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Foreword

Business models continue to evolve rapidly, spurred by new digital technologies and their 
deployment in providing goods and services in innovative ways. We can now order food, hail 
a taxi, move money, arrange travel, watch entertainment, shop for just about anything, and 

even take courses or consult a doctor using digital methods. At a deeper and often less visible level, 
technology is affecting production processes in the form of Industry 4.0. Technology-based startup 
enterprises—or tech startups, for short—are an important part of the evolving business-to-business 
and business-to-consumer landscape in Asia and the Pacific as well as globally.    

Startups develop in an ecosystem that can support—or hinder—their development. That ecosystem 
involves many national elements, but regional and international factors also are important, especially 
in highly open and globalized economies like Singapore. Finance, often from venture capital, and skilled 
personnel, including both tech experts and entrepreneurs, are important parts of the ecosystem. Good 
digital infrastructure and supportive government policy are also critical. Startups develop best when 
the markets for their goods and services are large and active. 

This report analyzes Singapore’s ecosystem in depth, and also examines the ecosystems in three 
neighboring countries—Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand. It assesses the extent to which the four 
ecosystems are supportive of growing numbers of startups. The report focuses on startups in four 
areas: agritech, greentech (also known as cleantech), edtech, and healthtech. These four areas not 
only contribute to economic activity but can have a deeper impact on socioeconomic development. 
Edtech and healthtech contribute to human capital formation while agritech improves productivity and 
raises incomes in the rural sector where many of the poor work. Greentech advances environmental 
sustainability and climate change mitigation.

The analysis of Singapore’s ecosystem is used as the basis for providing recommendations for other 
countries in Southeast Asia and those further afield. My hope is that improved ecosystems can better 
support startups throughout the region.

Albert Park 
Chief Economist 
Asian Development Bank  
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Executive Summary 

Singapore has created a vibrant ecosystem to nurture and develop technology-based startup 
enterprises—referred to in this report as tech startups. It is ranked as the fourth-best startup 
ecosystem in Asia, according to one source, behind Beijing, Shanghai, and Tokyo. Globally it 

is ranked  17th. As a result, the city-state provides a good example of what comprises a supportive 
ecosystem and the functions of the key players.

An ecosystem is the environment in which startups operate, and it includes a variety of players, 
institutions, and arrangements. The key elements are financing sources, notably venture capital, 
digital infrastructure, government programs and policies, tech and entrepreneurial talent, and 
incubators and accelerators. Markets and market demand for the products and services produced by 
startups are also an important part of the system. A culture of risk-taking and entrepreneurship is a 
key intangible ingredient.

The report analyzes the startup ecosystem in Singapore as a good case example. It also reviews, 
although in less detail, the systems in three neighboring Southeast Asian countries: Indonesia. 
Malaysia, and Thailand. Lessons from Singapore may be adopted by these other countries and are 
suggested in the recommendations. The report focuses on four areas, agritech; greentech (also known 
as cleantech); edtech; and healthtech. These areas can have strong developmental impacts in terms of 
human capital (education and health), the poorer strata of society (agriculture), and the environment 
(energy and related aspects).

Singapore has encouraged the development of locally based venture capital funds but also attracted 
foreign funds to establish offices. The government used a coinvestment model in which it increased 
the amount of venture capital investment by putting money into existing (private) venture capital 
funds. In this way, the government leveraged the risk analysis of fund managers, which have greater 
expertise in assessing the growth potential for budding startups. The government discontinued this 
approach after sufficient private venture capital became available. Malaysia has recently developed 
its own coinvestment scheme.

Many large foreign companies have been attracted to invest in Singapore and establish research 
and development facilities. The pharmaceutical and biomedical industries are good examples in this 
regard. Startups benefit from spillover effects and collaboration with these companies and from the 
pool of highly skilled persons they attract and develop.
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Executive Summary

The tax on corporate profit is relatively low in Singapore, at 17%, and is lower than its neighbors. Capital 
gains are not taxed, which is attractive to venture capital funds and other investors seeking to invest 
in startups.  

Singapore has been able to attract foreign startups, foreign venture capital, and the research activities 
of foreign companies because of its sound regulatory and legal environment. Rules and legal procedures 
provide clarity on business establishment and ownership, corporate governance, shareholder rights, 
and bankruptcy. There is evidence that venture capital firms in Singapore encourage startups from 
neighboring countries to register in the city-state to gain the assurances provided by these procedures. 
Elsewhere in Southeast Asia, governments are making improvements in these areas, and further 
progress would help their startup communities. 

Startups innovate new products, services, and business models for which existing regulation may be 
inappropriate. The Singaporean government has sought to keep pace by adapting regulation and, in 
some sectors, using a regulatory sandbox approach to experiment with new rules for evolving business 
models. The government’s sandbox framework, called the Licensing Experimentation and Adaptation 
Programme, was applied to telemedicine in 2018 and led to the emergence of several telemedicine 
startups.

Singapore has a high-quality education system at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels. Its 
polytechnics and universities are world class, turning out skilled graduates in science, technology, 
business, and other fields. There is a recognition, however, that it cannot provide all the skilled talent 
needed, and therefore the government provides a visa system to allow businesses to hire from abroad. 
There is some resistance to this approach from the local population, but the government has generally 
maintained an open policy. In some neighboring countries, startups complain that visa fees are high 
which discourage startups from bringing in foreign talent.

An array of technology-related research centers has been created which are mostly based at the 
country’s universities and polytechnics. The centers conduct cutting-edge research that can evolve 
into commercial products and services. There are several key institutes in the greentech field with 
direct involvement of industry. For example, the Energy Research Institute runs an incubator for 
startups. The government provides substantial funding support of research through its various centers 
which can add startups connected to these centers and through programs that are independent of 
the centers.

Incubator and accelerator programs are available to accommodate startups in all fields. Some programs 
are sector specific and thus can provide more precise support, technological guidance, and mentoring. 
They also offer network opportunities in other startups in the same field. Well-known programs exist 
for edtech and greentech.
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As a major regional trade and economic hub, Singapore hosts a wide range of tech-related forums, 
conferences, and events in the fields of technology, business, and innovation. These activities not 
only strengthen the culture of innovation that the government itself promotes, they also provide 
ideas and networking opportunities for fledgling startups. This is an important intangible aspect of 
the ecosystem. 

Singapore is a small country, with a population of 5.6 million. However, that does not appear to have 
constrained its startup sector. Per capita income is high and therefore demand for and affordability 
of tech solutions is strong, even if potential client numbers might be relatively low. Furthermore, the 
economy is globalized, with companies providing goods and services to large markets in the region 
and beyond. Land available for food production is limited and yet the country wants to increase food 
security and is pioneering urban agriculture methods, for which agritech innovations are critical. 

Singapore’s neighbors have large populations, with Malaysia at 32 million, Thailand at 70 million, and 
Indonesia, the fourth-largest country in the world, at 270 million. The market potential for startups 
is therefore large, but income levels and connectivity, notably in rural areas, remain constrained and 
therefore limit demand. Many farmers cannot afford agritech solutions, and poor households lack 
good internet connectivity for remote services such as edtech or healthtech. Low digital literacy 
among some farmers and households also reduces the spread of remote and digital solutions.
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1Introduction

Startups are an important part of the global economy. Although they start small, 
and many will remain small, they make a large collective contribution to many 
economies. They create jobs and have multiplier effects that result in indirect 

job creation. Startups bring dynamism to an economy through new technologies 
and business models that benefit consumers and society. They  contribute to 
exports and attract investment from abroad. 

The global startup economy created nearly $3 trillion in value in 2019, comparable 
to the output of a large national economy, such as that of India (Startup Genome and 
GEN 2020). The economic value generated by startups grows disproportionately 
with an increase in the density of a startup cluster in its area. As such, there are 
strong incentives for governments to attract startup entrepreneurs from outside 
their jurisdiction and encourage entrepreneurship among the local population. 
In today’s intense competition between countries and subnational regions, the 
development of a system of support for startups should not be left to chance; 
governments need to formulate and execute strategies to develop successful 
startup clusters. 

Tech startups are hard to define by specific, measurable criteria. Yet, we generally 
know what they are. Steve Blank, an entrepreneur and pioneer in the lean startup 
field, defines them as “temporary organizations in search for repeatable and scalable 
business models” (Blank 2013: 64). Startups may be temporary in that they are 
evolving to a more stable form of enterprise structure. Scalability—the  capacity 
to expand activity rapidly—is certainly a key attribute. Another definition suggests 
that a startup is a “young company that is designed for high growth” (PwC 2015).

Startups are part of, and operate in, an ecosystem. The startup ecosystem includes 
stakeholders, institutions, arrangements, and markets that help (or hinder) the 
establishment and growth of startups. More specifically, it includes government 
programs, policies and regulations, investors such as venture capitalists (VCs), 
incubators and accelerators, hackathons and pitch competitions, educational 
institutions that produce talent, and digital infrastructure. Supporting business 
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service providers, like startup-savvy law and accounting firms, are also part of the 
system. A culture of risk-taking and entrepreneurship is another important element 
(Startup Genome and GEN 2020; Open Entrepreneurship n.d.). 

Successful startup ecosystems, such as Silicon Valley and Silicon Fen 
(Cambridge,  United Kingdom), are no longer few in number nor confined to 
developed countries. In this regard, Sam Altman of Y Combinator noted several 
years ago that “Instead of one new centre or two new centres, there will be 30, and 
there will be clusters in different places that don’t quite get to the density of the 
Bay Area but get beyond critical mass” (Startup Genome and GEN 2020). That 
prediction has become a reality. The dispersion of advanced ecosystems is also 
evident. In 2013, only four ecosystems in the world produced unicorns, which are 
startups valued at $1 billion or more. By 2020, more than 80 ecosystems could 
boast at least one unicorn (Startup Genome and GEN 2020). Furthermore, close 
to a third of the 156 software companies founded since 2003 and worth more than 
$1 billion were in Asia in the mid-2010s (Anthony 2015). 

1.1 Scope and Purpose of the Study

Singapore is credited with the successful development of its startup ecosystem, 
which seems stronger than systems in other Southeast Asian countries. This study 
identifies the key characteristics of Singapore’s startup ecosystem. It  examines 
finance, human capital, digital infrastructure, government programs, incubators, 
and other elements. The study also reviews, at a less detailed level, ecosystems in 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand and thus offers a comparison with Singapore. 

The study focuses on four sectors: agritech (agriculture), greentech, also known 
as cleantech, (environment), edtech (education), and healthtech (health). These 
sectors were chosen because they have strong developmental benefits, in addition 
to strictly economic ones. Edtech and healthtech solutions support human capital 
development. In many countries, agritech has the potential to contribute to 
poverty reduction as farmers and farm workers tend to be from the lower-income 
strata of society. Greentech solutions contribute to environmental sustainability 
and climate change adaptation and mitigation. The study distills the success 
factors underpinning Singapore’s ecosystem and provides recommendations for 
other countries.
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1.2 Methodology

The study gathered, analyzed, and synthesized information from primary and 
secondary sources. Primary information was gathered through interviews with 
actors in the startup ecosystem, including startup entrepreneurs, venture capitalists, 
managers of incubators and accelerators, and others. The list of persons interviewed 
is provided in the Appendix. Discussion focused on the government policies 
and industry context factors that help or hinder the establishment and growth 
of startups. Specific topics included the vibrancy of the ecosystem, availability 
of talent, access to financing, and others. Interviews with those from outside of 
Singapore included a discussion of comparative strengths and weaknesses of the 
national ecosystem versus that of Singapore.  

Secondary sources included reports, papers, and studies of the overall startup 
ecosystem, specific aspects of it, and the nature of the four sectors. Analysis 
of secondary sources revealed the strengths and weaknesses of the different 
ecosystems, and provided information on the number of startups, the size of the 
investor community, funding availability, government strategy and programs, and 
other issues.

Insights from the primary data were synthesized to support and supplement 
the insights from the secondary information about the strengths of Singapore’s 
ecosystem, as seen by the different players. Based on these insights we propose 
a set of recommendations for other countries in the region to develop their 
startup ecosystems.

The remainder of this report is organized as follows. Section 2 covers three topics:  
performance of the Singapore startup ecosystem, the factors contributing to the 
strength of Singapore’s ecosystem, and ecosystems for the four sectors that are 
the focus of this study. Section 3 discusses the ecosystems for the focal sectors 
in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand. Section 4 provides recommendation for 
countries in Southeast Asia to strengthen their ecosystems in the focal sectors. 
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Singapore’s Startup Ecosystem 2
2.1 Performance of Singapore’s Startup Ecosystem

Singapore has achieved considerable success in building a support system for 
startups. In a recent assessment, its ecosystem was ranked 17th in the world and 
fourth in Asia, behind Beijing, Shanghai, and Tokyo. It was ahead of other well-known 
tech hubs, like Shenzhen and Bengaluru, and all other ecosystems in Southeast 
Asia (Startup Genome and GEN 2020). Jakarta ranked second in a list of emerging 
ecosystems but was not in the top 100 ecosystems overall (Startup Genome and 
GEN 2020). 

Singapore’s reputation for nurturing startups developed only over the last decade. 
Scott Anthony, an innovation guru, noted that even in 2010, he (and Singaporeans) 
would have been hard-pressed to name even one startup other than Creative 
Technologies, which rose to prominence in the 1990s (Anthony 2015). In January 
2015, there were 741 Singaporean startups registered on AngelList, and 168 on 
Techlist.asia. More recently, the Singapore Department of Statistics estimated the 
number of tech startups at more than 4,000 (Enterprise Singapore 2019a). 

2.2. Factors Contributing to the Performance 
of Singapore’s Startup Ecosystem 
Several factors make the Singapore tech startup ecosystem vibrant. While some 
factors such as tax rates, infrastructure, and ease of doing business help all 
companies, other factors such as government grants and the volume of venture 
capital are specific to startups.

The advantages of incorporating in Singapore remain relevant today and were 
frequently mentioned in interviews by respondents (i.e., venture capitalists and 
startup entrepreneurs). One key difference in today’s situation versus 2015 may be 
that more companies are likely to source funding in Singapore, and more (startup) 
investors are located in Singapore. Favorable taxation and effectiveness of the legal 
system for adjudicating disputes are other important factors. For the purposes of 
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this study, a startup is identified as Singaporean based on incorporation even if it 
has a dispersed value chain; for example, with productive operations or sales in 
other countries (PwC 2015).

2.2.1 Ease of Doing Business

Singapore is second on the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business global ranking. 
It fares particularly well in enforcing contracts, setting up a business, obtaining 
construction permits, protecting minority interests, and paying taxes—it is in the 
top 10 globally in these five categories. Furthermore, it is in the top 30 for obtaining 
credit, resolving bankruptcies, registering property, and getting electricity. Singapore 
requires as few as two procedures to set up a business and these can be completed 
in a short time (1.5 days), at low cost in terms of application fee, and with minimal 
paid-in capital (World Bank Group 2020b). Singapore is also ranked among the 
top three countries in the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Index 
(World Economic Forum 2019).

2.2.2 High Quality Infrastructure and Connectivity

In a survey of 221 cities, Singapore was ranked first in terms of infrastructure 
(Williams 2017). The ranking is based on measures of electricity, water availability, 
info-communications network, public transport, traffic congestion, and airport 
effectiveness. PwC has also highlighted Singapore’s strengths in terms of high internet, 
mobile and smartphone penetration, high-quality transport and communications 
infrastructure, and strong connections to other global cities. The  Asian Digital 
Performance Index of the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) ranked Singapore first 
in Asia for digital infrastructure, 4G network coverage, investment in information 
and communication technology (ICT), and ICT laws (EDB 2019).  

In 2018, Singapore was ranked seventh on the World Bank’s Logistics Performance 
Index and sixth for infrastructure.1 While the physical transportation aspects of 
logistics may be less relevant to startups in today’s environment, air links remain 
a critical factor. Singapore’s extensive air links differentiate it from other cities 
in Southeast Asia. One venture capitalist interviewed for the study provided a 
hypothetical example: a tech startup might have a technology development team 
in India, and main office managers may need to travel often to India to interact 
with the team. The connectivity from Jakarta to Bengaluru is much weaker than 
from Singapore to Bengaluru. Hence the company is better off incorporating 
and locating its headquarters in Singapore even if its main market is Indonesia. 

1 World Bank. International LPI. Global Rankings 2018 (accessed 1 December 2020). 

https://lpi.worldbank.org/international/global
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Other  venture  capitalists and startup entrepreneurs interviewed, including those 
from neighboring countries, agreed with the proposition that Singapore is a good 
location for incorporating a startup even if its target markets lie outside Singapore.

2.2.3 Taxation

Singapore offers a low tax environment for individuals and companies. Its corporate 
tax rate, at 17%, is among the lowest in the world, and a concessionary tax rate of 10% 
is offered to qualified fund management companies (Deloitte 2021). Singapore also 
has double tax avoidance agreements with several countries. As a result, Singapore 
has many fund management companies and investment offices of wealthy families 
that provide a pool of investible capital for startups.

Singapore does not impose capital gains tax, which helps to attract investment into 
Singapore-incorporated startups. The country also offers multiyear tax holidays to 
startups in preferred sectors, which is beneficial if the startup begins to earn profits 
during the holiday period. 

In addition, a low personal income tax rate, at 22%, attracts foreign talent to 
Singapore. It compensates partly for the city’s high cost of living.

2.2.4 Intellectual Property and Property Rights Regimes 

Singapore’s intellectual property (IP) regime is among the best in the world and is 
recognized as such in many rankings. The World Economic Forum ranks Singapore 
second in the world and top in Asia for IP protection. Based on a set of indicators 
that includes patent, trademark, copyright, and trade secrets protection, the US 
Chamber of Commerce International IP Index 2019 ranked Singapore 10th in the 
world. Singapore also ranked fourth on the International Property Rights Index 2019 
which assesses protection to both intellectual and physical property (IPOS n.d.).  

A strong IP rights regime helps the tech startup ecosystem in two ways. First, 
it  attracts foreign startups and retains domestic ones that have developed 
their own IP and want to ensure it is well protected. Second, a strong IP regime 
incentivizes multinational companies (e.g., Procter and Gamble and Continental) 
to locate research and development (R&D) in Singapore. This investment has 
multiple benefits. First, multinationals boost Singapore’s innovation output, which, 
in turn, attracts other multinationals. Singapore received a high ranking in two 
recent surveys—the 2020 Bloomberg Innovation Index (third) based on factors 
such as R&D spending, manufacturing capability and concentration of high-tech 
companies, and the Global Innovation Index (eighth). It was also first in the world 
on the Innovation Input Sub-Index of the Global Innovation Index 2019, which 
measures elements in the national economy that enable innovation (IPOS n.d.). 
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Second, there are spillover effects of multinationals conducting R&D and spurring 
innovation in Singapore in terms of attracting and developing innovation talent 
and creating partnerships between multinationals and startups. 

2.2.5 Funding for Startups 

Availability of risk capital is critical to startups because they find it difficult to access 
traditional sources of funding such as bank loans. Singapore’s startups can tap a 
large pool of capital available from private investors and the government. Startup 
Genome and the Global Entrepreneurship Network (2020) ranked Singapore 
eighth in the world for the availability of startup funding. Estimates of the number 
of startup funding providers varies widely, possibly because of differing definitions. 
In 2020, Crunchbase estimated presence of 284 startup investors including 
venture capitalists (VCs), micro-VCs, private equity firms, accelerators, and family 
investment offices.2 The government estimates the number of startup investors at 
476, along with 143 incubators and accelerators.3 

The amount of capital available to startups has been growing. The Singapore 
Venture Capital and Private Equity Association estimates that venture capital 
investment in Singapore-based companies more than tripled from $1.34 billion to 
$4.92 billion between 2014 and 2018 (Nestia 2019). Bain & Company estimates 
that the number of recorded venture capital deals in Singapore rose to 524 in 2017, 
quadrupling the number in 2012 (Varma and Boulton 2018).

To understand the growth in the number of funding agencies and the magnitude 
of funding, a historical background is useful. The initial boost to the VC sector was 
provided by the launch of the government’s Technology Incubation Scheme (TIS). 
TIS was administered by the National Research Foundation (NRF) and operated 
from 2008 and 2016. Under the scheme, the government coinvested up to 
S$500,000 (up to 85% of an investment) into individual Singapore-based startups, 
which had to be recommended by one of the incubators approved under the TIS 
scheme. The incubator making the recommendation was required to coinvest 
the remaining 15% and provide active mentorship and guidance to   the  startup. 
The  incubator was also given the option to buy out NRF’s share in the startup 
within 3 years (Future Books 2014). The TIS scheme attracted several reputed 
VCs to Singapore and started a positive feedback loop in terms of attracting more 
VCs as well as high-quality startups over time. TIS also provided the template for 
subsequent policies by the government which has continued to coinvest with 
private investors in startups.

2 See Crunchbase. Singapore Venture Capital Investors.
3 See Startup SG. 

https://www.crunchbase.com/hub/singapore-venture-capital-investors
https://www.startupsg.gov.sg/
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Several initiatives for funding startups have been consolidated under the Startup 
SG umbrella administered by Enterprise Singapore (ESG) (Table 1. In 2018, Startup 
SG programs supported over 1,160 startups through 100 partners, providing funding 
across a range of sectors including health, urban solutions, fintech, and digital services. 
Action Community for Entrepreneurship, another government agency, supported 
300 startups across 15 programs in 2018. Two other government agencies, SEEDS 
Capital, the investment arm of ESG, and SGInnovate, which focuses on deep tech 
startups, coinvested close to S$36.5 million with Startup SG coinvestment partners 
in 52 startups, catalyzing about S$118 million in private investment in 2018. 

2.2.6 Talent 

Table 1: Programs under the Startup Singapore Umbrella

 Program Aim Program Details
For Founders

Startup SG Talent Support for talent sourcing and 
international entrepreneurs

Visa programs for attracting talent

Startup SG Founder Venture building, mentorship, 
and startup capital for first 
time founders 

Enterprise Singapore will also provide startups with a 
capital grant of S$30,000 (enhanced to S$50,000 after 
20 September 2020). Startups are required to raise and 
commit S$10,000 as co-matching fund to the grant. Startups 
also receive assistance from Accredited Mentor Partner.

StartupSG Tech Funding support for deep 
tech commercialization

Early-stage funding for the commercialization of 
proprietary technology.
Supports proof-of-concept (POC) and proof-of-value 
(POV) for commercialization of innovative technologies

Startup SG 
Accelerator

Incubator and accelerator support 
for startups looking to get a leg up

Programs to nurture startups: Costs of developing program(s) 
that help startups develop new products and services, obtain 
business financing, improve market access, etc.
Mentoring startups: Hiring of mentors and experts to provide 
management and technical guidance to startups.
Operating expenses (partial): Support for operating expenses 
such as hiring incubation team.

Startup SG Equity Coinvestment opportunities for 
investors that provide funding 
for startups

Up to S$2 million for general tech and S$8 million for deep tech.
Coinvestment ratios: 
General tech: 7:3 up to the first S$250,000 from SEEDS 
Capital; 1:1 thereafter, up to S$2 million
Deep tech: 7:3 up to the first S$500,000 from SEEDS 
Capital; 1:1 from S$500,000 to S$4 million; 3:7 thereafter, 
up to S$8 million

Startup SG 
Infrastructure 

Infrastructural support for 
startups, multipliers, and investors 

Provides startups with the spaces they need to grow, 
experiment, and flourish (LaunchPad@OneNorth)

Startup SG Loan Loan schemes available for 
startups via the Enterprise 
Financing Scheme

Government-backed loans that take into account 
young enterprises on the trajectory to catalyze their 
growth opportunities. Provides loans for working capital 
requirement, fixed assets, venture debt, enhanced trade loan, 
project financing, and mergers and acquisitions.

continued on next page.
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 Program Aim Program Details
For Investors 

Startup SG Investor Support for investors looking to 
invest in the startup ecosystem

Tax incentives for individuals or fund management 
companies that are actively investing in startups and/or other 
Singapore companies.

Startup SG Equity Coinvestment opportunities for 
investors that provide funding for 
startups

The government will coinvest with independent, qualified 
third party investors into eligible startups.
This scheme aims to stimulate private sector investments 
into innovative, Singapore-based technology startups with 
intellectual property and global market potential.

Startup SG 
Infrastructure 

Infrastructural support for 
startups, multipliers, and investors 

Provides startups with the spaces that they need to grow, 
experiment, and flourish (LaunchPad@OneNorth)

For Incubators and Accelerators

Startup SG 
Accelerator 

Incubator and accelerator support 
for startups looking to get a leg up

Programs to nurture startups: Costs of developing program(s) 
that help startups develop new products and services, obtain 
business financing, improve market access, etc.

Mentoring startups: Hiring of mentors and experts to provide 
management and technical guidance to startups.

Operating expenses (partial): Enterprise Singapore will 
determine components of operating costs we can support, 
such as salaries for the incubation team.

Startup SG 
Infrastructure 

Infrastructural support for 
startups, multipliers, and investors 

Provides startups with the spaces that they need to grow, 
experiment, and flourish (LaunchPad@OneNorth)

Source: StartupSG. Programmes.

Table 1 continued.

The Human Capital Index of the World Bank ranked Singapore first out of 
157 countries (Yulisman 2018). In the more focused Digital Transformation Index 
from EIU, Singapore is ranked fourth for talent in Asia, behind the Republic of 
Korea; Japan; and Hong Kong, China. Although EIU recognized the quality of STEM 
education in Singapore, it noted lags in developing high-quality IT engineers and 
developers. This point was also mentioned by several VCs and entrepreneurs during 
interviews. World Bank (2019) also pointed out the shortage of talent in Singapore 
relative to Hong Kong, China; Japan; and the Republic of Korea in advanced digital 
expertise such as data analytics (EDB 2019).

The situation of high-quality talent in Singapore is nuanced. In terms of sheer 
number, there does not seem to be a shortage because Singaporean universities 
produce over 15,000 graduates each year, many of whom specialize in areas 
relevant to startups—engineering, natural and physical sciences, mathematical 
sciences, and business administration (Statista n.d.). In the past, many Singapore 
graduates showed a preference for careers with government, multinationals, 
or finance institutions because these jobs offered a well-defined career path, 
good pay, and prestige. This is changing, however, and a greater proportion of 

https://www.startupsg.gov.sg/programmes
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Singaporean graduates have a positive attitude toward working for startups, which 
may be easing the talent shortage at the entry level. Attracting highly skilled talent 
from other countries remains an option because the salaries offered are likely to be 
higher than in many other countries. Despite demands by the public to restrict the 
inflow of foreign talent, the government has reaffirmed its commitment to remain 
open to attracting the necessary talent to keep Singapore competitive (Ng 2020). 

2.2.7 Research

Multiple ministries and R&D funding bodies support research and innovation in 
Singapore. The Research, Innovation and Enterprise Council (RIEC), an apex body, 
is chaired by the Prime Minister, and is tasked with developing a long-term strategy 
to transform Singapore into a knowledge-based society, with strong capabilities in 
research and technology. RIEC is supported by the National Research Foundation 
(NRF) Board, which is responsible for the formulation of five-year plans and 
policies to grow Singapore’s research capability, support economic growth, and 
meet Singapore’s future challenges. Multiple agencies such as EDB and ESG 
support cross-sector R&D with the goal of spurring innovation. Specific agencies 
also support narrower R&D goals including the Public Utilities Board for clean 
water, the Energy Market Authority for clean energy, and the Ministry of Health for 
active aging (NRF n.d.).

Singapore’s network of public institutes of higher learning comprises six 
autonomous universities and five polytechnics. Many of these institutes host 
multiple research institutes and centers such as the Solar Energy Research 
Institute at the National University of Singapore and the Energy Research Institute 
at the Nanyang Technological University. The Agency for Science, Technology and 
Research (A*STAR) oversees four centers: Urban and Green Technology; Artificial 
Intelligence, Analytics and Informatics; Health and Medical Technologies; and 
Agritech and Aquaculture. A*STAR also manages 19 research institutes; 10 
programs, platforms, and services; and 4 national level initiatives.4

Singapore’s universities and polytechnics have a history of cooperating with industry, 
including startups. Over the last few years, these educational institutions have 
offered incubation to startups. Block 71, an initiative of the National University of 
Singapore (NUS) has enjoyed particularly strong results. The business incubation 
initiative was started in 2011 as a project between NUS and the government 
(the  then Media Development Authority) and SingTel Innov8 (a corporate VC 
fund of Singapore’s largest telecom company). It has since become one of the 
most densely packed ecosystems in the world, hosting more than 800 startups and 
50 VCs, incubators, and accelerators in a small area. The model is so successful 

4 A*STAR. Creating Growth Enhancing Lives.

https://www.a-star.edu.sg/
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that it is being replicated. JTC, the agency in charge of planning, promotion, and 
development of the country’s industrial landscape, is trying to create similar 
ecosystems in other parts of Singapore such as the Advanced Manufacturing 
Ecosystem in Jurong Innovation District. Block 71 is also trying to replicate its 
success in Indonesia (Bandung, Jakarta, and Yogyakarta) and other places (Nagoya, 
Ho Chi Minh City, San Francisco, and Suzhou).5 

2.2.8 Constraints and Challenges 

Despite its strong past performance, the Singapore startup ecosystem faces six 
key challenges. First, while Singapore graduates are more open to working for 
startups, the salaries earned in Singapore tend to be high, raising the costs for 
startups, especially relative to other Asian countries such as India, Indonesia, and 
Viet Nam (C. Tan 2020). Strategies adopted in the past such as attracting talent 
from lower-cost countries such as Indonesia, the Philippines, and Viet Nam may be 
less feasible in the future because of the higher salary requirements (for obtaining 
a work permit) for foreign talent other than for medium- or other high-level 
positions (Ong 2022). Second, there is a concern that government support in the 
form of grants may be higher than optimal, hampering fast failure and encouraging 
grant-preneurs who are preoccupied with meeting milestones in grant proposals 
rather than competing in the marketplace (PwC 2015). 

A third constraint relates to the concentration of funding in the early stages, a scarcity 
of funding for scaling up, and few exit options in the form of acquisitions and initial 
public offerings (PwC 2015). Fourth, according to some entrepreneurs, complex 
procurement requirements make it difficult for startups to sell to the government. 
This is important because of the large government presence in Singapore. Fifth, 
some entrepreneurs suggest that there is significant bureaucracy in the grant 
approval process with grants being more available to younger entrepreneurs in 
trendy sectors such as e-commerce.6 One entrepreneur said the bureaucracy 
was stringent in licensing technology from universities which was a deterrent for 
many startups. A sixth constraint is the requirement to have Singaporeans on the 
entrepreneurial team for accessing government grants. The policy has become 
more restrictive over time and may be turning away international entrepreneurs 
with sound proposals. 

5 Block 71 Singapore. Ecosystem Builder/Global Connector.
6 One of the startup founders interviewed mentioned this.

https://singapore.block71.co/incubator/programme
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3Ecosystem for Selected Sectors  
in Singapore

The conducive environment for startups in the form of research, funding, 
talent, and infrastructure forms a foundation for startups across sectors. 
Additional factors shape the ecosystem for the four sectors that are the 

focus of the report. 

3.1 Agritech 

Agritech is the use of technological innovations to improve efficiency and output 
quality in agriculture. It can be applied to various elements of animal husbandry 
and crop growing (Riddell 2018). Agritech can help address the looming food 
supply shortage, caused in part by the loss of fertile land, which has fallen by 33% 
globally in the last 40 years. At the same time, demand for food continues to 
increase with the rise in global population and increased affluence of developing 
countries where people are eating more per capita (C. Tan 2020). 

Agritech companies typically have a long gestation period, which could be one 
reason why VCs have been slow to invest in them (Monitor Deloitte 2016). As of 
2020, Tracxn identified 2,985 companies in the global agritech space, of which 
919 were funded.7 A third of the total funding of $6.3 billion was invested in the 
preceding 24 months, suggesting an acceleration. The sector had 284 companies 
with Series A or later funding, 83 IPOs, and 134 acquisitions, but no unicorns.8  

Singapore is ripe for the use of agritech. In the densely populated city- state, 
less than 1% of land is allocated to agriculture. Although it is a large agri- commodity 
trading hub that accounts for over 20% of global trading flows (Kok n.d.), Singapore 
imports as much as 90% of its food requirement. Recognizing this vulnerability in 
food supply, the Singapore government in 2019 announced a goal to produce 30% 
of its food needs domestically by 2030 (“30 by 30” Program). This is consistent with 
its ambition of becoming a leader in urban agriculture (Chang 2019). In this regard, 

7 See Tracxn. Agritech Sector Landscape Report (updated 15 September 2020). 
8 Footnote 7.

https://tracxn.com/d/reports-feed/agritech-sector-landscape-report
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the  Singapore Food Agency noted: “By tapping into advances in agricultural 
technology, we’re hoping to grow more with less, and bridge the gap between our 
current yields and our target for the coming decade” (SFA n.d.). ESG, under the 
Ministry of Trade and Industry, is the key agent supporting Singapore’s food security 
strategy by encouraging investment in the sector. 

Global venture investors in agritech have largely focused on Australia, India, the 
People’s Republic of China, and the United States (Liljedahl 2017). To address the 
relative obscurity of Singapore on the agritech venture investing map, the government 
has announced several R&D initiatives to support research in targeted areas.  

In March 2019, the government announced that it would allocate S$144 million 
for food research, including urban farming and lab-grown meat, through the 
National Research Foundation (Lai 2019). Additional funds were earmarked 
through the Research Innovation Enterprise 2020 Plan, and Temasek Holdings, 
which has invested in agritech companies in Singapore and abroad (Kok n.d.). 
The government has also launched two centers of innovation in collaboration 
with Nanyang Technological University and Temasek Polytechnic, respectively, 
to conduct research on agritech (S. Tan 2020).   

3.1.1  Public and Private Funding and Other Support 
for Startups 

The government is funding agritech startups through coinvestment by SEEDS 
Capital. Under the Startup SG Equity Scheme, SEEDS Capital works with seven 
partners to coinvest S$65 million to catalyze agrifood technology startups. 
The VC partners provide startups with capital and mentorship and have organized 
accelerator programs and hackathons to kick-start innovation (UNDP Singapore 
n.d.). In April 2019, SEEDS Capital appointed seven new coinvestment partners for 
agrifood tech, bringing the total number of partners to 26 (Enterprise Singapore 
2019a). In June 2020, ESG said it would invest roughly $40 million into agritech 
and aquaculture companies (Marston 2020). 

Private funds in the agritech space include funds by Big Idea Ventures (with Tyson 
and Foods and Temasek as investors) and GROW, a Singapore- headquartered 
accelerator promoted by AgFunder, a global organization, and its coinvestors. 
GROW’s portfolio of activities includes accelerator and pre-accelerator programs for 
agritech and foodtech startups, design sprints, boot camps, seminars, and investor 
missions. Multiple VC funds are dedicated to the sector, including the S$50 million 
AgFunder Asia AgriFood Innovation Fund (Dean 2019). In May  2020, GROW 
launched a 12-week program, Singapore Food Bowl, to build more resilient and 
decentralized agrifood systems in the wake of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
pandemic (Cordon 2020a).
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The government provides grants for high-efficiency farms through the Agriculture 
Productivity Fund’s Productivity Enhancement, which encourages farms to improve 
and upgrade technology, while reducing business costs (S. Tan 2020).

The Singapore Food Agency has collaborated with other agencies to open more 
of Singapore’s southern waters for fish farms, adding to the one that is currently 
in operation (S. Tan 2020). In 2019, the government announced an 18- hectare 
Agri-Food Innovation Park that would be ready by the second quarter of 2021 and 
contain indoor plant factories, insect farms, and animal feed production facilities 
(Seow 2019).

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the government announced two initiatives 
in the sector in 2020. It allocated an extra S$100 million for startups in the 
agriculture and maritime sectors (Chong 2020). It also introduced a 30×30 express 
grant that will make as much as S$30 million available to local producers who adopt 
high- efficiency farming systems and quickly raise output (S. Tan 2020). 

3.1.2 Human Capital Development and Networking   

To develop human capital in agritech, tertiary institutions have started offering courses 
in urban agricultural technology and aquaculture. Additionally, Singaporeans can tap 
into the SkillsFuture Programme, which subsidizes skills upgrading. 

In 2019, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) inaugurated the 
Global Centre for Technology, Innovation and Sustainable Development jointly 
with the government. Sustainable digital agriculture is a key focus area for the 
center, which will identify and cocreate technological solutions for sustainable 
development mainly through partnerships, identifying solutions and connecting 
partners and innovations with UNDP’s Global Policy Network and development 
partners (UNDP Singapore n.d.).

In 2018, Singapore hosted the inaugural ReThink Agri-Food Innovation Week. 
The  event brought together government officials, tech giants like Microsoft, 
local and international investors, many startups, and global agrifood businesses 
(Burwood-Taylor 2018). The Asia-Pacific Agri-Food Innovation Summit was held 
virtually in November 2020 in partnership with Temasek and brought together 
all the key players.9 To improve information availability to startups, AgFunder 
launched AFN Asia, which focuses on news and research on agrifood innovation 
and investment in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region 
(Dean 2019).

9 Asia-Pacific Agri-Food Innovation Summit. Building Singapore as a Global Agri-Food Innovation Hub.

https://agrifoodinnovation.com/building-singapore-as-a-global-agri-food-innovation-hub-2/
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3.1.3 Outcomes

Singapore’s agritech sector has witnessed several successes. Temasek Life Sciences 
Laboratory (a unit of A*STAR) has created climate-proof vegetables that require less 
light and yet have enhanced nutritional value. It has also developed a climate- resistant 
rice variety (Temasek Rice) that can withstand flooding and drought, as well as fungal 
and bacterial attacks (UNDP Singapore n.d.). Urban farmers in Singapore have also 
developed methods for food waste recycling into fertilizer, precision irrigation, and 
recirculatory water systems (UNDP Singapore n.d.). 

The sector has also had some notable investments. Smart Animal Husbandry Care 
(SmartAHC) was incubated at the Nanyang Technological University and received 
$2.9 million in funding.10 It uses wireless sensors and a smart system to analyze pigs’ 
health and readiness to breed through movements in vital measurements such as 
temperature and weight. In 2019, the company counted five of the top 10 pig farms 
as its customers (Chong 2019). Shiok Meats is developing cell-based aquaculture 
and cell-based meat products and received a $4.6 million investment from Big Idea 
Ventures and other partners (Marcus 2019).

3.2 Greentech 

There are many definitions of greentech. One definition is that the greentech 
industry “encompasses a broad range of products and services, from alternative 
energy generation to wastewater treatment to environmentally friendly consumer 
products.” Startups in the industry are connected in that they use “new, innovative 
technology to create products and services [that reduce] mankind’s impact on the 
environment” (Dikeman n.d.).

Several factors make the adoption of greentech imperative for Singapore. It 
is a densely populated small country that is short on natural resources. It has a 
large requirement for water and must import a portion of that requirement. Its 
energy requirement is high because of high levels of industrialization, and its 
tropical weather prompts year-round use of air-conditioning.  Because it prides 
itself on being green and livable, Singapore seeks to avoid the adverse impacts of 
environmentally unfriendly technologies (e.g., polluting power generation). 

The government was an early mover in Southeast Asia in the adoption of greentech. In 
2007, it approved a National Energy Policy that showed how evolving energy policies 
would support future growth (Ministry of Trade and Industry Singapore  2007). 

10 Crunchbase. SmartAHC.

https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/smartahc


Singapore’s Ecosystem for Technology Startups and Lessons for Its Neighbors

16

The  government also took the lead in spurring the development and adoption 
of green technologies. Kow Juan Tiang, the group director of environment and 
infrastructure solutions at International Enterprise Singapore, noted that by 2016 
more than 50 homegrown firms had developed expertise in renewable energy and 
were actively pursuing projects overseas (Soh 2016).

3.2.1 Government’s Stewardship 

The government’s stewardship in the greentech sector takes three distinct forms: 
direct allocation of capital to research projects; encouragement of research and 
development (including testing) of greentech technologies; and spurring demand 
for environmentally friendly services through grants. 

Under the first initiative, the government created a blueprint initiative in 2009 to 
assist in creating a greener, more energy-efficient and sustainable country—at a 
cost of S$692 million over 5 years (Lesser 2011). 

Several initiatives fall into the second category. Two government agencies, 
Jurong  Town Corporation and EDB, established CleanTech Park, a S$52 million 
project (Lesser 2011). The 50-hectare park in western Singapore will retain 
the natural environment and biodiversity of the area. The park brings about 
collaborations between academe and corporations that are committed to 
environmental sustainability.11  

The Solar Energy Research Institute of Singapore, which is supported by NRF and 
EDB and hosted at NUS, commenced operations in 2008. It is a national institute 
that conducts research, development, testing, and consulting on solar energy 
technologies and their integration into power systems and buildings. Technologies 
and services for tropical regions, specifically for Southeast Asia, are of particular 
interest. The Solar Energy Research Institute has a portfolio of collaborations with 
universities, research organizations, government agencies, and local and global 
industry partners. 

With over S$250 million in funding, the Energy Research Institute at the Nanyang 
Technological University is one of the largest energy research institutes in Asia and 
supports projects on energy efficiency and renewable energy integration with a 
focus on solutions for megacities. It hosts public and private sector test-bed sites 
and labs from leading companies such as ST Engineering, SMRT Corporation, and 
Rolls-Royce.

11 JTC. JTC CleanTech One@CleanTech Park. Singapore. 

https://www.jtc.gov.sg/find-space/jtc-cleantech-one--cleantech-park
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Singapore Power Energy Advanced Research and Development (SPEAR) is a 
program under which Singapore Power and EDB co-innovate with companies 
to increase the resiliency of the national grid. Within a year of its launch in 2017, 
the program attracted 42 proposals from leading industry players (Sagar 2017).

Incentives offered by E2 Singapore fall under the third category of government 
stewardship. As a key climate change and energy efficiency organization, 
E2 Singapore offers several incentives to improve the energy efficiency of buildings. 
Under the Energy Efficiency Improvement Assistance Scheme, which is funded 
by the National Environment Agency, grants of up to S$200,000 are allocated 
to companies for conducting energy appraisal and identifying areas for energy 
efficiency improvement. 

3.2.2 Partnerships with Startups 

In 2019, the Energy Research Institute at the Nanyang Technological University 
launched the EcoLabs Centre of Innovation for Energy that has supported over 
25 startups and aims to serve as a landing pad for startups coming to Singapore. It will 
enhance the attractiveness of the government’s matching scheme for venture funds 
that invest in Singapore-based companies (Marcus 2019). The Public Utilities Board 
has also conducted over 150 pilot projects with companies since 2006, developing 
water solutions and helping them internationalize (Marcus 2019). 

3.2.3 Networks and Mentorship

The Sustainable Energy Association of Singapore represents the interests of 
companies involved in several greentech areas including carbon trading, renewable 
energy, energy efficiency, and clean development. It also serves as a platform to 
discuss, collaborate, and undertake projects (Lesser 2011). 

Singapore hosts an annual event, the Singapore International Energy Week 
(SIEW). SIEW 2020 provided a platform for global energy stakeholders to share 
best practices across the energy industry (SIEW 2020). In 2021, Singapore hosted 
CleanTech Forum Asia bringing together startups, investors, and multinationals 
from across the region and the world.12

Greentech startups can benefit from mentorship by several VC funds including 
iGlobe Partners and incubators Small World Group and Red Dot Ventures. 
The list of VCs supporting greentech also includes Emerald Technology Ventures, 
which launched the Ripple2wave incubator with VFT Ventures to support water 
technology startups (Marcus 2019).

12 CleanTech Group. CleanTech Forum Asia. 20–21 April 2021. 

https://www.cleantech.com/event/cleantech-forum-asia/
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Singapore serves as the headquarters for ReEx Capital Asia, a clean energy 
investment banking and consulting boutique firm specializing in Asia with 
representation in the United States, Europe, New Zealand, Indonesia, and 
the Philippines.13

3.2.4 Human Capital

The National Environment Agency conducts the Singapore Certified Energy 
Manager Programme and administers a training grant scheme to develop 
technical skills and competencies needed to manage and track energy usage 
within organizations. The training grant scheme aims to develop local expertise 
and capability in professional energy management, specifically among engineers, 
managers, and consultants who can improve energy efficiency in their own or their 
clients’ organizations.14 

3.2.5 Notable Greentech Startups 

Three notable greentech startups are Third Wave Power, Sensorflow, and 
Green  Koncepts. Third Wave Power provides portable power products that 
combine solar energy, the Internet of Things, and sensor solutions and are useful for 
fieldwork, emergency back-up situations, and outdoor environments. It was judged 
as the Most Eco-Friendly Start-Up in the Techventure 2011 event. Sensorflow 
focuses on improving hotel energy efficiency. By using wireless sensors to collect 
real-time data from hotel rooms and automating the room’s temperature according 
to guest behavior, it enables savings of up to 30% in energy usage. In 2019, it raised 
$2.7 million for expansion in Southeast Asia and globally (Tech Collective 2020b). 
Green Koncepts is an energy management solutions company that uses cloud 
technology to help businesses track, monitor, and optimize energy consumption.  
It launched a Cloud Energy Management SME Kit in 2013 (Green Koncepts 2013).  

3.3 Edtech

Education is an important industry that is projected to be worth $10 trillion globally 
by 2030 (Brothers 2018). Historically, the education sector has relied on traditional 
business models while underutilizing new technologies. But this is changing as 
edtech—which ranges from simple computer programs to teach math and reading 
in elementary schools, to online degree platforms, online learning apps, and virtual 
reality techniques—becomes increasingly popular (Vedrenne-Cloquet 2015). 

13 Rex Capital Asia. About Us. 
14 Energy Efficient Singapore. Programmes and Grants.

http://www.reexasia.com/about-us
https://www.e2singapore.gov.sg/programmes-and-grants/incentives/singapore-certified-energy-manager-(scem)-programme-and-training-grant
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Edtech has the potential to address three key weaknesses of traditional education 
and training systems: high cost, low scalability because of their localized nature, 
and low effectiveness because of the absence of learner-centricity. As a result, 
investment in the sector has been accelerating, although from a low base. 

The global edtech market reached $18 billion in revenue in 2017 and is expected to 
grow to $41 billion by 2022, an annual growth rate of 18% (Research and Markets 
2020). The Asian region, where parents place great emphasis on educating their 
children, accounts for about 54% of global demand (Watanabe 2017). There is a big 
opportunity for edtech in Southeast Asia because education systems are less tied to 
legacy institutions and systems than in many other regions—which opens possibilities 
for implementation of major edtech advances (Lauria 2020). The People’s Republic 
of China (PRC), Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Viet Nam, are currently among 
the world’s top 10 fastest-growing e-learning markets (Lithan.com n.d.).

In Singapore and other countries in Southeast Asia parents place heavy emphasis 
on their children’s education. A large majority (73%) of Singaporean parents 
plan their children’s education before the start of primary school, and 52% are 
willing to take on debt to fund education. Parents spend an average of between 
S$155 to S$255 per month on tuition for their children (GuideMeSingapore n.d.). 
In  2018,  families spent a total of S$1.4 billion on private tuition and enrichment 
classes (With Content n.d.). 

Navitas Ventures (2018) ranked Singapore’s edtech ecosystem 11th globally and 
fourth in Asia—behind Shanghai, Bengaluru, and Tel Aviv. Singapore scored well 
on the number of companies (the breadth and depth of the edtech landscape), 
support (government assistance and innovation potential of the city), and 
community (the  maturity of the edtech community such as the presence and 
quality of incubators). It scored less well on test bed (quality, size, and accessibility 
of the local education sector) and funding (the availability and sources of capital 
for edtech). The report estimated the number of edtech startups in Singapore at 
300 (Navitas Ventures 2018).  

3.3.1 Conducive Environment 

Several aspects of the environment encourage the adoption of edtech in Singapore. 
The education system is among the best in the world based on students’ test 
scores. The high purchasing power of parents is coupled with a willingness to 
spend on children’s education. Mike Michalec, managing director of Edtech Asia 
which organized the Edtech Asia Summit, has noted that “Singapore is the most 
supportive environment for edtech companies in Southeast Asia. The education 
system is willing to embrace edtech and the amount of government support is 
impressive, for instance, the SkillsFuture program that subsidizes learning online” 

http://Lithan.com
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(Navitas Ventures 2018, 18). The  widespread ownership and extensive usage of 
mobile devices by Singaporeans, especially school-going children, is a facilitating 
factor. In 2018, a study found that the average 12-year-old Singaporean spends 
close to 7 hours a day on electronic devices (GuideMeSingapore n.d.). According 
to another estimate, 8- to 12- year- olds spend an average of 35 hours in front of 
digital screens (With  Content n.d.). According to Shivanu Shukla, cofounder of 
edtech startup Teamie, “Edtech in Singapore has evolved. In the early days, it was 
limited to online content access. Today, edtech has grown to include learner data 
analysis, gamification, social learning, and personalized learning solutions to help 
students learn more efficiently” (GuideMeSingapore n.d.). 

3.3.2 Government Support 

Regarding government support, Navitas Ventures (2018, 18) indicated that 
“Singapore is one of the few examples of a holistic, government-led response. The 
city offers an impressive level of government support for entrepreneurs including 
specialist visa classes and financial support, while SG Innovate is actively supporting 
the development of the startup ecosystems in multiple sectors, including EdTech.”

 The ICT master plan includes initiatives like infrastructure upgrading, increased 
connectivity in schools, and “edumall 2.0.” The latter is an integrated portal of 
global learning resources and approaches, which teachers can access to plan their 
lessons (GuideMeSingapore n.d.).

Consistent with the government’s broader policy toward startups, A*STAR supports 
the technology development efforts of selected edtech startups through grants, 
licensing services, and proof-of-concept projects (GuideMeSingapore n.d.). 
A*STAR’s Institute of Materials Research and Engineering provided financial and 
research assistance to Commontown, a startup, to develop a speech -acquisition 
portal. Approved by the Ministry of Education, the portal utilizes speech technology 
to help more than 400,000 students in Singapore speak Malay, Mandarin, 
and Tamil accurately (GuideMeSingapore n.d.).

The government’s emphasis on skills development and lifelong learning also 
enhances the opportunities for edtech in the corporate and adult-learner markets. 
For instance, while the initial customer base of Teamie included schools and 
universities, the startup is getting inquiries from companies and training providers 
(GuideMeSingapore n.d.).
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ESG supported the formation of the first edtech accelerator, Eduspaze, which 
is managed by Spaze Ventures, a seed-capital firm and incubator (Enterprise 
Singapore 2019b). Eduspaze provides up to S$500,000 as well as custom- tailored 
mentorship by an educator to help early-stage edtech startups go to market. 
Eduspaze has also partnered with Republic Polytechnic, Ngee Ann Polytechnic, 
Singapore Polytechnic, and Singapore University of Technology and Design 
(Ng 2019). 

Some subtle aspects still need to be addressed, however. One interviewee 
mentioned that cooperation between ESG and the Ministry of Education 
could be better, and entrepreneurs needed to be given opportunities to work 
with educators in developing their ideas and products and in gaining access to 
schools for testing. The good performance of the Singapore school system and 
consequent inertial factors could be one reason why the Ministry of Education is 
looking for proven models rather than trying new models. The interviewee was also 
skeptical of approaches that encourage teachers to become entrepreneurs, due 
to the fundamental differences in mindset of teachers (structured approach) and 
entrepreneurs (unstructured).

3.3.3 Networks 

The edtech ecosystem has benefited from events such as EduTECH Asia, which is 
the largest education conference and exhibition in Asia, held annually in Singapore. 
Edtech Asia Summit, another event that brings together participants from more than 
40 countries was to be held in Singapore in 2020. The events serve as platforms 
for Singapore edtech players to connect with international stakeholders to cocreate 
and co-innovate (Enterprise Singapore 2019a). The  government also acts as a 
matchmaker by organizing events that bring together Singapore edtech startups 
with investors interested in the sector (Enterprise Singapore 2019b).

Lithan, an accelerator, “aims to transform traditional educators into agile 
edupreneurs that can take on diverse roles beyond just teaching to encompass 
other roles such as content development, training, mentorship and even consulting” 
(Lithan.com n.d.).

3.3.4 Success Stories

Koobits is a technology spin-off from NUS. Its ProblemSums is a personalized 
platform for learning mathematics, powered by big data and gamification and 
targeted at primary schools. By November 2019, Koobits was being used in 
400 schools in Singapore, the Philippines, and Indonesia, reaching 145,000 students 
(Enterprise Singapore 2019b).

http://Lithan.com
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3.3.5 Constraints 

Despite the generally supportive environment, the edtech sector also faces 
constraints. One constraint relates to the small population of approximately 
5.6 million and a low fertility rate. Even with high per capita income, the size of the 
Singapore market is far smaller than Indonesia, Thailand, or Viet Nam.

Another constraint relates to changing the behavior of buyers who are accustomed 
to face-to-face learning. Without bottlenecks such as traffic jams that hamper 
face- to-face learning in cities such as Jakarta, it may be difficult for edtech 
providers to bring about a shift in buyer preferences in Singapore toward remote 
learning. The inertia also applies to the school system, which resists introducing 
new models because of its strong performance in terms of student outcomes. 
The Navitas report noted some inertial tendencies toward adoption of edtech 
because of Info-Communications Media Development Authority’s control over 
the products and services used in the K-12 public school system. The COVID-19 
pandemic, which has forced a rethink of existing models, may help somewhat in 
overcoming the inertial tendencies, however.

3.4 Healthtech

Healthtech uses technologies that aid medical professionals and patients in 
providing and receiving health care. It “uses technology to provide patients [with] 
faster, cheaper and more accessible care, generally, outside of a clinical setting” 
(PitchBook 2021). 

Healthtech ecosystems are experiencing rapid growth in many parts of the world, 
driven by consumer preference for services such as telemedicine that use digital 
technologies to deliver health care. Supportive regulatory policies for new forms of 
health-care delivery are further boosting the demand for services. According to a 
report by KPMG, “digital front doors” in the form of remote consultations, remote 
monitoring, and personal health records are becoming common. It  predicted 
that virtual visits may top 200 million globally in 2020, a number that would 
have been difficult to envisage even a couple of years ago (KPMG International 
Cooperative 2020). The value of the global telemedicine market was estimated at 
$40 billion for 2018 and is expected to grow to $148 billion by 2025 (Quah 2020). 
The prospects for telemedicine have become brighter since the eruption of the 
COVID-19 pandemic because of the openness of both consumers and regulators 
to health-care delivery which reduces in- person interaction. 
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There were 170 healthtech startups in Singapore in 2018, representing 23% 
annual growth between 2015 and 2018 and a more than 200% increase since 
2012 (45  startups). In 2020, Tracxn placed the number of healthtech startups 
in Singapore at 364.15

Startups are evenly spread across subsectors: wellness (19%), health diagnostics 
(14%), health management solutions (13%), health services search (10%), remote 
monitoring (9%), patient solutions (8%), and others (27%) (EDB Singapore and 
Galen Growth Asia 2019). 

The healthtech ecosystem is also vibrant based on metrics other than number of 
startups. Galen Growth Asia estimated Singapore global health ecosystem share in 
2018 at 11% (behind the PRC and India in Asia) with a deal value of S$105 million 
(behind the PRC, India, and Japan). Only 20% of Singapore- based healthtech 
startups are focused on the Singapore market, whereas 40% focus on the rest 
of Asia and a further 40% targeting markets outside of Asia. The  nationality 
of healthtech chief executive officers further supports the view that many 
international entrepreneurs and companies come to Singapore for incorporation, 
fundraising, and test-bedding. About 60% of Singapore healthtech startup chief 
executive officers are from other countries, including the United States (25%); 
India (20%); and Japan, the United Kingdom, and France (5% each). Healthtech 
startups attract a varied profile of investors. The Galen report suggested that 12 of 
58 investors were corporate venture capital firms, and 34 were venture capital firms, 
with the rest comprising angel investors, investment offices of wealthy families, 
and others. Singapore-based investors such as SGInnovate, Heritas Venture Fund, 
Venturecraft, and Wavemaker Partners constitute a minority of all investors. 

The ecosystem has matured with the proportion of early-stage startups declining 
from 96% in 2012 to 70% in 2018. The proportion of startups in Series A or B stages 
grew over the same period from 4% to 13% (EDB Singapore and Galen Growth 
Asia 2019).

Four sector-specific characteristics explain the performance of the healthtech 
startup ecosystem in Singapore: a strong health-care delivery sector, a progressive 
regulatory framework, the presence of prominent biomedical and technology 
companies, and networking and mentorship opportunities. 

15 Tracxn. Healthtech Startups in Singapore (updated 16 April 2020). 

https://tracxn.com/explore/HealthTech-Startups-in-Singapore
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3.4.1 Consolidated Health-Care Delivery Sector

A financially strong and progressive health-care delivery system is a key part of the 
healthtech ecosystem. As much as 80% of acute care and 20% of primary care 
is delivered by three organizations in the public health-care cluster that operate 
9 hospitals, 9 specialty clinics, and 22 clinics (EDB Singapore and Galen Growth 
Asia 2019). The consolidated structure of health-care delivery, especially in acute 
and specialty care, means that the key players have sufficient resources, including 
managerial sophistication, to test and implement new models, especially those that 
enhance safety and patient-centricity (Robertson 2020). Health-care providers 
are also open to collaborating with startups to test new ideas. Holmusk, a Singapore 
startup backed by Johnson and Johnson, recently announced a partnership with 
National Heart Centre Singapore to use its machine learning and data analytics to 
improve care for patients with coronary artery disease. Singapore’s largest public 
health groups, SingHealth and National Health Group, have been involved in similar 
collaborations (Robertson 2020).

3.4.2 Sound and Farsighted Regulatory Framework

In 2018, the Singapore government launched an experimental initiative (regulatory 
sandbox) called the Licensing Experimentation and Adaptation Programme, which 
involved the National Telemedicine Guidelines and Singapore Medical Council’s 
Ethical Code and Ethical Guidelines. The initiative encouraged innovation and 
was a pioneering regulatory effort in Asia (Robertson 2020; Ministry of Health 
Singapore 2018).

The early adoption of a regulatory framework led to the emergence of more 
than a dozen telemedicine startups by early 2020 (Quah 2020). The regulatory 
framework was firmed up in January of that year when the Healthcare Services 
Act was passed, which gave the ministry broad authority to license and implement 
medical services. The government postponed a decision to mandate the creation 
of an electronic database of patients’ records, pending a further independent 
review. The postponement was prompted by a cyberattack and data breach in July 
2019 involving SingHealth, one of three key health-care delivery organizations 
(Kang et al. 2020).
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 3.4.3 Presence of Prominent Biomedical and Tech Corporates 

Healthtech lies at the intersection of the biomedical and technology sectors, which 
are both vibrant in Singapore. The biomedical cluster includes more than 100 global 
pharmaceutical and medical device manufacturers with operations or regional 
headquarters in Singapore. Investments in biomedical research, amounting to 
S$4 billion between 2015 and 2020, are a key factor for multinational companies to 
locate in Singapore. In fact, biomedical research is one of the two key research areas for 
A*STAR, which operates 1 national initiative; 12 research institutes; and 5 programs, 
platforms, and scientific services under the biomedical research initiative.16 

More than 80 of the world’s top 100 tech companies have operations in Singapore 
and contribute 6.5% of Singapore’s gross domestic product (GDP), according to 
one estimate (EDB Singapore and Galen Growth Asia 2019). Technology and 
biomedical companies serve as mentors as well as investors for healthtech startups, 
exemplified by Johnson and Johnson’s investment in Holmusk. Novartis, similarly, 
has partnered with Biofurmis, a healthtech startup focused on heart failure 
(Poh 2019). Alexis Selin, head of the Southeast Asian cluster of Novartis, noted: 
“The short-term objective is to co- develop solutions and programs to address 
pain points in the patient journey and bend the curve on outcomes…. Novartis is 
also aiming to be the partner of choice for startups” (EDB Singapore and Galen 
Growth Asia 2019, 20). 

3.4.4 Networking and Mentorship

In addition to partnership opportunities with large companies in the biopharma 
and tech sectors, healthtech startups also benefit from mentorship by BlueChilli, 
an Australian accelerator that plans to invest in healthtech startups in Southeast 
Asia in partnership with ESG (Srinivasan 2019). 

To increase the value of their products and services, healthtech startups need to 
frequently communicate with doctors and other health-care professionals. With 
this aim in mind, Dharmawan Angela Ranayanti, a bioengineer, doctor, surgeon, 
and cofounder of two medtech startups has started a coworking space called 
Catalyst (Tech Collective 2019).

Events such as APACMed, Global Healthtech Summit, and Women in Healthtech 
bring together the key players and enhance the opportunities to network and learn 
for startups.

16 A*STAR. Research Entities.

https://www.a-star.edu.sg/About-A-STAR/research-entities
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3.4.5 Constraints 

The healthtech ecosystem faces four main constraints. First, the local market is 
small because of the small population, albeit this is compensated partly by high per 
capita income and adequate pricing of medical services such as hospitalization. 
Second, the implementation of electronic medical records has been slow in 
Singapore, as noted earlier, because of a data breach incident. Third,  on a small 
island with good transportation and a network of private doctors who provide 
primary care at reasonable cost, the incentives for consumers to use telemedicine 
are weak, except for certain situations such as after-hours consultation. Fourth, 
doctors with small practices may be reluctant to adopt new technologies for 
several reasons: high costs of technology, need to learn new skills such as using 
new devices and systems, and slowing of work activity during the transition period.
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Startup Ecosystems in Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Thailand 4
Between 2015 and 2019, 100 million people started using the internet in 

Southeast Asia, bringing the total user base to 360 million. Many connect 
to the internet using mobile phones, and some countries are global leaders 

in terms of the time spent on the internet. Concurrently with the growth in user 
base, the internet economy in Southeast Asia grew from $32 billion to $100 billion 
between 2015 and 2019, helped by an injection of $37 billion of capital investment 
in startups. Southeast Asia’s internet economy is expected to grow further to 
$300 billion by 2025 (Davis et al. 2019). 

4.1 Indonesia 

Indonesia, the region’s most populous country, is a large potential market for 
consumer- oriented startups. The size of the upper-middle class was expected to 
double between 2016 and 2021. The banked population, smartphone penetration, 
and number of people with higher education are also expected to double. The 
most impressive increase is expected in the number of online shoppers, from 11 
million to 42 million (Google and A.T. Kearney 2017). 

The Indonesian business environment poses several challenges to companies, 
including startups. In 2019, Indonesia was ranked 73rd on the Ease of Doing 
Business index of the World Bank. Despite efforts by the government, this rank 
has remained the same for several years. Bureaucracy and the low quality of 
infrastructure between urban and rural areas were mentioned as constraints by 
several Indonesia-based VC firms. The World Bank has highlighted improvements 
made in the areas of starting a business, paying taxes, trading across borders, 
improving electricity, and enforcing contracts, although strict employment 
protection and minimum wage regulations remain (Akhlas 2019; World Bank 
Group 2020a). Entrepreneurs and VCs interviewed for the study acknowledged 
improvement in regulations but noted that implementation was a problem as 
policies were not put into practice.17 They also noted that the legal system is a 

17 Based on interviews conducted by the author.
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challenge for foreign investors in Indonesia, and some mentioned that even for 
investment in Indonesian startups, foreign investors sometimes might insist on 
registration (and arbitration) in Singapore.

In 2019, the corporate tax was 25%, and capital gains were taxed at corporate rate. 
The government cut the rate to 22% in 2021 and further to 20% in 2022. Some 
public companies would get a further reduction of the general rate. Indonesia 
offers additional tax relief to companies that invest in vocational training and R&D 
(Akhlas 2020). While the corporate tax rate is somewhat higher than in Singapore 
(17%), a bigger concern for investors is the capital gains tax because successful 
VC investments can generate large capital gains, and Indonesia’s rate compares 
unfavorably with Singapore where it is zero. 

Startup investment in Indonesia was low before 2012 but has accelerated since 
(Table 2). Between 2002 and 2006, Indonesia’s share of the number and value of 
deals in Southeast Asia went from 10% to 20% and from 14% to 19%, respectively. 
During the same period, Singapore’s shares decreased from 68% to 41% and from 
89% to 41%, respectively. In 2016, as much as $631 million of venture capital 
was invested in Indonesian startups, 20 times the level of 2015 (Google and A.T. 
Kearney 2017). In 2017, Jakarta was ranked as the top frontier startup city for 
financing deals, ahead of Dubai, Vienna, Istanbul, Kuala Lumpur, and Bangkok (CB 
Insights 2017). Three large deals were completed that year: Gojek  ($1.8  billion), 
Tokopedia ($1.4 billion), and Traveloka ($500 million) (Google and A.T. Kearney 
2017). In mid-2020, the number of Indonesian startups was estimated at 6,000 
(Chum 2020).

The Indonesian VC sector has two main types of players: local and foreign. Local 
VCs are often investment arms of Indonesian conglomerates or state-owned 
enterprises that typically participate in early-stage deals. They accounted for 
28% of the value of deals over the 2012–2016 period. On the other hand, foreign 
investors typically participate in late-stage deals and accounted for 72% of the 
deal value (Google and A.T. Kearney 2017). Despite the vibrancy of the VC sector, 
some founders and VCs noted that funding is difficult to obtain for startups with 
less than $1 million in revenue, leading many startup founders to bootstrap their 

Table 2: Number and Value of Deals in Indonesia

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 (Jan–Aug)
Number of deals 18 26 54 107 123 53
Value of deals ($ billion) 0 0.1 0.2 0.7 1.4 3.0
Average deal value ($ million) 2.5 2.2 4.3 6.1 11.1 56

Source: Google and A.T. Kearney (2017).
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ventures through friends and family. Between the first quarter of 2015 and 2018, 
the number of seed deals in Indonesia fell from 3,000 to 1,000 as larger funds 
focused on mature investments. The average valuation of seed deals increased 
over the same period from $2.3 million to $7 million, leaving a substantial gap at 
the lower end (Graham n.d.).

Talent shortage is a key challenge for Indonesia. Every year, Indonesia produces 
only 278 engineering graduates per 1 million of population, much lower than 
Malaysia (1,834), Thailand (1,248), Viet Nam (1,094), and India (1,159) (Google and 
A.T. Kearney 2017). The quality of talent is a concern as well. VCs interviewed for 
the study suggested that other than a few key institutes, such as Bandung Institute 
of Technology and Gadja Mada University, the quality of technology graduates 
is not high. 

R&D spending is low at 0.2% of GDP in 2018, although it is an improvement from 
2012 (0.08%). Nonetheless, the figure is much lower than Singapore at 1.9% and 
Malaysia at 1.0%. However, salaries for skilled workers are lower than in Singapore 
and provides a cost-advantage for startups in Indonesia. Entrepreneurs as well 
as VCs pointed out that while talent can be brought in from abroad, it involves 
paperwork and a levy paid to government, and is subject to quota restrictions 
(locals versus foreigners). International talent is paid less in Indonesia than in 
Singapore, which is good for startups that can secure such talent but limits the 
attractiveness of Indonesia as a work location for skilled foreigners.

4.1.1. Agritech

Indonesia represents an attractive opportunity for agritech. With a population 
of more than 250 million, its food requirement is high. Its agriculture sector is a 
big part of the economy and includes 35 million farmers. However, it imports part 
of its food requirement, which could be reduced by improving efficiency in the 
agriculture sector. According to one VC, eliminating inefficiencies in the supply 
chain by improving connectivity between farmers and their markets represents a 
big opportunity in Indonesia. 

Agritech faces several challenges. According to one VC, in the past, funding for 
agritech startups came mostly from nongovernment organizations or corporate 
social responsibility projects because of the long cycles for agritech projects. 
The  funding situation is improving though, with some capital available to the 
sector from VCs. Other challenges to agritech adoption exist, such as the low 
digital literacy of farmers and low income which reduce their ability to purchase 
new technologies offered by startups (Tech Collective 2020a). 
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There were 54 agritech startups in Indonesia in April 2020, according to Tracxn.18 
Many startups provide online marketplaces. Tanihub, which has received 
investment of $29 million, operates an app-based marketplace for trading 
agricultural commodities. It also operates its own logistic network. Chillibeli, 
another online community platform, has received funding of $10 million. A third 
startup, Kedai Sayur, connects vegetable hawkers directly to farmers, thus cutting 
out traders. In its first year of operation, it rapidly grew its network of partners and 
volume of produce, while raising more than $5 million of funding (Cordon 2019). 
Another startup, eFishery, offers a smart feeding solution comprising an automatic 
fish feeder and data platform that enables fish farmers to monitor and control 
feeding through their mobile phones. 

4.1.2 Greentech

In 2015, Indonesia cut fuel subsidies for consumers to reduce consumption 
of oil and gas. It has received financing from the Asian Development Bank and 
the World Bank to switch to renewable energy. Indonesia has among the world’s 
largest potential for hydro and geothermal energy generation. Micro-hydro power 
generation grew by about 700% between 2000 and 2017, accounting for over 
450 megawatts of electricity. The government had ambitious goals to further 
quintuple this figure by 2025. The Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources is also 
pushing adoption of solar energy through large and small projects, such as rooftop 
solar systems at airports and government buildings, and 500 solar photovoltaic 
microgrid projects (Harsono 2017). The renewable energy sector in Indonesia 
has received investments from international companies such as Fluidic Energy in 
the United States (US), as well as the Overseas Private Investment Corporation, 
a development finance institution of the US government (Rachameda 2019).

Despite the above efforts, Indonesia received a poor ranking in the Cleantech 
Innovation Index (Table 3), with a particularly low score for commercializing 
greentech innovations. A narrow focus on a few types of renewable energy was one 
problem mentioned by entrepreneurs interviewed for the study. One entrepreneur 
said that his startup faced challenges in securing biomass—whose supply should 
be strong because of the large agriculture sector—from  which the startup would 
generate energy. Despite the government’s promise that the electricity generated 
would be purchased from the startup, in practice, the utility was reluctant to do 
so. In  this entrepreneur’s view, the small companies in the greentech sector have 
ideas but lack funds while big companies have funds but lack innovative ideas. 

18 Tracxn. Agritech Startups in Indonesia (as of 17 April 2020). This is also the source for Chillibeli and eFishery.

https://tracxn.com/explore/AgriTech-Startups-in-Indonesia
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Further, he said that his experience of cooperating with an Indonesian university had 
not been fruitful, and he had more success in importing technology from the PRC 
and working with universities there.

4.1.3 Edtech

Despite a large student population of 68 million (at all levels), government spending 
on education as a percentage of GDP has been low. However, the Ministry of 
Education is making efforts to enhance access to education. It operates two television 
channels, one each for students and teachers, airing live education programs. It also 
has a portal that provides on-demand learning resources as well as communication 
facilities for teachers and students at many levels—ranging from early childhood to 
vocational education (The ASEAN Post 2020). 

The edtech sector witnessed a flurry of activity in 2013 when as many as 40 new 
edtech firms were formed. Two reasons for the activity could be (i) the capital 
requirements for bootstrapping edtech startups are relatively low, and (ii) funding 
may be available from corporate social responsibility projects and venture 
capital. More startups were formed between 2013 and 2018, bringing the total to 
over 100 (Bhardwaj, Yarrow, and Cali 2020). 

A few Indonesian edtech firms have enjoyed considerable success. Two of the 
five largest venture capital rounds in edtech in Southeast Asia between 2016 and 
2019 were for Indonesian companies. Founded in 2014, Ruangguru’s platform has 
7 million students and 80,000 teachers (Devanesan 2020a). Its funding round 
of $150 million was 3 times the next biggest round received by a Southeast Asian 
player between 2016 and 2019 (Topica from Viet Nam). Both the big rounds for 
Indonesia involved K-12 education, reflecting the attractive nature of this sector 
because of the large population of students (Sahui 2020). HarukaEdu, the second 
edtech startup noted above, is an online learning portal that offers free online 
classes to adults. Its flexible class schedules are targeted at adults who work 
full time (Devanesan 2020a).

Table 3: Indonesia’s Ranking in Cleantech Innovation Index 

Country Rank 
2017 
Score 

Inputs to 
Innovation

Outputs of 
Innovation

General 
Innovation 

Drivers

Cleantech-
Specific 

Innovation 
Drivers

Emerging 
Cleantech 
Innovation

Commercialized 
Cleantech 
Innovation

Denmark 1 4.07 3.80 4.34 3.04 4.55 3.49 5.19
Singapore 14 2.71 2.04 3.39 2.78 1.30 2.34 4.34
Indonesia 40 0.60 1.11 0.09 1.21 1.02 0.00 0.18

Source: Cleantech Group (2017).
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In 2021, the edtech sector was still maturing, although the number of players is large 
and the range of products is diverse—spanning learning management systems, 
online courses, and vocational and career training. Only a quarter of Indonesian 
edtech startups were profitable but edtech firms in other countries also operate 
for years before making profit (Bhardwaj, Yarrow, and Cali 2020).   

The edtech sector faces four key challenges on the demand side. First, low digital 
literacy of teachers reduces their openness to adopting digital technologies. 
Second, weak digital infrastructure is a challenge, especially outside Jakarta and 
a few other big cities. Third, the low ability and willingness to pay of individuals 
and institutions means that pricing tends to be low and sales cycles can be long.  
Fourth, perception of parents that digital education is inferior to face-to-face 
instruction creates a barrier to adoption, further reducing sales potential. There is 
a big challenge on the supply side as well. In the minds of potential investors and 
engineering talent, edtech has lower profitability and scalability compared with 
e-commerce, logistics, and e-transport, making it difficult to attract funding and 
talent (Bhardwaj, Yarrow, and Cali 2020). 

4.1.4 Healthtech

Indonesia has the lowest ratio of hospital beds to population in Southeast Asia. 
Furthermore, a lack of specialist doctors is a key constraint, especially in rural areas 
where 43% of the population lives (Widjaja 2019). This shortage and infrastructural 
bottlenecks, such as traffic congestion in big cities, increase the attractiveness of 
telemedicine. The government has not come up with a clearly articulated policy for 
telemedicine, but service providers have interpreted public statements as a signal 
that the government is open to developing the sector. Partly driven by the strong 
potential demand for telemedicine, healthtech is a key sector for investment 
by both local and foreign investors (Bhardwaj, Yarrow, and Cali 2020). In 2019, 
Indonesia had a total healthtech deal value of $120 million, slightly less than the 
$125 million for Singapore (Thu 2020).  

Several healthtech startups have gained prominence recently. Medigo is a digital 
platform founded in 2018 that helps hospitals and clinics connect with patients, 
private insurers, and the government’s social insurance organization. The platform 
also helps hospitals manage registrations, queuing, patient slots, and doctors’ 
schedules (Prisca 2019b). In addition, Halodoc operates a mobile platform that helps 
patients consult with a doctor and receive medicine deliveries and home lab services. 
It has received an investment from VCs and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. 
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Another telemedicine startup, Alodoctor, was founded in 2014 and has grown 
to provide services to tens of millions of users. It provides medical information, 
live consultations with doctors, and a booking platform with services in Bahasa 
Indonesia (Prisca 2019b). Homecare 24, another startup, provides a range of 
services to households. Its key service is on-demand booking for health-care 
services provided by certified nurses. It both expands health-care access and 
supports the employment of nurses with decent salaries. Nurses tend to be 
underpaid, especially in rural areas (Prisca 2019b).  

4.2 Malaysia 

The World Bank ranked Malaysia 12th on the Ease of Doing Business index in 
2020, and second for protecting minority investor interests.19 A study by INSEAD, 
Google, and Adecco ranked Malaysia 26th among 88 countries in Global Talent 
Competitiveness (MIDA n.d.). Several VCs and entrepreneurs interviewed for the 
study lauded Malaysia for the ease of launching a startup. 

Malaysia’s ecosystem development has accelerated in the last few years. 
Between 2008 and 2016, startups created 80,600 jobs and attracted RM1.3 billion 
in private and foreign investment (The Star 2019). According to one estimate, their 
contribution to GDP could reach RM30.8 billion by 2030 from RM3.8 billion in 
2016 (The Star 2019). According to a recent estimate, the Malaysian ecosystem has 
1,592 startups with an average financing deal size of $8 million (Workship 2019).

Malaysia has several government institutions, some with a history of 25 years, 
to nurture small enterprises and, more recently, startups. SME Corp Malaysia 
serves as the central point of contact for small and medium-sized enterprises and 
entrepreneurs.20 Other agencies include Cradle Fund, which was set up in 2003 
and funded 900 startups by 2020, and Malaysia Digital Economy Corporation 
(MDEC), which was launched in 1996 to transform Malaysia’s digital economy. 
In addition, the Malaysian Technology Development Corporation spearheads 
technology commercialization and adoption of technologies by local companies; 
and Malaysia Venture Capital Management supports startups in ICT, digital media, 
the Internet of Things, e-commerce, fintech, and others. 

19 The World Bank. Doing Business. Ease of Doing Business in Malaysia. Washington, DC.
20 See SME Corp Malaysia. 

https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploreeconomies/malaysia.
https://www.smecorp.gov.my/index.php/en/about-sme-corp-malaysia
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The government helps startups through a mix of wholly owned and jointly owned 
incubators, partnering with large local companies such as Axiata and Sunway.21 
Malaysia’s Credit Guarantee Corporation helps entrepreneurs without a track 
record or experience gain medium-term financing of 5–7 years (Chong  2016). 
However, one analyst questioned the effectiveness of government support because 
there may be too many agencies, sometimes with overlapping responsibilities, 
leading to lack of coordination and coherence (Lum 2020).

In 2019, the government committed $476 million to promote startups and adopted 
a fund-of-funds model under which the government provides funds to VCs that, in 
turn, fund startups. The model enables the government to leverage the experience 
and networks of VCs and has some similarities to Singapore’s TIS scheme. This 
approach is a departure from earlier years when the government financed more 
than half of all investments in startups (Sukumaran 2019). 

Malaysia has a visa scheme for attracting foreign talent, in which a 1-year visa 
is granted to new entrepreneurs (with a fee of RM1,650) and a 5-year visa for 
established entrepreneurs (fee of RM5,300).22 One entrepreneur interviewed for 
the study thought that the fees were high. Another entrepreneur in the healthtech 
sector thought that the pool of software talent in Malaysia was not deep and that 
modest salaries made it difficult to attract overseas talent (e.g., RM5,000 for an 
engineer with a master’s degree). He also said procedural requirements can be met 
without difficulty. This entrepreneur sourced software development from India. 
A third entrepreneur suggested that lower salaries in Malaysia caused a brain drain 
as many engineers are attracted by substantially higher pay in Singapore.

Malaysia has several startup successes. Aerodyne is a globally competitive drone 
company that employs 300 people and serves customers in 25 countries. MyBiz 
is a procurement company that won the World Procurement Award in 2019 
(Cheema 2020). Soft Space is a fintech firm whose solutions have been adopted 
by 20 financial institutions in 10 countries.23 

4.2.1 Agritech

Agritech represents a big opportunity because Malaysia lags in food security—
ranking 40th in the world (Digital News Asia 2019). Bioeconomy Corporation 
under the Ministry of Agriculture is the lead agency for the industry. Its mandate 
includes attracting foreign direct investment and facilitating the funding in 
bio- based industry. Its coverage includes agriculture, health care, and industrial 

21 Malaysian government grants for SMEs and startups. See Capital.My. Government Funding Schemes.
22 MDEC. Malaysia Tech Entrepreneur Programme (MTEP). 
23 See SoftSpace.

https://capital.com.my/ipo-roadmap-start-with-government-funding/
https://mdec.my/mtep/
https://www.softspace.com.my/about-us/
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manufacturing but does not include some aspects of agritech such as utilization of 
robotics in agriculture (Shaharudin 2019).

In November 2019, two government incubators, MaGIC and 1337  Ventures, 
organized a bootcamp for agritech startups bringing together founders, accelerators, 
and corporate partners such as Sime Darby, a large government- linked conglomerate 
(Digital News Asia 2019). In April 2020, Tracxn estimated the number of agritech 
startups in Malaysia at a modest 21, almost all with funding below $500,000.24 
Some  large corporates such as Petronas and Sunway are entering the sector 
(Jacobs  2020). Although the government and MDEC are pushing innovation 
and agritech development, the small size of farms poses a constraint in terms of 
affordability of agritech solutions, especially those deploying deep technology 
(Chandran 2019). 

Sayur.Farm seeks to increase agriculture yield by at least 20% through a FitBit for 
plants. Its device provides valuable information to farmers on yield forecasts, plant 
health, prescriptions, and profit and yield analysis. Another startup, Life.origin, is 
feeding organic waste to black soldier flies which produce larvae that are used in 
farm animal and pet feed. This reduces Malaysia’s reliance on imports, especially 
chicken feed (Digital News Asia 2019).

An agritech entrepreneur interviewed for the study acknowledged that the 
government had made it easy to start a company and provided a good legal 
framework including patent protection. From her perspective, basic talent was 
available and cost-effective. While the entrepreneur appreciated a couple of grants 
received by her company and the willingness of government-linked companies 
to work with startups, she pointed out a few weaknesses. These relate to subtle 
aspects of regulation. For instance, because her vegetables were not grown in soil, 
she could not legally call them organic. She also suggested that VCs were often 
attracted to trendy sectors such as e-commerce but were not as willing to invest in 
agritech because of longer gestation times. Her other concerns included the high 
cost of visas for foreign talent and high tariffs for utilities because agritech was 
treated like manufacturing.

4.2.2 Greentech

Waste-to-energy conversion is a key focus of the greentech sector because 
Malaysia is a leading player in palm oil processing and generates large amounts 
of biomass. The Australian Institute of Commercialization estimates that each 

24 See Tracxn. Agritech Startups in Malaysia (updated 16 April 2020).

https://tracxn.com/explore/AgriTech-Startups-in-Malaysia
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of the 400 palm oil mills in Malaysia could generate an average of 1 megawatt of 
renewable energy from its liquid waste stream (Hammond 2011). The Sustainable 
Energy Development Authority notes that energy generation through solid waste 
and biomass in Malaysia contributes significantly to renewable energy.25  

A notable company in the greentech space is Eco2 Green Data Center, which 
manufactures green data equipment (Reyes 2017). Beyond renewable energy, 
investments in other greentech startups, especially those that are not software 
based, experienced a significant decline according to one analyst (Shaheer 2017). 
Saora Industries, which has developed a compact water purification design to 
provide clean drinking water is another notable Malaysian greentech startup 
(Tech Collective 2018). 

4.2.3 Edtech 

Malaysia had 106 edtech startups by the third quarter of 2019.26 The government has 
been active in edtech development, especially since the eruption of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Its e-learning platform, which connects students and teachers, has attracted 
up to 1.7 million users per month (Devanesan 2020b). Prominent startups include 
Easy Read, for learning a new language; NextVend, for college lecturers to manage 
students; Scholar, a community of scholars and researchers around the world; eduPow, 
an online publishing platform that enables authors, teachers, trainers, and other users 
to share knowledge; and EduAdvisor, an information platform on courses, quizzes, and 
scholarships for students (Gupta 2015; Devanesan 2020a).

4.2.4 Healthtech

Malaysia has a mixed public–private health-care system, with 65% of the 
population using the public system (which has fewer specialists per user), and 
the remainder using the rapidly growing private sector. Because the systems are 
independent, there are opportunities for healthtech companies to integrate them 
and improve service levels through streamlined access to information and expertise 
(Prisca 2019a). According to one entrepreneur, connecting patients with providers 
presents a big opportunity. Simpler aspects of healthtech, such as telemedicine, 
are becoming popular under a regulatory sandbox model. The entrepreneur also 
thought that the government should be quicker to bring in new regulations to 
keep up with the changing environment, instead of the private sector coming up 
with new ideas and presenting them to the government. Another entrepreneur 
suggested that the regulatory framework had not evolved to account for some new 
areas such as genomics.

25 Sustainable Energy Development Authority (SEDA) Malaysia. RE Generation.
26 See Tracxn. Edtech Startups in Malaysia (updated 10 September 2019).

http://www.seda.gov.my/statistics-monitoring/re-generation/
https://tracxn.com/explore/EdTech-Startups-in-Malaysia
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One healthtech entrepreneur thought that the Malaysian market was not ready 
for complex health-care services—such as technology to improve safety and 
compliance in hospitals. Sales cycles can be long with multiple presentations 
delivered before a startup can present to a decision maker or committee. 
He  suggested that the decision-making of Singapore health-care providers is 
more streamlined, which had allowed his startup to make a sale quickly. He also 
suggested that seed funding in Malaysia tends to be small and may not last beyond 
the product development stage, leaving few resources for business development 
and scaling. 

In 2019, an estimated 148 healthtech startups were operating.27 Interesting startups 
include those in telehealth and others making products such as wearable devices for 
diabetes management (HypoBand). One success story is BookDoc which was started 
in 2015 and now has 40,000 doctors in 20 cities and 5 countries on its platform.28 
Another success is HealthMetrics which became the first Malaysian startup to join 
the Google Launchpad Accelerator in 2017 and received $1 million in funding in 
2018 (Prisca 2019a). Malaysia had a total healthtech deal value of $2 million in 2019 
versus $125 million for Singapore (Thu 2020). The small deal value supports the 
assertion by one entrepreneur that Malaysian VCs do not understand, and hence are 
unlikely to fund, deep-tech startups.

4.3 Thailand

Thailand has the second-largest economy in Southeast Asia and offers a mixed 
business environment. In the Ease of Doing Business rankings, Thailand does 
relatively well on electricity and protecting minority interests, but rates less well on 
paying taxes, dealing with construction permits, and registering property. Overall, 
it ranked 21st in the world in 2020 (Table 4). 

Thailand has 122 universities that offer ICT degrees. At $568 to $788 per month, 
the salary of a software engineer is on the low side, positively impacting the 
competitiveness of startups.29 There are several challenges, however. According 
to the leader of an entrepreneurship advocacy organization, the education system 
has changed little in 50 years and Thai youth are not equipped with skills for tech 
entrepreneurship. With a couple of exceptions, Thai universities were too academic 
and not interested in collaboration, according to several entrepreneurs. Other 
interviewees said that good talent (e.g., software engineers with bilingual skills) is in 

27 Tracxn. Healthtech Startups in Malaysia (updated 10 September 2019).
28 See BookDoc.
29 Thailand Board of Investment. Digital, Creative, and Startup Ecosystem.

https://tracxn.com/explore/HealthTech-Startups-in-Malaysia
https://sites.bookdoc.com/
https://www.boi.go.th/index.php?page=business_opportunities_detail&topic_id=117530
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short supply and the highly skilled most often find jobs with large, reputed companies. 
The competition to acquire scarce talent that is open to working for startups has 
made such talent expensive. One entrepreneur suggested that attracting talent from 
abroad is difficult and hence she preferred to have her development work done 
offshore, in locations such as India that offered lower cost, better quality, or both. 
Another entrepreneur had organized a team with members in Canada, India, and the 
United States, because it was more effective despite higher costs.

Thailand’s digital economy has developed considerably over the last 15 years. 
Between 2008 and 2018, the proportion of individuals using the internet increased 
from 18% to 57%. In the same period, the number of mobile phone subscriptions per 
100 people increased from 93 to 180 (Vandenberg, Hampel- Milagrosa, and Helble 
2020). Thais are avid users of social media—in 2018, there were 51 million active 
social media users who spent an average of 3 hours and 10 minutes per day on social 
media.30 Thailand’s ecosystem has several accelerators, including two sponsored by 
government agencies (Digital Economy Promotion Agency [DEPA] and SPARK) 
(Yongjiranon 2018). The assistance provided by government agencies such as DEPA 
was also acknowledged to be important by an edtech entrepreneur whose startup 
received fully functional office space, a grant, and mentorship. 

In 2018, the digital economy contributed an estimated 17% of GDP which may increase 
to 27% by 2025. In 2011, only one Thai startup received funding of $1 million. In 2019, 
35 startups received funding amounting to $98  million (Leesa- Nguansuk 2020). 

30 Thailand Board of Investment. Digital, Creative, and Startup Ecosystem.

Table 4: Thailand’s Ranking of Doing Business 

Criteria Ranking in the 2020 Report
Ease of doing business (overall) 21
Starting a business 47
Dealing with construction permits 34
Getting electricity 6
Registering property 67

Getting credit 48

Protecting minority interests 3

Paying taxes 68

Trading across borders 62

Enforcing contracts 37

Resolving insolvency 24

Source: World Bank rankings at World Bank Group (2020c).

https://www.boi.go.th/index.php?page=business_opportunities_detail&topic_id=117530
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Growth in the number of stakeholders may be an important driver of ecosystem 
growth. Between 2012 and 2017, the number of VCs increased from 1 to 98, while 
active angel investors increased from 2 to 44 and accelerators from 1 to 8.31 Despite 
these positive trends, one entrepreneur noted weaknesses in terms of the digital 
infrastructure—specifically inadequate cloud infrastructure and slow data speeds. 

Helping entrepreneurs is a key item on the government’s agenda. Through DEPA 
and the National Innovation Agency, the government provides support, coaching, 
and venture capital. One entrepreneur welcomed a provision that allows 100% 
foreign ownership investments approved by the Thailand Board of Investment. 
There was general agreement among entrepreneurs interviewed for the study that 
it had become easier to start a business than in the past, and government agencies 
such as the National Innovation Agency and DEPA are quite supportive of startups. 
However, there are also a few caveats: grant amounts are small and Thai ownership 
(51%) is necessary unless the project is specifically approved by the Thailand Board of 
Investments. One entrepreneur thought government agencies were more interested 
in capital preservation rather than earning returns. Another suggested that money 
spent by government agencies on publicity events could be better spent directly 
supporting startups. 

Many Thai VCs are investment arms of conglomerates that control a large portion of 
the economy. A few entrepreneurs interviewed for the study thought that the system 
was hierarchical and Thai VCs imposed onerous terms on startups who either had 
little choice but to accept the terms or did not understand the future implications of 
clauses in funding agreements. Another entrepreneur suggested that those with good 
ideas prefer to fund their ventures in Singapore because of better terms from VCs 
there. One entrepreneur suggested that Thai VCs were reluctant to fund ventures with 
international ambitions. Another entrepreneur suggested that the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem lacked critical mass, although CP Group, a large conglomerate, was trying 
to build Southeast Asia’s largest ecosystem space (True  Digital Park) by bringing 
together several thousand startups and other ecosystem partners.

According to a VC and an entrepreneur, the Thai ecosystem lacks success stories 
and role models. The VC’s perspective was that many Thai startups do not 
have plans to expand regionally, though this is changing. Another entrepreneur 
suggested that potential clients in Thailand place great value on reputation which 
constrains startups, especially those targeting business-to-business sales.

31 Thailand Board of Investment. Digital, Creative, and Startup Ecosystem.

https://www.boi.go.th/index.php?page=business_opportunities_detail&topic_id=117530
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4.3.1 Agritech

In 2019, the agriculture sector in Thailand accounted for approximately 8% of GDP 
and employed 31% of the labor force (Statista n.db, n.dc). Agricultural exports 
amounted to $15 billion in 2016 with key products including rice, sugar, cassava, 
and flowers (Oxford Business Group n.d.). Raising efficiency through deployment 
of cutting-edge technologies is increasingly important to the agriculture sector as 
it faces stiff price competition at home and internationally (Fernquest 2016). 

The Thai agritech sector has a short history with the first startups formed around 
2015 (Lee 2017). In 2020, only 11 agritech startups could be counted in Thailand.32 
In February 2020, the research arm of Siam Commercial Bank made the following 
comment: “The obstacles for agritech adoption among small family farmers are 
the lack of capital readiness and small crop fields, thereby causing investments to 
be unprofitable. Thus, government support and assistance for capital, knowledge, 
and research and development to lower costs as well as the promotion of crop 
field integration are required” (Kanjanavisut 2020). Despite these obstacles there 
is growing interest among some Thai farmers for using drones and indoor farming 
methods (Kanjanavisut 2020).

There are several agritech success stories. Eden Agritech is helping Thai fruit 
farmers and exporters reduce transport waste and thus earn higher profits. Eden 
has developed a spray applied to freshly cut fruits like durian, pomelo, jackfruit, 
and mango that extends shelf life by up to 15 days. Without the spray, about 15% to 
20% of fruit can be lost during transportation (Lee 2017). 

Ricult is a startup that uses satellite imagery, agronomic models, and weather data 
to generate diagnostic and predictive analytics based on its proprietary machine 
learning algorithms. It has built a system that allows multiple players in the 
agricultural value chain to improve productivity.33 By August 2020, the company 
had raised $5 million of seed and Series A funding from investors that included 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Wavemaker, and the venture arms of two 
Thai banks (Li 2020).

Freshket is a startup that received $3 million of funding from several  investors 
including Thai VCs and families as well as French-Singaporean food conglomerate 
Denis Asia Pacific. Freshket provides an e-commerce marketplace connecting 
Thai farmers and food processors to restaurants, consumers, and other end-users 
(Shu 2020).  

32 Tracxn. Agritech Startups in Thailand (updated 17 April 2020).
33 See Ricult. 

http://n.db
http://n.dc
https://tracxn.com/explore/AgriTech-Startups-in-Thailand
http://www.ricult.com/
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4.3.2 Greentech 

To cope with the increase in energy demand from industrialization, the government 
aims to increase the power supply from renewable sources to 25% of total energy 
consumption by 2021. Thailand is one of the leaders in Southeast Asia in renewable 
energy, mostly solar power but also biomass and hydropower. This progress has been 
achieved through investments by international firms as many European companies 
with advanced technologies in renewables have implemented projects in Thailand 
(Jurgenson 2017).

One notable startup is DP CleanTech Group which offers a high-temperature, 
high-pressure biomass power plant model that produces electricity from the 
simultaneous burning of coconut waste and other biomass such as wood residues 
and rice husks (DP CleanTech 2016).

4.3.3 Edtech 

Edtech is important in Thailand because a significant proportion of the population 
resides in rural areas that have weak physical infrastructure and inadequate 
educational resources, thereby affecting access to and the quality of education. 
Consequently, there is wide disparity in the performance of children from rural versus 
urban areas (Tuin 2020). Education has fewer startups than most other sectors. 
One  entrepreneur said that edtech in Thailand was a “blue ocean opportunity.” 
Another was more skeptical and pointed to the limited purchasing power outside 
the Bangkok area for edtech products.

In August 2019, there were an estimated 41 edtech startups in the Bangkok area. 
While some startups were able to secure funding, amounts remained below 
$1 million.34 A Singapore-based accelerator said that Thailand’s edtech was not far 
behind Singapore, although Thai edtech firms tend to focus on the domestic market.

Government schools and universities view education differently than private 
institutions. While the government views education as a public service, the private 
sector views it as a business. Since government funds are limited, especially in 
remote areas where digital resources such as computers are lacking, many edtech 
startups do not focus on the public K-12 segment. They target either private K-12 
schools or the continuing education segment which is more open to spending 
because it views spending on education and training as an investment rather than 
an expense (Tuin 2020).

34 Tracxn. Edtech Startups in Thailand (updated 24 August 2019).

https://tracxn.com/explore/EdTech-Startups-in-Bangkok


Singapore’s Ecosystem for Technology Startups and Lessons for Its Neighbors

42

One notable edtech startup is Taamkru (meaning “ask the teacher”) which teaches 
preschoolers in Thailand, Singapore, and Viet Nam. Its app offers gamified lessons 
for learning English, math, and science (Devanesan 2020a). Conicle is another 
startup that provides a learning management system with a learning platform 
for companies, and it also creates personalized training plans. Its 500,000 users 
include well-known clients such as AIA Group, PTT Group, Makro, and Honda. 
In  April 2020, it secured $900,000 in pre-Series A funding from a group of 
Thai VCs (Cordon 2020b). 

4.3.4 Healthtech

Public and private health care have very different characteristics. Several private 
hospitals are receiving recognition for adopting new technologies and bolster 
Thailand’s high global ranking of its health-care system (StartUp in Thailand n.d.). 
Fifty-seven private Thai hospitals have received accreditation from the Joint 
Commission International. These hospitals also serve as magnets for medical 
tourism. Thai public sector hospitals, on the other hand, have lower quality and 
efficiency and a high turnover of doctors (Tungsuwan 2017). 

The government has adopted progressive policies toward healthtech. Affluent 
medical and wellness is on the list of targeted industries, and becoming a medical 
hub is a key strategy objective for the country. In 2020, the government has used 
AI and 5G technology to fight the COVID-19 pandemic (Global Data 2020). Subtle 
aspects of regulation are still lacking, however, as pointed out by one entrepreneur. 
She said that regulation required patient data to be stored inside Thailand, but that 
cloud infrastructure to do so was lacking domestically. Furthermore, she pointed 
out that doctors cannot prescribe medicines without seeing the patient, thus 
limiting the use of telemedicine.

The healthtech space in Thailand is well populated, with one estimate placing 
the number of startups at 55, spanning the key areas of service search, electronic 
medical records, big data, telehealth, pharmacy, remote monitoring, and 
insurance.35 Many  healthtech startups are at an early stage of development, 
collectively accounting for only $3 million in deal value in 2019 (Thu 2020).  

There are some interesting examples of healthtech startups. Medvine is 
a business-to- business platform for disposable medical products. Ooca, 
another startup launched in 2017, is a platform that connects 63,000 users 
with qualified psychiatrists. Users can bypass the hurdles of logistics, stigma, 
judgment, and cost that often stand in the way of seeking psychiatric help. Ooca’s 
distinct value proposition helped its founder earn a place in BBC’s list of Top 

35 See Healthtech Thailand. 

https://www.facebook.com/HealthTechThailand/photos/a.1965583430337568/2605489253013646/
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100 women (Wu 2020). Another startup, Brain Dynamics, helps paralyzed users 
to communicate, by reading and interpreting their brain signals. It has offices 
in Singapore and Thailand. Medical Departures is another startup that helps 
medical travellers find and book medical services in 13 countries. Other than 
Medical Departures, the level of funding for most healthtech startups remains low 
(Maulani 2019).

4.4 Summative Assessment

Startup ecosystems for the four sectors have witnessed growth in terms of number 
and diversity of players in the four sectors of the three countries of Southeast Asia. 
Table 5 provides a summative analysis for the four sectors in the three countries, 
plus Singapore. 

Funding per venture across Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand is generally small, 
with a few exceptions. Edtech and healthtech have good prospects across the 
three countries although realization of the sectors’ potential is hampered by 
factors that range from affordability and weak digital infrastructure to low digital 
literacy of users. The agritech sector is small even though the agriculture sector 
is large. Greentech has flourished in niches, often because of a government push. 
There are peculiarities of each country’s ecosystem. For example, in Malaysia, the 
government has driven the ecosystem’s development whereas in Indonesia, private 
(much of it foreign) capital is important. Consumer-oriented businesses, such as 
those engaged in telemedicine and online learning, are attracting considerable 
funding and talent.

Country Agritech Greentech Edtech Healthtech
Indonesia • Low purchasing 

power of farmers. 
• Startups mostly 

focused on 
improving supply 
chain efficiency 
(farm to market).

• Smaller-scale 
startups funded 
locally and by CSR 
and NGO funds.

• Potential for reducing 
infrastructural gaps in 
rural areas. 

• Strong base of natural 
resources (e.g., for 
micro-hydro and 
geothermal).

• Implementation 
of rules lacking for 
biomass-based 
greentech.

• Mostly locally funded 
startups because 
international VCs 
are less interested in 
the sector.

• Broad policy push 
by government.

• Digital infrastructure 
weak outside cities.

• High potential due 
to large number 
of students. 

• Flurry of recent 
activity with some 
well-funded players.  

• Attractive sector for 
selective investments 
by international 
VCs because of 
the large potential 
(i.e., consumers).

• Telemedicine has large 
potential because of gaps in 
health-care delivery.

• Regulation needs to evolve.
• High probability of support 

by international VCs.
• Highest likelihood 

(among the four sectors) 
of registering and obtaining 
funding in Singapore.

Table 5: Summative Assessment of the State of the Ecosystem in Four Sectors 
and Four Countries

continued on next page.
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Country Agritech Greentech Edtech Healthtech
Malaysia • Small farmers 

have low 
purchasing power. 

• Regulation needs 
to keep pace. 

• Locally funded 
and focused 
startups that 
receive substantial 
support from 
the government 
because of the 
emphasis on 
agriculture.

• Opportunity in waste 
to energy. 

• Implementation 
of varied projects 
in biomass, solar, 
and others.

• Few homegrown 
startups.  

• Most startups locally 
funded because 
international VCs 
is less interested in 
the sector.

• Vibrant with startups 
mostly focused on 
content sharing 
and online access 
to education.

• Mostly locally funded 
and focused because 
the small market is not 
sufficiently attractive 
for international VCs.

• Large number of startups 
operating under a 
regulatory sandbox. 

• Opportunities in integrating 
public and private 
health- care systems. 

• Some success stories 
but low deal value and 
hence under the radar of 
international VCs.

• A few deep tech or 
specialized firms might 
register in Singapore.

Thailand • Short history and 
small number 
of startups. 

• Opportunities to 
improve efficiency 
of farms and 
supply chain. 

• Supported by 
local VCs and 
occasionally by 
international 
VCs (as parts of 
syndicates).

• Opportunities because 
of aggressive goals 
of government.

• Many projects 
implemented but 
by international 
companies 
(few startups).

• Local startups unlikely 
to be funded by 
international VCs 
but some funded by 
international clean 
energy firms.

• Unproven potentially 
because of large 
rural– urban 
differences. 

• Smaller opportunity 
for training programs 
for large corporates. 

• Moderate startup 
activity and small 
funding rounds 
led by local VCs 
or syndicates.

• Strong private health- care 
sector catering to 
higher income patients 
including international 
clients and open to 
tech- enabled products. 

• Government has high 
aspirations for the sector. 

• Many startups 
addressing niches.

• Lower capital requirements 
and do not attract 
outside funding.

• May do product 
development in Singapore or 
elsewhere (India) because 
of tech talent shortage. 

Singapore • Opportunities in 
urban farming. 

• Strong 
government push 
for the sector 
including resource 
allocation and 
agile response to 
the pandemic. 

• Many promotion 
and networking 
events. 

• May thrive 
in niches.

• Urgent need because 
of water and energy 
constraints. 

• R&D support by 
government. 

• Key industry 
associations 
and events. 

• Vibrant ecosystem 
including startups 
serving niches 
and have regional 
potential. 

• Long lead times and 
lower returns.

• Substantial 
government support.

• High parental income 
and willingness to 
spend on education. 

• Sector-specific 
accelerator.

• Well-populated 
edtech sector. 

• Some notable success 
stories have expanded 
regionally.

• Others with regional 
potential.

• Proactive regulation.
• Key focus of generous public 

R&D at public institutes. 
• Many health-care and 

tech multinationals play a 
supportive role.

• Vibrant and mature 
startup scene. 

• Many startups target 
markets outside Singapore. 

CSR = corporate social responsibility, NGO = nongovernment organization, R&D = research and development, VC = venture capitalist. 
Source: Author.

Table 5 continued.
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4.5  Southeast Asian Startups Seeking a Base 
in Singapore

Singapore is not only an example of how to build an ecosystem, it can also be an 
actual base for startups in the region. The city-state provides a platform for venture 
capital funds seeking to invest in neighboring countries. In early 2021, there were 
313 venture capital and private equity fund managers based in Singapore that were 
serving Southeast Asia (Loh 2021). There is evidence that some of these fund 
managers encourage startups in neighboring countries to register in Singapore 
as a prerequisite for investment.36 A key reason is the better regulatory and legal 
environment including the ability for venture capital investors to recover funds in 
the case of business divestment or closure. 

In addition, startups themselves may see advantages of registering or moving to 
Singapore. More venture capital funds and more total venture capital are available 
for startups seeking to scale up. As well, the number and diversity of venture capital 
funds provide opportunities for syndicated investments. 

Taxation is another advantage, with a lower corporate rate and a zero rate on 
capital gains. Furthermore, Singapore is a well-connected hub for companies 
wanting to expand into regional markets. Startups can be registered in two or 
more countries and can continue to serve their home market and move into new 
ones after registering in Singapore. A prime example of the shift to the city-state 
is Grab, the ride-hailing and services startup, which was founded in Malaysia and 
moved its headquarters to Singapore for better access to finance and to operate a 
regional strategy. 

Startups engaged in deep tech may see a benefit in registering in Singapore because 
venture capital fund managers there are more likely to have the expertise to assess 
the feasibility and risk of complex innovations. Support for research and research 
spillovers are also greater than in neighboring countries.

36 From interviews conducted for ADB startup studies in other Southeast Asian countries.  
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5Recommendations

Singapore has developed a strong ecosystem for startups that can provide 
ideas for other countries. The following recommendations flow from the 
preceding analysis of the four countries.

1. Support more venture capital

Venture capital is a key ingredient for startups to develop and scale up. Singapore 
has developed domestic venture capital and has also attracted foreign capital. 
The quantity of venture capital available is now large but so too is the sophistication 
of VC investors who provide advice and direction to startups to improve ideas, 
commercialize innovation, and gain market share. 

Singapore’s co-investment scheme—in which the government puts money into 
existing private VC funds—was crucial in the early stages of developing the startup 
community. It helped to attract international VCs who may not have been confident 
about Singapore’s early aspirations to become a startup hub. The  coinvestment 
scheme was discontinued once the pool of private venture capital had grown 
sufficiently. Malaysia has recently moved to a coinvestment approach, and 
other countries in the region, where the volume of VC is still low, may consider a 
similar approach. 

2. Provide favorable tax treatment for investors

Successful VC investment generates capital gains. If the gains are taxed at 
a high rate, investors may be deterred. Singapore does not tax capital gains. 
Other countries might consider a similar policy or set the rate low. Singapore also 
has a low corporate tax rate that helps Singaporean startups and, according to 
some sources, encourages startups from neighboring countries to set up there. 
Some countries have lowered corporate tax rates recently (e.g., Indonesia).
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3. Evolve regulation to keep pace with innovation

Startups are disruptive, offering new models of how business and the economy 
works. As a result, existing regulations may not be appropriate. Regulations need to 
evolve in tandem. Telemedicine is a case in point. New modes of consultation may 
not fit with a regulation that doctors need to see (i.e., in person) patients before 
prescribing medicine. Other problems can occur if different ministries or agencies 
do not coordinate. Promoting greentech solutions in power generation will come 
to naught if the public utility is not willing to accept new supply to the public grid.

The government can anticipate innovation and work out the implications for 
regulation. One way to do this is through a “regulatory sandbox” approach where 
innovations can be implemented by startups in an environment free from existing 
regulation so that the government can decide how to regulate.

4.  Strengthen demand from, and access to, 
(public sector) clients

The public sector is a key client for startups’ products and services, notably for 
edtech and healthtech. Governments that are eager to adopt innovations (e.g., in 
schools, hospitals, and ministries, to protect the environment) create a demand for 
the technologies and models that startups offer. As such, the government should 
be open to providing opportunities to work with startups, experiment with their 
innovations, and codesign solutions. 

To facilitate government demand, procedures for approval and procurement of 
innovations (e.g., by a ministry, school board, medical body, environmental regulator) 
should be efficient and nonbureaucratic. Open and transparent bidding and 
tendering processes should be in place. Singapore’s clean government and openness 
to innovation are important demand-side elements of its startup ecosystem.  

5.  Strengthen digital infrastructure and improve 
internet access

Many startups deliver their services through the internet and depend on wide 
access to affordable high-speed connectivity to reach customers. Adequate cloud 
and platform capacity is also important. These requirements are especially true 
for edtech and healthtech, which have a broad potential customer base, but affect 
other sectors as well. 
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Internet connectivity tends to be good in the big cities of Southeast Asia but is 
weaker in rural and remote areas, and islands. These areas are also in need of the 
services that edtech and healthtech can provide. As such, government efforts to 
improve the capacity of the internet, through public and private providers, can help 
tech startups. Domestic cloud infrastructure and capacity is important especially 
when sensitive information, such as medical records, should be stored in-country.

6. Develop and attract tech and entrepreneurship talent

Securing good talent—especially tech talent but also business and entrepreneurial 
talent—is critical for growth of tech startups. Such talent is nurtured domestically 
through the education system. Increasing the quality and number of graduates 
in tech and business fields is thus important but not a quick fix. It is part of 
education planning, and changes made today will take time to produce more and 
better graduates. 

Singapore leads Southeast Asia in the quality of its education system and the 
graduates it produces. Other countries in the region can support startups by 
immediate, short-term, and long-term improvements in education. These would 
include a closer link between academic studies and the world of technology and 
entrepreneurship. It can also involve improved partnerships between education 
and industry through the development of co-op and internships arrangements.

More immediate talent requirements can be met by attracting skilled persons from 
abroad. Support for startups in this regard can come in the form of streamlined visa 
procedures for talent that cannot be secured domestically. Fees should be set at a 
reasonable level to avoid discouraging the sourcing of external expertise. And the 
government should not view the fee as a significant revenue source. Startups may 
find it difficult to secure overseas talent if salary levels are low or the cost of living 
is high. There might not be much that startups can do to address these constraints 
unless they are willing to pay more attractive, above market, wages.

7.  Continue government support for startups in times 
of crisis

Governments face a range of competing priorities and demands on their fiscal 
resources. This challenge intensifies during an economic crisis as priorities shift 
from long-term plans to emergency concerns. In some countries, the COVID-19 
pandemic has disrupted programs that support startups. It is best if support for 
startups can continue through the crisis—and indeed that tech startups can help 
to address new problems, such as delivering health care during quarantine and 
offering remote learning when schools are closed.
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Appendix: Persons Interviewed 
for the Study 

Business or 
Organization Type Interviewee Sector Country
Acuizen startup JC Sekar edtech Singapore

Antler accelerator Andreas Birnik multiple Singapore

Block 71 accelerator/ 
incubator

Gang Chern Sun multiple Singapore 

Cleantech startup Prashant Pundrik greentech Singapore 

Eduspaze accelerator Niko Lindholm edtech Singapore 

Expara Ventures venture 
capital

Junior Lee healthtech 
and edtech 

Singapore 

Sauwat Strategy startup Akhmet 
Ishmukhamedov 

edtech Singapore 

Gill Lab startup Vernonica Chew healthtech Singapore/Malaysia 

Engie Factory  venture 
capital

Marie Cheong greentech Singapore/Southeast 
Asia 

Sequoia venture 
capital

Pieter Kemps Singapore/Southeast 
Asia 

Verge Healthtech Fund Startup Joseph Mocanu healthtech Singapore/Southeast 
Asia 

OpenSpace Ventures venture 
capital

Lana Duong Singapore/Viet Nam

Golden Gate Ventures venture 
capital

Dea Surjadi healthtech 
and agritech

Indonesia

Good Doctor startup Danu Wicaksana healthtech Indonesia 

BoomGrow Farms startup Jayanthi Desan agritech Malaysia 

Energi Andalas startup Tara F Khaira greentech Malaysia

Genecare Pte Ltd startup Lew Honkean healthtech Malaysia 

Tigas Pharmacy startup Simone Lee healthtech Malaysia 

Semmel Health startup Kym Wong healthtech Malaysia/Singapore 
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Business or 
Organization Type Interviewee Sector Country
Edsy startup Parith Thiengtham edtech Thailand 

Global 
Entrepreneurship 
Network

startup Steve Cheah multiple Thailand 

New Life Tech startup Nolnabhas 
Yaemsaard

healthtech Thailand 

OpenSpace Ventures venture 
capital

Nichapat Ark healthtech,  
agritech, 
greentech, 
and edtech

Thailand 

Ooca startup Kanpassorn Eix healthtech Thailand 

Pavilion Capital venture 
capital and 
government

Wesley Tay 

Source: Author.
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