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Voices from the business community

RESPONDENT PROFILE

1,058
Respondents

92%
SMEs

Large
(7.9%)

Medium
(26.5%)

Small
(45.1%)

Micro
(20.5%)

Size of Company

Manufacturing
(16.8%)

Construction
(7.2%)

Services
(76.0%)

Industry

Survey period: 10 June to 11 Aug 2021
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Close to 75% of respondents projected their revenue to remain 
stagnant or decline in 2021  

BUSINESS SENTIMENTS

32.8%
28.2%

38.7%

7.0%
12.7%

80.3%

26.2% 26.7%

47.2%

Increase Remain the same Decrease

Revenue

2019 2020 2021

5%

16%

31%

48%

-100%

-75%

-50%

-25%

Magnitude of decline in revenue



Significantly more businesses experienced cost increase compared 
to 2020

BUSINESS SENTIMENTS

71.0%

24.5%

4.5%

28.8%

50.9%

20.3%

57.3%

33.4%

9.4%

Increase Remain the same Decrease

Business Cost

2019 2020 2021
+28.5% points

76%

18%

4%

1%

1%

+25%

+50%

+75%

+100%

+ >100%

Magnitude of increase in business cost



Top business concern: Rising business cost

BUSINESS SENTIMENTS

14.9%

30.5%

37.2%

40.0%

43.9%

50.4%

55.6%

Access to financing

Supply chain disruptions

Uncertain economic / political conditions overseas

Transforming my business, pivoting to growth areas

Circuit breaker measures/COVID restrictions

Availability of suitable manpower

Rising business cost

Top business challenges / concerns



Profits
60%

Losses
40%

Profits / Losses

A sizable 40% of respondents still projecting losses in 2021

BUSINESS SENTIMENTS

47.5%

39.8%

13.5%

More profits than
2020

Less profits than
2020

From losses in 2020
to profits in 2021

Profits

14.9%

38.6%

47.9%

From profits in
2020 to losses in

2021

Less losses than
2020

More losses than
2020

Losses



80%

62%

54%
49% 48% 47%

43% 43%
38%

34% 34% 31% 30%

22%

Major impact of COVID-19 on business model (by sector)

Top sectors indicating major impact on business model: 
Tourism, Construction and Retail

BUSINESS SENTIMENTS

2.6%

45.3%
42.4%

9.7%

Complete change Major impact Moderate impact No impact

Impact of COVID-19 on business model



60% of respondents estimated that their businesses will recover 
to pre-COVID level in 2 years or longer

13.8%

6.7%

19.6%

30.8%
29.1%

Business not affected Within 6 months Within 1 year Within 2 years More than 2 years

How long do you estimate your business volume to recover to pre-COVID level?

BUSINESS SENTIMENTS
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Close to 60% of respondents are maintaining their workforce 

MANPOWER

22.2%

6.7%
13.5%

60.9%

70.9% 57.7%

16.9%
22.3%

28.8%

2019 2020 2021

Staff Strength (2019 – 2021)

Decreased

Remain the same

Increased

+6.5% points

+6.8% points

• Jobs Support Scheme, 
SGUnited Jobs Package 
and Jobs Growth 
Incentive have 
continued to help SMEs 
retain workforce or 
even expand hiring

• On the other hand, more 
cuts in headcount as 
SMEs are right-sizing 



Top manpower challenge: Rising manpower cost 

MANPOWER

67.5%

63.1%

49.5%

34.6%

32.5%

Rising manpower cost (including the cost of foreign workers)

Unable to recruit local staff with the skills we need

More difficult to get foreign workers

Work-from-home arrangements

Challenges in job re-design / re-deployment of staff

Top manpower challenges



Businesses are transforming, automating or digitalising to 
cut down on manpower needs

MANPOWER

18.4%

19.2%

28.0%

28.7%

70.2%

Hire foreign workers

Hire older workers

Hire and train local mid-career workers

Hire local part-time / contract / temporary workers

Transform / automate / digitize business to cut down on
manpower needs

How are you managing your manapower challenges?



Nature of industry has an impact on work from home arrangements 

MANPOWER

44%

4% 6% 5% 3%

40%

No WFH 1 day per week 2 days per week 3 or more days per week Alternate week WFH Flexible WFH

Post-COVID, would you allow your employees to work-from-home (WFH)?

59.4% 57.1% 55.6% 55.1% 53.4% 50.0% 50.0% 46.6%
40.0%

36.0%

No WFH (Top 10 sectors) 61.8%
53.8%

48.4% 47.5%
40.0% 39.9% 38.2% 36.1% 33.5% 33.3%

Flexible WFH (Top 10 sectors)



Tight manpower situation make it difficult for companies 
to release employees for re-skilling and upskilling

MANPOWER

24.1%

32.1%

32.6%

38.2%

46.0%

Lack of suitable, relevant training programs

Concern that employees leave after training

Cost to re-skill and upskill employees

Difficulty in changing mindset of employees on the need to
acquire new skills

Cannot afford to release employees for training due to tight
manpower situation

Key Challenges in re-skilling and upskilling employees
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Notwithstanding COVID-19, more respondents plan to venture 
overseas compared to 2020

INTERNATIONALISATION

60.1%

50.7%

59.7%

2019 2020 2021

Respondents who indicated that they plan to venture overseas



INTERNATIONALISATION

2019 2020 2021 % Change

China 42.0% 42.7% 43.0% +0.3%

Malaysia 53.1% 53.8% 36.6% -17.2%

Indonesia 49.0% 38.1% 33.2% -4.9%

Vietnam 40.9% 38.7% 30.1% -8.6%

Thailand 37.3% 29.8% 22.3% -7.5%

Japan / Korea / Taiwan 10.4% 14.4% 14.2% -0.2%

Europe 12.2% 10.8% 13.3% +2.5%

Philippines N.A. 21.9% 13.0% -8.9%

Australia / New Zealand 13.0% 13.7% 11.1% -2.6%

Cambodia 24.8% 19.0% 10.8% -8.2%

Top 3 overseas markets of interests to businesses: 
China, Malaysia, Indonesia

43%
China

36.6%
Malaysia

33.2%
Indonesia



40% indicated e-commerce platforms are effective in helping them to 
internationalise but virtual trade fairs and missions not as effective 

INTERNATIONALISATION

25.6%

17.0%

6.5%

50.9%

Small extent Moderate extent Large extent Not effective

To what extent are virtual trade fairs effective in helping 
you to internationalise? 

25%
18%

7%

50%

Small extent Moderate extent Large extent Not effective

To what extent are virtual missions effective in helping you 
to internationalise? 

20%
24%

16%

40%

Small extent Moderate extent Large extent Not effective

To what extent are e-commerce platforms effective in helping you to 
internationalise? 

40%



Business travel remains very important with 40% having slowed down their 
internationalisation efforts due to travel restrictions

INTERNATIONALISATION

20%

20%

43%

18%

Not relevant to my business

We have committed the same level of
effort as previous year

We have slowed down our efforts

We have stepped up our efforts

In the past one year, how would you describe your efforts to 
internationalise?
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Top challenges in digitalisation: Lack of internal expertise 
and high costs

DIGITALISATION

24.5%

27.9%

36.9%

48.3%

53.0%

Resistance towards digitalisation

Lack of competent vendors who understand my business

Addressing cybersecurity risks

Cost of digitalisation

Lack of internal expertise to drive and implement
digitalisation

Key challenges encountered in digitalisation



More businesses are generating their revenue from online 
sources compared to 2020

DIGITALISATION

54.1%

20.2%

5.5%
2.1% 1.1%

8.2% 8.8%

41.0%

25.1%

13.7%

6.6%

2.8%
1.3%

9.4%

Not applicable <10% 10-20% 21-30% 31-40% 41-50% >50%

Estimated percentage of revenue derived from online sources

2020 2021
-13.1% points



Sectors that do better in deriving revenue from online sources include 
F&B, food manufacturing, education, hospitality and retail

DIGITALISATION

3.6%

9.4%

15.4%

20.0%

20.3%

22.1%

22.2%

40.0%

42.6%

45.1%

48.3%

63.9%

64.5%

68.0%

Food & Beverage Services

Food Manufacturing

Education

Tourism & Hotels

Retail Trade

Information & Communications

Health & Social Services

Finance & Insurance

Professional, Business, Technical & Engineering Services

Wholesale Trade

Manufacturing

Transport, Storage & Logistics

Construction

Real Estate
Respondents indicating 
that they do not derive 
revenue from online 
sources (by sector)



Top benefits of digitalisation: Improved operational efficiency, 
customer outreach and productivity

DIGITALISATION

67.6%

52.8% 51.2%

28.0%
24.5%

20.3%

 Improved
operational
efficiency

 Able to reach out to
more customers /

wider market access

 Improved
productivity

 Enabled better data
analysis of our

business

 Improved profits  Enabled the
development of

innovative products
and/or services

What are the top 3 benefits of digitalisation for your business?



70% of respondents indicated that their digitalisation efforts 
have shown results from a small to moderate extent

DIGITALISATION

16.2%

35.3%
33.8%

14.7%

Not at all Small extent Moderate extent Large extent

To what extent has your digitalisation efforts shown results?



GOVERNMENT SCHEMES

06



Coming off a high in 2020, close to 70% have tapped on Govt schemes 
in 2021

GOVERNMENT SCHEMES

51.1%

58.3% 60.0%
54.3%

34.3%

79.2% 79.0%
84.0% 84.0%

67.0%67.9%
61.9%

74.3% 73.4%

50.2%

Overall Large Medium Small Micro

Respondents that have applied for Govt schemes
(by company size)

2019 2020 2021



COVID-19 accelerated the rise of the digital economy: Govt schemes that help 
businesses to digitalise and adopt technology solutions are the most useful 

GOVERNMENT SCHEMES

65%

48%

39% 38%
34%

21%

13%

Digitalization and
adopting

technology
solutions

Hiring, training,
developing and

retaining
employees

Business
transformation,
innovation and
building new
capabilities

Addressing
business costs

Financing and
managing of

cashflow

Venturing
overseas

Becoming
sustainable and
seizing growth

opportunities in
sustainability

Which type(s) of Govt schemes are most useful for your business?



Businesses need help to tap on the most appropriate Govt 
scheme to address COVID challenges and build capabilities

GOVERNMENT SCHEMES

44%

39%

33%

28%

26%

Don’t know which scheme is most appropriate for my 
business needs

Complex application process

Application process not fast enough to meet my business
needs

Cannot achieve the required KPIs of the scheme

Do not face any challenge when applying for government
schemes

Top challenges when applying for Govt schemes



From a moderate to a large extent, two-thirds of the 
respondents are affected by the tapering off of Govt schemes

GOVERNMENT SCHEMES

27%

37%

27%

9%

Large extent Moderate extent Small extent No impact

To what extent will 
the tapering off of 
Govt schemes 
affect your 
business?

64%



Sectors most affected by Govt schemes tapering off: 
Hospitality, retail, construction and F&B 

GOVERNMENT SCHEMES

97%
89%

77% 75% 75%
69%

64% 63% 63% 63% 62% 61%

48%

32%

Sector Distribution



Businesses want trade associations to do more to help them 
amid COVID-19 challenges 

GOVERNMENT SCHEMES

48.4%

45.3%

41.2%

39.5%

35.0%

20.4%

TAs should come out with more relevant initiatives to help members

Longer rental reduction / waiver period

Government agencies can be more coordinated on cross-agency issues
to help businesses

Government-linked companies and large businesses provide more
opportunities for us to participate

Government can roll out more government procurement projects for us
to participate

Assistance to implement Safe Management Measures at the workplace

Apart from Govt schemes, what form of help does your business need most?



Top regulatory challenge: Keeping up and complying with 
COVID-19 regulations

GOVERNMENT SCHEMES

25%

27%

45%

64%

Difficulty in engaging government agencies to seek
clarifications and discuss regulatory issues

Conflicting regulations from different government
agencies

Cost associated with complying with regulations

Constantly having to keep updated and comply with
regulations arising from COVID-19

What are the key regulatory challenges that you encounter?
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A high 84% of respondents regard sustainability as important 
for the future

SUSTAINABILITY

Not important
4%

Slightly 
important

12%

Important
42%

Very 
important

42%

“Would you regard 
Sustainable 
Development as 
important for the 
future?”



SUSTAINABILITY

Large 
extent

41%

Moderate 
extent

29%

Small extent
17%

Not relevant
13%

To what extent is sustainability important to 
your business, and regarded as a competitive 
advantage?

33.7%

43.8%

19.8%

2.7%

Large extent Moderate extent Small extent Not relevant

To what extent is sustainability incorporated in your 
business strategy and business model?

While most respondents regard sustainability as very important to 
their business, most have only incorporated it in their business 
strategy to a moderate extent



High costs, priority on business survival and lack of capabilities 
hinder efforts to pursue sustainability   

SUSTAINABILITY

13.4%

18.9%

39.6%

51.1%

51.4%

57.1%

Don’t require our suppliers, business partners and associates to have 
sustainability business practices

No demand from our investors and financiers to have sustainability
business practices

No demand from our customers to demonstrate sustainability practices

Lack capabilities / resources to understand and implement
sustainability practices that are relevant to our business

Business survival more important

High costs associated with sustainability practices

Top challenges to implement sustainability business practices
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Recommendations

1. Have a balanced approach towards local and foreign manpower 
recognizing that foreign workers complement local workers

o Companies are committed to transform their business and re-skill local workers to 
reduce reliance on foreign workers. However, some industry sectors have 
persistently remained less attractive to local workers, including construction, marine, 
process and F&B services. Companies therefore need continued access to foreign 
workers to enable them to take on more business activities and keep their 
businesses thriving, which in turn can help to better secure local jobs.

o Notwithstanding COVID challenges, urge government to continue to refine and 
improve the entry processes so that regular inflow of foreign workers can be 
reinstated in an efficient, cost-effective and safe way.



Recommendations

2.  Continue to support businesses in the transition towards a COVID-19 
resilient economy 

o Business landscape has increasingly become more complex, volatile and uncertain. 
COVID-19 and the spread of the Delta variant has introduced a new level of fluidity to 
the economy and business environment.

o Most COVID-19 support schemes will end in 2021 or by March 2022. As recovery is
uneven across industry sectors, urge government to adopt a targeted approach to 
continue to assist and give policy support to sectors that are essential to the economy 
but still facing challenges, including construction, F&B services, retail, tourism and 
hospitality related sectors.

o Implementing and expanding Progressive Wage Model to more sectors will bring about 
a cascading impact on manpower cost, and in turn push prices higher. Urge 
government to provide assistance to companies to cushion the impact of rising 
business costs. 



Recommendations

3.  Put in place measures to further facilitate expedient business travel

o Singapore market is very small.  Companies value Singapore’s position as a business 
hub, and connectivity to the region and rest of the world.   Business travel is 
necessary to allow in-person interactions to effectively cultivate important 
relationships, develop new business, negotiate and close deals, or conduct inspection 
of field operations.

o Urge government to speed up working out bilateral protocols to facilitate 
international and regional business travel to key markets in a manner that is 
conducive for businesses – for example, convenient COVID-19 testing processes, 
shortened quarantine period or no quarantine requirements, and mutual recognition 
of vaccination certificates. 



Recommendations
4.  Provide more assistance to SMEs on sustainability so that they can reap new 

opportunities

o Sustainability is a megatrend to be reckoned with. Increasingly, consumers, investors and 
financiers will demand that companies pay attention to sustainability. Local companies can 
seize new opportunities in the green economy.

o However, local SMEs need more help to understand sustainability, what it means for their 
businesses, what are the ways in which they can incorporate sustainability into their 
businesses in a practical and professional way that makes commercial sense, and how they 
can measure and track their sustainability efforts.

o Apart from the “Enterprise Sustainability Program” announced in Budget 2021, urge 
government to introduce more assistance schemes and initiatives to catalyze the process of 
SMEs embracing sustainability. Set up a programme office under Enterprise Singapore to 
drive cross-agency effort to help SMEs build capabilities and capture new opportunities.



Recommendations

5.  Provide more funding support to local trade associations to undertake 
initiatives with industry-wide impact

o In the next phase of Singapore’s economic transformation, there should be 
greater partnership and collaboration between the government and businesses 
(led by local trade associations) to drive industry development and update the 
Industry Transformation Maps.

o COVID-19 however has disrupted the regular revenue-generating activities of 
trade associations, which in turn affected their capacity to undertake new 
industry initiatives of a substantial scale. Urge government to provide a higher 
level of funding support at 90% for trade association–led initiatives with 
industry-wide impact. 



THANK YOU
Connect with us

Economic Research Department
research@sccci.org.sg

Leong Teng Chau
Assistant Secretary-General
tengchau@sccci.org.sg

https://www.sccci.org.sg/


