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KEY TAKEAWAYSCONTENT

Optimism is waning across most 
economies. The majority of the ex-
ecutives surveyed (54%) are more op-
timistic today about their local econo-
my compared to the last quarter, with 
another 7% saying they are very opti-
mistic.  But while the numbers are still 
substantial, they are lower than in our 
previous survey in fourth quarter 2009 
(more optimistic: 61%; very optimis-
tic 4%). The fall in optimism is most 
evident among respondents in China 
(69% more optimistic and very opti-
mistic vs. 80% in the previous survey) 
and in Singapore (70% vs. 80%). But 
optimism has improved in Hong Kong, 
although the level is still below those 
in other markets (46% vs. 38%).

Respondents are slightly more op-
timistic about the prospects for 
their own company. Six out of ten 
(62%) say they are more optimistic or 
very optimistic about the performance 
of their company, compared with 53% 
who said the same in the previous 
survey. Seven out of ten (74%) expect 
sales to increase in the next 12 months 
compared with 60% previously. Six 
out of ten (64%) anticipate improve-
ment in earnings (previous survey: 
56%) and rising volumes of new or-
ders (69% vs. 54% previously). And 
more respondents are confident about 
their company’s pricing power, with 
39% saying the prices of their goods 
and services will increase, compared 
with 26% previously. Only 13% will cut 
prices vs. 20% in the previous survey.

More companies plan to increase 
spending in the next 12 months. 
While the majority of businesses 
in Asia will continue to trim capital 

spending (19%) or keep it at current 
levels (42%), 40% will increase such 
investments (previous survey: 33%). 
There is also a marked rise in plans 
to spend more on marketing and ad-
vertising (45% vs. 32%). But 60% of 
respondents say their company will 
keep R&D spending unchanged, with 
16% saying it will even decrease.

Hiring intentions have improved, 
and so have salary expectations. 
Four out of ten respondents (42%) ex-
pect employee numbers to rise in the 
next 12 months, up from 33% who 
said the same in the previous survey. 
Six out of ten (61%) expect wages and 
salaries to rise, compared with just 
43% in the previous survey. A third of 
respondents (33%) say bonuses will 
increase, compared with 26% who 
said the same previously.

Going forward, companies plan 
to expand into new markets and 
refocus on sales and marketing. 
A large majority (75%) rank expan-
sion into new consumers segments 
and/or geographical markets as a top 
three strategic priority, much higher 
than the 56% who did the same in 
the previous surey. Five out of ten 
(54%) will renew the focus on sales, 
marketing and distribution, while 
44% will strengthen managerial and 
operational capabilities for the post-
crisis world. Cost reduction now ap-
pears to be lower down the list of 
priorities. Only 39% say reduction of 
overhead cost will be a strategic fo-
cus (versus 48% in the previous sur-
vey), while 32% say the same of re-
duction of direct costs (versus 39% 
previously).

CFO Innovation Asia surveyed 205 CFOs, finance directors, 
controllers and other senior executives across Asia from December 
23, 2009 to January 10, 2010. The key findings include the following:
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Waning optimism on the economy

61%
54%

4% 7%

26%

8% 6% 5%
1%

27%

More optimistic than in 
the previous quarter

Very optimistic No change
from previous

quarter

Less optimistic
compared with the 

previous quarter

Not optimistic at all

4Q 2009

1Q 2010

Base: 160 respondents (4Q 2009); 205 (1Q 2010). Totals may not add up to 100% 
due to rounding

Exhibit 1: How optimistic are you about the 
growth prospects of the economy?

The majority of the region’s CFOs, 
financial directors, controllers 
and other senior executives are 
more optimistic today about the 
prospects for their local economy 
than they were in the last quarter 
(54%), with 7% even saying they 
are very optimistic (Exhibit 1).

However, the proportion of re-
spondents who say they are more 
optimistic is lower compared 
with the 61% who said the same 

in the previous survey, which was 
conducted from September 23 to 
October 9, 2009. 

Twenty seven percent of the ex-
ecutives polled say there has 
been no change from the previ-
ous quarter. Only 6% are less op-
timistic on the economy. The pro-
portion of respondents who are 
not optimistic at all has risen to 
5%, from a negligible 1% previ-
ously. 



5

CFO INNOVATION ASIA BUSINESS OUTLOOK SURVEY FIRST QUARTER 2010 © 2010 QUESTEX ASIA LTD

Exhibit 2: How optimistic are you about the 
growth prospects of the economy?

Base: 97 respondents (4Q 2009); 127 (1Q 2010). Totals may not add up to 
100% due to rounding 

China and Singapore less optimistic
Drilling down into underlying 
geographies, optimism is wan-
ing most markedly in China (69% 
more optimistic and very optimis-
tic vs. 80% in the previous quarter) 
and in Singapore (70% vs. 80%), as 
Exhibit 2 shows.

It must be said that the level of op-
timism in both markets is, in abso-
lute terms, still high. It is eroding, 
however, and this may be due to 

concerns about asset bubbles in 
China and fears of a double-dip 
recession in Singapore, where 
GDP contracted by a seasonally 
adjusted 6.8% in the fourth quarter 
of 2009.

Interestingly, the level of optimism 
in Hong Kong has risen to 46% 
from 38% in the previous survey, 
although it is still lower than in 
China, Singapore and Malaysia.   

China Hong Kong Malaysia Singapore

4Q 
2009

1Q 
2010

4Q 
2009

1Q 
2010

4Q 
2009

1Q 
2010

4Q 
2009

1Q 
2010

More optimistic than in 
the previous quarter

70% 46% 38% 44% 63% 57% 74% 70%

Very optimistic 10% 23% 0% 2% 0% 3% 6% 0%

No change from the 
previous quarter

10% 23% 41% 36% 25% 29% 18% 26%

Less optimistic 
compared with the 
previous quarter

0% 4% 21% 11% 13% 6% 0% 4%

Not optimistic at all 10% 4% 0% 7% 0% 6% 3% 0%
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Stronger confidence in company 
performance

Exhibit 3: How optimistic are you about the 
growth prospects of your own company?

When asked about the growth 
prospects for their company, 
62% say they are more optimis-
tic or very optimistic, a marked 
improvement from the 53% who 
said the same in the previous 
survey (Exhibit 3). 

Why the seeming disconnect in 
the optimism trends on the mac-
ro-economy and the individual 
company? As noted, while there 
is erosion in optimism about the 
local economy, optimism remains 
strong. This general confidence 

about macro-economic growth 
may now be filtering to the com-
pany level in terms of actual sales 
and earnings.

Rising confidence in company pros-
pects may also stem from the cost-
cutting and productivity initiatives 
that enterprises have launched 
since 2008 in response to the glob-
al economic crisis. It may be that 
the lower cost base and a measure 
of recovery in exports and domes-
tic consumption are strengthening 
company-level optimism.   

Base: 124 respondents (4Q 2009); 202 (1Q 2010). Totals may not add up to 100% 
due to rounding

48%
53%

5%
9%

33%

11%
7% 4%3%

27%

More optimistic than in 
the previous quarter

Very optimistic No change
from previous

quarter

Less optimistic
compared with the 

previous quarter

Not optimistic at all

4Q 2009

1Q 2010
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Higher sales and profits anticipated 

74% 8% 19%

64% 13% 23%

69% 6% 24%

39% 13% 48%

Sales/turnover

Earnings

New orders for business

Prices of your goods/services

DecreaseIncrease No change

Base: 172 respondents. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Exhibit 4: What changes does your company 
anticipate in the next 12 months?

Indeed, 74% of respondents now 
say that sales at their company will 
rise in the next 12 months (Exhibit 
4), compared with 60% who said 
the same in the previous survey. 

A sizeable majority (64%) also 
anticipate increased earnings, up 
from 56% in the previous survey, 
and higher volumes of new or-

ders (69% vs. 54% previously). 

Pricing power is also expected to 
improve. More than a third (39%) 
of respondents expect to be able 
to raise prices of goods and servic-
es over the next 12 months, com-
pared with 26% in the previous 
survey. Fewer of them now say 
they will cut prices (13% vs. 20%). 
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Capital and other spending starting 
to recover

Exhibit 5: What changes does your company antici-
pate in the next 12 months?

The cautiousness in spending evi-
dent in the previous survey appears 
to be lifting. As Exhibit 5 shows, 
40% of the executives polled say 
their company will increase capital 
spending in the next 12 months, up 
from 33% in the previous survey. A 
higher proportion – 45% -- will be 

spending more on marketing and 
advertising (previous survey: 32%). 

The majority, however, do not ex-
pect changes in spending on re-
search and development and level 
of M&A activity.  

Base: 172 respondents. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding

40% 19% 42%

45% 16% 39%

24% 16% 60%

30% 16% 54%

Capital spending

Marketing/advertising spending

R&D spending

M&A activity

DecreaseIncrease No change
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More hiring on the cards

Exhibit 6: What changes does your company 
anticipate in the next 12 months?

Base: 172 respondents. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Recruitment sentiment is improv-
ing as well. Forty-two percent of the 
executives surveyed expect higher 
employee numbers in the next 12 
months, compared with 33% who 
said the same in the previous sur-
vey (Exhibit 6). Fewer companies 
will be cutting staff numbers (20% 
vs. 33% in the previous survey).

Not only will companies be hir-
ing more; they will also be pay-
ing higher salaries. Six out of ten 
respondents (61%) expect wages 
and salaries to rise, up from just 
43% who said the same in the pre-
vious survey. 

Those currently employed can ex-
pect to come under pressure to 
produce more per hour worked. 
Nearly five out of ten respondents 
(46%) say they expect productivity 
in their company to improve. Only 
6% of the executives surveyed say 
their company will cut wages (pre-
vious survey: 10%). 

Bonuses, however, are another 
matter. The majority (51%) expect 
no change in bonus levels (previ-
ous survey: 43%), with another 
33% anticipating higher payouts 
(previous survey: 26%). Only 17% 
will cut bonuses, down sharply 
from 31% previously.

61% 6% 33%

46% 9% 45%

42% 20% 38%

33% 17% 51%

Wages and Salaries

Productivity 
(output per hour worked)

Number of employees

Bonuses

DecreaseIncrease No change
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Cash remains king

Base: 172 respondents. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Exhibit 7: What changes does your company 
anticipate in the next 12 months?

In the next 12 months, 48% of com-
panies in Asia will increase the 
amount of cash on the balance sheet 
(previous survey: 42%). While they 
anticipate higher sales and profits 
and expect to spend more on sala-
ries and other expenses, it seems 
that enterprises are also determined 
to remain liquid, perhaps in case 
there is a second-dip recession.

While 30% expect receivables at 
risk to rise, a substantial major-
ity expect volumes to remain un-
changed (59%) or even decrease 
(12%). Asia’s companies also ex-
pect days sales outstanding (DSO) 
to remain stable (62%), although 
13% of respondents say their firm 
will be shortening DSO in the next 
12 months. A fourth (26%) of the 
executives surveyed admit, how-

ever, that DSO at their company is 
likely to lengthen.

Surprisingly, given the expecations 
of higher sales, only 16% of the 
executives surveyed say that their 
company will increase inventory. 
Six out of ten (62%) indicate that 
stocks on hand will remain at cur-
rent levels in the next 12 months, 
with just 22% saying inventory lev-
els will decrease.

As noted in the previous survey, it 
may be that companies still have 
high volumes of unsold stocks in 
their warehouses, which is what 
they expect to sell in the coming 
months. They may be waiting for 
clearer signs that the world’s econo-
mies are indeed on the mend before 
they start to restock.

48% 18% 34%

30% 12% 59%

26% 13% 62%

16% 22% 62%

Cash on the balance sheet

Receivables at Risk

Days Sales Outstanding (DSO)

Inventory levels

DecreaseIncrease No change
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Exhibit 8: What are the most serious external is-
sues that face your company? 

Base: 185 respondents. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Consumer demand still the 
top external concern
Respondents were asked to iden-
tify and rank the top three external 
issues their company faces, with 
Rank 1 denoting the most impor-
tant. As in the previous survey, 
consumer demand is seen as the 
most serious challenge. Forty five 
percent of the executives surveyed 
rank it as the number one external 
issue, with another 13% ranking it 
second, and 5% ranking it third.

Government regulations come a 
far second, ranked number one by 
8%, number two by 15% and num-
ber three by 11%. The third most 

serious external issue is foreign 
competition, which is ranked first 
by 10%, second by 12% and third 
by 6%.

Currency risk, credit markets, 
counter-party defaults and other 
credit risk are middling external 
concerns, as they were in the pre-
vious survey. But inflation, which 
is also a secondary concern at this 
point, may be becoming a worry. 
Twenty one percent of respon-
dents judge it to be a top-three 
concern, compared with just 12% 
in the previous survey.

45% 13% 5%Consumer Demand

8% 15% 11%Government Regulations

10% 12% 6%Foreign Competition

4% 8% 14%Currency Risk

3% 10% 8%Inflation

3% 5% 9%Counter-Party Default and 
Other Credit Risk

4% 6% 6%Interest Rates

3% 4% 6%Credit Markets

3% 5% 4%Cost of Non-Fuel Commodities

2% 6% 3%Cost of Fuel

5% 2% 4%Tax Policies

2% 3% 4%Trade Protectionism

2% 2% 4%Graft and Corruption

3% 1% 4%Political Risk/Terrorism

1% 3% 4%Deflation

1% 3% 3%Environmental Regulations

1% 3% 3%Trade Policies

0% 2% 2%Implementation of International 
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS)

2% 0%2%Trade Agreements

Rank 2

Rank 1

Rank 3
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Attracting and retaining qualified 
employees now a top internal issue

Base: 179 respondents. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Exhibit 9: What are the most serious internal 
issues that face your company? 

Respondents were also asked to 
identify and rank the top three inter-
nal issues their company faces. As 
Exhibit 9 shows, two internal chal-
lenges top the list: ability to cut costs 
and reduce supplier spend (ranked 
first, second or third by 54% of re-
spondents) and attracting and re-
taining qualified employees (48%).

In the previous survey, only 30% of 
respondents had flagged employee 
recruitment and retention as a top-
three concern – they were more 
worried by working capital man-
agement. In this survey, working 
capital management is regarded as 
a top internal issue by just 25% of 
respondents, down from 38% pre-
viously. 

Both cost-cutting and attracting and 
retaining qualified employees are 

ranked the number-one internal is-
sue by the same number of respon-
dents (22% each). In some ways, cost 
reduction and recruitment/retention 
are antithetical issues, since one 
can have a negative impact on the 
other. The challenge for companies 
going forward will be to balance the 
demands of one with those of the 
other and still meet the objectives 
of the two initiatives.

It is interesting to note that balance 
sheet weakness is way down in 
the list of internal issues (only 2% 
ranked this as number one), indicat-
ing that most believe their finances 
are reasonably strong. Counter-par-
ty risk is also a minor concern (just 
3% ranked this number one), which 
underscores how far Asia has gone 
from the fearful days of the 2008 
global credit crunch.

21% 21% 12%Ability to Cut Costs and 
Reduce Supplier Spend

21% 15% 12%Attracting and Retaining
Qualified Employees

12% 11% 7%Ability to Forecast Results

8% 6% 11%Working Capital Management

7% 10% 7%Ability to Conduct internal control
management, risk mitigation and other risk...

7% 6% 9%Maintaining Morale and Productivity 
in the Downturn

9% 3% 5%Ability to Conduct Budgeting
and Planning

2% 7% 8%Capability for Business Intelligence

1% 5%4%Protectin of Intellectual Property

3% 4% 3%Inventory Management

2% 3% 4%Balance Sheet Weakness

0% 4% 3%Capability to Do Scenario Planning
and Analysis

3% 1% 2%Counter-Party Risk

1% 3% 3%Data Security

2% 1% 4%Managing IT Systems

1% 1% 3%Supply Chain Risk

1% 1% 2%Cost of Health Care/Pension Plans

Rank 2

Rank 1

Rank 3
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Exhibit 10: What is your company’s strategic focus 
in the next 12 months?

49% 17% 9%Expand to new consumer segments and/or
geographical markets

19% 16% 19%Renew focus on sales, marketing
and distribution

9% 19% 16%Strengthen managerial and operational
capabilities for the post-crisis world

4% 18% 17%Reduce overhead costs

8% 13% 11%Reduce direct costs

3% 3% 11%Renew focus on R& D to improve current
products and bring new ones to market

2% 4% 8%Strengthen IT capabilities

2% 4% 6%Acquire assets (M&A)

4% 1%4%Re-orient the business from exports to
domestic consumption

1% 1% 2%Sell off assets (M&A)

Rank 2

Rank 1

Rank 3

Base: 172 respondents. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Strategic focus: New markets, sales and 
marketing, managerial capabilities
Going forward, cost reduction will 
continue to be a priority among 
companies in Asia. Fully 39% of 
respondents rank reducing over-
head costs as a top three strategic 
focus, while 32% say the same of 
reducing direct costs.

But the highest ranked business ar-
eas are those having to do with the 
post-crisis environment: expand-
ing to new consumer segments 
and/or geographical markets (75% 
vs. 56% in the previous survey), 
and renewing the company’s focus 
on sales, marketing and distribu-

tion (54% vs. 50%). These are also 
the two areas that are ranked the 
number one strategic focus by the 
most number of respondents (49% 
and 19%, respectively). 

Companies are also looking to 
strengthen managerial and op-
erational capabilities in anticipa-
tion of the post-crisis world (44% 
top three; 9% rank one). But M&A 
will remain a minor activity, either 
buying (12% top three; 2% rank 
one) or selling (4% top three; 1% 
rank one).
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Hong Kong 26%

Malaysia 21%

Singapore 16%

China 16%

Philippines 4%

Thailand 4%

India 3%

Indonesia 2%

Australia 2%

Japan 2%

Korea 1%

Other 4%

Fewer than 50 18%

51 to 200 24%

201 to 500 13%

501 to 2,000 24%

2,001 to 5,000 5%

More than 5,000 16%

CFO 27%

Financial controller 20%

CEO, Chairman, President, Managing 
Partner or Owner

15%

Finance manager 9%

Finance Director 8%

Vice President Finance 5%

Treasurer 1%

Other senior finance executive 3%

Other C-level executive or Partner 6%

Other 6%

Total may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Total may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Total may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Respondents are personally 
based in the following markets... 

...hold positions with the 
following titles...

...work in companies with these 
employee numbers...

About this report
Fieldwork for this online survey was conducted from December 23, 2009 to January 10, 2010. 
Cesar Bacani, CFO Innovation’s senior consulting editor, devised the questionnaire, analysed the 
results, and wrote the report.

A total of 205 respondents from China, Hong Kong, India, Malaysia, Singapore and other jurisdic-
tions in Asia participated in this survey. They are CFOs, finance directors, controllers and other 
senior executives who work in a range of companies in terms of turnover, employee numbers 
and industry. 



15

CFO INNOVATION ASIA BUSINESS OUTLOOK SURVEY FIRST QUARTER 2010 © 2010 QUESTEX ASIA LTD

Total may not add up to 100% due to rounding

Total may not add up to 100% due to rounding

...have the following in annual 
turnover...

...and engaged in the following 
industries:

Less than US$1 million 11%

US$1 million to US$5 million 8%

More than US$1 million to US$10 
million

11%

More than US$10 million to US$20 
million

11%

More than US$20 million to US$50 
million

10%

More than US$50 million to US$100 
million

11%

More than US$100 million to US$200 
million

7%

More than US$200 million to US$500 
million

7%

US$501 million to US$1 billion 5%

Over US$1 billion 19%

Consulting/Other professional 
services

15%

Electronics/software/high-tech 14%

Banking/finance/insurance 12%

Transportation/travel/hotel 7%

Telecommunications 6%

Property and construction 5%

Food and restaurants 4%

Industrial equipment 4%

Media & entertainment 4%

Chemicals 3%

Energy/oil/gas 3%

Pharmaceuticals/medical products/
bio tech

3%

Retail 3%

Consumer durables, including white 
goods

2%

Metals/mining 2%

Healthcare provider 1%

Automotive 1%

Other 12%
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