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 The trade and business relationship 
between Australia and Singapore is a 
strong and vibrant one. The relationship 
has flourished since the signing of the 
Singapore-Australia Free Trade Agreement 
(SAFTA) in 2003. Singapore is currently 
Australia’s largest two-way trading partner, 
with trade worth $52.9 billion in 2022 
and a major investor, contributing $148.6 
billion in foreign direct investment (DFAT, 
2024). 

In recent years, both nations have 
sharpened their focus on the digital and 
green economies. Landmark agreements 
like the Australia-Singapore Digital 
Economy Agreement (DEA) in 2020 and 
the Singapore-Australia Green Economy 
Agreement (GEA) in 2022 have driven 
business collaboration and innovation, 
encouraging Australian companies 
to embrace sustainability and digital 
transformation in Singapore. 

With these recent developments, it was 
again timely to conduct a survey to gauge 
business sentiment and the adoption of 
digital strategies and green initiatives 
among AustCham members in 2024. 

The survey was held in collaboration with 
the Center of International Trade and 
Business in Asia (CITBA) and James Cook 
University Singapore Campus.

This year, to complement the findings from 
the online survey, the team held in-depth 
interviews with Austcham members to dig 

deeper into some of their sentiments. 

We found: 

• 65% of the organizations reported 
revenue growth in the past year (up 2% 
from 2023); 

• 71% expect their business to perform 
better over the next 12 months (down 
10% from 2023);

• Only 36% anticipate an improvement in 
the business environment (down 14% 
from 2023); 

• Geopolitical conflicts, attracting local 
talent, and the cost of doing business 
are the top three challenges;

• Digital transformations, including AI, 
and sustainability practice adoption 
or compliance present the greatest 
opportunities;

• 71% are considering expanding into 
other countries, particularly Malaysia, 
Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, 
and Vietnam;

• 93% have adopted some forms of 
digital technologies, including Cloud 
(66%), CRM (Customer Relationship 
Management) (57%), AI-based 
technology (57%).

• The top challenges are data privacy and 
security concerns (58%), complexity 

of integrating new digital technologies 
with existing ones, and costs related 
to technology (53%), facilities and 
infrastructure (53%). 

Key insights from the interviews reveal 
that companies are actively embracing 
technologies like AI, Cloud, and others to:

• Boost internal operational efficiency;
 
• Innovate or refine products for the 

market; 

• Enhance marketing strategies. 

However, digital transformation is not 
without its challenges, which include:

• Adapting operational model, processes, 
and personnel to new technologies,

• Talent acquisition, retaining and training, 

• Cyber security & confidentiality of client 
information, 

• Unclear regulation and compliance 
requirements, 

• Employees’ resistance and fear of being 
replaced and 

• Budgetary issue.
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METHODOLOGY
This year, we employed a mixed approach to understand Australian business communities’ 
sentiment. In the first stage, we conducted an online survey with business communities. 
The questionnaire contains four sections: 

• Section 1 includes questions related to AustCham members’ demographic information, such as 
the number of employees, industry, number of years in operation, etc. 

• Section 2 asks questions designed to understand the business sentiment and international 
strategy among AustCham members. 

• Section 3 covers participants’ responses on business strategy and operational plans. 
• Section 4  asks members about their perception of some key government policies. 

An online questionnaire through Internet-assisted data collection software Qualtrics was 
administered from 1 April 2024 to 10 May 2024 to collect data from the members of the AustCham 
business community in Singapore. The online questionnaire link was distributed to the potential 
respondents by AustCham, using their communication channels (e.g., e-mail, weekly newsletter) 
and social media platforms (e.g., Instagram, LinkedIn), as well as their physical events. A reminder 
was sent to the potential participants three times during the data collection period and shared in a 
range of AustCham events. At the end of the data collection period, 67 responses were obtained. 
After removing the responses with missing data, 62 data points were used for the analysis. 

In the second stage, we conducted interviews with six participants. Each interview lasted about 
40 minutes to 60 minutes. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. Content analysis was 
conducted based on the transcription to find out the common themes: digital transformation and 
other opportunities and challenges.   

In the following sections, we will first report the survey results, followed by the findings from the 
interviews. 
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RESULTS

Business connection with Australia

The study showed that over the businesses 
surveyed, 48% of respondents had headquarters 
that were based in Australia, as shown in Figure 1.

Section 1: Respondent profile 

Figure 1. Which of the following best 
describes your business connection 

with Australia?

48%

18%

15%

20%

Headquartered in Australia
Has operation in Australia
Owned or co-owned by an Australian national
Has business connections with Australian 
companies

Business structure in Singapore
In terms of the business structure in Singapore, 50% of respondents stated that Singapore was a 
regional headquarters for their operations. Other responses to the question saw its operations as 
being a Singapore startup, local subsidiary, or a special project operating out of Singapore, amongst 
others (Figure 2).

Length of time operating in Singapore
Results showed that 37% of participants had been operating in Singapore for 20 years or more 
(Figure 3). 

18%

50%2%

13%

18%

Figure 2. Which of the following 
best describes your business in 
Singapore?

10%

8%

21%

24%

37%

Global headquarters
Regional headquarters
Tech or Innovation Hub
Regional Branch Office
Other (please specify)

Figure 3. How long 
has your business 
been operating in 
Singapore?

Less than 2 years
At least 2 year, but less than 5 years
At least 5 years, but less than 10 years
At least 10 years, but less than 20 years
20 years or longer
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37%

23%

15%

6%

19%

Figure 4. Number 
of employees in 
the business

Figure 5. Which industry best describes your business? 

Note: Others include video electronics, Marketing, Advertising & PR, Defense and Security, Insurance, Events Consulting, Consumer Goods, investment in industries 
and logistics, Research and consulting, Logistics, AI, Sustainability & communications, including media, Legal Services, Leadership Development, Mentoring and Training 
Services, Wholesale Fashion Brand

Number of employees in Singapore
Most respondents have 100 or less employees working in their Singapore operations (Figure 4).

Industry Type
In the sample, the three most significant industry types are:
(1) Banking and Financial Services (24%); 
(2) Other (23%); and 
(3)  Business Services and Enterprises (21%). 
 The “Other” category included businesses in the Video and Electronics; Defense; Marketing, 
Advertising and PR; Logistics; and Research and Consulting industries (Figure 5).

51-100
100-200
Up to 10
More than 200
11-50

2%

2%

2%

3%

3%

3%

8%

10%

21%

23%

24%

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

Manufacturing & Related Industries

Construction & Real Estate Industry

Healthcare

Hospitality Industry & Services

Retail Industry

Government

Education

Information & Telecommunications

Business Services & Enterprises

Other

Banking & Financial Services

Past Year’s Revenue Performance
Over the past year, 65% of respondents reported an increase in 
business revenue, 16% experienced a decrease, and 19% saw no 
change (Figure 6).

Section 2: Business Sentiment

65%

16%

19%

Increased Decreased Stayed the same

Figure 6. Over the past 
year, has your business 

revenue increased, 
decreased or stayed 

the same?
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Business Expectations for the Next 12 
Months
When asked about the expectations for the 
business environment in the next 12 months, 
most respondents expressed relatively conser-
vative views as outlined in Figure 7.

Specifically, 41% believed the environment 
would remain unchanged, 23% anticipated it 
would worsen, and 36% expressed optimism, 
expecting an improvement.

When it comes to their business performance 
expectations over the next 12 months, the ma-
jority of respondents (71%) held a positive view, 
believing their performance would improve. 
Meanwhile, 18% predicted a decline, and 11% 
thought it would remain unchanged (Figure 8).

Challenges and opportunities in the com-
ing year 
Respondents were given a list of ten factors and 
asked to identify whether each factor is a chal-
lenge, an opportunity, both an opportunity and 
a challenge, or neither to their business. 

As shown in Figure 9, the factors deemed by the 
majority as challenges include:

• Geopolitical conflicts with an overwhelming 
73% of respondents perceiving it as a chal-
lenge, 

• Ability to attract local talent (65%);
• Cost of doing business (65%);
• Recruiting and retaining quality employees 

(60%);
• Global economic uncertainty (57%);
• Local economic uncertainty (52%); and 
• Ability to attract foreign talent (52%). 

Conversely, factors seen by most respondents 
as opportunities are:

• Digital and AI, with 55% viewing it as an op-
portunity; 

• Sustainability practice adoption or compli-
ance (50%). 

Changes in government policies received mixed 
responses, with 43% of respondents seeing 
them as both an opportunity and a challenge.

36%

23%

41% Figure 7. In your 
opinion, how do you 
think your business 

will perform over the 
next 12 months?

Be better
Be worse
Remain unchanged

70%

11%

18%

Figure 8

Figure 9. Do you perceive the following factors as an opportunity, challenge, both or neither?

0%

5%

3%

7%

55%

50%

5%

5%

12%

12%

8%

65%

8%

52%

57%

7%

10%

73%

37%

65%

52%

60%

30%

30%

25%

33%

32%

28%

17%

43%

15%

18%

22%

5%

42%

18%

3%

7%

10%

3%

15%

8%

18%

10%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Cost of doing business

Changes in public policies

Local economic uncertainty

Global economic uncertainty

Digital and AI

Sustainability (adopting environmentally sustainable
measures or compliance...

Geopolitical conflicts

Changes in government policies

Ability to attract talent locally

Ability to employ foreign talent

Recruiting and retaining quality employees

Neither an opportunity nor a challenge Both opportunity and challenge Challenge Opportunity

Neither an opportunity nor a challenge Both opportunity and challenge
Challenge Opportunity
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Section 3: Business Strategy 
and Operational Plan 

International Expansion Plans 
in the Next Five Years

The survey highlighted that 71% 
of the respondents’ businesses 
are considering expanding into 
other countries within the next 
five years (Figure 10). 

71%

29%

Figure 10. Is your 
business considering 
expanding into other 
countries within the 
next five years?

Yes
No

The top five countries in the region considered for business expansion are Malaysia (47%), Indonesia 
(37%), the Philippines (28%), Thailand (26%), and Vietnam (23%) (Figure 11).

Hiring practices and plan   
54% of participants plan to increase their number of employees in Singapore over the next 12 
months, 6% plan to decrease, and 40% plan to make no changes (Figure 12).

Figure 11. Which country/countries are you looking at for expansion in the region?

0%

0%

2%

5%

7%

12%

16%

19%

21%

23%

26%

28%

37%

47%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Brunei

Myanmar

Laos

Cambodia

Not applicable

China

India

Singapore

Others (please specify)

Vietnam

Thailand

Philippines

Indonesia

Malaysia

54%

6%

40%
Figure 12. Are you planning to increase, decrease 
or not change your number of employees in 
Singapore in the next 12 months?

Increase

To remain unchanged
Decrease
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In terms of their experience hiring foreigners in Singapore, 43% found it difficult to very difficult, 
19% found it easy to very easy, and 38% found it neutral (Figure 13).

Figure 13. What has been your experience when hiring foreigners in Singapore? 

Digital transformation practices and plan 
Among our respondents, only 93% have adopted some forms of digital technologies, with Cloud 
(66%), CRM (Customer Relationship Management) (57%), AI-based technology (57%) being the 
highest adopted technologies (Figure 14). 

Figure 14. Digital technologies adopted

14%

29%

38%

17%

2%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Very difficult

Difficult

Neutral

Easy

Very Easy

7%

5%

7%

8%

21%

31%

33%

57%

57%

66%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

No

Virtual reality or augmented reality

Block chain

Robotics

Internet of Things (IoT)

ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning Software)

Big data and machine learning

AI-based technology

CRM (Cu stomer Relationship Management)

Cloud

72% of the respondents claimed that their businesses are considering adopting additional digital 
technologies to drive growth over the next year.

Respondents were also asked to indicate the key challenges faced by their businesses in 
adopting digital technologies (Figure 15). 
The top three challenges are:

• Data privacy and security concerns (58%)
• Complexity of integrating new digital technologies with existing systems (53%); and 
• Cost related to technology, facilities and infrastructure (53%).  

Other issues that were raised by respondents were: the gap in knowledge and talents among 
existing staff (28%) and concerns about the labor market (25%).When asked about the 
government support, only 24% of the participants claimed they are well or very well aware 
of the support measures provided by local government agencies to help companies with their 
digital transformation efforts.

Figure 15. Top challenges in adopting digital technologies

2%

2%

15%

22%

22%

22%

25%

28%

53%

53%

58%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Others (please specify）getting more clients

We do not have challenges

Bureaucratic processes and mindset within the
organization

Uncertainty of the usefulness of the technology  to the
business

Sustaining financial and operational benefits arising from
digital initiatives

Regulatory and legal u ncertainties for new technology
adoption

Talent gap in job market

Reskilling of existing emp loyees

Cost related to technology, facilities and infrastructure

Complexity of integrating new digital technologies with
existing systems

Data p rivacy and security concerns
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Corporate Social Responsibility practices 
The survey showed (Figure 16), that 87% of 
the respondents have been engaged in CSR in 
some way that co-create values for both the 
company and local labor force, businesses and 
communities. 

Among them, 48% reported that their 
companies have focused on upskilling local 
talents, benefiting the local workforce as well as 

the company’s productivity. 42% volunteer with 
local charities, via contributing their employees’ 
skills and time. A considerable number of the 
respondents engage with local social enterprises 
(35%) or procure locally (25%). 

Some of the respondents also are involved in 
philanthropy, such as workplace giving (42%) or 
fundraising activities (25%).

Figure 16. Your 
company’s CSR 
activities. 

8%

3%

5%

13%

25%

32%

35%

42%

48%

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

None

Others (please specify)

I am not su re

Procurement focus on Singapore

Fundraising activities

Workplace giving

Engagement with local social enterprises

Volunteering with local charities

Focus on upskilling local talent
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Openness 
The study showed that from an openness and 
ease of doing business perspective, Singapore 
is overwhelmingly viewed as an open and 
welcoming place to do business, with 82% of 
those surveyed indicating that they believe 
this to be the case (Figure 17). 

Such findings support the widespread belief 
that Singapore is a country that is open for 
business, with a trade, tax and overall regulatory 
environment that embraces foreign direct 
investment and international organizations, 
such as the Australian businesses included in 
the survey. 

Views on FTA
The survey showed a substantially mixed 
picture around the level of awareness that 
Australian Businesses, operating in Singapore, 
have about the Free Trade Agreements (FTA) 
that exist in the markets in which they are 
involved. 

As shown in Figure 18, 40% of businesses 

surveyed are not well aware of these FTAs, 
while only 30% are well or very well aware of 
the FTAs. Such results highlight the important 
role that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, as well as institutions like AustCham 
need to play in not only educating Australian 
Businesses, but also working with them to 
ensure that they get the most out of these 
highly beneficial trade agreements. 

Section 4: Perception of Policy 
Environment 

Figure 18. How well are you aware of 
the Free Trade Agreements (FTA) for 
the markets you operate in?

82%

5%

13%

Figure 17. Do you find 
Singapore to be an open 
and welcoming place to 
do businesses?  

Yes No Neutral

23%

17%

30%

22%

8%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Not well at all 2 3 4 Extremely well

58%

53%

38%

4%

Figure 20. How do 
you think FTAs could 
be more accessible 
to businesses? 

Finally, building on the educational focus, 
58% of respondents felt that workshops 
and seminars would build awareness, 
while 53% said that periodic updates on 
the benefits of the FTAs would also play 
an important role in building awareness 
(Figure 20).

Seminars/Workshops on benefits
Periodic updates/alerts on FTAs
Improved online resources
Others (please specify)

Additionally, when asked whether FTAs 
benefit their businesses, most of the 
respondents found the FTAs provide very 
little benefit to them, and 8% reported that 
they had no knowledge of the FTA at all 
(Figure 19).  

29%

12%

17%

51%

8%

Figure 19. What is 
your view on the 
benefits of FTAs on 
your businesses? 

Opened new opportunities in this market
Lessened landed cost of existing exports
Eased the administrative export process
It didn’t benefit my business
Others (please specify)



26 27
Business Sentiments Report 2024 Business Sentiments Report 2024

The demographic information about the participants of the interviews is reported in Table 1. 

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS
Section 1: Information about the participants

Participant Position / role in the 
company

Industry Company Head-
quarter

Business

#1 Partner Professional 
service

Hong Kong A global law firm with a network of 
offices, with its largest centres in China 
and Australia, and offices across Asia, in-
cluding, Tokyo and Singapore as well as 
in the US. However, our focus is across 
the APAC region. 

#2 CEO Telemedia Singapore Telecoms, data centers, and cloud ser-
vices

#3 Head of strategy 
and marketing

Market research Singapore Market research and insights, public 
policy and private sectors

#4 CEO & Founder Corporate advi-
sory business

Singapore Strategic guidance and on the ground 
operational support for multinational 
corporations and startups

#5 Managing director Financial service: 
Investment ad-
vice company

Sydney, Australia Financial services across asset man-
agement, private wealth, and corporate 
trust

#6 CFO Insurance Sydney, Australia Non-life (general) insurance company. 

both business clients and individual 
consumers.
The portfolio includes retail/consumer 
segments (travel, motor, household 
insurance) and business segments (prop-
erty and casualty, specialty insurance 
like marine, multi-year projects, and 
professional indemnity). 
Singapore, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Viet-
nam, and Macau.

Two important themes emerge from the interviews: digital transformation and other 
opportunities and challenges. 

Section 2: Key Takeaways from the in-depth 
interviews

The six participants in the in-depth interviews provided insightful comments on a range of 
topics including digital transformation, cyber security, sustainability as well as their wish list as 
businesses operating in Singapore. 
 
Below is a summary of the key takeaways and insights from the in-depth interviews:

Opportunities and challenges from Digital Transformation:

Participants identified several opportunities from digital transformation, including;
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Improving internal operational efficiencies

• Companies are utilizing AI tools to realise greater efficiency in HR, accounting, strategic planning, 
operation and research. For example, one tool allows them to read, review, and summarize 
contracts and documents automatically.

• Some companies are developing their own AI tools to undertake specific tasks to increase 
efficiency, due to security concerns.

New product development or reshaping products

• One company is leveraging AI to moderate focus groups, aiming for seamless and secured 
solutions. The solutions are welcomed by clients.

• Another company has diversified from its traditional finance business to a digital business to 
meet market demand. This new venture sells proprietary technology and software to clients, 
enhancing both their operations and internal processes.

Use of data for more effective marketing 

• One company in the insurance industry is embedding insurance products into partners’ product/
service offering, and collaborating with fintech companies to broaden their distribution channels 
beyond traditional agents and brokers. 

However, participants also identified some of the challenges they have faced with their digital 
transformation efforts including:

• Balancing technology with the need for human interaction in service-based businesses.
• Companies highlighted that they do not see AI taking over people or roles particularly 

with regards to client management
• Participants highlighted Talent acquisition, retaining and training as a considerable challenge.

• It is becoming increasingly difficult to find skilled individuals in the cloud services area. 
To overcome this, one company tries to grow its pipeline of talent by reaching out to 
the university and polytechnic. 

• One company in the insurance sector raised a concern that AI might eliminate crucial 
training opportunities for junior underwriters, leading to a future lack of experienced 
senior underwriters. 

• Employees’ resistance and fear of being replaced is also an issue that was raised;
• Participants underlined the importance of effective change management, particularly 

the leader’s determination and role-modeling in driving the digital transformation. 
• Developing digital products frequently exceeded budgets, posing a significant challenge due 

to the unforeseen costs and complexities of greenfield development, rising inflation and the 
high cost of capital. 

• When asked for their wish list from government, participants highlighted;
• Clarity on AI usage guidelines to support widespread AI adoption in businesses.
• Suggestion for a unified government portal to simplify access to grants and support 

programs to make it less cumbersome. 

Opportunities and challenges from sustainability initiatives:

• More business opportunities have emerged as Governments introduce compliance requirements 
about sustainability.

• Climate change, featured by the increasing frequency and severity of catastrophic events, calls 
for new data and models to accurately predict these events and adjust the pricing strategy. 

Opportunities and challenges arising from Southeast Asia

• MNCs’ “China plus one” strategy is leading companies to invest in Southeast Asia as an alternative 
to China due to geopolitical uncertainties, and the creation of new growth opportunities.  

• Post pandemic relocation of business from China to ASEAN demonstrates comparative 
advantages in different sectors for various ASEAN nations e.g. investment in Singapore is moving 
towards biotech, life sciences, AI, and data centers. Vietnam is emerging as a manufacturing 
hub and Malaysia becomes an outsourcing center for financial and accounting services.

• Tightening financial regulation in the region poses a challenge, leading some clients to seek 
non-traditional banking solutions, which are less secure.
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CONCLUSION

The AustCham-JCUS 2024 Survey is a snapshot of the Australian business community that is 
thriving in Singapore and across Southeast Asia. The survey’s results show that despite there being 
challenges, the extraordinary opportunities in ASEAN, particularly in digital transformation and 
sustainability, have led 65 per cent of companies to report improved performance compared to 
last year. However, only 36 percent of surveyed organizations expect the business environment to 
improve in the next 12 months. The most significant challenges cited include geopolitical conflicts, 
difficulties in attracting local talent, and rising business costs. 

In addition, 71 per cent expect their revenue to increase over the following year, and an overwhelming 
71 per cent are planning further expansion in the medium term, with a focus on markets such as 
Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. 

Companies perceive greatest opportunities arising from “China plus one” strategy adopted 
by multinational corporations (MNCs) post-pandemic, along with advancements in digital 
transformation, artificial intelligence (AI), and sustainability practices. 

In light of the recent trends in digital transformation, 93% of the surveyed companies have adopted 
some forms of digital technologies in their businesses, and 72% are considering utilising additional 
digital tools to drive growth. Our in-depth interviews reveal that companies are keen to integrate AI 
into various aspects of their operations - such as HR, marketing, accounting, research and strategy 
– though they are proceeding with caution. Key concerns include challenges in talent acquisition, 
retention, and training to support AI-driven transformation; data privacy and security issues; the 
complexity and cost of upgrading facilities; and compliance challenges when introducing AI into 
their businesses.   

With regard to the trends in sustainability, businesses see opportunities when the government 
introduces compliance requirements about sustainability. However, climate change also presents 
new challenges, such as the need to adapt product offerings and pricing models to account for its 
impact.

Companies that make up the Australian business community in ASEAN are primarily in service 
sectors and of small and medium sizes. Many businesses have vast experience in Singapore and the 
region, being present for more than 10 years, although 10 per cent have commenced operations in 
Singapore over the last two years.

With significant growth potential across the ASEAN region, Australian businesses are well 
positioned to capitalize on the extraordinary opportunities arising from regional development, 
digital transformation, and sustainability trends.
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