
IVEN the current changes in Singapore’s 
economic structure and an increasingly 
competitive employment landscape, 
small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) should view the attraction and 

development of human capital as an integral part of 
their corporate strategy, says Darshan Singh, director 
of the Human Capital Division at Spring Singapore. 
 “SMEs must start increasing their efforts and 
investments in creating good jobs, building attractive
career pathways and establishing training and 
development roadmaps” to attract new talent and retain 
their best performing staff, says Mr Singh.
 Being able to attract and retain talent is even more 
important now than before as Singapore restructures 
its economy to raise productivity, because a company’s 
employees play a key role in helping a business remain 
competitive and grow stronger.
 Traditionally, however, SMEs have always found it 
more difficult to recruit and retain talent compared with 
their larger competitors, and the climate has grown even
more difficult given today’s competitive employment
landscape for talent. 
 What can SMEs do then? Mr Singh says that they 
can work on creating a unique value proposition for 
employees that caters to the needs and wants of talent 
in the job market. This can form a part of the firm’s 
corporate branding strategy. 
 Such a strategy can include the development of 
a company’s corporate culture, laying out attractive 
career paths, inventing unique ways of rewarding 
good performance, as well as investing in training and 
developing talent.

 But SMEs often do not recognise the importance 
of taking time to craft a compelling employee value
proposition, notes Mr Singh. Firms here tend to believe
that a corporate branding strategy that highlights the 
company’s history, and strength of its products, services 
and track record, is a sufficient hook to attract and 
keep staff. 
 But this approach has shown itself to be neither 
adequate nor effective, he says. However, coming up with 
a compelling, unique proposition can take considerable 
time and effort, and Mr Singh acknowledges this.
 That is why Spring has introduced numerous
schemes to link SMEs up with young prospective 
employees which can help expose talents to the inner 
workings of an SME. 
 One initiative involves Spring working with the 
polytechnics and universities to develop internships 
that expose university and polytechnic students to 
the dynamic and rewarding experience of working 
in a growth-oriented local SME, explains Mr Singh. 
 This allows qualified students to be engaged 
in and exposed to meaningful internships with 

    good SME employers, and at 
  the same time serves as a 

platform for SMEs to scout for suitable talent.
 To further strengthen the links between educational 
institutions and the corporate world, Spring has also 
introduced the SME Talent Programme (STP), which it 
developed in partnership with eight Trade Associations 
and Chambers (TACs) and helps SMEs to attract local 
talent from polytechnics and Institutes of Technical 
Education (ITEs). 
 Under the programme, ITE and polytechnic 
students are co-sponsored by both Spring and the 
respective SMEs that are participating in the initiative. 
The sponsorship involves study awards of up to $18,000 
per student, and a sign-on bonus of up to $8,000 when 
they are employed by the SMEs. 
 The programme was officially introduced in June 
last year and already, jobs from SMEs are pouring in. 
To date, more than 500 immediate positions across 
a wide range of industries – from manufacturing 
and engineering to retail, food & beverage, and other 
business services industries – have been made available 
by 88 SME employers in the talent programme.
 Beyond attracting talent, retention is also integral 
to an SME’s human resource (HR) management. SMEs 
should therefore improve their HR processes, such as 
employee engagement, training and career development 
to strengthen staff loyalty and motivation – which 
would enable staff to create greater value-add for 
the organisation. 
 Here, Spring also has in place assistance schemes to 
strengthen HR competencies in SMEs, shares Mr Singh. 
For example, SMEs can tap the HR Capability Toolkit, 
which provides a framework and key guidelines on how 
SMEs can execute their HR activities and functions. 
Tips and pointers on how to manage specific HR 
matters are also available, as are tools and templates 
which companies can use immediately, or with some 
customisation, to meet their own individual needs.
 In addition, SMEs may receive consultancy support 
by engaging qualified HR consultants to develop 
their capabilities by tapping Spring’s Innovation and 
Capability Voucher (ICV) scheme for HR. Each voucher 
is worth $5,000 and may be redeemed by engaging the 
services of participating HR consultants.
 Says Mr Singh: “Effective human capital 
strategies enable SMEs to build a pipeline of talents 
to support their long-term growth plans. A sound and 
comprehensive talent management framework is a key 
building block for continued success.”
 He believes that the war for talent will heat up 
amid expectations that the number of local and foreign 
companies in Singapore will rise in the coming years. 
 Although there has been an increase in the 
number of tertiary educational institutions, with recent 
ones such as the Singapore University for Technology 
and Design (SUTD) and UniSIM set to continue 
growing, the competition for talent is nonetheless 
expected to intensify. 
 Hence, SMEs have to continuously seek not only 
to improve and enhance their HR capabilities, but also 
to communicate a strong employer brand to attract fresh 
talent to join their organisations. 
 “The key is to stand out among countless other 
employment opportunities,” says Mr Singh. !
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OR Kwan Lifeng, enterprise development manager 
of precision machinery firm CKE Manufacturing, 
internships are an integral part of developing 
human resource capacities, improving operational 
effectiveness and enhancing organisational 

capabilities to achieve organisational excellence. 
 To that end, Mr Kwan shares that CKE 
Manufacturing has been tapping the human resources 
schemes offered by enterprise agency Spring Singapore 
which match post-secondary and tertiary students to 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). These 
include the Management Associate Partnership (MAP), 
Enterprise Internship Programme (EIP) and the SME 
Talent Programme.
 The aim is simple: To attract and identify qualified
interns to stay on as permanent staff. “Hopefully, after 
students experience our structured internship, we’ll be able 
to show them how an SME is run, thereby increasing our 
chances of retaining them after they graduate,” says Mr Kwan. 
 Of course, the firm does not accept just anyone to take 
on a permanent role. The students, he says, are assessed 
based on their performance on the job, including their 
passion for and belief in the work they do. 
 One intern who passed the test is Thong Yong Jun,
who underwent an attachment with the company as part 
of a school project during his undergraduate studies at the 
Singapore Management University (SMU). Mr Thong’s
project involved shortening lead times for prepared materials. 
 So fruitful was the partnership between Mr Thong 
and CKE Manufacturing that both decided to make it a 
permanent one. Mr Thong now works as an enterprise 
development executive at the company’s enterprise 
development team. He is tasked with implementing
schemes that uphold the company’s commitment to 
“institutionalising organisational change and enhancing 
all resources within the enterprise”. 
 Part of this involves designing and running structured 
internships for students who meet the company’s needs. 
The work requires him to first identify organisational gaps 
and areas in which students may potentially value-add, 
before working with Institutes of Technical Education (ITEs), 
polytechnics, and universities to identify prospective students 
from the relevant courses, and finally tapping the schemes 
offered by Spring to implement the internship programme. 
 CKE Manufacturing’s internship programme was 
initiated in 2009 and takes in 60 interns every year. It is 
structured as a consulting project where interns are involved 
in research, data collection, solving specific issues such as 
improving work processes, and assessing various overseas 
markets for the firm to expand into. 
 Mr Kwan describes it as a mutually beneficial, 
two-way learning process for both the company and its 
interns. He notes: “The programme has changed the way 
we work, and we have learnt a lot from the students and 
the things they’ve learnt in school.” This has helped the 
firm to improve itself, he adds.
 For instance, the company was able to reduce the 
completion time of a work order from 21 to 17 hours following 
a series of projects in which the interns participated. 
 He adds that the process of discussions between 
interns and permanent staff has enabled the company 
to better grasp the key challenges at hand, thus allowing 
subsequent project groups to zero in on specific problems. 
“Often, the problem itself is big and cannot be solved 
overnight. But through the process (of discussion), we 
learn the root causes, and are able to go further (in 
analysing and solving the issue),” he says. 

 Mr Kwan believes that CKE Manufacturing’s internship 
programme has helped the company to achieve annual 
revenue growth of 15-20 per cent. 
 The students have benefited by gaining technical 
knowledge and skills that are not taught in school through 
their use of the statistical tools required for data mining. 
 They also build tacit knowledge and training 
of soft skills, such as approaching others for help
and framing questions appropriately. 
 In addition, opportunities are provided for interns to 
work in cross functional teams to enable them to better 
appreciate how various functions are related to each other 
and the company’s operations as an integrated whole. 
 “Even if you’re working on an engineering project, you 
need to see the project from the operations, IT (information 
technology), and HR (human resource) perspectives,” 
says Mr Kwan. He adds that through the interaction and 
exchange of ideas with permanent staff as well as students 
from other schools, interns are also able to experience 
working in a dynamic environment. 
 The aim is to develop a culture of organisational 
learning, and to provide a holistic platform for interns to act 
as “change agents” in the organisation. Mr Kwan notes that 
as a company may face inertia when implementing change, 

the injection of fresh perspectives by interns may overcome 
such resistance and make workers more receptive to change. 
 To ensure continuity amid such change, projects are 
structured such that they are passed from team to team 
in a coherent manner.
 To develop its full-time staff, the company collaborates 
with various educational and professional institutions such 
as the Singapore Institute of Manufacturing Technology 
(SIMTech) so that staff can acquire skills from being exposed 
to other functional areas besides their own. 
 For instance, Mr Thong, who majored in economics and 
operations management, underwent training programmes 
by ITE to better comprehend the operations of a machine 
shop floor, while another worker with an engineering degree 
was sent for a sales and marketing course. 
 Mr Kwan explains that such exposure can complement
a worker’s area of expertise and enhance his understanding 
of the company’s operations as a whole. 
 Both Mr Kwan and Mr Thong have one aim when it 
comes to attracting, developing and retaining talents in the 
firm. “We hope to be the benchmark, and do the best in 
whatever we do,” says Mr Kwan. ! 
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STAYING ON
Mr Thong’s (left) internship in CKE 

Manufacturing was so fruitful that 
he was asked to stay on; Mr Kwan 

(right) describes the internship 
programme as a mutually beneficial, 

two-way learning process.
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“EFFECTIVE HUMAN CAPITAL STRATEGIES ENABLE 
SMEs TO BUILD A PIPELINE OF TALENTS TO 

SUPPORT THEIR LONG-TERM GROWTH PLANS.” 
– Darshan Singh (left), director of the Human Capital Division 

at Spring Singapore
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