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Why Focus on Degree Holders 

Attracting and retaining talent is a common challenge faced by Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). This
challenge is an important one to tackle as having the right talent is critical for SMEs to grow. Furthermore,
SMEs face this challenge especially with local degree holders, as they tend to have a preference to join bigger
corporations.

In this report, we present the state of staff loyalty in SMEs and in particular, we are interested to understand
staff loyalty among degree holders in SMEs. As a strategy to recruit and retain degree holders, we believe that
local SMEs need to know the necessary interventions to improve the loyalty of this group of employees to
local SMEs.

Who will find these findings useful?

• Business owners of SMEs who are concerned with talent recruitment and retention

• Human resource practitioners who are eager to redefine their Employee Value Proposition

• Government agencies and business associations that are considering more ways to better support SMEs
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Differences in SMEs and Larger Corporations

Although many degree holders express a preference to work for larger corporations, this does not mean that
SMEs do not have their unique propositions too. Thus, it is important for the leadership team in SMEs to
understand the strengths of their sector and how they can define their unique Employer Value Proposition.
aAdvantage Consulting’s Singapore Workforce Engagement Study 2014 suggests the following experience that
degree holders working in SMEs and non-SMEs have:

What do these findings suggest?

Our findings suggest that the general perception job applicants have towards working in an SME and non-SME
are aligned to the current experiences faced by degree holders. After all, it makes sense that in a smaller firm
with little or no departmental divides, colleagues tend to work better with one another across the
organisation. As a smaller firm usually comes with a flatter hierarchy, degree holders in SMEs also experience
greater staff empowerment. On the other hand, a non-SME has the resources and capabilities to further
commit themselves to staff development as well as to provide more opportunities for career advancement.

1. Staff empowerment

2. Staff working well 
together

3. Open communication

1. Rewards and recognition package

2. Commitment towards training 
and development

3. Sufficiency of career growth 
opportunities

4. Job security

Areas SMEs are doing better in Areas larger corporations are doing better in

Other than looking at the different
experiences, it is also interesting to find
out the state of employee loyalty based
on the size of the firm. This is because of
the great impact employee loyalty has
on the attraction and retention of talent.
The definition of employee loyalty has
evolved over the years and it is no
longer measured simply by an
employee’s length of stay in a firm.
Similarly, the drivers of employee loyalty
have also evolved.

This report includes insights to gain
further understanding of employee
loyalty of degree holders working in
SMEs.
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“ … degree holders are not only 

less likely to welcome their peers 

to work in SMEs, but may also 

actively dissuade qualified 

individuals to join …” 
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Figure 1: Employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS)® for different 
firm sizes.

eNPS®
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Bigger firms have greater staff advocacy

Degree holders working in non-SMEs are more likely to
recommend their organisations to others. This can be
seen through the eNPS®, with a positive score of 2.4
for degree holders working in non-SMEs, compared
with -12.1 for their peers working in SMEs. The
negative eNPS® among degree holders in SMEs was
due to a significantly higher proportion of Detractors
compared to Promoters. This suggests that degree
holders are not only less likely to welcome their peers
to work in SMEs, but may also actively dissuade
qualified individuals to join.

Size of a firm can impact an employee’s length of stay

Our research indicates that 54% of graduates working
in SMEs are likely to stay on for the next two years, as
compared to 66% of their counterparts working in non-
SMEs. There is a greater challenge for SMEs in retaining
their employees, in addition to cultivating employees
who will speak positively of their companies. Leaders of
SMEs therefore need to take time to review their
retention strategies for degree holders.

1 aAdvantage Consulting, Gen Y at Work: Attracting, Motivating and Retaining Your Millennials (2015).
2 Net Promoter, Net Promoter Score and NPS are trademarks of Satmetrix Systems, Inc., Bain & Company, 
Inc., and Fred Reichheld. 

Employee Loyalty Among Degree Holders

Are degree holders loyal employees of SMEs?

Many companies tend to define staff loyalty solely based on their staff’s length of stay in their organisations. Yet we find this
measure to be insufficient – staff loyalty as a psychological concept involves emotional commitments to an organisation. This
emotional commitment is best measured through word-of-mouth, in other words, staff advocacy. An employee can remain in
an organisation for many years but speak negatively about it to others. On the other hand, another employee may speak
positively about his organisation to others even though he no longer works there.1 In our employee engagement model, we
measure staff advocacy through the Employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS)®2.
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Approach To Cultivate Employee Loyalty in SMEs 

Regardless of the industry the firm is in, leaders need to ensure that they have loyal staff working for them – staff who desire

to continue staying in their organisations and speak positively of the organisation. An employee who actively recommends 

the organisation to others is also supporting the employer branding efforts that SMEs may be heavily dependent on for talent 

attraction. How can we cultivate loyal degree holders if you are a leader of an SME?

Leaders of SMEs, compared with their counterparts in the larger firms, face a
different set of challenges to cultivate loyal graduate employees. What do these
challenges mean for SME leaders?

1. Create Clarity of Performance to Rewards & Recognition

SMEs need to establish a clear line of sight of individual performance to
organisational goals. A robust performance management system articulating
the success outcomes of the organisation and how they are cascaded to teams
and individuals will create clarity of how individual roles contribute to
organisational objectives.

2. Build a Strong Culture of Empowerment and Innovation

Leaders need to articulate a culture anchored on its core values. The desired
behaviours must be reinforced through appropriate structure, processes and
HR systems. For example, the desired behaviours aligned to core values should
be incorporated in the performance management system. To support a culture
of innovation, appropriate structure and process (including appropriate
rewards and recognition) to facilitate engagement of staff to contribute to
innovation can be established.

3. Invest in Leadership Development and Mentoring

SMEs need to invest in not only technical competency development but also in
building leadership capability. The difference in being a “good manager” and a
“good leader” will impact staff motivation and retention. A set of leadership
competencies can be clearly defined and new supervisors should be equipped
with the knowledge and skills to lead a team.

Develop clarity in 
job roles and goals

Encourage staff to 
innovate

Empower staff in 
the work they do

Ensure alignment 
between staff 
behaviours and the 
company’s desired 
culture and values

Immediate 
supervisors to coach 
and mentor junior 
staff
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“An employee who actively recommends the
organisation to others is also supporting the
employer branding efforts that SMEs may be
heavily dependent on for talent attraction.”
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About aAdvantage Consulting

Established in 2002, aAdvantage Consulting is a business consultancy firm that partners organisations in
leading their business and organisational transformation from “Vision to Results”.

We help our clients turn strategies into business results through our People, Process and Performance
solutions. As part of our organisation development and business transformation consulting services, we
provide holistic and customised solutions to assist clients achieve lasting change.

We believe that a shared leadership, vision, clear standards, processes and roles, performance management
and people development all come together to ensure sustainable change in organisations.

While the results presented in this report applies to degree holders working in Singapore SMEs, aAdvantage
can apply and customise the same methodology to develop an Employee Engagement Study to meet your
business needs.

For further clarification on this report, you may contact the following persons:

Jacqueline Gwee
Director
jacqueline.gwee@aadvantage-consulting.com

Andrea Lim
Senior Consultant
andrea.lim@aadvantage-consulting.com

Clement Ho
Consultant
clement.ho@aadvantage-consulting.com

aAdvantage Consulting Group Pte Ltd
2 Bukit Merah Central
#18-03
Singapore 159835
Tel: +65 6853 2658

mailto:Jacqueline.gwee@aadvantage-consulting.com
mailto:andrea.lim@aadvantage-consulting.com
mailto:clement.ho@aadvantage-consulting.com
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aAdvantage’s Human Resource Transformation Solutions

Recruitment & 
Selection

Recruitment & 
Selection Gap 

Analysis
(Job Fit, Culture 

Fit, Potential)

Design and 
Conduct 

Assessment 
Centres

Competency-
Based 

Recruitment 
& Selection

Competency-Based 
Interview Skills

ASSESS CONSULT TRAIN

Enhance 
Recruitment 

Policies & 
Process

HR Strategy
Develop HR Strategy & Scorecard

Articulating Employee Value Proposition

Conduct People 
Developer 

Health Check

People Developer 
Training

Employee 
Engagement 

& Culture 
Development

Employee 
Engagement

Culture Values 
Assessment

Develop Employee Engagement Intervention Plans

Develop Work-Life Strategy and Policies

Facilitation Skills
Employee People 
Engagement Skills

Personal Effectiveness 
Skills

For more information on aAdvantage’s Human Resource and Leadership solutions, please visit: 
http://aadvantage-consulting.sg/Leadership-&-Talent-Development.

Compensation & 
Benefits 

Benchmarking & 
Review

Develop Compensation & Benefits Structure

Develop Compensation Policy & Guidelines

Develop 
Performance 

Appraisal System
Link Performance to 

Rewards

Performance Appraisal 
for Supervisors & Staff

Goal-Setting
Giving & Receiving 

Feedback

Develop Corporate & 
Departmental 
Performance 
Scorecards

Performance 
Management

Productivity 
Assessment

Learning Needs 
Analysis

Develop Career 
Structure & Processes

Learning & 
Development

Develop Learning & 
Development Policies & 

Processes

Learning & 
Development 

Roadmap

Develop Core & 
Functional 

Competencies

Talent 
Management & 

Succession 
Planning

Leadership Values 
Alignment

Executive Coaching

Development Centres & 
Leadership Develop 

Roadmap

Talent Audit
(Job Fit, Culture 

Fit, Potential)

Conduct 
Leadership 
Assessment 

(Competencies & 
Values)

Develop Succession 
Planning Process & 

Framework

Develop Mentor 
Scheme

New Managers 
Programme

Leading Change
Problem Solving
Decision Making
Managing Teams
Personal Mastery

Influencing & 
negotiation Skills
Personal Mastery

Leading Teams
Coaching, Mentoring 
& Counselling Skills

Compensation 
& Benefits

http://aadvantage-consulting.sg/Leadership-&-Talent-Development
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Other Available Resources

To assist organisations in the implementation of various
initiatives, the Singapore government has instituted a
variety of schemes for qualified organisations.
aAdvantage has the capabilities to tap on the following
schemes to help organisations meet their business
objectives:

a. Capability Development Grant (CDG)
Aimed at raising the capabilities of Small and Medium
Enterprises in various development areas, SPRING’s CDG
covers up to 70 per cent of project fees involving
consultancy, training, certification and equipment costs.

aAdvantage is an approved service provider for the
following consultancy services:
1. Business Strategy Development;
2. Human Capital Development;
3. Service Excellence.

For more information on specific areas that aAdvantage
can assist you with, please visit
http://aadvantageconsulting.sg/Capability-Development-
Grant-(CDG).

For more information on SPRING’s CDG, please visit
http://www.spring.gov.sg/Enterprise/CDG/Pages/Capabil
ity-Development-Grant.aspx.

b. Innovation and Capability Voucher (ICV)
SPRING’s Innovation & Capability Voucher (ICV) is a
simple to apply, easy-to-use voucher valued at $5,000, to
encourage SMEs to take their first step towards
capability development. SMEs can use the voucher to
upgrade and strengthen their core business operations
through consultancy.

aAdvantage is an approved service provider for the
following consultancy services:
1. Productivity;
2. Human Resources.

For more information on specific areas that aAdvantage 
can assist you with, please visit 
http://aadvantageconsulting.sg/Innovation-&-Capability-
Voucher-(ICV).

For more information on SPRING’s ICV, please visit
http://www.spring.gov.sg/Growing-
Business/Voucher/Pages/innovation-capability-
voucher.aspx.

c. HR Shared Services (HRSS)
To help SMEs improve and optimise HR operational
efficiency, SPRING Singapore has introduced an initiative
to enable SMEs to outsource some of their HR
operational activities and leverage on IT to enhance their
HR systems and processes.

The supportable areas under SPRING Singapore’s HR
Shared Services initiative include:
1. HR advisory services;
2. HR operations;
3. HR Information Services.

For more information on specific areas that aAdvantage
can assist you with, please visit
http://aadvantageconsulting.sg/HR-Shared-Services-
(HRSS).

For more information on SPRING’s HRSS, please visit
http://www.spring.gov.sg/Growing-
Business/Grant/development-areas/Pages/HCD-HR-
Shared-Services.aspx.

d. Enterprise Training Support (ETS)
This scheme by MOM and WDA offers organisations
funding to review their Human Resource and training
packages. Under this scheme, organisations can enjoy up
to $200,000 of funding to raise employees’ productivity.

aAdvantage can assist qualifying organisations in:
1. Raising skills level of employees;
2. Developing HR framework to support training plan;
3. Reviewing the wage system.

For more information on specific areas that aAdvantage
can assist you with, please visit
http://aadvantageconsulting.sg/Enterprise-Training-
Support-(ETS).
For more information on MOM and WDA’s Enterprise
Training Support, please visit
http://www.aadvantage-consulting.com/feature-
work/enterprise-training-support-ets/.

e. Work-Life Grant
MOM’s Work-Life Grant provides funding and incentives
for companies to offer flexible work arrangements
(FWAs) for employees. The aim is to help employees
better manage work and family responsibilities, and
enhance the pro-family environment in Singapore. The
Work-Life Grant consists of two components and you can
tap on either or both components:

1. The Developmental Grant helps companies take
steps towards implementing FWAs and other work-
life programmes, and to defray part of the costs
incurred.

2. The FWA Incentive encourages companies to
support more employees on FWAs and to provide
and sustain work-life friendly workplaces.

aAdvantage has the expertise to assist qualifying
organisations in:
1. Implementing work-life policies.

For more information on Work-Life Grant, please visit
http://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/good-
work-practices/work-life-grant.

http://aadvantageconsulting.sg/Capability-Development-Grant-(CDG)
http://www.spring.gov.sg/Enterprise/CDG/Pages/Capability-Development-Grant.aspx
http://aadvantageconsulting.sg/Innovation-&-Capability-Voucher-(ICV)
http://www.spring.gov.sg/Growing-Business/Voucher/Pages/innovation-capability-voucher.aspx
http://aadvantageconsulting.sg/HR-Shared-Services-(HRSS)
http://www.spring.gov.sg/Growing-Business/Grant/development-areas/Pages/HCD-HR-Shared-Services.aspx
http://aadvantageconsulting.sg/Enterprise-Training-Support-(ETS)
http://www.aadvantage-consulting.com/feature-work/enterprise-training-support-ets/
http://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/good-work-practices/work-life-grant
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aAdvantage Consulting conducts several benchmarking studies across various areas, including desired workplace
culture and employee engagement.

In 2012 and 2015, aAdvantage conducted a National
Values Assessment. Our findings were compared to
similar global studies. The study also explored the
type of workplace culture desired by employees and is
conducted every 3 years.

Since 2011, aAdvantage has conducted its annual
workforce engagement survey. Each year, 2,000
employees across industries are interviewed to
understand their level of engagement. The study also
analyses the key drivers of employee engagement and
the importance of work life in the workplace.

A Singapore 

Workforce 

Engagement 

Study 

In 2014, aAdvantage partnered with the Institute of
Singapore Chartered Accountants (ISCA) to conduct
an industry level employee engagement study. The
study aimed to identify the key drivers of employee
engagement so as to address talent retention issues
in the accounting sector, particularly in small and
medium sized practices.

Industry Level Employee 
Engagement Study

ACCOUNTING

Resources from these studies are available for download at:
http://aadvantage-consulting.sg/Resources-&-Tools

Other Research & Insights Benchmarking Studies 
by aAdvantage Consulting

http://aadvantage-consulting.sg/Resources-&-Tools
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