


Family businesses, many of whom are 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs), 
are a critical backbone of the Singapore 
economy. According to the government 
enterprise agency SPRING Singapore, 99 
percent of all enterprises in the country 
are SMEs. They employ 7 out of every 10 
workers and contribute over 50 percent 
of national gross domestic product. Apart 
from employment, family businesses also 
make important contributions to innovation.

Operationally, family enterprises face a 
unique set of challenges. How a family 
business deals with these challenges 
can determine its success or failure. This 
study – a joint effort by CPA Australia and 
KPMG – seeks to gain insights into family 
businesses, understand their owners and 
identify attributes that contribute to their 
success.

The survey was conducted between 
August and September 2012. Participants 
were the incumbent generation of 41 
family businesses located in Singapore. 
This report focuses on the identification 
of important themes and addresses key 
questions, such as:

IntroductIon
•	 What are the challenges that family 

businesses face?
•	 What are the main sources of conflict 

and how can they be managed 
effectively?

•	 What are the formal and informal 
governance practices of family 
business?

•	 How are they ready and preparing for 
succession? 

•	 How do family businesses view 
entrepreneurship and innovation?

CPA Australia and KPMG thank the many 
individuals and family businesses that have 
responded to our survey. 

We would also like to acknowledge the 
work of KPMG Australia’s publication 
on family businesses, Stewards: Moving 
Forward, Moving Onward, on which this 
survey was based.  

We trust the experiences of the 
respondents will provide valuable insight for 
other family businesses as they adapt their 
operations to cope with the ever-changing 
and increasingly complex business 
environment. 

owi Kek Hean
Deputy Managing Partner
Enterprise Markets
KPMG in Singapore

Melvin Yong
General Manager - Singapore
CPA Australia
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This landmark study of family businesses 
in Singapore reveals several interesting 
findings about how they see themselves. 
While some findings contain new insight, 
there are some which are less surprising.

Preparing and training a successor was 
the most important challenge for family 
businesses. Other ‘top of mind’ concerns 
for family businesses in Singapore 
included choosing the right successor, 
resolving potential conflicts among family 
members and maintaining family control 
of the business. We have observed that 
many family businesses did not have a 
clear succession strategy. They should 
therefore start planning and grooming                               
their successors early.

However, 9-in-10 participants of the survey 
indicated that dealing with the issues of 
running the business was more critical 
than family disagreements. When asked 
about the major causes of conflict within 
family businesses, nearly a fifth cited the 
competence of family members working 
in the business. Nearly a third indicated 
they had no formal processes to resolve 
conflicts. While they face many challenges, 
family businesses are also able to count 
on strengths such as the ability to win 
business or customer loyalty, opportunities 
for competitive pricing or strong brand 
presence.

A significant 9-in-10 considered 
governance structures to be an 
important element of the family 
business. Surprisingly, close to half of 
those surveyed said their current structure 
was optimal, with another 29 percent 
indicating that some minor tweaks might 
be required. In our experience, many 
non-listed family businesses are in need                      
of change in this area. 

ExEcutIvE SuMMarY
In order to better understand how family 
businesses are governed, we asked 
respondents what governance practices 
were in place, with many subscribing to 
the benchmarks typically used by their 
corporate counterparts. In almost all cases, 
95 percent indicated financial performance 
was a key measure of family business 
accountability. Family members often still 
take on a hands-on operational role in their 
businesses, with only five percent of the 
board chair coming from outside the family, 
and 100 percent of the Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) or Managing Director (MD) 
position held by a family member.

Only half of survey respondents 
indicated they have succession plans 
for the CEO. Forty-four percent said they 
had succession plans for other senior 
positions held by family members, and 
only a third indicated they had made estate 
plans. Willingness to let go in a Singapore 
family business is a challenge. When asked 
what impact this had on the succession 
process, 88 percent cited the business’ 
ability to generate adequate financial 
returns, with similar proportions indicating 
they needed a level of trust in the abilities 
of the potential successor. Motives of the 
potential successor were also a deciding 
factor.

Only a third considered their business to 
be exit or succession ready. However, 
some two-thirds indicated they would not 
consider selling the business if they were 
approached. Despite the hesitancy to 
relinquish control of the business, there is a 
greater willingness to allow for succession 
of management by a younger family 
member or non family member. More than 
half of respondents indicated they have 
different, presumably higher expectations 
of the next generation.

More than half surveyed said it was 
very important that their successors 
exhibited entrepreneurial flair, and 
8-in-10 indicated that innovation was a 
priority for their business. When family 
businesses succeeded or prospered, it 
was often due to characteristics such as 
the entrepreneurial flair of the founders 
and innovation. Half of those surveyed 
indicated they had set aside funds for 
innovation and research and development 
activities.

When asked if family values affected 
the way their business is operated, 
56 percent said such values have a 
significant impact. There is, however, 
a less structured way of communicating 
or transferring these values, with 6-in 
10 believing that these values naturally 
permeate the business. 

Family members are not necessarily paid 
more than non family members, suggesting 
that individuals are remunerated for the 
roles they perform. A sizeable proportion, 
47 percent, of family members put more 
time into the business.
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Family enterprises face a number of challenges as they carve a niche for themselves in the world of 
business filled with steep competition. Their challenges are unique and require strategic responses  
to help the business succeed. 

But often enough, family businesses find it difficult to ensure that the efforts of the founding 
generation can be sustained by succeeding generations. 

We asked respondents to list, in order of importance, the critical issues for their family
business. The results are summarised in Figure 1.
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FIgurE 1:    IMportancE oF FaMIlY ISSuES

Very high
importance

Preparing and training a successor before succession actually takes place

Selecting a successor

Resolving conflicts among family members

Maintaining family control of the business

Balancing family concerns and business interests

Establishing a family constitution or code of conduct

Compensating family members involved in the business

Distributing ownership among family members

Informing family of business issues

Formalising the family role

Maintaining a role for an existing senior family member

Selecting family members for positions in the business

Rivalry among family members

Setting up a family foundation

Dealing with rivalry among potential successors in the family

Equity among family members, including relatives

Buying out family members not involved in the business
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3.71

3.61

3.59

3.02

3.02

2.95

2.83

2.83

2.80

2.76

2.66

2.63

2.46

2.39

2.00

Very low 
importance
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Succession
According to respondents, preparing 
and training a successor was the most 
important challenge for family businesses. 
However, choosing the right successor, 
while resolving any potential conflicts 
among family members and maintaining 
family control of the business were also 
seen to be top concerns. 

We have observed that family businesses 
do not have a clear succession planning 
strategy and it is not formalised. It tends to 
occur naturally, unless there is a conflict. 
The would-be successor usually gets 
trained on the job, such as following the 
owner and seeing how the job gets done. 
The next generation of successors is also 
more highly educated, bringing in their 
business management knowledge from 
schools and combining this with the on-
the-job training.  

We believe that family businesses should 
start grooming and plan their successors 
early. Early grooming helps to ensure that 
the next generation has time to resolve 
their differences as more senior family 
members are around to guide the process.  
Bonds established during this early 
grooming period are vital to an effective 
succession plan.

Occupying the middle ground were issues 
such as the line to draw between family 
relations and real business interests. 
Some families felt it was important to find 
a balance between family concerns and 
business interests. 

Others thought there should be formalised 
roles for family members, especially for an 
existing senior member, as well as how 
ownership of the business is distributed 
among family members. Our observation is 
that in the Singapore context, it is common 
for a father to pass the business on to 

FacIng up to tHE cHallEngES

the son, revealing a clear gender bias. In 
addition, while family businesses often talk 
about having formalised roles, it is worth 
noting they seldom formalise this in family 
trusts.

Conversely, the respondents suggested 
that selecting family members for positions 
in the business and dealing with rivalry 
among potential successors were less of 
an issue. Equity among family members, 
as well as buying out those not involved 
in the business, were also seen to be less 
important. 

conflicts and resolution
As it is common in any family, some 
members may disagree on various issues 
from time to time, which may spill over into 
the family business itself. However, in the 
business context, respondents indicated 
that dealing with the issues of running the 
business were more critical than family 
disagreements. Nearly 9-in-10 (85 percent) 
regarded business-based issues as a 
critical challenge, compared with just 15 
percent who said that family-based issues 
were critical. 

FIgurE 2:    crItIcal ISSuES

15%

85%

Business based issues Family based issues
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FIgurE 3:    Major cauSES oF conFlIct wItHIn tHE FaMIlY buSInESS

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

Competence of family members working in the business

Future strategy of the business

lack of family member communication

Remuneration

Succession

Decisions about the employment of family members

lack of family/non-family management communication

Sibling rivalry

lack of share liquidity

Inter-generation rivalry

Dividend policy

In-laws

16%

14%

11%

9%

9%

7%

5%

4%

3%

2%

1% 

19%

When things do not work out that well in 
family businesses, a key reason is often 
because certain family members may not 
be pulling their weight in the company. 
When asked about the major causes of 
conflict within the family business, nearly 
a fifth cited the competence of family 
members working in the business (Figure 3).

Strategy, communication or lack thereof, 
and pay were also points of contention. 
From the responses, 16 percent and 
14 percent respectively cited the future 
strategy of the business as well as lack 
of family member communication as key 
causes of conflict. A tenth also did not see 
eye-to-eye on remuneration issues.

KpMg comment 

Communication within family businesses is usually one-way, that is, it takes a top 

down approach. It is usually “the father speaks and everyone else does what the father 

says”. Otherwise, it is typically based on a hierarchy depending which generation one 

belongs to. One key challenge is handing the business to the best person for the job, as 

occasionally the best person may not be from the “right generation”. For instance, the 

best person for the CEO job may be the son of the second son of the patriarch. This is 

slowly changing, as you will see that the business is evenly distributed in some of the 

larger family businesses. 
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Different family businesses deal with 
conflicts differently. Interestingly, nearly a 
third said they had no formal processes to 
resolve conflicts. However, about a quarter 
said they referred disagreements to the 
board of directors. This could be the result 
of the size and structure of the business – 
where a larger and more organised outfit 
will have a board of directors, whereas 
a smaller operation may just consist of 
a single or a handful of family members. 
One inherent risk of not having any formal 
processes to handle disagreements, is 
that affected family members may not 
necessarily be bound by decisions made. 

It is also interesting to note that some 
family businesses turned to a council of 
family members (10 percent) and a more 
structured shareholders agreement  
(6 percent) to resolve disagreements. A 
smaller number would take to third party 
mediation. 

Staying resilient
Family businesses also considered 
themselves to be relatively resilient in 
the face of revolving economic cycles. 
Six-in-10 either strongly agreed or agreed 
that being a family business helped them 
cope with economic downturns. A further 
quarter was neutral but still not disagreeing 
with the majority. 

FIgurE 4:    conFlIct rESolvIng MEcHanISMS

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

22%

11%

11%

10%

6%

5%

5%

No formal mechanisms 

Board of directors 

Formal performance appraisals 

Family constitution 

Family council 

Shareholders agreement 

Entry and exit criteria/provisions 

Third-party mediation

30%

FIgurE 5:    bEIng a FaMIlY buSInESS HElpEd uS to       
                     copE wItH EconoMIc downturnS

7%
5%

17%

44%

27%

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly disagree

KpMg comment 

In Singapore, family members tend to have a greater sense of ownership in the 

company than outsiders. When times are hard, family members are more willing to rally 

around and make sacrifices for the good of the company. This could be connected to 

the desire of family members to grow the business. It is in sharp contrast to trends in 

more professionally managed businesses, where when times are hard, the good people 

may ‘jump ship’.
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FIgurE 6:    KEY StrEngtHS oF tHE buSInESS

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Ability to win business or customer loyalty

Competitive pricing

Strong brand or market presence

Vision and strategy

Human resources

Financial strengths and ability to access capital

Technical capabilities

Product design, quality or range

Designation as a family business

Assertive or aggressive marketing

Size

Other (Adaptability)

17%

13%

12%

9%

9%

6%

3%

3%

1%

1%

1% 

25%

capitalising on strengths
While they face many challenges, family 
businesses are also able to count on 
strengths specific to their size. Respondents 
suggest that family businesses are nimble 
and have the flexibility to adapt to the 
evolving needs of their customers. When 
asked what they considered to be key 
strengths of their family business, a quarter 
of respondents cited the ability to win 
business or customer loyalty (Figure 6). 
This was followed by opportunities to give 
competitive prices (17 percent) and build 
a strong brand or market presence (13 
percent). 

The ability and relative ease to think out of 
the box to succeed was also considered 
a competitive advantage enjoyed by family 
businesses. According to the survey, 12 
percent of respondents felt that vision and 
strategy was a major strength. 

Where family businesses thought they 
still had some way to go were in the 
areas of size and assertive or aggressive 
marketing. Each of these areas was 
considered strengths by only one percent 
of respondents. 
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The profiles of the family businesses surveyed suggest a majority of businesses are big enough to 
have formal governance structures in place. More than half had annual turnover in excess of 
SGD20 million (refer to Figure 27).

Shareholders of listed companies hold the board and management accountable for good 
governance practices. If a family business is not a public company, it is sometimes perceived 
to have a lower emphasis on good governance. 

ManagIng It rIgHt
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However, the survey results suggest that 
the way the family business is governed 
was a major element for those surveyed. A 
significant 9-in-10 considered governance 
structures to be an important element of 
their family business (Figure 7). 

Close to half of those surveyed said their 
current structure was optimal, while about 
a third indicated that some minor tweaks 
to their governance structures might be 
needed. It is interesting to note that a 
number of respondents (20 percent) felt 
that major changes would be needed 
in how their family business is governed 
(Figure 8). 

It is surprising that so many respondents 
think that their current structure is 
optimal. From our experience, many non-
listed family businesses are in need of 
significant changes and many do not have 
governance structures in place. This could 
be because the owner is the one who calls 
the shots in the business and suggests 
that in his (or her) opinion, governance is 
already optimal. 

KpMg comment 

From KPMG’s experience, many 

non-listed family businesses require 

significant change in their governance 

structures, as many have limited 

structures in place.  For example, in 

one company, the business has been 

handed over to the son. However, the 

father is the chairman and still makes 

the key decisions for the business. 

Family councils are still uncommon in 

Asia. 

7%

20%

44%

29%

yes, I think the current 
structure is optimal

No, major changes 
are required

No, minor changes 
are required undecided

12%

88%

yes No

FIgurE 7:    govErnancE StructurES aS an 
                     IMportant ElEMEnt

FIgurE 8:    arE currEnt govErnancE StructurES             
                     adEquatE?

FAMIly BuSINESS IN SINGAPORE | 8



To better understand how family 
businesses are governed, we asked 
respondents to list the kinds of 
governance practices they have in 
place. From the results in Figure 9, it is 
clear that among companies that have 
governance practices in place, many 
are subscribing to benchmarks typically 

FIgurE 9:    govErnancE practIcES tHat arE In placE

used by their corporate counterparts. 
Financial performance in almost all cases 
(95 percent) was a key measure of 
accountability for family businesses. The 
firm’s operational performance (85 percent) 
and customer feedback (78 percent) were 
also critical in assessing how well the 
business is governed. 

Three quarters of those surveyed saw the 
performance of the executive management 
team as an important measure for how 
their businesses functioned. About 6-in-
10 benchmarked themselves on their 
human resources performance, as well as 
feedback from shareholders and the board 
of directors.

yes No

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

95%

85%

78%

76%

59%

59%

59%

41%

37%

37%

34%

32%

24%

5%

15%

22%

24%

41%

41%

41%

59%

63%

63%

66%

68%

76%

Financial performance

Operational performance

Customer performance (customer feedback)

Executive management team

Formal Board of Directors/Governing Body 

Human resource performance

Formal feedback to all shareholders (or financial stakeholders) 
about business matters (e.g. through a shareholder assembly)

Formal feedback to family members about business matters 
(e.g. through a family assembly)

Environmental performance

Independent review of the management team

Informal Board of Directors/Governing Body

Self assessment of the board of directors

Family council (family members that represent 
the family to the business)
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When it comes to calling the shots, 
perhaps unsurprising in the Asian context, 
is that the decision makers in a family 
business are typically male and are still 
actively involved in running the business. 

Based on responses (Figure 10), men 
control the family business, where 7-in-10 
board chairmen are male family members, 
while only five percent of female family 
members occupy this role. 

The head of the executive team – the Chief 

FIgurE 10:    FaMIlY rElatIonS, gEndEr and KEY rolES In buSInESS

Executive Officer (CEO) or Managing Director 
(MD) – is made up of male family members 
in 8 out of 10 cases. Only seven percent of 
respondents said a female family member 
was the CEO or MD of their business.

As for non-family members, while five 
percent of board chairmen were not from 
the family, there was none outside the 
family occupying the CEO or MD role. This 
suggests that family members are still very 
much taking a hands-on operational role in 
the business. 

With such limited external influence, 
questions are raised as to whether family 
businesses in Singapore are:
• allowing for rigour in their governance 

practices by having such limited 
external influence

• allowing for the added value, different 
perspectives or expertise of non-family 
members

• concerned about succession planning 
because they are narrowing their 
choices by not looking beyond the 
immediate family members.

Family - Male Non-family - MaleFamily - Female NA

70%

83%

5%

7%

5% 20%

10%

Board Chairman

CEO/MD

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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While there may be some promising developments in governance practices for family businesses, 
more work appears to be needed in the area of succession. 

Asked to list the family-to-business mechanisms they have in place for the business, only about half 
of respondents said they have succession plans for the CEO. A similar proportion (44 percent) had 
succession plans for other senior positions held by family members. For senior family members 
who hold a stake in the business, only a third (34 percent) have made estate plans, such as wills, 
to pass on their shareholdings. 

lEttIng go and HandIng ovEr
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Our view is that willingness to let go 
in a Singapore family business is a 
challenge. Often, the owner remains in the 
business throughout his lifetime. This also 
represents a challenge for the successor, 
who cannot take over fully because the 
owner is not willing to let go. In turn, the 
owner is not willing to let go because 
he does not know if he can trust his 
successor. 

It is also interesting to note that family 
businesses generally keep the ownership 
and control of the business within the 
immediate family. Out of 10 cases 
surveyed, eight have not put in place any 
process to welcome, educate and induct 
in-laws into the family business. 

As indicated in Figure 11, succession 
is a major challenge for many family 
businesses. This could be because either 
plans have not been made for such a 
transition or that younger family members 
have no interest in joining the business. 

There is also the process of actually 
handing over or exiting the entire business 
operations itself. Family businesses tend 
to find this a complicated matter. The 
survey results suggest that entrepreneurs 
or family members are often still very 
connected with, and feel an affinity for the 
business and therefore unprepared to give 
up the reigns altogether.

KpMg comment 

Willingness to let go of the business is a challenge. Founders often want to remain 

working in the business as long as they are capable. This becomes a challenge for 

successors or business owners as they are unable to fully take control of the business. 

Exacerbating this are trust issues.

FIgurE 11:    FaMIlY-to-buSInESS MEcHanISMS

yes No

Succession plans for the CEO

Succession plans for other senior 
positions held by family members

Estate plans (wills) for senior family 
members who have a stake in the business

A family constitution or code of conduct

Estate plans (wills) for other family members 
who have a stake in the business

Processes for welcoming, educating and 
inducting in-laws to the family business

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

46%

44%

34%

32%

24%

20%

54%

56%

66%

68%

76%

80%
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lEttIng go and HandIng ovEr

According to respondents, only a third 
considered their business to be ready 
for exit or succession (Figure 12). Nearly 
3-in-10 were approached to sell their family 
business within the past 12 months. Some 
two-thirds said they would not consider the 
offer even if approached. 

A majority of respondents said they did not 
intend to hand over ownership and control 
of the business to anyone else in the short 
term (Figure 13). 

In the area of ownership, two thirds of 
respondents have no immediate plans to 
create a succession plan. Almost a fifth 
(17 percent) said they are in the process 
of introducing a formal succession plan 
for ownership, while a similar proportion 
said they already have such a formal 
succession plan. 

As for control of the business, more than 
half said they did not intend to hand over 
control of their business in the immediate 
future.

However, in the area of management, 
there appears to be a greater willingness 
to allow for succession either by a younger 
family member or a non-family member. 
Some 37 percent of respondents said they 
have a formal succession plan in place for 
management staff while 41 percent did not 
have immediate intentions to create such 
a plan. 
 

FIgurE 12:    buSInESS IS ExIt or SuccESSIon rEadY

yes No

Is your business 
exit or succession 

ready?

Have you been 
approached to sell 

your business within 
the past 12 months?

If approached, 
would you 

consider selling 
your business?
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20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

68% 71% 68%

32% 29% 32%

FIgurE 13:    ForMal SuccESSIon plan For KEY rolES

yes, we have a formal succession plan

No, but we are in the process of introducing a formal succession plan

We have no immediate plans to create a succession plan
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17%

24%
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56%
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Control
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KpMg comment 

Our view is that business owners usually want to pass the business to their own family 

member. They will not plan to employ someone from outside the family unless they have 

no option, such as because the family members are not competent (refer to Figure 3). 

This could explain why some family businesses do not exist beyond the third 

generation. However, if a family business is listed, then the board of directors will 

decide whether they appoint an outsider to run the business. 

Listing a company may help with governance issues, but only 32 percent of those 

surveyed had plans for an Initial Public Offering.

This could explain why a large majority did 
not have an exit strategy for their business. 
Examples include plans to sell to other 
family members, employees, private equity 
investors or the market. It is also worth 
noting that 6-in-10 respondents have no 
plans to appoint a CEO who is not from 
the family (Figure 14).

In the long term (within 5 years) In the medium term (within 3 years) In the short term (within 12 months) Not applicable

FIgurE 14:    ExIt StratEgIES wItHIn tHE tIMElInES SpEcIFIEd

Appointment of a non-family CEO

Sale to another family member

Sale to current employees

Venture capital

Sale to a private equity consortium

Initial public offering

Sale of business to an independent third party

Sale of business to a competitor/trade sale

Passing the business to the next generation

17%
12%

5%

5%

5%

66%

90%
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78%

18%

24%

24%

42%

22%

12%

6%

20%
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12%

2%

2%
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68%

68%

54%

34%

64%
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KpMg comment 

From KPMG’s experience, the level of trust in the potential successor should have 

more impact than the business’ ability to generate adequate business returns. In some 

cases, we have observed that the next generation is not really interested in taking over 

the business and the owner may have little choice but to consider selling the business.  

With the younger generation often being more highly educated, they sometimes have 

other plans for their career.

The timing at which an entrepreneur or 
founder of a family business considers 
passing on the business depends 
on a variety of factors. These include 
sustainability, trust and a willingness to  
give up control.

When asked to indicate what impact the 
succession process has, some 88 percent 
of respondents cited the business’ ability to 
generate adequate financial returns (Figure 
15). A similar proportion (85 percent) 
said they needed to have a level of trust 

in the abilities of the potential successor. 
Some 76 percent said the motives of the 
potential successor would be a deciding 
factor. More than 7-in-10 would consider 
whether their potential successors were 
even interested in the business in the first 
place. The willingness to let go was also  
an important point to consider.

Figure 15 provides surprising findings. 
From our experience, the level of trust 
in the potential successor often has 
more impact than the business’ ability                          

to generate adequate revenue. 

Regardless of when a founder is willing to 
let go, some two-thirds would expect a 
member or additional members of the next 
generation to enter the business (Figure 16). 
More is also expected of the next generation 
of family members. Half of the respondents 
said they have different, presumably higher, 
expectations of the next generation (Figure 
17). A fifth said they sometimes have 
different expectations, while 29 percent had 
the same expectations. 

FIgurE 15:    IMpact on SuccESSIon procESS
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The state of the economic environment

Concerns about my retirement plans

Concerns about fairness of ongoing 
succession arrangements

Willingness of financiers to support 
succession/retirement
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yes No

FIgurE 16:    addItIonal MEMbEr to EntEr  
                       tHE buSInESS

29%

51%

20%

yes NoSometimes

FIgurE 17:    ExpEctatIonS on tHE nExt gEnEratIon

KpMg comment 

The younger generation sometimes do not want to take over the business as they may 

have other career plans.

Excessive parental pressure can also be a deterrent, with father-to-son expectations 

remaining high. Traditionally, fathers are always grooming the next generation for 

the business by placing them in operational or sales based roles to let them gain 

experience.

However, expectations among this next generation also clearly depended on when they 

were born. For instance, those from ‘Generation Y’ are unlikely to be willing to take over 

the business because they may not want to work as hard as their parents. In sum, the 

expectations are almost always higher.

63%

37%

Inducting a family member from the next 
generation into the business may be a 
priority but finding those with the right 
attributes is even more critical. Almost 
all founders or entrepreneurs expect 
their successors to be devoted to the 
business, with 93 percent saying that the 
level of commitment to the business is a 
very important characteristic for potential 
successors (Figure 18). 

A substantial 85 percent said it was very 
important for potential successors to have 
a desire to work in the business. More 
than 8-in-10 said it was very important 
that their potential successors have an 
understanding of the principles of business 
management. 

These attributes rank way ahead of factors 
such as external business experience 
and attainment of formal business 
qualifications. 

Taken as a whole, this suggests there is a 
preference to pass the business to the next 
generation. 

When they assume the leadership of 
the family business, the next generation 
is expected to add a higher level of 
sophistication to the operations. Half of 
those surveyed believed that business 
strategy would be a key priority of the 
next generation (Figure 19). About a third 
said management structure and style 
would be a priority. Interestingly, only nine 
percent said there would be no change in 
priorities, while only eight percent felt that 
governance structures would be a priority.
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FIgurE 18:    attrIbutES oF tHE SuccESSor

Very important Moderately important Not important

FIgurE 19:    prIorItIES oF tHE SuccESSor
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Family businesses often lack the resources of the larger public-listed counterparts. This forces  
them to be innovative, which means implementing new ideas, making better products and 
providing better services with limited resources. 

When family businesses succeed and prosper, it is often due to characteristics such as 
entrepreneurial flair of the founders and a passion for innovation. This is borne out by 
what is expected of successors and whether there is a strong belief in innovation. 

gaInIng an EdgE -  
EntrEprEnEurSHIp and InnovatIon

S
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More than half surveyed indicated it was 
very important that their successors exhibit 
entrepreneurial flair. About 17 percent 
thought it was critical, while a fifth said it 
was somewhat important (Figure 20). 

About 8-in-10 agreed or strongly agreed 
that innovation was a priority for their 
business. There was also agreement (41 
percent) or strong agreement (27 percent) 
that innovation had been key to the 
success of their business (Figure 21). 

Nearly half surveyed agreed that they have 
nurtured a culture of innovation within their 
business, while a smaller 15 percent said 
they strongly agreed that they have done 
the same. Interestingly, more than a third 
was neutral on whether they have nurtured 
such an innovative culture, suggesting 
a more informal approach towards 
innovation. 
 
A notable promising development is that 
half of those surveyed had set aside funds 
for innovation as well as research and 
development activities. A further 4-in-10 
indicated they were neutral, making it 
difficult to tell if they are willing to invest 
resources to boost innovation and support 
research and development work. 

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly disagree

FIgurE 21:    StatEMEntS about tHE buSInESS

Innovation is a priority 
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Innovation is key to our success

We have nurtured a culture of 
innovation within our business

Funds are set aside for innovation/
research & development activities
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FIgurE 20:    IMportancE oF an EntrEprEnEurIal   
                       FlaIr In SuccESSor
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gaInIng an EdgE -  
EntrEprEnEurSHIp and InnovatIon More often than not, family businesses are operated based on family values, governed by the beliefs 

of the founding generation. When asked if family values affected the way their business is operated, 
a sizeable 56 percent said such values have a significant impact, while 42 percent said they have a 
moderate impact (Figure 22). 

StEwardSHIp and SuStaInabIlItY
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FIgurE 22:    FaMIlY valuES and IMpact on buSInESS  
                       opEratIonS

                        MannEr In wHIcH FaMIlY valuES arE 
FIgurE 23:   tranSFErrEd/coMMunIcatEd to tHE 
                      buSInESS

There is, however, a less structured way of 
communicating or transferring such values. 
Six-in-10 surveyed said they transfer or 
communicate family values to the business 
informally, believing that these values 
naturally permeate the business. Only 12 
percent said they had a formal process, 
such as through a family council or family 
constitution (Figure 23). In the Singapore  
family context, it is common to have an 
informal process, where the head of the 
family is the ultimate authority.

yes, they have a significant impact

yes, they have a moderate impact

No, they do not have any impact

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

56%

42%
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20%

Formally (family council, 
family constitution etc.)

Informally (naturally 
permeate the business)

Both
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FIgurE 24:    coMpEnSatIon oF FaMIlY MEMbErS  
                       coMparEd to non-FaMIlY MEMbErS

                        aMount oF worK-HourS bY FaMIlY 
FIgurE 25:   MEMbEr coMparEd to non-FaMIlY 
                      MEMbErS

While they may have shares or vested 
interests in the business, family members 
are not necessarily paid more than others. 
Of those surveyed, two thirds said family 
members received the same level of 
compensation as non-family members. 
This suggests that individuals are 
remunerated for the roles they perform and 
not because they happen to be a family 
member. More than a quarter said they 
were compensated more than non-family 
members (Figure 24). 

A sizeable proportion of family members 
also put more time into the business. The 
survey showed that 47 percent of family 
members worked more hours per week 
compared with non-family members. 
However, 4-in-10 said they worked about 
the same number of hours every week as 
other non-family members (Figure 25).
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The same as non-family members

less than non-family members
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More than non-family members

The same as non-family members

less than non-family members
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about tHE SurvEY
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The CPA Australia and KPMG Family 
Business Survey was conducted between 
August and September 2012. Participants 
were from the incumbent generation 
leading 41 family businesses located in 
Singapore. 

Industry representation 
Beyond the industry sectors listed, ‘others’ 
included: 
•  Chemicals
•  Energy
•  Healthcare
•  logistics & Supply Chain Management

business Size based on turnover
More than half (54 percent) of family 
businesses surveyed have an annual 
turnover of SGD20 million or more, with 24 
percent having an annual turnover of less 
than SGD1 million. 

FIgurE 26:    InduStrY rEprESEntatIon
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FIgurE 27:    annual turnovEr oF buSInESS
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age of business
In terms of age, 51 percent of companies 
surveyed had been in business for 21 
years or more, with only 26 percent in 
business for 10 years or less. 

business size based on 
employment numbers
More than half of these businesses had 
more than 51 employees, with close to 
a fifth having more than 300 employees. 
Those with less than 10 employees 
totalled 22 percent.

FIgurE 29:    nuMbEr oF EMploYEES
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FIgurE 28:    agE  oF buSInESS
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