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development programme for entrepreneurs aspiring to turn their ideas into 

B U S I N E S S  M O D E L  A C T I O N  P L A N

Smarter and Faster Way
To a Bankable Business Plan
The Business Model Action Plan (BMAP) is a unique entrepreneur 

a sustainable and bankable business plan.

The specially designed 2-day programme will introduce you to the Business 
Model Canvas (BMC), a strategic management and entrepreneurial tool that 
will allow you to describe, design and challenge your business model on a 
simple, intuitive and flexible template. At the end of the programme, you will 
be able to develop a full set of business proposal for financing application.

WHO SHOULD ATTEND
New and existing entrepreneurs aspiring to:
• Transform their ideas into a sustainable and bankable business plan
• Prepare a full set of business proposal for financing application

METHODOLOGY
• Knowledge Sharing Session
• Hands-on and Interactive Workshop with Group Activities
• Periodical Business Coaching & Mentoring

Up to 6-Month 
Periodical Business 

Coaching & Mentoring 
for Business Plan 

Refinement with a 
Maximum of 

4 Touch Points

Marketing Aspect
• Product/Service Profile
• Industry Research
• Customer Segments
• Marketing Mix Plan & Strategies
• Marketing Strategy
• Competitive Analysis

Management Aspect
• Essential Management Skills
• Organisation Structure
• Experience and Know-How

Financial Aspect
• Costing and Budgeting
• Working Capital Concept
• Financial Projection

Conclusion 
• SWOT & Mitigation Strategies
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AY
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Business Modeling using 
Business Model Canvas (BMC)
• What is it?
• The 9 Building Blocks
• How to Maximise BMC

Introduction to Business Plan
• An Entrepreneur's Journey
• Viability & Bankability Concepts
• 5C's Evaluation Criteria
• The Importance of Business Plan
• The Necessary Documents
• Business Plan Format

Operational/Technical Aspect
• Location of Business Premises 
• Renovation Works 
• Margin of Financing (Machinery
 /Equipment/Vehicle & MOF)
• Process Flow and SOPs 
• Raw Materials/Stocks

D
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Crafting a Business Plan has never been easier. SIGN UP NOW!

WAN KHALAF
Tel   • +603 2615 2006 / +6016 262 3424
Email • khalaf@smebank.com.my

NIK AHMAD
Tel    • +603 2615 2970 / +6012 354 7066
Email • ahmad.muariff@smebank.com.my

GIVE OUR FRIENDLY TEAM A CALL TODAY

Centre For Entrepreneur Development And Research Sdn. Bhd. (1042601-M) 
Level 6, Menara SME Bank, Jalan Sultan Ismail, 50250 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
www.cedar.my  •             cedarsmebank
Tel: +603 2615 2020   •   Fax: +603 2692 5916 

Nurturing Excellence

ZAINUL ARIFIN
Tel  • +603 2615 2970 / +6016 815 1935
Email • zainul.arifin@smebank.com.my
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From the Chief Editor’s Desk

 Startups in Southeast Asia is booming lately, thanks to the many 
youngsters who get connected to each other easier than the decades 
before. The development of network connectivity through social media 
plays a significant role on the bloom of startups. Most of them rely on 

the social media power to build the connection and marketing. I can confirm that 
the youth in the productive age in this region is in the big share of the population.

According to a Strait Times article about youth in SEA: Youth is a second essential 
consideration for the region. The 630 million citizens of Asean are still extremely 
young (though not universally - Singapore and Thailand are already ageing). 
Having a young and growing population creates a golden moment in a country's 
economic development journey, promising a powerful demographic dividend. As 
the working-age population grows in number, it will boost the region's spending, 
but also increase its savings and hence, its capacity to invest (youth, technology 
and growth will determine Asean's future).

In Indonesia, the climate to build a startup is relatively supportive because 
the regulation provides some easiness to develop a small-medium enterprise, 
although the local SME normally has to be purely local including in the funding 
source, meanwhile startups can be funded by foreign sources. This development is 
also supported by the rapid development of technologies, network infrastructures 
and also the internet connectivity.

The people of SEA also play a big role to support the bloom of the startups. 
Thanks to the traffic jam and long queue that is normal for big cities in SEA, 
which triggered the emergence of new wave of online shops and services, which 
then create new job opportunities. The banking and finance systems are also 
supportive to this new wave.

That’s the good things I have said. The bad things are: sometimes these startups 
cannot last long because of lack of innovation, slow responses to complains, or 
simply the product/service are just worth for a try, not a repeat order, or for a food 
business case which is only instagram-worthy picture, but the taste is worth to be 
thrown to the garbage bin. These kind of business will never last long. People’s 
tastes rapidly change and the startups are supposed to keep their attention 
span longer than it should through a real quality of product and services, or else: 
someone new in the market with a new hit of hype will replace you in a second."

Have fun reading! 

Mohammad Husain Mohd Dawoed

Southeast Asia Start-Up 
Ecosystem

Mohammad Husain Mohd Dawoed is a Master Coach and the Chief Operating Officer of 
the Centre for Entrepreneur Development and Research (CEDAR).
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Reflections

SME Bank Malaysia

• Designed to function ultimately 
as a one-stop financing 
and business development 
centre, Malaysia’s SME Bank is 
dedicated to the accelerated 
growth of Malaysian SMEs.

• The principles activities of the 
Bank are to provide financing 
as well as financial and business 
advisory services to Malaysian 
SMEs residing within pre-
defined categories which have 
been framed within the SME 
classification guidelines of the 
National SME Development 
Council.

• Through better segmentation 
of financial and non-financial 
needs of SMEs by industry, 
stage of growth, and product 
and market potential, the Bank 
strives to hasten the financing 
processing of eligible SMEs to 
meet their financing needs. It 
also supports their business 
growth requirements through 
the provision of timely advisory 
services.

A Worthwhile Initiative  

A
SEAN is entering into another phase of regional cooperation 
with the implementation of the ASEAN Economic 
Community (AEC) in 2015. 
 Acknowledging the enormous potential that AEC will 
bring to the ASEAN community, the 10 member countries 
are relentlessly working to ensure that they are able to fully 

benefit from this significant initiative. 
 Our chief interest is none other than the formation of a strategic 
action plan that will enable ASEAN SMEs to thrive on a regional platform 
in their business ventures. 
 Our ultimate hope is that the AEC will be a noble initiative in that 
all SMEs have a tremendous opportunity to excel and blossom in trading 
their goods and services within an open market system.
 Having said this, it is imperative that every regional SME strive to rev 
up the tempo by identifying their individual strengths while improving on 
their weaknesses.  
 We cannot deny the fact that fulfilling the true potential of a single 
market such as AEC is very challenging. Nevertheless, the benefits that 
are going to be derived from the intra-Southeast Asian trade far exceed 
the teething problems that we are expecting.
 On this note, we urge all our regional entrepreneur friends to work 
closely together and tackle whatever issues that may occur in our effort to 
make this initiative successful. 
 There will be many adjustments to be made and if we continue to 
focus on the goals that we want to achieve, the solutions will be a norm 
rather than the exceptions.
 To all Malaysian SMEs, AEC is a golden opportunity for Malaysia to 
directly showcase our goods and services that can be of immense benefits 
to a larger intra-ASEAN customer base of 620 million. 
 Together, we should rise, take the challenge and make AEC a 
successful single economic union for the world to emulate. 

“Malaysian SMEs Boleh!”
 
Happy reading!

Datuk Mohd Radzif Mohd Yunus

Datuk Mohd Radzif Mohd Yunus is the Group Managing Director of Malaysia’s 
Small Medium Enterprise Development Bank, a development financial institution 
(DFI) dedicated to accelerating the growth of Malaysian SMEs.
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REGIONAL ECONOMY 
MODERATED IN THE THIRD 
QUARTER

A
SEAN grew 4.9% in the 
third quarter of 2018, 
supported by strong 
domestic demand. 
However, this still marks 

a loss of momentum from the second 
quarter’s 5.2% expansion.

After Singapore and Vietnam 
released GDP data in October, this 
month it was the turn of regional 
heavyweight Indonesia, which 

accounts for over a third of ASEAN’s 
nominal GDP. Indonesia’s economy 
grew at a firm pace in Q3 due to 
stronger private consumption—
supported by employment growth 
and mild inflation—and expansions 
in government consumption and 
fixed investment. The external sector, 
however, continued to drag on the 
economy on surging imports.

Growth in the Philippines weakened 
in Q3, although it continued to be 
the envy of most other economies 
in the region. The rise of price 
pressures took the edge off private 

consumption growth, while the 
government’s infrastructure 
drive—despite stimulating fixed 
investment—imports rose higher, 
leading to a negative contribution 
from the external sector.

Firm third-quarter GDP figures for 
regional powerhouses Thailand 
and Malaysia are still outstanding, 
although high-frequency indicators 
give an approximation of the 
economies’ performances. Economic 
momentum in Thailand appeared to 
subside, on the back of softer export 
growth and a weaker tourism sector 

ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS

COVER STORY

ASEAN 
GROWTH 
2018
by CEDAR Business Intelligence Team

Global economic growth has slowed 
in recent years and this has affected 
all markets across ASEAN region.
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which was dented by a deadly boat 
accident in July. In contrast, Malaysia 
should have expanded at a robust 
pace, with the zero-rating of the 
goods and services tax boosting 
consumers’ purchasing power and 
retail sales. Among the region’s 
smaller economies, growth was likely 
fairly brisk, supported by strong 
regional economic activity and FDI 
inflows, and Brunei should have 
benefitted from higher oil prices.

Although hard data is still limited, the 
region’s economy appears to have 
started the final quarter on a slightly 

weaker footing. In October, the 
ASEAN manufacturing PMI slipped 
into contractionary territory for the 
first time since December last year, 
on the back of lower new orders and 
weaker external demand.

On the political front, the new 
Malaysian administration unveiled its 
first budget in early November. The 
expansionary 2019 budget follows 
several years of fiscal consolidation 
by the previous government, and 
outlines a double-digit rise in 
expenditure and a higher fiscal deficit 
compared to 2017.

At the end of October, Australia 
became the sixth signatory of the 
Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (CPTPP) to ratify the 
agreement domestically—followed 
soon after by Vietnam. With most 
signatories now having ratified the 
deal, the CPTPP will enter force at 
the end of December, paving the 
way for tariff cuts by January 2019. 
ASEAN economies Brunei, Malaysia, 
Singapore and Vietnam, which are 
part of the deal, stand to benefit from 
stronger trade flows and increased 
market access for exports.

ECONOMIC FUNDAMENTALS 
ARE HEALTHY, BUT TRADE WAR 
CONCERNS LINGER

Looking ahead, growth should be 
buoyant across ASEAN. Private 
consumption will be supported 
by wage gains and strong labor 
markets, and fixed investment ought 
to expand robustly—particularly in 
the Philippines, as part of President 
Duterte’s “Build, Build, Build” 
program. Moreover, global demand 
for the region’s exports should 
remain healthy, despite a moderation 
in the pace of export growth next 
year. An escalation of the trade war 
between the U.S. and China is the 
significant downside risk to growth, 
given that both countries are key 
export markets. In addition, the likely 
fallout—coupled with the ongoing 
tightening cycle in the United States—
could put further pressure on the 
currencies of countries with weaker 
external positions, such as Indonesia, 
Myanmar and the Philippines. GDP 
growth for the region is expected 
to come in at 4.9% in 2019, which is 
down 0.1 percentage points from last 
month’s forecast, and 4.8% in 2020.

The lower 2019 GDP reading 
reflects downgraded forecasts for 
Indonesia, Myanmar, the Philippines 
and Thailand. The region’s remaining 
economies saw their 2019 GDP 
forecasts unchanged from the 
previous month.
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Myanmar will be the fastest-growing 
economy in the region next year, 
expanding 7.1% thanks to gradual 
economic liberalization. Among 
the major economies in the region, 
Vietnam and the Philippines should 
record the fastest growth. Conversely, 
high-income Singapore is expected 
to record the weakest expansion 
at 2.6%, reflecting a moderation of 
growth towards potential.

INDONESIA | GROWTH 
MOMENTUM LARGELY 
MAINTAINED IN Q3; 2019 
BUDGET APPROVED WITHOUT 
MAJOR CHANGES

Economic growth dipped slightly in 
the third quarter but stayed solid, 
supported by domestic demand. 
Private consumption expanded 
robustly, likely supported by mild 

inflation, a healthy labor market 
and the Asian Games in August–
September, while government 
consumption and fixed investment 
also grew at a fast pace. However, 
the external sector contributed 
negatively to growth. Looking 
at Q4, growth should remain 
robust thanks to ongoing strong 
private consumption. That said, 
the manufacturing PMI declined in 
October, while the recent tsunami 
and airplane crash could dampen 
tourist arrivals. At the end of 
October, parliament approved the 
2019 budget—which had originally 
been presented in August—without 
major changes. GDP and inflation 
assumptions were unchanged, and 
the fiscal deficit target remained at 
1.8% of GDP. However, estimates 
for expenditure and revenue, and 
the IDR/USD exchange rate, were 
raised slightly.

Domestic demand should continue 
to underpin the economy, with 
private consumption supported by a 
strong labor market and government 
consumption likely receiving a 
boost ahead of elections in April 
2019. However, tighter monetary 
policy, delays to public investment 
projects, cooling Chinese demand 
and a possible resurgence of U.S.-
China trade tensions pose downside 
risks. GDP is expanding 5.2% in 
2019, down 0.1 percentage points 
from last month’s forecast, and 5.2% 
again in 2020. 

THAILAND | PRIVATE 
CONSUMPTION SUPPORTS 
THE ECONOMY, WHILE THE 
EXTERNAL SECTOR SOFTENS

Economic activity is expected to 
have moderated in the third quarter, 
following strong growth in H1. 
Momentum in the manufacturing 
sector ebbed somewhat, as 
demonstrated by the manufacturing 
PMI, which averaged slightly lower 
than the previous quarter. Moreover, 
the external sector appeared to 
soften, with the trade surplus 
narrowing to a four-year low on soft 

Domestic demand 
should continue 
to underpin the 
economy, with 
private consumption 
supported by a 
strong labor market 
and government 
consumption likely 
receiving a boost 
ahead of elections 
in April 2019.
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risks. The economy will grow 3.8% in 
2019, which is down 0.1 percentage 
points from last month’s forecast, 
and 3.5% in 2020. 

MALAYSIA | NEW GOVERNMENT 
PAUSES FISCAL CONSOLIDATION 
IN 2019 BUDGET 

Although national accounts 
data for the third quarter is still 
outstanding, monthly indicators 
suggest that the economy picked 
up speed. Average annual growth 
in retail sales increased noticeably 
in Q3—benefiting from weak 
inflationary pressures following 
the zero-rating of a goods and 
services tax. Moreover, the 
manufacturing PMI averaged 
higher in Q3 than in the second 
quarter. On the other hand, export 
growth in the July–September 
period moderated notably—
despite a robust performance in 
September—on tough prior-year 
comparatives and rising global 
trade tensions. Moreover, despite 
a strong manufacturing sector, 
annual industrial output growth 
averaged lower in Q3 compared 
to the previous quarter, due to 

a poor performance from the 
mining sector. The fourth quarter 
got off on the wrong foot, with 
the manufacturing PMI falling into 
contractionary territory in October 
on lower new orders. In early 
November, the new government 
presented an expansionary draft 
budget signaling a move away 
from the previous years of fiscal 
consolidation.

Next year, the economy is expected 
to be supported by strong private 
consumption growth and a solid 
manufacturing sector. However, 
risks are tilted to the downside and 
include a possible flare-up in trade 
tensions, heightened volatility in 
financial markets, and concerns over 
the impact the more expansionary 
fiscal stance could have on the health 
of government finances. The economy 
is expected to grow 4.7% in 2019, 
which is unchanged from last month’s 
forecast, and 4.4% in 2020. 

export growth and surging imports. 
In addition, the all-important tourism 
sector took a hit from the Phuket 
boat accident. More encouragingly, 
growth in private consumption 
accelerated in the third quarter on 
the back of still-muted inflationary 
pressures and improving non-
farm incomes, while consumer and 
business confidence were solid. 
Looking at Q4, the picture remains 
mixed: Business confidence and the 
PMI fell below the crucial 50-point 
mark in October, while consumer 
confidence remained elevated. In 
early November, the government 
announced a series of measures to 
reignite the tourism sector, including 
visa fee waivers for citizens of some 
countries for two months.

Economic growth is expected to 
moderate next year on slower private 
consumption and export growth. 
However, private consumption will 
still be resilient, likely benefiting 
from rising income levels and a tight 
labor market, while fixed investment 
should pick up amid high capacity 
utilization. A further escalation in the 
U.S.–China trade spat and possible 
political uncertainty in the build-up to 
next year’s elections pose downside 

Economic activity 
is expected to 
have moderated in 
the third quarter, 
following strong 
growth in H1. 
Momentum in the 
manufacturing 
sector ebbed 
somewhat, as 
demonstrated by 
the manufacturing 
PMI, which 
averaged slightly 
lower than the 
previous quarter.
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SOUTHEAST ASIA 
AND ITS STARTUP 

ECONOMY
by Audi Prabowo
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H
ome to more than 650 
million people spread 
across 11 countries, 
Southeast Asia has 
seen an uptick in 
trade since the end 

of the Vietnam War. Recently, the 
Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) has pushed for free 
trade policies that enable the flow of 
goods, services, and people across 
member states. In 2016, Southeast 
Asia’s nominal GDP reached $2.56 
trillion, with Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Singapore, Thailand, Philippines, 
and Brunei Darussalam contributing 
$2.25 trillion, or 88% of the sum. On 
a macro-level, however, the region 
trades very little internally: only 
~24% of the Southeast Asia’s trade 
occurs between ASEAN nations, 
and the remaining trade is with 
parties outside the region such as 
the United States, China, and the 
European Union.

Southeast Asia is experiencing one 
of the fastest growth rates in the 
world, with an average regional 
growth of 2.6% between 2011 and 
2016. During that time, Indonesia, 
Vietnam, Laos, and Myanmar 
exhibited the majority of the growth, 
pushing more than 10% annual 
domestic growth. The ASEAN 
Economic Community initiative, 
implemented in 2015, opened up 
trade and labor movement in a more 
specified manner than ever before. 

According to the McKinsey Global 
Institute, the initiative could provide 
$280-625 billion of additional GDP 
for each country by 2030. Various 
analysts, including those of the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), speculate 
that the region will have four trillion-

dollar economies by 2030 as well. 
Indonesia may hit the mark by 2020, 
and Malaysia, Thailand, and the 
Philippines should follow suit

This article aims to cover the 
region’s three primary growth 
drivers: 1) a large young population 
and a growing middle-class; 2) the 
region’s special relationship with 
China; 3) the influx of investments 
in the technology and startup sector 
that has given rise to local unicorns.

The ADB believes that Southeast 
Asia will have immense purchasing 
power by 2030 due to its young 
population of future potential 
middle-class consumers. McKinsey 
predicts that Indonesia alone will 
have 170 million consuming-class 
citizens with disposable income of 
above $3,600 per annum, per 2005 
purchasing power parity (PPP). This 

translates to increased consumer-
facing business potential, similar 
to the U.S.’ experience before the 
1973 oil crisis, or China’s experience 
before the 2008 Global Financial 
Crisis. The firm also noted that more 
than 50% of Indonesia’s population 
of 260 million and the Philippines’ 
population of 100 million are below 
40 years of age. This demographic 
creates a highly productive labor 
force with immense growth 
potential that, assuming education 
growth follows the trend, will be 
technologically competent and 
competitive.

Southeast Asia also has a close 
relationship with the world’s most 
populous country, China, which is 
the region’s largest trade partner 
and closest geopolitical influencer. 
China has invested more than $30 
billion in infrastructure projects 

Southeast Asia’s continued economic growth will depend on a 
strong push from the manufacturing and infrastructure sectors 

paired with the creative success of technology startups.
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and manufacturing facilities in 
2016 alone, exceeding any recent 
investments made by the U.S. or any 
European countries. Southeast Asia, 
especially Indonesia, is a key segment 
of China’s “One Belt, One Road” 
initiative. This modern-day Silk Road 
aims to reform the global shipping 
and logistics market to increase 
efficiency as it links China with 
Southeast Asia, the Middle East and 
Africa, Central Europe and Central 
Asia. The region’s relationship with 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (AIIB) makes this immense 
project possible. AIIB is a multilateral 
development agency headquartered 
in Beijing, but Indonesia is part of 
its Senior Management. In addition, 
China’s investment does not stop at 
old-world initiatives such as factories 
and ports. Major Chinese companies 
have invested into Southeast Asia’s 
startup ecosystem, engaging in 

investment-based proxy wars with 
U.S. titans such as Google, KKR, and 
Warburg Pincus.

STARTUPS IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

ESoutheast Asia’s booming 
economy and openness to trade 
and investment have created an 
ecosystem ripe for rapid growth in the 
startup sector. Currently, Southeast 
Asia has seven unicorns, many of 
which are e-commerce companies 
or ride-hailing companies, such 
as Grab and GoJek. Considering 
that India has eight unicorns with a 
population of 1.4 billion, twice the 
population of Southeast Asia, this is 
a notable achievement. Well-known 
institutions from both China and the 
West are financially backing many of 
these startups. Indonesia’s GoJek, 
for example, raised $1.5 billion in 

Series E funding through investors 
like Google and China’s Tencent. 
This high-level backing allowed 
GoJek to expand outside its core 
country to major markets such as 
Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, and 
the Philippines. Analysts pointed to 
Grab’s Japanese backer Softbank 
as a catalyst for the Singaporean 
company’s takeover of Uber’s 
Southeast Asia operations last March 
2018, creating a localized strategy 
and brand while consolidating 
the ride-hailing market across the 
region. These valuations are not 
merely overhyped Excel models. 
According to Bain & Company, total 
spending in the region’s Internet 
economy reached $50 billion in 2016, 
with 44% attributed to travel and 
tourism, and 30% on e-commerce/
online shopping.

Southeast Asia has overcome a 
number of challenges to reach these 
milestones. Indonesia, for example, 
is a nation of 18,000 islands, with 
infrastructure only developed in the 
most important five islands. Many 
Indonesians are both unbanked and 
unconnected to the Internet. An 

ESoutheast Asia’s 
booming economy 
and openness to trade 
and investment have 
created an ecosystem 
ripe for rapid growth 
in the startup sector. 
Currently, Southeast 
Asia has seven 
unicorns, many of 
which are e-commerce 
companies or ride-
hailing companies, 
such as Grab and 
GoJek.
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from developed countries. This 
combination of a large middle-
income population combined 
with approachable talent allowed 
startups to grow in the local market, 
despite limitations.

Southeast Asia’s continued economic 
growth will depend on a strong 
push from the manufacturing and 
infrastructure sectors paired with 
the creative success of technology 
startups. Collaboration between the 
two traditional and non-traditional 
sectors could guarantee Southeast 
Asia’s place as one of the wealthiest 
regions in the world by 2030. Conflict 
and rejection, however, could make 
the goal of prosperity much harder 
to achieve. 

Audi Prabowo

estimated 74% of the population 
is financially excluded, limiting 
consumer interaction with major 
Internet companies, especially in 
terms of logistics and reach. Many 
countries have debated regulating 
transportation apps: such apps 
can create new job opportunities, 
but may also harm the existing 
taxi economy, and the related 
tax proceeds. One successful 
example of a startup in this arena 
is that of GoJek; the company’s 
founding goal was to regulate 
Indonesia’s motorbike taxis, creating 
an insurance and transparency 
mechanism that increased trust 
despite the absence of a legal 
framework for transportation. 

The success of these startups 
may indicate an opportunity for 
employees to later create their 
own ventures, utilizing the network 
and skills they gained from startups 
to succeed. Considering that many 
founders and startup leaders are 
former management consultants 

or heirs of regional conglomerates, 
this would be a significant paradigm 
shift. Given the talent and market 
available in Southeast Asia, it 
seems likely that its successful 
startups may eventually transition 
into household brands.

It is likely that many startups thrive 
in Southeast Asia due to the level of 
urbanization and wealth associated 
with this regional growth. Many 
cities in the region have populations 
of more than 10 million; the 
metropolitan areas of Jakarta and 
Manila exceed 25 million, Kuala 
Lumpur, Bangkok, and Ho Chi Minh 
City also have populations around 
10 million people. Singapore, with 
roughly 5 million citizens, has an 
average income of $66,000 per 
capita, near or matching the income 
level of New York City. In addition 
to having per capita incomes above 
$8,600, these cities have access to 
the region’s best talent, ranging 
from employees of Fortune 500 
companies to top-tier university 
graduates from the region and 

Southeast Asia’s 
continued economic 
growth will depend 

on a strong push from 
the manufacturing 
and infrastructure 

sectors paired with 
the creative success of 

technology startups. 
Collaboration between 
the two traditional and 
non-traditional sectors 

could guarantee 
Southeast Asia’s 

place as one of the 
wealthiest regions in 

the world by 2030.



by Tamanna Mishra & Rohit James

How Has 
The Startup 
Ecosystem Of 
Southeast Asia 
Panned Out
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T
hink of startups and 
entrepreneurs working 
together in one place, 
and chances are high 
the first thing you’ll think 
of is Silicon Valley. The 

global hub of tech giants and unicorn 
startups alike, Silicon Valley is what 
every country and region hopes 
to replicate. Over the past decade 
or so, Southeast Asian countries 
have been leading the chart in 
growth indicators used to adjudge 
the startup ecosystem. As investor 
interest grows in the region, and the 
general population is fast catching up 
with utilities – such as smartphones, 
high-speed internet, etc. – this belt 
is more than just a market space; it 
has become the melting pot for tech 
disruptions and ideations.

According to a report by CB 
Insights, the tech companies in 

Asia has an abundance of issues like underdeveloped infrastructure 
and logistics, and they present great opportunities for startups to 
come in and solve real problems on the ground.
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Southeast Asia were able to raise 
$6.5 billion in disclosed equity 
funding by September of this year. 
An astounding figure, it pretty much 
sums up the accelerated path of 
innovation and success that the 
Southeast Asian startup ecosystem 
is on.

STARTUP OPPORTUNITIES

Southeast Asia's startup ecosystem 
has been powered mainly by 
developments in Singapore, the 
seemingly plateaued ecosystem in 
Malaysia, and the thriving, fastest-
growing markets in Indonesia and 
Thailand. Together, they are a force 
to contend with across the Asian 
market. Of course, the lion’s share of 
investments goes to Singapore and 
Indonesia, thanks to the transparency 
and access to syndications in the 
former and the sheer scale of the 
latter. But the rest of the markets in 
Southeast Asia, especially Malaysia 
and Thailand, are not lagging behind; 
the ideas and names that have 
emerged from these markets have 
gone on to prove the mettle of these 
countries. Asia has an abundance 
of issues like underdeveloped 
infrastructure and logistics, and 
they present great opportunities for 
startups to come in and solve real 
problems on the ground.

MALAYSIA

A fa r  more  complex  market 
compared to other Southeast Asian 
countries, Malaysia’s growth on the 
startup scene has been mostly in 
spurts. Looking at the finer details 
of the country's push for businesses, 
it was overall ranked 24 among 190 
countries according to the World 
Bank’s most recent Doing Business 
report. The government, in an 
attempt to streamline the growth and 
nurture more local startups, launched 
programmes like MaGIC (Malaysian 
Global Innovative and Creativity 
centre) and MAVCAP (Malaysia 
Venture Capital Management 
Berhad (MAVCAP). Together, these 

initiatives offer great opportunities 
for inculcating business education 
and leadership skill in founders 
through incubation and acceleration 
programmes.

Some of SEA’s greatest innovations 
and popular app-based consumer 
services come from Malaysia. Video 
streaming service iFlix is an example 
of a Malaysian startup which has 
come into its own and even stared 
down big international players. 
With over five million subscribers, 
the application has a user base 
beyond Malaysia and has entered 
the market in 20+ countries, 
including the Philippines, 
Thailand, and Indonesia, to 
name a few.

Another startup to come 
out of the island nation 
is Grab, a taxi hailing 
app which has more than 
45 million downloads 
across the region as of 
2016. Founded in 2012 by 
Anthony Tan and Tan Hooi 
Ling, Grab has become a 
powerful force in the SEA 
region, with operations 
in Singapore, Malaysia, 

Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam, 
Thailand, and Myanmar.

INDONESIA

With its reasonably young population 
and a high number of digital natives 
(median age 28), a rapidly growing 
middle class, mobile penetration at 
110 percent, and the scale that VCs 
are known to love, it is no surprise 
that Indonesia is among the countries 
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leading the charge in technology 
innovations in Asia. As of September 
2017, Indonesian startups recorded 
$3 billion in investment according to 
a report by Google and management 
consulting firm AT Kearney.

Despite a perceived talent crunch, 
Indonesia has a bunch of hyperlocal 
startups who have achieved 
remarkable success. Take this for 
example – Indonesian marketplace 
Tokopedia raised $248 million from 
investors, including names like 
SoftBank, Alibaba brought in another 
USD 1 billion to Lazada, and Intudo 
Ventures committed USD 10 million 
to the Indonesian startup ecosystem.

Indonesia has a lot working for it at 
the moment, and if you go by the 
numbers, we haven’t even scratched 
the surface of the potential this 
market presents as far as innovation 
and startup growth are concerned. 
Take the example of Go Jek. A unicorn 
in its own right, it is a hyperlocal 
transport, logistics, and payments 
startup founded in 2010. Recently, 
the company completed 40 million-
odd app downloads, powering 
everything from taxi aggregators to 
digital wallet startups!

THAILAND

In 2012, Thailand had three funded 
startups. By 2016, this number had 
grown 25 times to 75! With an overall 
rank of 26 on the World Bank's 
Doing Business Report, Thailand has 
revamped its startup ecosystem with 
a concentrated effort to ensure ease 
of doing business. With about $175 
million raised by startups this year, 
Thailand is on its way to becoming a 
new startup ecosystem hub.

With over $27 million in deals, fintech 
made up the bulk of deals in 2016. 
As the middle class continues to 
grow in the Southeast Asian region, 
Thailand’s fintech sector is expected 
to only grow stronger in time. Riding 
on this wave has been Piggipo, a 
popular finance management app 
that enables users to manage budget 
and credit cards in one unified 
platform. Launched in 2014, the app 
has over 50,000 downloads on the 
Google Play Store.

Tapping into Thailand’s booming 
tourism sector, you have startups 
such as Agoda.com, which acts as 
a hotel booking engine. Founded 
in 2005, the site was acquired by 
Priceline Group in 2011.

SINGAPORE

The crown jewel in the Southeast 
Asian startup ecosystem, Singapore 
crops up in many lists of top business 
destinations. Thanks to the ease 
of doing business, a global talent 
pool, and an extremely supportive 
government, Singapore is truly the 
leader of the SEA startup ecosystem. 
The Singaporean government 
even launched a $13.2 billion R&D 
initiative to further accelerate the 
development of about 1,600-2,400 
tech startups.
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With such a flourishing environment, 
startups aren’t just focusing on aping 
western counterparts, but breaking 
the mould and providing solutions 
to region-specific problems. Take 
Ryde for example, a carpooling 
app founded by Harvard graduate 
Terence Zhou way before the heyday 
of services like UberPOOL. Today, 
Ryde offers its services in Malaysia 
and Hong Kong in addition to its 
home country Singapore.

Lazada, which practically helmed 
the e-commerce space in the SEA 
region, also capitalized on the 
opportunity provided by the late 
entry of global names like Amazon 
in the region. Backed by Rocket 
Internet, Lazada has a funding of 
more than $600 million and has 
spread its operations to Malaysia, 
Indonesia, Vietnam, and Thailand.

VIETNAM

With a potential annual GDP growth 
rate of 5.1 percent, Vietnam is one 
of the fastest-growing economies 
not just in the region but the world. 
Though it arrived late on the startup 
scene, Vietnam’s startup ecosystem 
has made progress in giant leaps and 
bounds, with startups raising $205 
million in 2016, a 46 percent increase 
from 2015. The star of the pack has 

been the fintech sector, which raised 
close to $129 million in 2016.

As the Vietnamese government 
looked to expedite its economic 
standing, stringent trade practices 
were revoked and a more liberal 
approach allowed ease of business. 
This environment allowed early-
stage startups to bloom and gaming 
company VGN emerged one of the 

standouts. Founded in 2004, the 
company has emerged as a tech 
giant in the country, with a presence 
in social media to entertainment to 
mobile games to its flagship chat app 
called Zalo.

Of the country’s upcoming startups, 
Designbold has generated quite the 
buzz in the ecosystem. Launched in 
October 2016, the application has 
been coined as the “Photoshop” 
for amateur designers. It recorded 
$130,000 in revenue within only two 
weeks after its launch and has had 
some 40,000 cumulative users with 
52 percent returning visitors.

Growing VC interest, combined 
with the innovative new ideas 
and unicorns emerging from the 
Southeast Asia region, leaves no 
doubt that it is going to continue to 
be a startup hotspot in the years to 
come. However, will the immense 
scale that the emerging markets of 
the region allow be enough to make 
it a global rival to Silicon Valley? We 
wait and see how things will unfold.

By Tamanna Mishra & Rohit James
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T
he startup sector has 
exploded globally 
with investors on the 
lookout for the next 
"Facebook". This has 
inspired technology 

entrepreneurs to create their own 
companies and sell their ideas to 
the world in hopes of being the next 
Mark Zuckerberg. While the Silicon 
Valley may still be the nexus for 
startups in the West but due to the 
rapid development in Southeast 
Asia, many entrepreneurs are 
considering building their brands 
and businesses within the region as 
a more cost-effective alternative.

At the same time, the improving 
startup ecosystem in Southeast 
Asia is nurturing more homegrown 
startups, many of which have 
become successful over recent years. 
Several of these success stories 
include BandLab (Singapore), Grab 
(Malaysia), Go-Jek (Indonesia) and 
MetroDeal (Philippines). The reason 
that startup culture was able to take 
so quickly within the region is mainly 
due to the fast ascent of technological 
development, but there are also 
other major factors which contribute 
to ASEAN's rise as the next "Mecca" 
for startup businesses.
 
The vibrant business environment 
within ASEAN is supported by each 
individual government, which offers 
a gateway for new businesses to 
grow. Business prospects are also as 
diverse as the demographics within 
the region as entrepreneurs are 
able to engage with a multicultural 
audience, alongside an ever growing 
potential audience structure due to 
the increasing digital literacy among 
Southeast Asians.
 
Among the types of startups that are 
thriving in Southeast Asia include 
e-commerce, Fintech and on-
demand services. The e-commerce 
sector is gaining a lot of traction 
within the region. According to Frost 
and Sullivan, e-commerce revenues 
are expected to surpass 25 billion 

SPOTLIGHT

Is ASEAN The 
New Breeding 

Ground For 
Startups? 

by Swaroopini Nair and Shenntyara Mirtha

The ASEAN region shows a staggering 
growth in numbers when it comes 
to adapting to the transformative 

technological landscape.
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dollars by 2020. Meanwhile, the 
region is currently populated by 
over 630 million people and is the 
seventh largest economy worldwide. 
This alone has provided a compelling 
reason for young entrepreneurs to 
jump onto the startup bandwagon 
and make their dreams of owning 
their own business a reality.

However despite this setback, the 
ASEAN region shows a staggering 
growth in numbers when it comes 
to adapting to the transformative 
technological landscape. This drives 
demand for Fintech – also known as 
financial technology – which is a field 
of startups that provide advanced 
technological services in finance and 
banking to accommodate the rapid 
digitisation of businesses in countries 
such as Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore 
and the Philippines. According to 
Forbes, an economic growth driven 
by a growing, wealthy middle-class 
across the ASEAN nations with 70 

percent of the population being 
younger than the age of 40 is ripe 
for an ecosystem that can handle the 
booming financial technology sector.

Finally there is on-demand services, 
the most well known startups provide 
entertainment on-demand services 
such as Netflix (USA), however within 
ASEAN as well there are extremely 
prominent startups that have now 
become household names within 
the region. These startups include 
iflix from Malaysia, BandLab and 
Zalora from Singapore, as well as 
Go-Jek from Indonesia to name 
a few. Businesses like BandLab, 
which presents its users with a social 
platform to create and share music 
whilst other on-demand service 
providers such as Grab and Go-Jek 
are ride-hailing mobile applications 
which have become overnight 
sensations since their incorporation. 
BandLab which owns Swee Lee – 
Asia’s largest online music retailer – 

just purchased a 49-percent stake in 
Rolling Stone last year.

Grab, on the other hand, has since 
surpassed it’s ride-hailing competitor 
– Uber – in almost every ASEAN 
country except for the Philippines. 
The brand has become synonymous 
with cost effective transport within 
ASEAN that is accessible to everyone.

Startups within the Southeast 
Asian region have also become 
an attractive prospect for foreign 
investors, however there has been 
a slow migration from the West 
with investors still seeking for the 
right investment opportunities in 
Southeast Asia. Despite this, ASEAN 
is attracting investments from Asian-
based businesses such as Alibaba 
Group, Expedia, Tencent Holdings 
and Amazon. 

By Swaroopini Nair and Shenntyara 
Mirtha

LIST OF THRIVING STARTUPS IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

LIST OF STARTUP COMPANIES THRIVING IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

E-COMMERCE

PromptPay - Thailand
WeLoveShopping - Thailand

iTrueMart - Thailand
aCommerce - Thailand

Zalora - Singapore
Lazada - Singapore

HappyFresh - Indonesia
Foodpanda - Germany

Amazon - The United States
Rakuten - Tokyo

FINTECH

Omise - Thailand
Coins - Philippines
Jirnexu - Malaysia

NgaturDuit - Indonesia
StashAway - Singapore

4xLabs - Singapore
Silot - Singapore

ON DEMAND SERVICES

Kata.ai - Indonesia
Telkomsel - Indonesia

YesBoss Group - Indonesia
Go-Jek - Indonesia

Uber - The United States
Netflix - The United States

Grab - Malaysia
Garena - Singapore

Band Lab - Singapore
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Techstars is an American seed accelerator, founded in 
Boulder, Colorado in 2006. As of 2017, the company had 

accepted over 1,000 companies into its programmes 
with a combined market capitalization of $9.6B USD.

By Lyra Reyes

Techstars Is Helping To Grow 
Southeast Asia’s Startup 

Scene; Here’s How They Did It 
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TO THRIVE IN SOUTHEAST ASIA, 
STARTUPS NEED TO FIND THE 
RIGHT PARTNERS

T
he Southeast Asian 
startup ecosystem is on a 
roll. With an increasingly 
active tech scene and 
hundred million-dollar 

funds becoming the new normal, the 
region is becoming an innovation 
hub the world should watch. 
Geographically strategic, startups 
in Southeast Asia have access to 
almost 60 per cent of the world’s 
population, making the region 
hugely attractive to companies who 
want to truly be born global.

But the region is massively diverse – 
market, business, and geographical 
landscape – which makes it 

challenging for startups to enter. 
Supporting new tech businesses to 
succeed locally and regionally from 
Southeast Asia is the challenge that 
Techstars took on with the rollout of 
the Rakuten Accelerator.

Techstars is a worldwide network 
helping entrepreneurs to succeed, 
with dozens of mentorship-driven 
accelerator programmes and 
thousands of startup programmes 
running worldwide. Despite the 
challenges of the region, they 
have established a solid presence 
in Southeast Asia over the past 
few years.

PAIR YOUR STRENGTHS WITH 
LOCAL KNOW-HOW

Techstars is known globally as a 
premier accelerator programme 
and startup community builder 
– an achievement made because 
they understand the value of 
partnerships. Techstars has also 
created programs to help large 
corporations confront the threat 
of disruption to their businesses 
faster. By connecting early-stage 
companies with larger corporations 
looking for innovative solutions, 
Techstars is helping startups in our 
network succeed, while also helping 

Among ASEAN nations, Singapore seems 
the most watchful of how events have been 
unfolding. Any potential impact of a global 
trade war was likely to be “devastating”. 
Even if it should happen, however, this impact 
might be limited to local companies who 
have manufacturing and distribution facilities 
overseas, for one.

large corporations stay closer and 
engage earlier and more effectively 
with disruptive innovations.

So when Techstars entered 
Southeast Asia, they leveraged 
on-the-ground knowledge and 
connections of local partners. They 
have worked closely with many local 
groups to run programmes such 
as Startup Weekend and Startup 
Week since 2010, when they began 
holding community events in the 
region, and it only grew from there.

In 2017, Techstars has ran over 400 
community programmes throughout 
the APAC region. They have 
collectively, a base of 500 community 
leaders who organise and activate 
their cities around Asia Pacific. 
Their partnership with Rakuten, the 
Japanese-headquartered global 
leader in internet services, marked 
an evolution in their support for 
startups in Asia. With Rakuten and its 
chat app Viber, Techstars was able to 
make bring their global accelerator 
programme into Singapore for the 
first time.

Outside of the Rakuten Accelerator, 
Techstars also work with large 
corporations to help support their 
innovation efforts like the #Propup 
Innovation Bootcamp with MTR 
in Hong Kong and an internal 
Innovation Challenge with INFINITI. 



Australia absolutely believes free trade is the 
key, protectionism is not a ladder to be used 
to get out of a low growth trap, it is a shovel 
to dig it a lot deeper. A regional agreement 
between ASEAN and EU will send a strong 
signal to the world, a signal that the EU and 

ASEAN will stand shoulder-to-shoulder in 
support of open trade.
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And Techstars do not limit their 
partnerships with the private sector. 
They collaborated with the Thailand 
Digital Economy Promotion Agency 
(DEPA) to organise the largest startup 
competition of 800 participants. We 
have also organized our third Mega 
Startup Weekend in Singapore with 
the support of GovTech Singapore.

Techstars was also able to do larger 
ecosystem work with the Malaysian 
Global Innovation and Creativity 
Centre (MaGIC) on a three-year 
engagement that involves bringing 
and developing entrepreneurial 

programmes to Kuala Lumpur and 
neighbouring cities in Malaysia, as 
well as partnered with Thailand’s 
True Digital and the UNDP.

UNDERSTAND AND ANTICIPATE, 
THEN APPLY YOUR STRENGTHS

What makes Techstars a success 
globally is their ability to understand 
the market that they are expanding 
into. This is valuable especially for 
markets or regions like Southeast 

Asia whose startup ecosystem 
is fragmented. The scale of 
opportunities available in the region 
may seem overwhelming; it is quite 
daunting to be faced with the task 
of expanding across a region whose 
eleven countries all have different 
markets, level of technology 
adoption, and culture. What works 
for Singapore, for example, is 
unlikely to work as well in Malaysia 
or Myanmar.

Southeast Asia’s [startup] ecosystem 
creates fertile ground for Techstars 
to nurture successful entrepreneurs. 
The economic prospects and level of 
maturity of both the emerging and 
upcoming ecosystems of the region 
makes it a good fit for what Techstars 
is doing: creating opportunities and 
facilitating negotiations between 
startups, investors, and corporations.

Take the Rakuten Accelerator, for 
example. The three-month intensive 
programme, held in Singapore, 
attracted startups from all over the 
world. While the mandate was on 
startups with focus on innovation 
around messaging, social, fintech, 
gaming, or technologies that align 
with Rakuten’s Viber chat app, 
a major draw for the companies 
which applied was gaining access to 
Southeast Asian markets.

The global talent attracted to the 
region through Techstars is beneficial 
for the whole startup ecosystem, 
and in turn offers more startups the 
opportunity and support to gain 
high growth potential in Southeast 
Asia. There is an opportunity for 
regional investors to meet and 
partner with these to create a much 
larger regional partnership. 

Lyra Reyes

COVER STORY
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I
f you haven’t heard, investments 
in Southeast Asia startups have 
set a new record with $7.9 billion 
USD in 2017; triple the 2016 
amount of $2.5 billion USD, and 

the highest growth since 2013. 
Breaking down this immense figure, 
Singapore and Indonesia led the 
pack as a sizeable portion of the 
investment came from mega-deals 
involving rideshare behemoth Grab 
and online retailer Tokopedia.

It’s no secret that Southeast 
Asia has become an increasingly 
attractive market for foreign 
investors. The region’s internet 
economy reached $50 billion USD 
in 2017, outpacing earlier growth 
expectations by 35%. And it has 
the potential to reach $200 billion 
USD by 2025. Yet investors should 
also be aware of the significant 
hurdles that businesses in this 

OPINION
ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS

specific area pose. Here are some 
of the challenges of investing 
in Southeast Asia’s startup 
ecosystem.

MARKET MATURITY
The startup market in Southeast 
Asia is still a long way from full 
maturity with exits, such as buyouts, 
and IPOs still few and far between. 
In Thailand, for instance, the startup 
scene is only about three years old. 
It has taken enormous investment, 
and it is still unclear when they will 
be profitable and who will survive.

Because many startups are still in 
the red, the ecosystem has begun to 
shift recently from seed funding to 
growth-stage capital, which supports 
scaling businesses rather than 
validating early ideas. Growth-stage 
investments are “very competitive 

and prices are expensive so it may 
be more difficult to make money.”

In addition, some angel investors are 
finding it difficult to secure enough 
capital to participate in growth 
capital rounds. For example, in 2010 
East Ventures was an early backer 
in Indonesian e-commerce startup, 
Tokopedia. But in 2017, Alibaba made 
a huge $1.1 billion USD investment in 
the company, which led to a sizeable 
dilution for East Ventures interests–
particularly because they didn’t have 
the funds to join in the later round of 
investment. Although exits for most 
startups are far out on the horizon, 
the market has begun to mature, 
meaning that there are greater 
investment sizes and new capital risks. 

CULTURAL AND LANGUAGE 
BARRIERS

The Challenges 
Of Investing In 

Southeast 
Asia’s Startup 

Ecosystem
By Tech Collective

Southeast Asia is so fragmented 
and complex, no startups can 

apply a one-size-fits-all strategy.



ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS

ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS  |  ISSUE 2: 201820

OPINION

Startups that have flourished in one 
country in Southeast Asia may find 
difficulty in replicating their success 
in another country due to cultural 
and language barriers. The region 

The process of real 
estate and business 
ownership can also 

be complex and lack 
transparency. In some 
countries, corruption 
may also hinder the 

growth of startups 
and entrepreneurship. 
Foreign investors will 

need to be wary of 
governments that do not 

provide a strong legal 
framework to protect 

their capital. 

has approximately 655 million 
people in 11 countries and there 
are hundreds if not thousands of 
languages spoken. Each country 
has its own form of government, 
economic system, use of technology, 
education, and population age. 
In addition, according to a report 
by McKinsey Global Institute, per 
capita income can also differ up 
to 50 times between the various 
neighbouring countries.

Because Southeast Asia is so 
fragmented and complex, no 
startups can apply a one-size-fits-
all strategy. Many businesses would 
benefit from forging partnerships 
with established local players, 
particularly when there are nuanced 
and country-specific regulations, 
cultures, and languages.

EMERGING MARKETS AND LACK 
OF INFRASTRUCTURE

Southeast Asia is also home to 
many emerging markets, such 
as Cambodia, Myanmar, and 
parts of Vietnam, Thailand, and 

Indonesia. These locations may not 
have a developed infrastructure, 
standardised regulations, or a large 
talent pool of technology and 
management employees.

Vietnam needs to spend 
approximately $30 billion USD 
annually to improve its power 
generation, transportation logistics, 
and waste treatment facilities. In 
general, the Asian Development Bank 
estimated that Asia will need to spend 
$1.7 trillion USD on infrastructure per 
year from 2016 to 2030 to maintain its 
current growth rate.

The process of real estate and 
business ownership can also be 
complex and lack transparency. In 
some countries, corruption may also 
hinder the growth of startups and 
entrepreneurship. Foreign investors 
will need to be wary of governments 
that do not provide a strong legal 
framework to protect their capital. 

Lastly, it can be difficult to find 
local talent that has the knowledge 
and experience to lead and grow 
a startup. Vietnamese people who 
have studied or worked overseas, 
have taken on leadership roles at 
many startups. This trend of foreign 
training and education—whether 
the employees themselves have 
been abroad or not—will continue to 
factor into the viability of the talent 
pool in these emerging markets.

CONCLUSION

Any startup ecosystem will have 
its particular challenges. For tech 
businesses in Southeast Asia, the 
maturity of the market, cultural and 
language barriers, and developing 
infrastructure may cause difficulties 
unlike other parts of the world. 
However, with increasing wealth per 
capita and high internet penetration, 
the region still has significant 
potential for investors, especially for 
growth capital funds that are willing 
to look beyond the early- and late-
stage startups that dominate the 
marketplace. 
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Chatbots Are the Next 
Big Platform. Here's How 
Entrepreneurs Can Stay on 
Top of It

R
egardless of the situation, it’s human nature to 
be seeking out the next big thing. That is how we 
keep evolving as a species. We've even evolved 
in how we stay connected with each other from 
mail to telephones to computers. This shift in 
how we stay connected took a fascinating turn 

with the widespread adoption of the internet and artificial 
intelligence. In business, connectedness is everything. It is 
the basis for how sales are made, customers are satisfied, 
and how brands develop.

Bots seem like a dream come 
true, but don't underestimate 
what will be required to make 

the transition.

By Manish Dudharejia
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In 2017, chatbots are poised to be 
the next big platform that connects 
people to businesses. A recent 
survey conducted by Oracle found 
that 80 percent of senior marketing 
and sales professionals expect to 
be using chatbots for customer 
interactions by 2020. As wonderful as 
it sounds, implementing this channel 
into a business model is not apples 
to apples. That being said, let’s 
talk about how entrepreneurs can 
craft their approach to successfully 
navigate this connectivity trend, as 
well as the ones in the future. 

UNDERSTAND THE CUSTOMER 
JOURNEY

Implementing chatbots -- or 
any customer touch point -- is 
not a one-size-fits-all solution. 
Every organization has a unique 
set of customers and discourse 
between parties. As effective as 
chatbots may be in terms of cost 
and interactions, they must be 
programmed in accordance with the 
customer journey. For this to work, 
managers need to have a cognitive, 
data-backed understanding of the 

journey from A to Z. Even more, 
managers need to know the exact 
points for when and why customers 
reach out to the business. For 
instance, what are the types of 
content you produce that are meant 
to prompt interactions? What are 
the customers looking for? This 
concept is nothing new. Knowing the 
finer details of the customer journey 
is the foundation for success in any 
capacity. As AI is taking a larger role 
in business operations, it’s not just 
about understanding it, it’s about 
having the accurate foresight and 
experience to program the robots 
to understand.

DESIGN FOR CUSTOMER 
SUCCESS

Once you’ve pinpointed the areas 
in the customer journey where 
chatbots can be put to the best 
use, you need to grasp how they 
can advance customers down the 
sales funnel. Often times, this is the 
most difficult piece of the puzzle 
when incorporating an automated 
system. This is where you need to 
be examining your customer service 

and sales data under a microscope. 
What are the patterns related to 
the questions people ask? Which 
patterns and questions occur the 
most? Even more, how can you 
program responses to answer all 
of them? How can you provided all 
the necessary information to bring 
people from the awareness stage to 
a decision?

1-800-Flowers.com does a fantastic 
job of nurturing customer success 
with a chatbot via Facebook 
Messenger. As soon as a customer 
starts a conversation, they are met 
with choices to view Best-Selling 
Items and Same-Delivery options. 
Once the customer makes their 
selection, the triggered response 
asks for a delivery address, name, 
and phone number. Then, the order 
can be paid for and finalized. In 
addition to mapping the customer 
journey, the chatbot’s triggers are 
designed step-by-step to seamlessly 
guide the customer through the 
sales funnel.  Ultimately, the primary 
objective with AI platforms is to 
bridge the gap between people 
and machines. To do this, you need 
to put yourself in the shoes of the 
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examining the key metrics must be 
your biggest driver in shaping future 
use of this platform.

Throughout history, we’ve seen so 
many incredible breakthroughs in 
how we streamline communication. 
As advanced and cutting-edge as 
the means of communication seem, 
the core aspects have remained the 
same. The key to these breakthroughs 
is staying one step ahead of the 
customer and knowing how to react 
appropriately in any given situation. 
Regardless of what the future holds 
in this category of chatbots, AI and 
communication -- the crucial point 
will be staying ahead of the next 
big platform. Building any new 
source of communication will need 
to incorporate the basic concept of 
how customer interactions have been 
handled in the past. 

Chatbots will need to use the 
past information for the new 
connectedness. The sweeping 
adoption and adaptation of Chatbots 
won't work unless businesses have 
programmed them to use the way 
people communicate. This effort will 
take the Chatbot responding not 
only to the way people do now, the 
customer will expect the touchpoints 
and connections to be as they always 
have been for them. They likely will 
respond best to the up close and 
personal interaction. Customers likely 
want to be treated by a Chatbot the 
way the average, real person believes 
they alway have been responded to, 
and the way they always should be. 

Manish Dudharejia is the 
founder and president 
of E2M Solutions, a full 
service digital agency 
specialized in website 
design and development, 
ecommerce, SEO and 
content marketing. 
Dudharejia is passionate 
about technology, 
marketing and startups.

average customer and develop your 
bots around their path to success.

HUMANIZE IT

The “human” element is crucial in 
business. People generally want 
to buy from other people, not 
robots. Using chatbots can quickly 
complicate this process. Throughout 
all your marketing and sales efforts, 
you’ve worked hard to convey your 
unique brand persona in a way that 
relates to people on a personal level. 
Achieving the same effect with a bot 
can sound contradictory. Keeping 
this in mind. Programming responses 
needs to be done in a way that 
defines the character and personality 
of your brand. Mailchimp is one 
of the best examples of this. Their 
chatbots are carefully programmed 
to understand the common 
pain points throughout an email 
campaign and present answers in an 
empathetic way. In turn, they are able 
to connect with users emotionally. 
For chatbots to truly be effective in 

customer interactions, they need 
to be designed with the notion of a 
genuine human experience with your 
authentic brand voice. At the end of 
the day, this is how businesses are 
able to build strong relationships 
with customers.

LEARN FROM THE DATA

Customer mindsets and the digital 
landscape are changing by the day. 
Your bots should be following suit. 
The best thing you can do to navigate 
the trends and stay competitive is to 
consistently analyze your data and 
evolve your bots accordingly. As 
your business grows, you need to be 
keeping an eye on how the flow of 
conversations are progressing and 
pinpoint the common threads. Even 
more, you should be looking at the 
big picture to understand the shifts 
in the users' intent. Remember, 
chatbots are still very much in the 
infancy stage. They don’t (yet) 
have the same ability to adjust on 
the spot as humans do. Therefore, 
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W
hy is change so difficult 
and frightening? How do 
you create change when 
you have few resources and 

no title or authority to back you up? 
Chip and Dan Heath, the best-selling 
authors of Made to Stick, are back with 
a ground-breaking book that addresses 
one of the greatest challenges of our 
personal and professional lives — how 
to change things when change is hard. 
In their follow-up book to the critically 
acclaimed international bestseller Made 
to Stick, Chip and Dan Heath talk about 
how difficult change is in our companies, 
our careers, and our lives, why change is 
so hard, and how we can overcome our 
resistance and make change happen. 

I
Over the past quarter century, Seth 
Godin has taught and inspired millions 
of entrepreneurs, marketers, leaders, 
and fans from all walks of life, via 

his blog, online courses, lectures, and 
bestselling books. He is the inventor 
of countless ideas and phrases that 
have made their way into mainstream 
business language. Now, for the first 
time, Godin offers the core of his 
marketing wisdom in one accessible, 
timeless package. At the heart of his 
approach is a big idea: Great marketers 
don't use consumers to solve their 
company's problem; they use marketing 
to solve other people's problems. They 
don't just make noise; they make the 
world better. Truly powerful marketing 
is grounded in empathy, generosity, and 
emotional labour.

Throughout Switch, Chip and 
Dan Heath illustrate and explain 
situations in which sweeping change 
was adopted, from a university 
researcher who ended the cycle of 
child abuse in a group of families, 
to an entrepreneur who turned his 
sceptical employees into customer 
service zealots and saved his 
company. In the tradition of Made to 
Stick, Blink, and Outliers, Switch is 
filled with engaging and entertaining 
stories of how companies and 
individuals have brought about 
and sustained significant change. 
An indispensable guide to making 
change happen, it is certain to 
become a classic.

Switch: How to Change Things 
When Change is Hard

This Is Marketing: You Can't Be 
Seen Until You Learn to See

Authors: 
Chip Heath & Dan Heath
Publisher: 
Currency 
Pages: 
322 Pages

Authors: 
Seth Godin
Publisher: 
Penguin Audio

Compiled by Nursyafiqah Mohd Rafee

This book teaches you how to identify 
your smallest viable audience; draw on 
the right signals and signs to position 
your offering; build trust and permission 
with your target market; speak to 
the narratives your audience tells 
themselves about status, affiliation, and 
dominance; spot opportunities to create 
and release tension; and give people the 
tools to achieve their goals. It's time for 
marketers to stop lying, spamming, and 
feeling guilty about their work. It's time 
to stop confusing social media metrics 
with true connections. It's time to stop 
wasting money on stolen attention 
that won't pay off in the long run. This 
is Marketing offers a better approach 
that will still apply for decades to come, 
no matter how the tactics of marketing 
continue to evolve. 

KNOWLEDGE SPA
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In the run up to Christmas and the New Year, you might be thinking about getting a new laptop, and our list of the best 
laptops of 2018 can help you, regardless of that kind of notebook you're looking for. This best laptops guide features a 
wide range of brilliant laptops, from state-of-the-art Ultrabooks and premium laptops, to MacBooks and gaming laptops 

as well. We also have the best budget laptops in this list as well, which offer brilliant value for money. 

CPU: 8th generation Intel Core i5 – i7 | Graphics: Intel UHD Graphics 
620 | RAM: 8GB – 16GB | Screen: 13.3-inch FHD (1,920 x 1,080) – 4k 

(3840 x 2160) | Storage: 256GB – 1TB SSD

Even though the Dell XPS 13 has been knocked into second place by 
the sublime MateBook Pro X, it’s still an absolutely brilliant laptop. The 

2018 Dell XPS 13 is a slimmer, more powerful version of the award-
winning laptop with a stunning 4K display and a gorgeous Rose Gold 

on Alpine White colour option. The Dell XPS 13 rocks an 8th-generation 
Intel Core i5 or i7 processor and a bezel-less ‘Infinity Edge’ display, this 

Dell XPS 13 continues to be the most popular Windows laptop in the 
world. What’s more, there’s a wide range of customization options, so 

you can really make the Dell XPS 13 the best laptop for your needs. 

ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS

GADGETRY

THE 6 BEST LAPTOPS OF 2018

CPU: Intel Pentium 4405Y – Intel Core m3-6Y30 | Graphics: Intel HD 
Graphics 515 | RAM: 4GB | Screen: 12.5-inch, FHD (1,920 x 1,080) LED 
backlit anti-glare | Storage: 32GB – 64GB eMMC

When it comes to the best Chromebook laptop, you have a choice between 
two stark alternatives. There's the premium Chromebook Pixel, and then 
there's the excellent Asus Chromebook Flip C302, which combines premium 
features in a much more affordable package. For many people, Chromebooks 
are excellent and affordable laptops that are perfect for students, and the 
Asus Chromebook Flip C302 is easily one of the best Chromebooks, and one 
of the best laptops, money can buy. It comes with an Intel Core processor, 

full 1080p display, touchscreen, backlit keyboard and USB-C port. 

Dell XPS 13 

ASUS ZenBook Flip S UX370 

Asus Chromebook Flip

CPU: Intel Core i7-8550U | Graphics: Intel UHD Graphics 620 | 
RAM: 16GB | Screen: 13.3-inch full HD touchscreen | Storage: 
512GB PCIe SSD

ASUS has struck gold with its new refresh of its ZenBook Flip S 
2-in-1 laptop, with the ASUS ZenBook Flip S UX370 impressing 
us so much it's landed straight at number 3 in our best laptops 
list. With a new Kaby Lake R 8th-generation processor powering 
the device, plenty of RAM and a super-fast PCIe SSD in certain 
models, this is an absolutely stunning laptop. Its 2-in-1 design 
means you can use it as both a laptop and a tablet, and while 

it's not as affordable as some machines on this list, if you have the 
budget you'll be really happy with this fantastic device.
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CPU: Quad-core Intel Core i5 – i7 | Graphics: Intel Iris Plus Graphics 655 | 
RAM: 8GB – 16GB | Screen: 13.3-inch, (2,560 x 1,600) IPS | Storage: 128GB 
– 2TB PCIe 3.0 SSD

If you're after the latest and greatest laptop from Apple, we suggest you 
look into the 2018 model of the 13-inch MacBook Pro with Touch Bar. While 

Microsoft had the performance edge over last year's MacBook Pro, with the 
Surface Book 2, Apple has come out swinging with some seriously beefed up 

specs for the 13-inch MacBook Pro 2018, and even more so if you go for the 
larger 15-inch model. The headline Touch Bar – a thin OLED display at the top of 
the keyboard which can be used for any number of things, whether that be auto-
suggesting words as you type or offering Touch ID so you can log in with just 
your fingerprint – is again included. It's certainly retained Apple's sense of style, 
but it comes at a cost. This is a pricey machine, so you may want to consider 
one of the Windows alternatives. If you're open to switching to a PC, definitely 
consider the XPS 13 or the excellent MateBook X Pro. But, if you're a steadfast 
Apple diehard, this is definitely the best laptop for you!
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MSI GS65 Stealth

Microsoft Surface Laptop 2

Apple MacBook Pro with 
Touch Bar 13-inch 2018

CPU: Intel Core i7 | Graphics: Nvidia GeForce GTX 1070 (8GB 
GDDR5X VRAM, Max-Q) | RAM: 16GB | Screen: 15.6-inch FHD 

(1,920 x 1,080) anti-glare, wide-view 144Hz panel | Storage: 
512GB M.2 SSD

The new MSI GS65 Stealth has knocked our previous choice of the 
best gaming laptop, Asus ROG Zephyrus GX501, off this list, thanks 
to its excellent array of cutting edge components, which includes an 
8th-generation Intel Core i7-8750H CPU and an Nvidia GeForce GTX 

1070 GPU. It's also more reasonably priced than the Zephyrus GX501, and 
its subtle design means that it can double as a work or study laptop without 

raising any eyebrows.

CPU: Intel Core i5 - i7 | Graphics: Intel UHD Graphics 620 
| RAM: 8GB - 16GB | Screen: 13.5-inch PixelSense (2,256 x 

1,504) | Storage: 128GB, 256GB, 512GB or 1TB SSD

Microsoft's second attempt at a pure laptop device is an 
absolute winner in our view, and while it doesn't represent 

a huge overhaul of the original Surface Laptop, it offers 
improvements in all the areas we were hoping for, including 
updated hardware that brings serious performance benefits. 
This is a laptop that finally delivers on what Microsoft set out 
to do with the original: a pure, powerful Windows 10 laptop 

experience. If you're not sold on the 2-in-1 nature of the 
Surface Book 2 (which is also on this best laptops list), but love 
Microsoft's premium build quality and design, then the Surface 
Laptop 2 is the laptop for you. A very worth addition to this list.
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SME-Go 
Realize your dream of exporting your products with SME-Go Financing.

Benefits of SME-Go:
1.  Minimum financing is RM250,000.  
2. Maximum financing tenure of 15 years. 
3. Financing of fixed assets. 
4. Financing of working capital. 
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free mobile app

Are You Ready to Export Globally? 
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