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t a recent EY 
company dialogue 
session, a young 
accountant asked 
Max Loh, Managing 
Partner, EY, ASEAN 
and Singapore, 
“Max, you have 
been working in 

the same company for so many years, 
haven’t you thought of leaving?” 
Mr Loh laughed and replied, “Yes, 
every Monday.” 

He continued candidly, “It is not 
possible to come to work happy every 
day but, one can come to work happy 
most days. There will be days when 
you don’t feel like working, and that’s 
because you are a human being; it’s a 
fact of life.” It is this philosophical and 
matter-of-fact attitude towards life 
and work that has kept him going all 
these years. It certainly helped that he 
has a good sense of humour too. 
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An Interest In BusIness 
spArked It Off
Mr Loh discovered his interest in 
business when he studied economics 
as one of his subjects in junior college. 
As he was good in mathematics, he 
decided that a degree in accounting 
would be ideal as it was more centred 
on business. That decision marked the 
start of his journey as an accounting 
professional. To date, it has been  
29 years and counting. 

He began his career with 
accounting firm Arthur Andersen in 
1986 before joining EY in 2002. He 
has held various leadership positions 
throughout his career, helping to 
spearhead the expansion of the firm’s 
practice in Singapore, as well as in the 
region. Having been in the business 
for close to three decades, he still 
finds it interesting to go to work – 
with good reason.

Mr Loh explained that it is his 
interest in business and being able  
to help clients succeed in their 
business that makes work enjoyable. 
“When our clients succeed, we 
succeed with them. We build a 
relationship by offering them the best 
advice that will enable them to run 
their business successfully.”

Among his client base, he is 
particularly enthusiastic about 
interacting with entrepreneurs 
as they bring new concepts and 
products to market. “When you deal 
with entrepreneurs, things are not as 
structured as in big corporations. It is 
always exciting as they have this level 
of energy and innovation about them, 
coupled with their desire to succeed. 
Of course, not all of them succeed but 
it is the journey together with them 
that makes it worthwhile.” 

A mOre cOmplex And 
excItIng wOrld
Mr Loh finds the digital economy 
fascinating as it has changed the 
world fundamentally, as reflected 
in new ways of doing business. He 
reminisced that things were “a 
lot more straightforward” when 
he first started out because the 
business environment was simpler. 
Although he has enjoyed his work 
all these years, there have been 
challenges in the profession, such 
as regulatory oversights, economic 
crises, risk of public accounting being 
commoditised, fair value accounting, 
and rogue clients. It was – and still 
is – a challenge to constantly stay on 
top of current events and accounting 
updates. However, he views every 
day as a positive experience as he is 
always learning new things. 

Mr Loh emphasised that in 
this complex and dynamic global 
economy, it was imperative that 
accountants remain relevant in the 
marketplace and provide value in a 
timely and meaningful manner. Most 
important is the ability to constantly 
learn and change in order to take 
advantage of the many opportunities 
presented to accounting professionals 
as trusted business advisors. 

He said, “An accounting degree 
gives you that basic skill set. Working 
with different sectors, learning from 
different groups of people as well as 
continuing professional education 
will provide us with diverse skill 
sets.” When asked why he has kept 

s
When asked why  

he has kept his ISCA 
membership for  

25 years, he said that 
the ISCA membership 

gives accounting 
professionals like 

him access to many 
meaningful courses and 
initiatives. His advice 
to fellow accountants 

is to be the one to 
take responsibility in 
maximising what the 
membership brings.
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require sound decision-making, 
negotiation and strategic-thinking 
skills – demands that go far beyond 
the figures. “Accountants need to 
have a business mindset and trusted 
business advisor capabilities. These 
may not be easy to pick up but you 
will have that if you have a business 
mindset. We need to have a more 
proactive and advisory approach with 
clients and add value by helping them 
to manage their businesses more 
effectively in an increasingly complex 
global economy.”

For aspiring accountants, 
Mr Loh advised that employers 
nowadays seek non-accounting job 
skills when evaluating candidates 
for accounting roles. In addition to 
accounting knowledge, other skills 
such as business knowledge, IT and 
communication skills are the most 
valuable. “Understanding how a 
business runs – how it operates, 
how it mitigates risks, how it makes 
money, etc – is an invaluable skill. If 
you decide to pursue another career 
later on, you would have already 
built a solid business foundation. 
Good communication is important as 
saying the right thing at the right time 
is a good soft skill. You must  

his ISCA membership for 25 years, he 
said that the ISCA membership gives 
accounting professionals like him 
access to many meaningful courses 
and initiatives. His advice to fellow 
accountants is to be the one to take 
responsibility in maximising what 
the membership brings. 

AccOuntAnts As 
BusIness AdvIsOrs tO 
BusIness Owners
In recent years, professional 
accounting has shifted its focus 
from traditional, compliance-based 
to accounting services to business 
advisory services. “Nowadays, we 
are a multidisciplinary professional 
services firm, providing broad-based 
assurance, tax and business advisory, 
and consulting services,” said Mr Loh, 
adding that accountants need to have 
much more diverse skills than mere 
number crunching. While technical 
skills are obviously important, being 
a top-notch professional involves 
more than just knowing what the 
standards and regulations are. If an 
accountant limits himself to that, he 
may become a very good accountant 
– but nothing more. 

Today’s accounting professionals 

also have the right mindset to do  
the right things. People in the 
market will then recognise you as a 
principled, good go-to professional 
who can help clients manage and 
resolve their issues.” 

wOrkIng wIth A dIverse 
grOup Of peOple
Mr Loh enthused that another perk 
of being in professional services is 
working with people, not only with 
clients but his own people in EY. 
At last count, he has 28 different 
nationalities, working across 
disciplines, in the Singapore office. 
People from diverse disciplines, who 
bring with them different skills, 
help EY and their client-companies 
manage varied business needs 
and issues. If their background is 
in engineering or psychology, for 
example, they can address change 
management in client-companies. 

The opportunity to collaborate 
with such a diverse group of people 
has been invaluable, not only because 
of the high-quality accounting 
work that was produced but also 
from the learning and development 
process where staff made valuable 
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1986 Bachelor of Accountancy (Honours), National University of Singapore 
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2011 ASEAN Managing Partner, EY
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“Accountants need to 

have a business mindset 
and trusted business 
advisor capabilities. 

These may not be easy 
to pick up but you will 
have that if you have 
a business mindset. 
We need to have a 
more proactive and 

advisory approach with 
clients and add value 

by helping them to 
manage their businesses 

more effectively in an 
increasingly complex 

global economy.” 
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Pauline Chee is Manager, Corporate Relations  
& Communications, ISCA.

to find out what their issues are,” he 
said. “At the same time, I try to give 
them what I never had when I was 
younger – work-life balance.” Leading 
by example, Mr Loh allocates time 
for his family and himself. “It is about 
balance and how you organise your 
time. I have two young children whom 
I exercise with; we go swimming 
and play tennis. I kill three birds 
with one stone: I spend time with 
my family, spend time with my kids 
and get some exercise while doing it. 
I also make it a point to leave work 
earlier to watch my son play tennis 
whenever I promise him to do so. Of 
course, continuing my work after that 
is another matter. When you have an 
important family commitment, you 
have to plan and make time for it.”

EY has a flexible working 
environment. Many of its people work 
from home or from a client’s office 
most of the time, so they are not 
physically present at the EY premises. 
Staff are encouraged to think 
differently about their working lives, 
their attitudes and their actions. By 
doing so, the company hopes to create 
a great place to work in, and attract 
and retain talented people. 

“Times are different and our 
younger generation has been brought 
up differently from my generation. 
The challenge for me is to be able to 
keep myself young in thinking, to be 
able to manage my people and look 
after their interests. It’s about sharing 
our vision and our purpose, and I keep 
emphasising that at the end of the day, 
people are our only asset. We don’t 
manufacture any products like tables 
and chairs. What we manufacture are 
good outcomes for our clients. A good 
outcome means a good piece of advice 
or “think-straight, talk-straight” 
report, and good outcomes can only 
come from the highest performing 
teams,” he said.  ISCA

contributions to achieve corporate 
goals and objectives, said Mr Loh.

flexIBle wOrk 
ArrAngement: technOlOgy 
And mOBIlIty Are key
Mr Loh manages 2,400 EY employees 
in Singapore and 15,000 people in 

ASEAN, with an average age of 27. 
Working in a public accounting firm 
means long hours for employees. 
It is demanding work but there are 
opportunities for staff to handle 
assignments that pique their interest.

 “We do spend time with our 
people in town halls and focus groups 


