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Discussion on the profile of angel investors in Singapore:  
 

● Singapore might look Westernised on the surface, but scratch that surface 
and its dominant culture is Asian.  (Cow, chicken, grass example.  Fishpond 
example) 

● Personal face to face connections and understanding of cultural differences 
are key to doing business in Asia. 

● A recommended book is “The Geography of Thought” by Richard E. Nisbett. 
● Hugh blogged about ‘Ten Things I Got Wrong Setting Up Shop In Singapore’ 

(see: http://jfdi.asia/2010/08/29/5951/) 
● But bear in mind that Asia is a hugely diverse continent. Any generalization 

will be wrong in many specific instances. 
 
With that caveat, some characteristics of angels in Asia: 
 

● There is the usual mix of successful entrepreneurs, professionals-turned-
investors, etc. in more developed markets. 

● In the developing markets, much wealth is tied up in family firms. Read 
the Asian Godfathers (Joe Studwell) for their history. 

● There is an emerging middle class, who have not had the opportunity to 
build businesses in an era when wealth creation primarily depended on 
land or some kind of special franchise. 

● In some parts of the region (eg Philippines), entrepreneurial role models 
are only just emerging from that middle class, even though they are 
surrounded by people with strong technical and professional skills.  

● In a market where you can still make a lot of money out of Oil Palm or real 
estate, yielding a regular income, the appetite for risk on intangible 
businesses can seem low. 

● A huge quantity of the region’s wealth is banked in Singapore, which 
offers a stable, commercially mature place with an attractive lifestyle for 
affluent people around the region. 

● Deal sizes and terms in Singapore are similar to what is found in New 
Zealand. 

● The notion of founders’ shares vesting over time is more widely accepted 
than it appears to be in New Zealand. 

● Asians are savers, rather than borrowers: some reports show that families 
typically save 20% of their income. In Singapore this is mandated by the 
national Central Provident Fund. 



 

● Corporate culture can seem relatively rigid and hierarchical compared to 
norms in the west. There are often unseen decision makers (see 
http://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html) 

● Like governments everywhere, the developed nations of Asia such as 
Singapore tend to operate with a ‘technology-push’ vision of innovation, 
rather than a market-driven innovation approach. 

 
 
Questions raised: 
 

● What is your primary cultural advice for an angel going into Singapore? 
o It’s a very face-to-face culture – business is about doing things face-

to-face. 
o Social proof is very important in many parts of Asia. Be prepared for a 

slow process of achieving trust. 
o Be aware of the concept of “face” – this loosely translates as “dignity”. 

(see: Rosenberg http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/face)  It’s 
easy to make someone lose face by contradicting them in a meeting. 
Rather than saying “no” to you, someone in Asia might remain silent 
to help you preserve face.  

o Everything is about building connections and long-term relationships, 
to the extent that insisting early on a contract can seem rude. Once 
trust is built in countries like Japan, the expectation is that partners will 
look out for each other, if events go in an unexpected direction, rather 
than insisting on what was written in a contract. 

o Coming from a Western perspective, all this can seem imprecise, 
opaque and slow but in truth it’s just a different way of working.  

o The expectations of a contract are different in different places – in 
India, a contract might simply be the beginning of a negotiation! 
 

● How prevalent is corruption in Asia and how do you deal with it? 
o Endemic.  There is often a middle man offering to facilitate 

introductions etc. Avoid them if at all possible.  Physically visit the 
people you do business with. 

o In certain parts of the region, life is cheap so be aware that some 
warlords do business with a baseball bat! 

o The problems start when you are successful and threaten the 
established order.  

 
● How does the idea of a brash “demo day” go down in Asia? 

o Demo days in Singapore bring the community together.  Similar 
findings with Lightning Lab in NZ. 

o JFDI encourages entrepreneurs to make their presentations evidence-
based. (Problem: evidence.  Solution: evidence.  Traction: evidence. 
Etc) 
 

● Are Asian angels proactive in the businesses that they invest in? 
o Same as everywhere. There is dumb and smart money.  
o Don’t come to Singapore for money alone, especially not for grants. 

Singaporeans are very sensitive to carpetbaggers. 
 



 

● How willing are Asians to invest in a New Zealand business? 
o Like Angels everywhere, they prefer to be able to visit a young 

company so it’s unlikely that an Angel will invest hands-off in 
something at a distance. 

o If there is a genuine commitment to build something that will service 
Asia, chances are significantly higher that they will be willing to invest 
in it when the business is more mature. 

o Ideal opportunity is piloted and proven technology which has a market 
opportunity in Asia and which the Asian angel’s connections can help 
to unlock. 
 

● How can New Zealand build better relations with Asians in its own 
community? 

o Create an open space that brings communities together – a physical 
meeting place. Model it on the social things that churches do. 
 

● Difference between the model of angels in Asia and New Zealand? 
o In Asia, people often do not announce deals. The scene is more 

secretive and protective of information, which sometimes limits 
collaboration. 

o New Zealand has the strength of being more collaborative. 
 

● Is the culture in big corporations in Asia similar to western culture? 
o Stereotypically, it is rigid, patriarchal and protective of the existing 

empire. 
o Power lies often with family members, even in a public company. 

 
 
Key Tips for Angels: 

 
● Asia is a fantastic commercial opportunity, but it is important to understand 

the cultural differences. 
● Don’t take anything for granted. Make friends and visit them often. 



○ Hugh Mason, CEO, JFDI.Asia Pte Ltd,  hugh@jfdi.asia    http://jfdi.asia 

Asian Angel Investors - 
How do we make NZ ventures appealing?



Which goes with the cow?



What do you see?



Essential Reading



Asia’s top tech startups, mentors
and investors. All in one place.



Angels in Singapore

● Demographics
● Wealth
● Experience
● Profession
● Expectations
● Risk appetite
● Time allocated



Meng’s map of the money

bit.ly/MengsMap



Deal profiles

● Typical investment sizes?
● Typical valuations?
● Typical investment terms?
● Time to close a deal?
● Do Angels think about exits at the time of 

investment?
● Do Angels or entrepreneurs expect exits 

domestically or internationally?
● Local Angel heroes?
● Landing Pad for Kiwi Angels and investees



Some early-stage investors

Lim Kuo-Yi, Infocomm Investments

Chow Yen-Lu, Entrepreneur and Business Angel

Amit Anand

Paul Santos
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