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Support start-ups by older PMETs

More can be done to
help them become
the source, rather
than recipients,
ofjob creation
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and HoYuen Ping

For The Straits Times

As Singapore’s economy matures,
the challenge of creating
high-value-addingjobs for the
growing professional, managerial,
executive and technician (PMET)
workforce has received increasing
policy attention.
Between2008and 2018, the
supply of PMETs has increased

with the share of Singapore’slabour

force, with tertiary education
qualification rising from 42,6 per
cent to 56.2 per cent.

The dramatic adverse impactof
Covid-190n theeconomy in general,
andonspecific PMET-intensive
sectors such as transport and
hospitality services in particular,
has further heightened awareness
oftheurgency of the challenge in
recentmonths.

Tohelp existing businesses
sustain their current PMETjobs
and to provide new ones, especially
forolder PMETs who may be most
atrisk, a wide range of policy
interventions has been introduced
by the Government, and additional
onesare being debated in
Parliament.

Butthereisan area that deserves
greaterpolicy attention: how to
encourage older PMETSs to become
start-up entrepreneurs — making
them the source, rather than the
recipients, ofjob creation.

The popular beliefis that
start-ups, especially
technology-based ones, are
founded mainly by young
entrepreneurs, with images of Bill
Gatesand Mark Zuckerberg
coming readily tomind.

This is more amyth thanreality: A

sizeable number of new business
start-ups areactually founded by
older PMETs (those 40 yearsand
above) and thatonaverage, theyare
morelikely todobetter injob
creation than young entrepreneurs.
Inarecentstudy covering
2.7million business start-ups
between 2007 and 2014 in the
UnitedStates, Professor Pierre
Azoulay at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology and
DrJavier Miranda at the United
States Census Bureau found the
average age of people who founded
anybusiness that hired at least one
employee tobe 42.
Amongentrepreneurs who
founded start-ups that are likely
tobetech-based or
innovation-intensive — asmeasured
byone of several indicators such as
owningapatent, receiving venture
capitalinvestment, or operatingin
anindustry thatemploysa high

: fraction of Stem (science,

: technology, engineering and

: mathematics)-educated persons —
: theaverage age of founding turns

: outtobesimilar.

:  Interestingly, looking atonly the
i 0. per centof start-ups thathad

i grown the fastest in terms of

¢ employmentin the first five years,
: theaverage age of founders is even
: higher,at45.

i Thestudy also shows that having
: therelevant experience matters:

: Those entrepreneurs whohad

¢ industry they had worked in before
i grew,onaverage, more than twice
as fast as those without prior

: background in their chosen

: industry.

i MEAN AGE FORSTART-UPS
 Ourownresearch on start-upsin
Singapore tellsa similar story.

: Drawingon datafrom the annual

: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
i (GEM) surveys for the most recent
i threeyears (2012 to 2014) where

: wehave dataon Singapore, the

: meanage of Singaporeanadults

: who were engaged instart-up

: activitiesat the time of the survey

+ was over 39,justa little bit lower

¢ thanin the US study.

i The GEM surveys covered new

: business formationin general. To
: look at the subset of tech start-ups,
: including mobile/Internet/

: e-commerce-related start-ups, we
i conductedasurveyin 2016

: covering 530 such start-ups.

¢ the time they founded their
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i start-ups was estimated tobe 35.3,
i somewhat younger than

i entrepreneurs ingeneral.

: However, if welook at only the

i subset of technology-intensive

¢ start-upsthat either owned one or
i more patents, or were in

: “deep-tech”sectors, the meanage
i goesuptoover39.

Wealso replicated the regression

: analysis by the US study using our

: Singapore sample and found that

i theageoffoundersatthe time of

: : founding s significantly correlated
: started their businesses in the same :

with the start-ups’ three-year

: employmentgrowth performance,
i asinthe USstudy.

Moreover, having prior work

i experiencein the private sector has
: apositiveimpacton the

: employment growth performance

: of the firm.

Itisimportant tonote that the

¢ significant participation of older

: PMETs (40 yearsor above) in new
: businessstart-ups has occurred in
: thelast10 years, even though most
i governmentpolicyattentionin the
: same period has focused more on
promoting, and supporting, young
i entrepreneurs.

In particular, tertiary students

: andrecentgraduates in Singapore
i havebenefited enormously from

: government support forvarious

: entrepreneurship education

: programmesandincubation

1 services for start-ups.

Althoughnot intendedas such,

i governmentventure investment

: co-funding programmes such as the
The mean age of entrepreneursat
: beenused mainly by the recipient

Technology Incubation Scheme had

domain

POLICYINTERVENTION

: Akeyadvantage for older PMETs in
: starting new businesses is their

: deepindustry domainknowledge

: and network connections.

However, many of themoften

: face a challenge inraising venture

: capital fundingif they operate in

¢ highly specialised industries such

: asoil bunkering services that few

: venture capitalists have the domain
i expertise to understand, or if the

: market niche theyare targeting is

toosmallto fit the venture capital
funding model.
Policy intervention is thus

necessary toaddress such funding

aps.
The recent effort by the Maritime

: and Port Authority of Singapore

i and Enterprise Singapore, in which
: venture investors will injecta

: combined $50 million in maritime

: technology start-ups, is a step in the
¢ rightdirection, but more canbe

: done.

The engagement of older PMETs

¢ instart-ups encompasses more
: thantakingon thelead

_ : entrepreneurial role, Few

dge or connections, say the writers. ST FILE PHOTO

¢ Asizeable number of new

business start-upsare
actually founded by older
PMETs (those 40 years and
above)andthaton
average, theyaremore
ikely to do betterinjob
creationthanyoung
entrepreneurs.

enture capital fundsto invest in
nternet/mobile-relatedstart-ups.
These start-ups were primarily
tarted by young entrepreneurs.

Itis true that government
gencies such as the National
Research Foundation (NRF),
Agency for Science, Technology
nd Research and universities
hemselves have sought to
ncourage deep-tech spin-offs to
ommercialise research coming
ut of publicly funded research,
ndsuch spin-offs could arguably
nvolve the engagementof
rofessorsand research scientists
whoare older.

RESEARCH MATCHED

WITH EXPERIENCE

However, experience worldwide
as shown that few academic
esearchers make good
ntrepreneurs,and thata more

: university/public research

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Permission required for reproduction.

: operationsandb
: experience - culminatedin

¢ Kosmode Health developing,

: amongother things, starchless

: noodles with protein and fibre for
: individuals with highblood sugar
: and weightissues.

¢ institute spin-offs is to get

: experienced/seasoned PMETSs
: fromindustry to takeup the

: start-up executionrole,

However, this “matching” of

¢ industry expertise with research

¢ scientists does notoccur easilyand
: needs tobeactively promoted

: through policy intervention.

Our own experience in

¢ promoting this, through the Lean

: Launchpad Programme (LLP) that
: weinitiated with funding support
: of the Ministry of Educationand

: subsequently NRF, has shown

: promising results.

One example is Kosmode Health,

i acompany co-foundedin

: November 2016 by Associate

: Professor Huang Dejian, a chemist
: and foodscientist from the

: National University of Singapore,

: and Ms Florence Leong, a former

: pharmaceutical executive.

The pair were connectedin 2015

i through LLP,and the

: mentor-mentee relationship grew

¢ into anentrepreneurial

: partnership, with both investingin
: aSingapore company thatupcycles
: food processing by-products for

: humannutrition and biomedical

¢ applications.

Their complementary skill sets —

Prof Huang’s core plant extraction
: expertiseand Ms Leong’s

: solo-founded start-ups succeed;
: mostare team efforts.

Many older PMETSs can actas

i earlyangelinvestorsoradvisers, or
{ takeupinterim senior

: managementrolesin start-upsled
: byyoungerentrepreneurs who

¢ havethe drive and tech-savviness

¢ butlackbusiness experience,

: : industry-specific domain
: Many older PMETs can act as early angel investors or advisers, or take up interim senior management roles in start-ups led by younger entrepreneurs who have the

i drive and tech-savviness but lack business

knowledge or connections.
Suchinter-generational

: matching, however, does not

: happen easily asitrequires the

: right chemistry and mutual trust,

: whichare often developed only

i afteraprocess of mutuallearning,

: adaptation of work cultureandrole
{ expectationson both sides.

While alot of the Government’s

¢ current skills development policy

: focushasbeen on technical skills

: retraining of older PMETs, more

: attention needs tobe paid to PMET
: training to foster mindset change,

¢ suchasrisk tolerance,and to

: develop interpersonal skills, such

¢ as coachingskills.

Fromalonger-term perspective,

: Singapore’s rapidly ageing society
¢ will result in significant growth

in the pool of older PMETs,

: including many reaching the

: traditional retirement age, but

: whostill have much to contribute
: productively.

Thisis provided the right

engagement opportunities can be

: designed, suchas stockoption

: vesting, and effectively matched to
: theirtime preference, for example,
: takingonapart-timerole.

More policy researchand policy

experimentation should be

: encouraged to promote productive
- longevity through supporting the

: engagementofolder PMETsin

: start-up entrepreneurship.
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