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SMEs Stay Positive on Market Outlook as
Regional Opportunities Outweigh Trade Tensions
Business expansion and investment still positive amid
reduced turnover and profitability outlook




Latest survey of 3,600 Singapore-based SMEs by SBF and DP Info shows cautious, but
still optimistic, business outlook for next six months
Easing of turnover, profitability and capacity utilisation expectations, with tempered
business expansion, hiring and capital investment
Retail and F&B stands out as one of the sectors with strongest outlook due to
upcoming festive period and rise of online delivery platforms

Singapore, 08 October 2018 – Singapore SMEs still expect to continue to expand as they move into
2019, but with slightly greater caution than before, according to the latest SBF-DP SME Index (the
Index).

The Index – a joint initiative of the Singapore Business Federation (SBF) and DP Information Group
(DP Info), part of Experian – measures the business sentiment of over 3,600 SMEs for the next six
months (October 2018 to March 2019). The Index comprises inputs from SMEs on their expectations
in seven key areas – Turnover, Profitability, Business Expansion, Capital Investment, Hiring, Capacity
Utilisation and Access to Financing.

Compared to the last quarter’s index of 51.5, the latest overall outlook for SMEs is slightly
moderated, decreasing 1% quarter-on-quarter to 51.0. A score above 50 indicates an expectation of
growth, while a score below 50 signals a possible contraction.
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SMEs have become more watchful about turnover and profitability. Despite this, SMEs appear to
remain cautiously optimistic and continue to proceed with capital investments and business
expansion plans, albeit at a slightly contracted rate than in the previous quarter.

Trade tensions affect SME turnover and profitability

At 5.221 (down 2.97%), SMEs’ expectations of overall turnover are still expansionary (above 5.0),
although this is slightly less optimistic than before. Every sector surveyed reported a decrease in
growth outlook. The sector leading this downward shift is Manufacturing, while the least affected
sector is Retail/F&B. This is likely due to upcoming seasonal effects of Christmas and Chinese New
Year.

1

For Turnover Expectations, Profitability Expectations, Business Expansion Expectations, Capital Investment
Expectations, Hiring Expectations and Access to Financing Expectations, a reading above 5 signals growth /
expansion while a reading below 5 signals contraction. For Capacity Utilisation Expectations, a reading above 7
signals over capacity, a reading of 7 signals companies are at optimal capacity while a reading below 7 signals
companies are below capacity.
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Likewise, SMEs’ outlook on profitability growth has decreased slightly to 5.19 (down 1.89%).
Manufacturing again leads this shift because of fears of increased input costs2. The exception to this
trend is the Transport/Storage sector which expects to grow slightly due to increased intra-regional
trade especially within ASEAN.

Key sector movements:
•
Manufacturing turnover:
•
Retail / F&B turnover:
•
Manufacturing profitability:
•
Transport / Storage profitability:

Down 6.51% to 5.03
Down 1.65% to 5.37
Down 6.06% to 4.96
Up 0.77% to 5.25

SMEs continue searching for growth opportunities
Key scores for business expansion and capital investment expectations show SMEs continue to have
an appetite for expansion, with some sectors being more optimistic than others.

Business Expansion Expectations scored 5.45 overall (down 0.91%), against a backdrop of mixed
sentiments from the different sectors. With the festive season in sight, Retail/F&B leads the growth
outlook while the Commerce/Trading sector pulls down the average with its less positive outlook
because of increased uncertainty as demand slows.

Despite this, almost all sectors continue to see increased optimism for growth in capital investment
expectations, scoring 5.21 overall (up 0.77%). The Construction/Engineering sector leads this shift as
smaller firms appear to increase their investments in pace with productivity and collaboration
initiatives introduced by the Building and Construction Authority. Only the Retail/F&B sector
maintains its previous outlook at a score of 5.18, indicating that companies may be increasingly
tapping on online delivery platforms to meet the ecommerce trend rather than doing so through
their own capital investments.

Key sector movements:





2

Retail / F&B Business Expansion Expectations:
Commerce / Trading Business Expansion Expectations:
Construction / Engineering Capital Investment Expectations:
Retail / F&B Capital Investment Expectations:

Up 3.42% to 5.75
Down 5.26% to 5.22
Up 1.15% to 5.28
Flat at 5.18

https://phys.org/news/2018-05-companies-price-hikes-material.html
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SMEs march onward on hiring

The outlook on adding talent to businesses remains positive with hiring expectations scoring 5.20
(down 0.19%). This is largely unchanged from the previous quarter.

Digital transformation has resulted in the demand for talent with skillsets to drive change. This has
led SMEs in the Retail/F&B sector having the highest expectations as they need a mix of customer
service personnel and also those with expertise in online platforms.

The Construction/Engineering sector is the least optimistic in hiring outlook as the sector prepares
for an expected slowdown, however its reading remains in growth.

Key sector movements:



Retail/F&B Hiring Expectations:
Construction/Engineering Hiring Expectations:

Down 0.74% to 5.33
Down 0.58% to 5.13

“Singapore SMEs are currently in a growth-conducive environment, and they continue to make plans
toward capital investments and business expansion. Confidence in global trade remains key to the
strategic goals of many SMEs in sectors such as Manufacturing and Commerce/Trading. The outlook
of these 2 sectors leans to a cautious and moderated optimism, given ongoing trade tensions which
may affect an open trading economy such as Singapore,” said James Gothard, General Manager,
Credit Services & Strategy, Southeast Asia, Experian.

“It is understandable that our SMEs are cautiously optimistic, given the on-going global trade
tensions. The trade war between the US and China will have an impact on the global economy. But
therein also lies opportunities. Our SMEs should be quick to spot and leverage the opportunities that
arise due to the diversion of trade and re-shuffling of global supply chains. At the same time, they
should also re-look their business strategies to diversify their markets and sources of inputs, to
diversify risks. I strongly encourage our SMEs to tap on Singapore’s extensive network of Free Trade
Agreements to strategically mitigate the impact of the increasing international trade tensions, as
these agreements are legally binding documents that secure predictability in trade amongst
countries. SMEs should also make use of their proximity to the growth markets in ASEAN for future
expansion,” said Mr Ho Meng Kit, CEO of the Singapore Business Federation.
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For more information, please contact:

Wong Wei Chen
Singapore Business Federation
DID: +65 6827 0255
weichen.wong@sbf.org.sg

Laura Cheng
Singapore Business Federation
DID: +65 6827 6864
laura.cheng@sbf.org.sg

Tan Yanchang
PRecious Communications
D: 6302 0567
H: 9474 5338
yanchang@preciouscomms.com

April Ng
Experian (DP Info)
D: 6507 2340
H: 9820 1080
April.Ng@experian.com

Page 5 of 14

(A) Turnover Expectations
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(B) Profitability Expectations
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(C) Business Expansion Expectations
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(D) Capital Investment Expectations
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(E) Hiring Expectations
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(F) Capacity Utilisation Expectations

Page 11 of 14

(G) Access To Financing Expectations
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(H) Access To Financing Expectations
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ABOUT THE SBF-DP SME INDEX
DP Information Group (DP Info) has partnered with the Singapore Business Federation (SBF) since 2009 to conduct
quarterly studies on business sentiments amongst Singapore SMEs. Objective of the index is to provide a 6-month outlook
of the SME community in relation to external economic conditions and activities.
The SBF-DP SME index uses a weighted qualitative and quantitative approach to track movements in SME's expectations
on important business aspects, including turnover, profitability and capacity utilization etc.
With more than 90 percent of corporations in Singapore belonging to the SMEs community, such insights serve as a strong
prediction of the local economic performance and any impending strategies SMEs are looking at.
DP Info further segments the index into six industries to draw deeper insights on the confidence level and concerns each
industry faces. These are Commerce / Trading, Construction / Engineering, Manufacturing, Retail / F&B, Business Services,
and Transport / Storage.

ABOUT THE SINGAPORE BUSINESS FEDERATION (新加坡工商联合总会)
As the apex business chamber, the Singapore Business Federation (SBF) champions the interests of the business
community in Singapore, in trade, investment and industrial relations. Nationally, SBF acts as the bridge between the
government and businesses in Singapore to create a conducive business environment. Internationally, SBF represents the
business community in bilateral, regional and multilateral fora for the purpose of trade expansion and business
networking. For more information, please visit our website: www.sbf.org.sg

ABOUT DP INFORMATION GROUP
DP Information Group (DP Info) is Singapore’s leading provider of information, analysis and intelligence on the Singapore
corporate sector. With an unparalleled database on the performance of local companies and access to the world’s best
analytical services, DP Info uncovers the meaning and significance in data and gives its customers the knowledge they need
to make better business decisions.
Part of Experian, the world’s leading global information services company, DP Info offers a range of powerful tools for
assessing the credit worthiness and financial health of both companies and individuals. DP Info’s key services include:







QuestNet – An online information portal used by Singapore’s leading financial institutions and law firms
DP Credit Ratings – a proprietary credit rating model that reliably predicts the probability of company default
DP SME Commercial Credit Bureau – a member-based platform where the payment records of each members’ clients
and suppliers are shared
SME Advisory Bureau – Singapore’s one-stop business advisory centre for entrepreneurs and business owners
DP Credit Bureau – which analyses the credit records of millions of Singaporeans to assist financial institutions make
lending decisions
The Singapore 1000 Family of Awards – Singapore’s most prestigious definitive corporate awards, honouring the
nation’s best performing companies

For more information, visit www.dpgroup.com.sg
ABOUT EXPERIAN
Experian is the world’s leading global information services company. During life’s big moments – from buying a home or a
car, to sending a child to college, to growing a business by connecting with new customers – we empower consumers and
our clients to manage their data with confidence. We help individuals to take financial control and access financial services,
businesses to make smarter decisions and thrive, lenders to lend more responsibly, and organisations to prevent identity
fraud and crime.
We have 16,500 people operating across 39 countries and every day we’re investing in new technologies, talented people
and innovation to help all our clients maximise every opportunity. We are listed on the London Stock Exchange (EXPN) and
are a constituent of the FTSE 100 Index.
Learn more at www.experianplc.com or visit our global content hub at our global news blog for the latest news and insights
from the Group.
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