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Executive	Summary	
Having turned 50 as a nation in August 2015, the city-state is coming into its own as one 
of the start-up capitals of the world. As an advanced economy with no natural resources, 
Singapore is banking on innovation-driven entrepreneurship and the global launching of 
homegrown companies for its next evolution. The conditions for this are primed: the 
country has built up ambitious, forward-looking research institutions and a strong 
intellectual property protection framework, as well as a philosophy and tradition of growing 
local talent while also welcoming talent from across the globe.  
 
"(I believe) Singapore's strength lies in our interconnected ecosystem, and the ability to 
come together to create innovative and useful solutions for the future. There are many 
disadvantages to being small, but being able to bring the ecosystem into one Big Tent is 
our strength and advantage. There is no other nation in the world better placed than 
Singapore to unify policy, technology and industry towards being a Smart Nation." notes 
Ms Yong Ying-I, Permanent Secretary, National Research and Development and Public 
Service Division, and former Chairman of the IDA Board1 
 
A look at the start-ups that Singapore has spawned in recent years tells part of the story. 
There are the headline-grabbers well on their way to becoming unicorns at the billion-
dollar mark, including transport start-up GrabTaxi, e-commerce portal Lazada and social 
gaming start-up Garena. The first two have garnered single investments of at least 
US$250 million,2 while Garena boasts a user base that breaches the 100 million mark 
and a reported valuation of more than US$1 billion.3  
 
Zopim, an innovator on the B2C live chat software scene, represents a Singaporean 
success story. Jumpstarted while its four founders were attending the National University 
of Singapore, the start-up grew a sustainable business model before being acquired by 
customer service giant Zendesk for a reported US$29 million in 2014.4 The following year, 
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Zopim and its team of homegrown talent provided the engine for Facebook's Businesses 
on Messenger app. 
 
Other Singapore-grown start-ups illustrate the diversity of the scene. Astroscale develops 
technologies to clear debris in space, while CreoPop produces a 3D pen5 utilising light-
sensitive photopolymer cool ink, in the process eliminating issues of melting plastic and 
hot parts. Giving the lie to Singapore's staid image is Vibease, makers of a wearable 
smart vibrator customised for erotica or long distance relationships. 
 
Start-ups may present the face of the scene, but what of the ecosystem as a whole, the 
conditions that allow start-ups to grow and thrive as well as the infrastructure that supports 
them? These are the areas in which Singapore has been investing and carefully shaping, 
to complement strategic advantages such as its location and traditionally pro-business 
environment. 
 
As Tim Draper of DFJ Venture, which has backed Skype, Twitter and Baidu among 
others, says, "The government here (in Singapore) is so progressive and so 
entrepreneurial, and so excited about what they do (for start-ups). It's unprecedented. 
You have the best technologies in the world, the best education system, the people here 
are the brightest in the world, and you need to get those great ideas to the rest of the 
planet. 
 
For any entrepreneur, market fit and access are key. Singapore's population is 
cosmopolitan, tech-savvy and as a microcosm of diversity, provides the perfect market 
and test-bed. The reach of this island nation stretches far beyond its shores however - 
from at least the 14th century, Singapore has been one of Asia's leading trade hubs. 
Today setting up a Singapore company is a virtually instant recipe for a regional company. 
Luxury goods e-retailer Reebonz provides a case in point - within six years of starting in 
Singapore in 2009, the company has expanded to eight6 countries worldwide. 
 
South East Asia, joined under the umbrella of the Association of South East Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), lists a combined GDP of US$2.9 trillion (as of 2015) and a population base of 
some 600 million people.7 Of this market, some 67 million households have discretionary 
consuming power, with this number projected to almost double by 2025.8 Closer 
economic integration has been a key focus of the 10 ASEAN states for decades. For more 
on regional markets, links and the various resources available in Singapore for 
internationalisation, see the Gateway Singapore section.   
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Financing and the ecosystem's infrastructure and resources are integral to a start-up's 
survival and growth. In terms of government schemes alone, there are more than 10 start-
up funding programmes comprising seed grants, equity financing, loans and tax 
incentives to tap on. Private financing including a burgeoning VC and angel sector are 
increasingly sweet on Singapore start-ups, with The Asian Venture Capital Journal 
estimating the pool of available venture capital managed in Singapore in 2013 at US$24 
billion. That year, there was funding of more than US$1.7 billion. See The Singapore 
Start-up Scene section for more details. 
 
The importance of the research and development (R&D)-innovation-enterprise axis to 
Singapore's economic future is reflected in the government's attention to these 
interconnected ecosystems. Since the 1990s, the budgets of government R&D plans 
have grown nearly five times to S$19 billion for the latest Research, Innovation and 
Enterprise 2020 Plan (RIE2020). Education and research institutions are oriented towards 
innovation, and the RIE2020 plan underscores the importance of public-private 
partnerships as well as collaborations between multinational companies and local small-
to-medium enterprises.9  
 
The result of such a concerted effort to shape and build Singapore’s start-up ecosystem 
saw a seven-rank increase to number 10 in just a year10. This report illustrates that 
journey and sets the context for exciting times ahead. 
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