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Singapore's tech-enabled start-up ecosystem 

ñTo identify the key challenges of accelerating and 
supporting the growth of technology-enabled start -

ups in Singapore and why this mattersò  

Objective of this Study  

 

 

The purpose of this report is to 
represent the views of the ecosystem, 
and is not necessarily a 
representation of the view of PwC.  

Primary research has been conducted 
by means of face-to-face interviews 
with many ecosystem stakeholders, 
with a focus on entrepreneurs who 
founded tech-enabled start-ups. 

The secondary research used for this 
report comprised of global third 
party sources (e.g. Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor) and 
Singapore-specific sources (e.g. 
INSEADôs ñHigh Tech SMEs in 
Singaporeò Report).  

 

 

Methodology  

Start -up: A young company that is designed for 
high growth  
 

Technology -enabled: An enabling technology is 
an invention or innovation that upon application 
can bring significant transformation in what a user 
is able to do 

Definitions  

About this study  

All currencies in this report represent US$ unless specified otherwise  
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Singapore's tech-enabled start-up ecosystem 

This report should be read in conjunction with the output from the óStart-up Singaporeô event in 
December 2014, which turns this into actions and recommendations  
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At a glance ï our views  

ÅSingapore has yet to produce a world-beating tech start-up. The good news is that with the $200m 
acquisition of Viki  and market participants talking about Garenaôs >$2.5bn valuation, Singapore 
has demonstrated it is a home base from where large valuations and even the magic milestone of a 
$1bn valuation can be reached 

ÅExits and valuations like these show there are opportunities for tech-enabled start-ups in 
Singapore, which we verified with our survey of the Singapore tech-enabled start-up ecosystem 

ÅBased on our modelling, we forecast the economic contribution of tech-enabled start-ups to 
potentially contribute up to 2% of GDP by 2035, meaning it will contribute as much as, for 
instance, the accommodation and food services sector contributes to Singaporeôs GDP today 

ÅThis report presents the views and suggestions of ecosystem stakeholders, brought forward in our 
study of the tech-enabled start-up ecosystem in Singapore 

ÅThe tech-enabled start-up ecosystem in Singapore is starting from a fairly good baseé but more 
can be done 
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Stakeholder -suggested further actions  Key takeaways from stakeholder interviews and analysis  

At a glance ï summary of the views and suggestions  from the ecosystem  

Source: PwC interviews and analysis  

Culture & mindset  
Singaporeans are increasingly entrepreneurial. More could 

be done to celebrate success of home-grown start -ups 

Funding  
VC activity in Singapore has increased rapidly over the years 

but there is a need for more growth-stage capital 

Government & regulation  
 A range of public policies and funding support have been 

helpful for start -up creation 

Market environment  
Singapore has the potential to serve as hub for Southeast Asia 
but its cost base is high and overseas expansion is challenging 

Skills  
Nurturing talent is critical for the next stage of growth of 

start-ups in Singapore 

ÅIncrease media coverage and communication on 
successful entrepreneurs and start-ups 
ÅEncourage early exposure to entrepreneurship courses 
ÅPromote the benefit of equity over short-term salary 

ÅUndertake initiatives to develop the right skill sets 
available for Singapore, especially for scaling up 
businesses 

ÅContinue to strengthen support network for local tech -
enabled start-ups (e.g. for prototyping, accessing low 
cost offshore labour, mentoring)  

ÅAdjust public sector procurement practices to build 
confidence for start-ups to win business 

ÅProvide the business case for the availability of growth-
stage funding 
ÅWork to increase maturity level of local exit and/or 

IPO market 
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At a glance - Singaporeôs tech-enabled start -up ecosystem in numbers  

Average age of 
founders in Singapore 

is 33  

1,000 tech-

enabled start-ups 

and 2,400 
people are 
currently 

estimated to be in 
the Singapore 

ecosystem Singaporeôs 
efforts are paying 
off as it is already 

ranked 17th  on 

the Global Start-up 
Ecosystem Index 

67% of key2 

local acquisitions 
are by foreign 

companies  

52% of start-up 

founders in Singapore 
hold a Masterôs or PhD  
(vs. 42% in SV* and 40% in 

TA1) 

and 

32% of local founders 

are serial entrepreneurs  
(vs. 56% in SV and 47% in TA) 

 

5% of 

local 
founders 

are female  
(vs. 10% in SV 
& 9% in TA) 

 >$2bn  
In July 2014, óThe Economistô named  

 
Singaporeôs first  tech-enabled start-up 

to have reached a $1bn valuation, market 
information now says itôs past $2bn 

  

Note: 1SV and TA are abbreviations of Silicon Valley and Tel Aviv. 
          2Based on a non-exhaustive database of ókeyô start-up acquisitions in Singapore, based on news articles and press releases on the relevant acquisitions 

Source: Start-up Ecosystem Report 2012, Start-up Genome and PwC analysis 
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Incubators / Accelerators / Co -working Spaces  
e.g. Block 71, Spring, JFDI 

Foster the most visible epicentre of start-up ócultureô. Can 
be government-, university -, VC- or industry -sponsored , 

or independent 

Others  

e.g. SGX, TechinAsia, prototypers  

Suppliers have to know what it means to 
cater to start-ups in order to be able to do so. 

To have suppliers for media and HR to 
prototypes creates a sound basis for the 
ecosystem, as will a stock exchange that 

caters to earlier listings 

Labour Market  

Supply a strong labour force needed by 
entrepreneurs and their tech-enabled start-
ups to build their vision and grow strong 
companies. With <2% unemployment, 
labour availability is very tight  

Government & government initiatives  
e.g. IDA, MOM, ESVF, NRF TIS 
Set the preconditions for tech-enabled start-ups, from 
favourable start-up policies to labour conditions to a 
favourable tax-environment and grants to start -ups.  
There are more than seven government bodies supporting 
start-up accommodation and acceleration 

Education  
e.g. MoE, SP, NUS Overseas, SMU's Inst.  
of Innovation & Entrepreneurship  
Engage students at an early stage with 
more entrepreneurship courses, to supply 
and grow the future pool of founders  

 

(Inter)National Venture Capital Funds  

e.g. Red Dot -, Jungle -, Golden Gate Ventures 
Provide the lifeblood for a sustainable start-up scene. 
Mature funds provide smart money (cash & experience) 

Industry  

e.g. Google, SingTel, IBM, 3M, PwC 

Accelerate growth by investments and 
partnerships , or by providing domestic demand 

for tech-enabled start-ups 

Other Financers (banks, PEs)  
e.g. Temasek, DBS, Citibank, (inter)national PEôs 

Offer exit and growth opportunities, as well as broaden the 
finance mix (i.e. by debt financing)  

Labour 
Market  

Others  

Education  Industry  

Venture 
Capital 
Funds  

Other 
Financers 

(banks, 
PEs)  

Government  
Incubator /  
Co-working  

Spaces  

Entrepreneurs  Entrepreneurs  

Singapore is just one city operating as part of a broader regional  Southeast Asian ecosystem  
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Primary operations  

Main funding  

Founder nationality  

Originally  founded 

Incorporation  

In / from  Singapore  

Not in / from  Singapore  

Legend  
1 

Note: 1By óincorporationô, we mean the companyôs main 

point of registration. For instance even though a 

company like Zalora is effectively owned by German 

investors, its main registration is in Singapore 
2Lazada raised a $250m round in November 2014, 

headed by Temasek 

Source: PwC Analysis 
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Though parts of this ecosystem may still be considered nascent, Singapore 
is already ranked among the top 20 start -up ecosystems globallyé 
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The Global Start -up Ecosystem Index  

Source: Start-up Genome, Start-up Ecosystem Report 2014 

ñWhile Silicon Valley took decades to cement its position as the worldôs top start-up ecosystem, 
Singapore by comparison begun its journey six years ago and has [already] cracked into the top 20. 

With key strengths in funding and talent, Singapore now ranks 17 th.ò 
- TechinAsia  
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é although the focus for support historically has been primarily at the 
incubation stage, and less on expansion  
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Maturity  Incubation  Expansion  

Concept Technical Risk Market Risk  Market Traction  Implementation Risk  

S
a

le
s
 e

v
o
lu

ti
o
n

 

From Idea to MVP 1 (Seed)  Early Stage (Series A)  Growth (Series B and beyond)  

Talent: Nurturing : How to retain 
local and foreign talent? 
 
Funding : How much interest is 
there in Series A and B funding, what 
is the presence of strong VCs like? 
 
Market Environment : How can 
challenges around regional scalability 
be overcome? 
 
Government support : How to get 
the right network connections to 
scale internationally? 

Success: What 
defines success? 
An exit, getting 
acquired, an 
IPO? Or market 
leadership?  
 
How to get 
entrepreneurs 
interested in an 
IPO?  

Culture : How to increase awareness 
of and exposure to entrepreneurship? 
 
Funding : Is seed funding available? 
 
Market Environment : Is there a 
strong start -up community, are there 
mentors and accelerators? 
  
Government support : Is it easy to 
register a company, to get incubation 
support? 

Stage of 
development  

IPO / M&A  

Open  
issue  

Issue  
solved  

To accelerate the development of the ecosystem, there may be a need to further support 
start -ups in their later growth stages, specifically with more mid -stage funding, a 

healthy talent pipeline and support in international expansion  

Note: 1MVP = Minimum Viable Product, the product with the highest return on investment versus risk. The term is especially popular for first commercial products for tech-enabled start-ups 

Source: PwC interviews and analysis 
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There is very limited data available on the Singapore tech start -up 
ecosystem today  
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Other start -up ecosystems have better processes / 
tools for collecting data: Tel Aviv  

ÅTel Avivôs ñMapped In Israelò aims to keep tab of all the 
countryôs start-ups via crowdsourcing, and according to 
estimates covers 20% of all tech-enabled start-ups 

ÅCurrently, there are 1,265 start-ups from Isreal listed on 
AngelList1, though estimates for the ecosystem are around 
5,000 (estimated by Coca Cola and Orange Telecom 
incubators)  

 
Tel Avivôs óMapped in Israelô 

AngelList  provides the closest estimate for the size of 
Singaporeôs start-up ecosystem  

ÅThere is no central source specifically gathering data on 
Singaporeôs tech-enabled start-ups ecosystem 

Å In January 2015, there were 741 Singaporean start-ups 
registered on AngelList , and 168 on Techlist.asia 

ÅCompany (formation) data aggregators like ACRA and 
SingStat have no separate information on tech-enabled start-
ups, which requires making assumptions 

ÅThere is no academic research available past 2009 

ÅThe Global Entrepreneurship Monitor only researches Total 
Entrepreneurial Activity, not ónumber of start-upsô 

ÅGovernment agencies like IDA and ACE have no aggregated 
data 

 

 

 

Note: 1AngelList (angel.co) is a US-based website for startups, angel investors, and job-seekers looking to work at startups 

Source: AngelList, MappedinIsrael, Acra, SingStat, IDA, ACE, Spring, GEM 2013, PwC interviews and analysis 

ñData on Singaporeôs start-up network is immature, 
itôs simply too early, and if there is data, it is not clear 
ï and there is no demand for it by regional VCs 
either.ò 

- Entrepreneur  
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We estimate there to be circa 1,000 tech -enabled start -ups in Singapore 
today, as no one source provides a decisive number  
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Tel Aviv 
Benchmark  

 
 

ÅRanges from 
700 in Tel Aviv 
alone to 5,000 
tech-enabled 
start-ups in 
Israel 
 

ÅAssumption: 
The Tel Aviv / 
Israeli 
ecosystem is 
~5× the ósizeô of 
Singaporeôs 
ecosystem 

Circa 1,000 tech -enabled start -ups  
in Singapore today  

Aggregation of bottom -up data points  

The number of start-ups in Block71 (including graduates), the 
Hub and other incubators and co-working spaces: ~hundreds  

The number of Singaporean Start-ups currently on AngelList   
~740 

Data sources  

The number of Singaporean tech-enabled start-ups estimated 
ñWorld Start-up Reportò in early 2014: 800  

Interviews with entrepreneurs and venture investors  
Ballpark  figures between 500 and 1,500  
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Given the lack of existing data, we have made a number of assumptions to 
illustrate the potential impact of start -ups  
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Source: PwC analysis. Underlying  

formulas may be found in the Appendix 

Total number of 
start -ups in t (x)  

Total number 
of jobs  

19,350  
Avg. # of IT &  
Engineering  

graduates per year 

20 years  
Lifespan over which  

graduate may  
become entrepreneur 

25% 
% Share of tech-enabled 

start -ups among all start-
ups 

(1 + 0.8%) t (x)  
Annual growth rate  

of Singaporean  
population  

Pool of potential  
founders  

50,300 in t(0)  

1,000  
Estimated number  

of tech-enabled start-ups  
in Singapore in t(0)  

2.5%  
Conversion rate of  
potential founders  
to entrepreneurs × 

× 

× 

= 

2 
Average number of  

founders per start-up  
in Singapore 

× 

/ 

610  
Number of newly  
founded start -ups  

in given year (610 = y1) 

Progression along start -up survival curve  
Survival rate after first year= 100% 

2y = 20% | 3y = 10% | 4y = 5% | 5y = 1%  
After surviving first 5y, companies live on Ð 

= 

593  
Number of companies 

that do not make it to the 
next year after t(0)  

33% 
Percentage of founders 

that become serial 
entrepreneurs  

Initial even distribution 
along maturity curve  

× 

+ 

S$ 386bn  
Singapore GDP in t(0)  

Revenue distribution  
along maturity curve  

Revenue for start -ups in 
first year = 0. In year 2, 
revenue =$1m, to double 

annually until year 8. 
Revenue of surviving 

companies >y8 grows at 
real GDP rate  

Singapore GDP   
in t(x) 

67% 
Percentage of start-upsô 
revenue estimated to be 

value added (VA)  

S$ 150,000  
Average revenue added 

per employee 

As % of / 

= 

Contribution 
to GDP  

= = 

(1 + 3.8%) t (x)  
Annual growth rate  
Singapore real GDP 

× 

= × 

1: Pool of founders  2: Number of (new) start -ups per year  3: Contribution to Singapore economy  
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Based on these assumptions, tech -enabled start -ups would contribute circa 
2% to GDP by 2035, which is on par with the contribution of the tourism 
sector today  
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Estimated S$ 16bn in 

value add  

(wages + profit) 

0.1% 

0.9% 

2.0% 

2015 2025 2035

Tech-enabled start-upsô direct contribution to GDP 
(%) 

0.7% 

4.1% 4.5% 

2015 2025 2035

Contribution to GDP growth (%) 

Note: 1Tech-enabled start-ups are active across all industries, e.g.  

from RedMart (groceries) to Lazada (broader e-commerce) to GrabTaxi (transportation) 

Source: University of Maryland R.H. Smith School of Business, PwC interviews and analysis 

Projected economic contribution of tech -

enabled start -ups 1 

Projected tech -enabled start -upsô contribution 

in a national perspective  

At 2% in 2035, 

contribution would 

be similar to that of 

todayôs 

accommodation & 

food services 

2013 Contribution to GDP per industry (%) 

18% 

17% 

15% 

11% 

11% 

7% 

6% 

5% 

4% 

4% 

2% 

1% 

Manufacturing

Wholesale & Retail Trade

Business Services

Finance & Insurance

Other Services Industries

Transportation & Storage

Taxes on Products

Construction

Ownership of Dwellings

Information & Communications

Accommodation & Food Services

Utilities

29% 
27% 

19% 
12% 

8% 
8% 

7% 
5% 

3% 
3% 

0% 
-1% 

-21% 

Finance & Insurance
Business Services

Other Services Industries
Wholesale & Retail Trade

Construction
Ownership of Dwellings

Taxes on Products
Transportation & Storage

Information & Communications
Accommodation & Food Services

Other Goods Industries
Utilities

Manufacturing

2013 Contribution to GDP growth per industry (%) 

2025-35 contribution 

to GDP growth is 

~similar to that of 

todayôs 

transportation & 

infocomm sectors 
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The tech -enabled start -up ecosystem would also make a major contribution 
to job creation  
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5 

54 

168 

2015 2025 2035

Jobs in tech-enabled start-ups (ô000s) 

5 

84 

271 

2015 2025 2035

Successful start-ups  
(# of companies that have survived >8 years) 

Source: ACRA, Economic Development Board, SingStat, PwC analysis 

5 

42 

136 

Financial & Insurance
services

Goods producing
industries

2013 Total jobs added

Jobs added to Singaporeôs economy in selected industries from 

2012 to 2013, in thousands 

Projected economic contribution of tech -

enabled start -ups  

Compared with 2014 figures, the 168,000 jobs 

would correspond to 4.9% of total 

employment 

Number of companies in Singapore, selected industry 

Estimated revenue of these 271 companies:  

S$ 23bn 

Tech-enabled start-ups are projected to add over a 

year of jobs contribution in the next two decades 

Projected tech -enabled start -upsô contribution 

in a national perspective  

 200  

 35,000  

Security industry in 2014 Total companies
 formed in 2013
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Beyond direct GDP contribution there may be an even larger impact of 
emerging tech -enabled start -ups on the Singapore economy  
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I ncreased labour productivity across 
all kinds of industries  

  
 

 

More jobs both in Singapore and 
across Southeast Asia  I  II  

In addition to additional sustenance to the perception of Singapore as a global 
technology and R&D leader, having a mature ecosystem for tech -enabled start -ups 
in Singapore may lead to:  

Source: University of Maryland R.H. Smith School of Business, MGI: The Internet Matters, PwC interviews and analysis 

 

Increased labour productivity  

Å After monetising on high growth, labour productivity of tech -
enabled companies is likely to be higher than that of for non-
tech companies 

Å Knowledge transfer from technological innovations by tech -
enabled start-ups trickles down to an overall increase in, most 
notably, labour force productivity, as:  
Å tech start-ups tend to foster a competitive 

environment  
Å technological improvements generally increase 

productivity  
The larger impacts of a successful ecosystem  

Å 75% of the value added of the internet is in traditional 
industries that do not consider themselves internet companies 

Å Tech-enabled solutions help non-tech companies to improve 
their productivity  

 

Potential of >250,000 jobs in and beyond Singapore  

Å In addition to the direct jobs Singaporean tech -enabled start-
ups may create, beyond the employment of their founders and 
their employees lies a realm of indirect jobs for service partners, 
prototypers , beta testers and other suppliers to the ecosystem 

Å Tech-enabled start-ups in Singapore are likely to work with 
talent across the region and build local teams throughout 
Southeast Asia in order to have teams closer to consumer 
markets 

Å Indirect jobs are related to the number of direct jobs by means 
of a direct-indirect jobs multiplier. It is projected that for every 
direct job in tech -enabled start-ups in Singapore, more than 2.5 
jobs would be created in indirect jobs throughout Southeast Asia 

Å Any job loss in traditional industries due to traditional 
companies being overtaken by more innovative business models 
will be offset by this high multiplier  
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It has been shown that long -term, global tech businesses can also 
enhance labour force productivity ï some of todayôs young start-ups 
already come close to their mature industry peers  
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Average labour productivity 1 

Industry  Tech -enabled 
start -ups  

Established 
companies  

Retail: 
groceries  2 

S$ 250k2 
 

(avg) S$ 292k 

Retail: apparel   
S$ 40k S$ 155k 

Transportation  

S$ 35k3 S$ 195k 

Tele -
communication   

S$ 240k 
 

(avg) S$ 702k 

S$1,580k 

S$307k S$275k 

Large global tech
companies

Singaporean
banks

Singaporean Oil &
Gas companies

Note: 1 Labour productivity is measured as  revenue per employee 

          2,PwC estimate based on stated revenue growth since February 2013  

          3 PwC estimate 

Source: Annual reports (full year 2013 figures), PwC analysis 

I  

(average of selected companies per sector) 
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Based on these estimates, tech -enabled start -ups may bring over 
150,000 jobs to Singapore and could spark >2.5 × that in indirect jobs 
throughout the region  
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Large, successful new tech -enabled start -ups will likely account 
for an expansion of the ecosystem they are in and account for 
positive net job creation  

Research  Industry  Employment  
multiplier 1 

Columbia University  Broadband  2.42 

Josh Bivens Communication sector 2.52 

U.S. Bureau of 
Economic Analysis  

Internet and other 
information services  

3.41 

Average  2.78  

Following the ratio of direct to indirect jobs, if Singaporeôs tech-enabled start-
ups were to account for 100,000 jobs by 2035é 

éthis could result in net  >250,000 indirect jobs in Singapore and 
throughout  Southeast Asia  

 

Å Indirect jobs may be in Singapore (e.g. prototypers , beta-testers, copywriters, 
tech journalists) or regional , growing Singaporeôs sphere of 
influence by creating jobs (e.g. offshore programmer hubs) overseas 

ÅWere all these indirect jobs to be  in Singapore, in terms of 2013 median 
Singaporean wages it could add  S$ 12.3bn in wages & benefits  

Start -up  
Current # 
employees  

Estimated 
# indirect  

jobs  

1,500 

     ~6,000  

500 

200 

80 

Becoming home to the new billion -
dollar tech start -up would raise the 
perception of Singaporeôs economy 
regionally, as it would bring jobs across 
Southeast Asia  

Note: 1The Employment multiplier means that for every job created in one sector, an óxô-amount of jobs is created in other industries.  

Source: University of Maryland R.H. Smith School of Business, StatisticBrain, Singstat, PwC Analysis 

II  
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Key drivers 
and 
challenges  
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In conducting our research, we have identified the key challenges and 
recommendations raised by the ecosystem stakeholders  
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Economic  
contribution  

Government & 
regulation  

Funding  

Culture & 
mindset  

Skills  Market  
environment  

International  
 context and facts  

& 
Challenges and 

recommendations as 
perceived by the 

ecosystem 

ÅFor the purpose of this research, we have spoken with 70+ 
people in Singaporeôs tech-enabled start-up  ecosystem, 
ranging from entrepreneurs to investors to incubators to 
government officials to university professors  

Å In order to represent the findings in the context of 
Singaporeôs nascent ecosystem, we have aimed to provide an 
international, fact -based context per selected topic 

ÅAround each selected topic, we show quotes from ecosystem 
stakeholders  related to the international benchmarking 
data, followed by perceived challenges and 
recommendations by the ecosystem stakeholders 
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Culture & 
mindset  
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3.1 Culture & mindset 

A ólack of an entrepreneurial cultureô has often been cited as a barrier to developing prosperous start-ups 
in Singapore. It has often been said that this sentiment (compounded with the high cost of living in 
Singapore) pushes many locals towards ñsaferò jobs with larger MNCs and government organisations .  

This might be changing. Overall, Singapore is presently witnessing increasing levels of entrepreneurial 
activity, with Total Entrepreneurial Activity ( TEA1) above 10 since 2012, double that of Germany and 
higher -ranked countries with mature ecosystems like Israel and the UK . 

Note: 1TEA is defined as the number of people out of 100 who are trying to start a business (nascent entrepreneurs) or are running one that was less than 42 months old (new firm entrepreneurs) 

Appendices Key drivers and challenges Economic contribution Introducing the ecosystem At a glance Contents 



PwC 

April 2015 Strictly private and confidential 

Use the divider control box below to 

make the slide title appear in your 

primary TOC and section TOCs. 

 

Please follow these steps: 

Type óDividerô in the control box 

provided below. 

Click the Divider command on the 

Smart ribbon. 

Enter the text that youôd like to 

appear in the TOCs and select a 

divider level. 

Click Update. The slide title should 

now appear on all TOCs. 

 

To remove the slide title from your 

TOCs, delete the óDividerô text from 

the divider control box and hit 

Update. 

Many in Singapore view entrepreneurship as a good career choice ï but 
less so than in key benchmark countries  
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ñMy parentsô generation believes that only government 
positions, lawyers, doctors or jobs in large Western or 
Japanese MNCs are good and worth striving for. 
Entrepreneurship does not fall in that category.ò 

- Entrepreneur  

80% 
73% 

66% 
61% 
61% 
60% 

57% 
55% 
55% 
54% 
54% 

52% 
51% 
51% 

50% 
49% 
49% 

44% 
42% 

41% 
39% 

31% 
18% 

Netherlands
Taiwan

Italy
Canada

Israel
Greece

Slovenia
France

Belgium
Spain

UK
Sweden

Korea
Singapore

Ireland
Germany

Norway
Finland

Malaysia
Switzerland

Luxembourg
Japan

Puerto Rico

Entrepreneurship as a good career choice 
(% of respondents) 

ñHere in Singapore, entrepreneurship isnôt [perceived 
as] an attractive career choice. In fact, others have 
asked my parents and me if the reason [why Iôm 
running my own start -up] is because I couldnôt get a 
job offer from elsewhere.ò 

- Entrepreneur  

Though data shows entrepreneurship is 
considered to be a good career choiceé 

Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Singapore 2013, PwC interviews 

ñA lot of focus has been on start-up creation. But it 
would also be great to see a lot of Singaporeans join the 
start -ups they are passionate about ï not everybody 
needs to be a founder.ò 

- Venture Capital investor  

éinterviewees say it is not often considered 
to be an attractive career, as it is thought 
other jobs may provide higher stability  
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Very low unemployment rates in Singapore means opportunities in other 
industries (e.g. working for an MNC or the government) are attractiveé 
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Unemployment rates (in %)  

ÅUnemployment in Singapore is relatively low 
compared to international benchmarks  

ÅCombined with the booming employment market and 
availability of alluring, steady -income corporate jobs 
provides those with a degree with less incentive to 
start a company of their own than in countries with a 
less favourable jobs market 

ÅThe rate of new business start-ups in Europe has 
increased since the 2008 financial crisis, which is 
partly driven by a tighter graduate recruitment 
market  

 

ñMany young Singaporeans would prefer to 
take up stable nine-to-five jobs than take the 
risk and start businesses of their own. In some 
ways, we are victims of our own spectacular 
economic progression over the last 50 years.ò   

- Incubator manager  

Singaporeôs unemployment rate labour 
force 15 ï 24 year old 

6.7% 
 

Singaporeôs unemployment rate for 
degree holders below the age of 30 

7.4% 

The 2013 average gross monthly salary for 
computer science graduates from NUS, NTU 

and SMU 1 was ~S$ 3,500  

Note: 1The Graduate Employment Survey is a survey of the graduates of the National University of Singapore, Nanyang Technological University and Singapore Management University. For SMU, the 

mean gross salary for its Information Systems Management programme is included. For NUS and NTU, the Computer Engineering graduatesô mean gross salaries are included.  

Source: Graduate Employment Survey Results 2013, Country Stat, Channel News Asia, PwC interviews 
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é and the high cost of living may also drive some to choose a safer 
professional career  
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Singapore has topped 131 cities globally to become the world's most expensive city to live in  

ñCost of living is very high in Singaporeé If my 
start -up does not work, I canôt pay my HDB 
loan.ò         

- Entrepreneur  

ñSocial pressure requires to have an own flat, 
not a rented one, and car; this is only 
financeable with a decent salary.ò  

-INSEAD ñHigh Tech SMEs in Singaporeò 
Report  

Source: Economic Intelligence Unit Cost of Living Index, 2014, PwC interviews, INSEAD Report on High-tech SME Gap in Singapore, MOF speech, HDB InfoWeb 
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There are signs that Singaporeôs entrepreneurial activity has been 
increasing (now above levels in the UK and Israel)  
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Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Singapore, 2013 

 

Increase coincides 
with  sharp decline 

( -6%) in GDP 
growth rate in 2012  

5 
5.9 

7.2 

4.9 

6.6 

12 

10.7 

2002 2003 2005 2006 2011 2012 2013

Total early stage Entrepreneurial Activity in 
Singapore, 2002-2013 
(% of respondents) 

Total entrepreneurial activity in Singapore 

has nearly doubled in the last few yearsé  

éand is comparable to levels in other 

relatively mature start -up ecosystems  
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Some view ñfear of failureò as a barrier to entrepreneurship, but surveys 
show there are signs this is picking up  
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Fear of failure as a barrier to entrepreneurship 
(% of respondents1) 

Singaporeans often cite fear of failure as a key 

discouraging factoré 

é however, some surveys suggest 

Singapore benchmarks favourably on risk  

Singaporeans are not considered risk -takingé.  

é which may be attributed to the high consequences 
of failure in Singapore, relative to other countries  

ñAs a nation, Singapore does not have a strong culture of risk-
taking. The general population tends to be risk -averse, 
preferring to choose financial security and a stable career 
instead of striking out as an entrepreneur.ò 

- Joshua Yim, IE ñEncouraging Entrepreneurshipò, 2013 

ñFor a Singaporean male, the costs of failure can be relatively 
high. We graduate later than females and are still expected to 
settle down and be able to afford an HDB before 30. Itôs tough 
to accumulate significant savings with a failed start -up.ò 

- Entrepreneur  

ñIf you start your own business and fail in the US, you are seen 
as a hero, and [there will be] large corporates eager to hire 
you with lucrative job offers. In Singapore [however], failed 
entrepreneurs disappear.ò  

- Entrepreneur  

Note: 1The respondents for this indicator are individuals who had earlier indicated in the GEM survey that they perceived good opportunities to start a business. 

Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2013, PwC interviews 
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Ecosystem recommendation:  
The sense is that increased media attention and celebrating success of start-up growth 
stories would help convince graduates to choose a career as an entrepreneur 
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Limited media attention and social status 

granted to entrepreneurs is a possible 

impedimenté 
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(% of respondents) 

éand there are also few well -publicised success 

stories to inspire potential candidates  

ñThere are not enough success stories of entrepreneurs around 
and the few [that exist] are not well marketed. Hence, university 
graduates do not feel attracted to entrepreneurship or working 
in start -ups.ò  

- INSEAD ñHigh Tech SMEs in Singaporeò Report  

ñShowcasing successful entrepreneurs is key. We need to feature 
the success stories of trailblazers that others can look to and be 
inspired by.ò 

- Joshua Yim, IE ñEncouraging Entrepreneurshipò, 2013 

ñWhat young kid knows someone his age in Singapore who 
drives a Ferrari because they went for equity in a start -up 
rather than for a ósteady job with a multinationalô?ò 

- Venture Capital investor  
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Skills  
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3.2 Skills 

Talent is the lifeblood of the tech industry. Most founders cite talent shortage in Singapore as a key 
bottleneck hindering growth. Interestingly, we found this to be a global phenomenon faced by many 
technology firms.  

Singaporeôs tech-enabled start -ups have a choice in hiring either local or foreign talent. At present, the 
Singapore education system is producing a diverse mix of high -quality graduates. However, this 
capacity is limited and there is stiff competition for tech talent from large corporations and overseas 
destinations.  

Looking outwards, local start -ups have tapped on foreign talent for growth. Furthermore, local tech -
enabled start -ups are also exploring alternatives such as outsourcing and offshoring.  
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The ótalent gapô is not a Singapore-specific issue and is a constraint for 
tech -enabled start -ups across the world  
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A shortage of tech talent is cited as a key 

challenge by all stakeholders across the 

ecosystemé 

éthis is comparable with situations faced by 

tech -entrepreneurs in other countries  

ñHiring is a significant issueé While it is still easier 
to hire foreign talent in Singapore, relative to Silicon 
Valley, the gap is narrowing and we are losing our 
comparative advantage.ò 

- Venture capital investor  

ñIt is difficult to find talent and good people 
everywhere. The reality of the situation is that we 
are facing a global lack of tech talentò 

- Entrepreneur  

London: a lack of talent is said to be the biggest threat 
to the countryôs booming technology sectoré 

43%  

43% pointed to talent shortage as the biggest 
problem to the future of technology growth  

- Tech London Advocates Survey, 2014 

42%  

By 2020, the number of Computing Science 
graduates in the US will only be able to meet 42% 
of annual job opening demands  

- Kleiner  Perkins Caufield & Byers Study, 2013 

US: Studies show that local graduate production is 
insufficient to meet industry job demandsé 

óWe were looking for programmers in Singapore to 
build our website but could not find enough people 
who were interested in the job.ò  

- Entrepreneur  

ñThe Singapore education system produces high-
quality talent, but a majority of the local graduates 
lack the tech skills required by us [start -ups].ò 

- Professor Entrepreneurship  

Source: Tech London Advocates Survey, Kleiner Perkins study, PwC interviews 
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Imported talent can be found in founding teams of nearly half of top 
venture -backed companies in Silicon Valley  
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Some of the largest and internationally renowned tech companies in Silicon Valley were founded 
by migrants  

WhatsApp       

Jan Koum  
Ukraine  

Sun 
Microsystems  

Vinod Khosla 
India  

Razer  

Tan Min Liang 
Singapore 

Å According to the Kauffman Foundation, immigrants are more than twice as likely as native -born Americans to start companies  

Å In a 2011 study conducted by the National Foundation for American Policy, immigrants were on the founding teams of nearly hal f of 
VentureSourceôs top-ranked venture-backed companies 

 

Note: An óentrepassô, a special visa for entrepreneurs looking to set up a company in Singapore, is available 

Source: PwC Analysis 

Appendices Key drivers and challenges Economic contribution Introducing the ecosystem At a glance Contents 



PwC 

April 2015 Strictly private and confidential 

Use the divider control box below to 

make the slide title appear in your 

primary TOC and section TOCs. 

 

Please follow these steps: 

Type óDividerô in the control box 

provided below. 

Click the Divider command on the 

Smart ribbon. 

Enter the text that youôd like to 

appear in the TOCs and select a 

divider level. 

Click Update. The slide title should 

now appear on all TOCs. 

 

To remove the slide title from your 

TOCs, delete the óDividerô text from 

the divider control box and hit 

Update. 

Singapore is producing many good engineers and computer scientists, 
which are typical backgrounds for entrepreneurs globally  
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Degrees such as Computer Science, Business 

Management and Engineering are most 

prevalent among start -up entrepreneurs  

In Singapore, more than half of the cohort 

graduate with highly relevant degrees  

Engineering Sciences

Business & Administration

Information Technology

Health Sciences

Humanities & Social
Sciences
Others

14,500 

9,300 

5,000 

13,100 

3,400 

4,400 

29% 

23% 16% 

12% 

20% 

Educational background of entrepreneurs (%)1 

Computer Science

Commerce

Management

Architecture & Creative Arts

Others

US: In a 2008 report released by the Kaufmann Institute, data 
showed that nearly half of the degrees held by US-born tech 
founders were in STEM-related disciplines and another third 
were in business, accounting and finance.  

ñThe Singapore education system is technically soundé 
It produces high -quality graduates, in both technology 
and other fields.ò 

- Co-founder  

Graduates with degrees in Engineering Sciences, Business & 
Administration and Information Technology constitute 58% of 
the local graduate cohort 

Singapore Graduates, by degree of study 

Note: 1Data for Australia. No data available for Singapore 

Source: PwC óThe Start-up Economyô, 2013 
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The Singaporean pool of talent is relatively small, especially given 
competition from MNCs, the public sector and overseas destinations  
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There is a relatively limited pool of talent as Singapore produces just about 50,000 graduates annuallyé 

éand start-ups are competing against large 

corporates, the public sectoré 

Primary reasons for going abroad include better pay and 
quality of life  

Although 26% express ñinterestò in entrepreneurship, the 
majority continue to pursue professional careers 

éand overseas destinations for talent 

51% 

26% 

13% 

11% 
Professional

Entrepreneurship

Leadership

None of the above

ñBanking and finance [jobs] are the óholy grailô in 
Singapore. They are perceived to be so prestigious that 
even tech graduates gravitate towards those jobs!ò 

- Start -up employee 

ñProgrammers in Silicon Valley earn about 30 % more 
than they do in Singapore. Here, fresh graduates are 
lucky to get S$2,000 a month.ò 

- Co-founder  

ñGoing back to Singapore would mean taking a pay cut, 
longer working hours and less work -life balance.ò 

- Australia Permanent Resident, The Sunday Times, 
2012 

Career Interest in Entrepreneurship (% of students) 

Countries with the largest number of Singaporeans  

50,000  40,000   27,000  
Source: The Sunday Times 2012, PwC interviews 
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To fill the gap, Singapore is well -positioned to further tap into the regional 
talent pool, and can balance labour needs by offshoring  
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More flexible immigration rules would allow tech -

enabled start -ups to better leverage on regional 

talent  

Solutions such as outsourcing and offshoring are 

increasingly adopted by start -ups  

Develop key skills in  and attract talent to Singapore  

Regional talent has a competitive edge on technical skills due 
to early exposure to programmingé 

é and tech start-ups are hungry for tech talent 
é others, like RedMart  and Roomorama, have chosen to set 
up offshore centres 

Some companies outsource jobs to freelancersé 

Outsource work to talent outside of Singapore  

Talent  
Outsource 

work  

Source: PwC interviews 

ñIn many neighbouring countries, coding is introduced to children 
at the primary school level, which helps to produce higher quality 
tech talentò  

- University representative  

ñIt is easier to have our employees sitting beside us in Singapore, 
instead of [us] having to manage them remotely.ò 

- Entrepreneur  

ñWe can easily find highly trained programmers in neighbouring 
countries like Vietnam, Indonesia or Philippines. While it has 
become more difficult to bring them in, itôs definitely not 
impossible, especially if you have a good understanding of the 
application process.ò  

- Entrepreneur  

ñWhat my company does [to circumvent the talent issue] is to 
source for freelance programmers overseas, and manage them 
remotely. The quality of work isnôt always the best, but sometimes 
you just have to make do.ò 

- Entrepreneur  

ñI have located my programming hub in Yogyakarta as it is too 
difficult to hire tech talent in Singaporeò 

- Founder 

ñWe did offshoring and have completely moved our customer 
service centre into Philippinesò  
                                      - Founder 
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Ecosystem recommendation:  
Exposure to entrepreneurship could further strengthen entrepreneurial intentions in 
Singapore 
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ñThe impact of training appeared to have the greatest effect on early-stage entrepreneurial activity in 
innovation -driven economiesò  

- Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Singapore, 2013  

Entrepreneurs cite exposure as the dominant 

factor to pursue a career in start -ups  

Studies suggest exposure increases belief in 

oneself of possessing adequate skills to be 

engaged in entrepreneurial activity  

ñI was on track to graduate and work for a large 
corporate but my experience with the NUS NOC 
programme changed me for life. I spent a year interning 
for a US start -up and it convinced me to try my hand at 
tech-entrepreneurship as well.ò  

- Founder 

ñWhile I was still in SMU [local university], I took an 
class taught by a professor who was a former Silicon 
Valley entrepreneur. By the end of those 13 weeks, I was 
inspired to found my own start -up.ò  
  

- Founder 

Some entrepreneurs benefited from 
entrepreneurship educationé 

é some found start-up internships to be effective  

Individuals involved in TEA are more likely to have 
received training in starting a new business than the rest of 
the working population  

17% 

41% 

Non entrepreneurs (Recent) entrepreneur

Proportion of Individuals with Exposure to 

Entrepreneurship Education or Internships Involved in TEA 

(% of respondents who received entrepreneurial training) 

Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Singapore 2013, PwC interviews 
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Funding  
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3.3 Funding 

Public funding is more prevalent at the seed stage and has been vital to the overall development of the 
ecosystem through the creation of many new start -ups.  

Some stakeholders are concerned this discourages ñfast failureò and damages the return on investment 
(ROI) at later funding stages.  

While there is a perceived lack of funding options at the Series A and B stages, research shows that VC 
activity in Singapore has been on the rise and that Singapore -based VCs are actively investing in local 
tech-enabled start -ups. There is further potential for funding in Singapore to mature to levels that are 
comparable to other global ecosystems such as Silicon Valley and Tel Aviv, and this may require greater 
maturity of the local exit options and IPO market.  
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Overall, funding for tech -enabled start -ups is perceived to be adequate  
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Singapore entrepreneurs are generally happy 

with financial support in the local 

ecosystem...  

éand are aware that funding in Singapore is 

comparable to other mature ecosystems  

0

1

2

3

4

5

Entrepreneurial financial support ï Singaporeôs 
rating and position amongst selected economies1 

Singapore's score & ranking

Highest score in sample

Lowest score in sample

Sufficient 
equity 

funding? 

Sufficient 
debt 

funding? 

Sufficient 
Gov. 

subsidies? 

Sufficient 
funding 

from private 
individuals?  

Sufficient 
funding 

from VCs? 

Sufficient 
funding 
through 

IPO? 

#1 

#4  #4  

#1 

#1 #1 

Note: 1Selected economies include the US, UK, France, Germany, Finland, Canada, Italy, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Netherlands, Spain, Taiwan and others  

Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Singapore 2013, Start-up Genome, PwC interviews 

5 

8  

14 

Silicon Valley  
Tel Aviv  

ñPeople [here] like to compare Singapore ôs budding 
ecosystem to Indiaôs. In my opinion, funding [in 
Singapore] is not as difficult to get compared to in India. 
There are many angel investors here and government 
grants are also easily available.ò 

- Start -up Mentor  

1 

Funding Index Ranking of Start -up Ecosystems  

London 

Singapore  

Sydney 

Funding Index is a measure of how active and comprehensive the risk capital is in the 

start-up ecosystem 

Appendices Key drivers and challenges Economic contribution Introducing the ecosystem At a glance Contents 


