformation (iSPRINT), 
to be only slightly or not useful. For 
PIC-qualifying activities that better 
enable value-added growth, such as 
research & development, intellectual 
property and design, there were 
significantly more respondents who 
said they were not using these options 
compared to the conventional purposes 
of leasing equipment (only 6%) or 
employee training (only 7%). Small 
and medium-sized firms more often 
cited the government schemes as 
being useful, compared to large firms 
(turnover of more than S$1 billion), 
which are likely to be better resourced. 
In terms of industry sector, respondents 

from the Construction and Education 
sectors more often cited government 
schemes as being only slightly or not 
useful compared to those from the 
other sectors. A greater number of 
respondents agreed that PIC sunset 
clauses should be removed or extended, 
compared to those who disagreed.

There appears to be limited 
impact of the Wage Credit Scheme 
(WCS) in businesses’ decision on 
wage increments or bonuses. Our 
analysis shows that more respondents 
agreed that the WCS did not change 
their organisations’ decision on wage 
increments (47%) or bonuses (49%) 
compared to those who disagreed. 



FOCUS
Pre-Budget Survey

that they need more support to become 
more productive.

Budget recommendationS
Based on the survey findings, ISCA 
had suggested items that could be 
considered in the upcoming Budget 
2014. These are:

  Fine-tune measures on foreign 
labour and business costs, in 
particular, to review the need for 
manpower measures that increase 
costs as opposed to measures that 
are non-cost in nature;

  Encourage companies to focus on 
activities that promote innovation 
and capability transformation 
which have the potential to 
significantly increase value-add 
and competitiveness;

  Fine-tune schemes for innovation 
and capability transformation to 
facilitate take-up; 

  Increase support and enhance 
measures to help companies 
venture overseas, and

Figure 3
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CompeTiTive And enhAnCe vALue-Add 

Human capital 
development 

<< Strongly disagree                                  

Mean score 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00

Strongly agree >>

enhancing 
quality and 
standards

Productivity 
improvement

Financial 
management

Service 
excellence

Technology 
innovation

Business 
strategy 

development

Brand 
development

Business 
innovation and 

design

Intellectual 
property and 

franchising 

3.88    

3.86    
3.83    

3.98

3.84    
3.82    

3.94

3.83    
3.82    

3.86

3.83    
3.81    

3.91

3.79    
3.79    

3.77

3.76    
3.76    
3.79

3.66    
3.65    
3.68

3.56    
 3.57

3.52

3.34    
3.35    

3.28

3.86    
3.95

Legend
The figures in the chart 
represent the mean 
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respondents were 
asked to rate from 
1 to 5.

  Overall     

  PAIB

  PA

economy looks set for continued growth, 
many businesses, especially SMEs, 
continue to face challenges in their 
restructuring and productivity efforts. 

The Budget 2013 has provided 
impetus and support for Singapore 
businesses to restructure and stay 
competitive. However, the survey 
findings show that many businesses 
are still facing significant challenges as 
the government continues to tighten 
the supply of our foreign workforce. 
Beyond manpower, businesses are also 
very concerned about the increasing 
business costs, in particular, rental 
costs. Many respondents have indicated 

can provide more advancement 
opportunities for local employees. 
The percentage of respondents 
stating this has increased to 42%, 
compared to the previous year’s 
37%. Respondents also expressed 
concern over the affordability of the 
Continuing Education and Training 
(CET) programmes; they viewed 
such programmes as being important 
in maintaining their professional 
knowledge and competence.

In terms of economic outlook, 
respondents appeared to be more 
positive as they continue to restructure 
their businesses. Although the global 
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Figure 5

meAsures To AssisT Businesses venTure overseAs
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Chan Sze Yee is Head of research, iSCA.

Figure 4

Businesses’ BudgeT wish LisT
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  Provide more healthcare and tax 
savings to help households cope 
with increasing costs.

This year, the Institute had 
organised the annual Pre-Budget 
Roundtable on January 8, bringing 
together a panel of business leaders 
from various industries and sectors 
to discuss a range of issues pertaining 
to the Budget. The discussions 
(highlights published on pages 22 to 
30), together with the survey findings, 
provided critical and important 
insights about relevant measures that 
can help businesses overcome the key 
challenges revealed in the survey. As 
the national accountancy body, ISCA 
will work closely alongside businesses 
and stakeholders, particularly our 
members, to help them in their efforts 
to restructure, raise productivity and 
stay competitive in the year ahead.  ISCA
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