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ASK MR SID

The Covid-19 pandemic has been a real eye-
opener. We operate a chain of gastropubs in 
Singapore. When the circuit breaker started 
in April, we nearly died. 

Most of our revenue came from the bar, with 
food offered on the side. With dining-in and 
drinking-in not permitted and no takeaway 
capability, management felt the “logical” 
thing to do was to temporarily close the 
entire chain for the period of the lockdown.

As chairman of the board, I disagreed as it 
meant we would be in the red for the first 
time. After much argument, we started 
takeaways from two-thirds of our outlets. 
To management’s credit, they managed 
to cobble together a takeaway operation, 
working with the delivery companies. 

I also wanted to retrench to save staff costs. 
Management argued against it, and we 
finally relented because the remaining staff 
could consume their paid leave, attend 
courses and, very importantly, most of their 
costs were picked up by the government’s 
Resilience and Solidarity Budgets.

After all this, net net, we will be in the black, 
although barely so. Meanwhile, we have 

told management to prepare for a post-
pandemic future where the business model 
will be changed to one based on dining-in and 
takeaway, with a greater leaning towards food. 

What has peeved me in all this are repeated 
comments from some of my fellow directors 
(I am sure it came from management) that 
I was “too short-term-minded”. Before this, 
they said I was “greedy for profits”.

Let me say this: I am proud to be short-term-
minded. Without a focus on the short term, 
there’s no long term. I strongly believe in 
keeping shareholders happy. I don’t understand 
all the hullabaloo about quarterly reporting. 
SGX should have kept it instead of pandering 
to champions of “long-term thinking”.  If SGX 
wants to save costs for listed companies, it 
should do away with sustainability reporting.

With the experience of this pandemic, I am 
more convinced than ever that short-termism, 
though much derided, is not just right, 
but very necessary.

Yours forever

Long live the short term

Dear Mr Sid

Re: Where is the long term now?  Dear Long-live-the-short-term 

Congratulations on surviving the pandemic. 
Evidently, you did the correct thing to 
persuade the board and management to 
implement takeaway operations so that the 
business could stay in the black.

Your words and actions remind me of Lou 
Gerstner who became CEO of IBM in 1993 when 
it was in terminal decline. He famously said 
to great derision in the press in his early days: 
“The last thing IBM needs right now is a vision”. 
Years later, after Gerstner vindicated himself by 
dramatically turning IBM around, his comment 
was interpreted to be: “IBM is in crisis. We have 
no time for blue-sky thinking. What we need 
right now is to rationalise and restructure the 
company to survive and then thrive.” 

It was crisis management in the short term but 
for a long-term future.

Short-term or long-term thinking?
So, you did right and well to focus on the short 
term – the crisis at hand. But I would suggest 
that you also did not ignore the long term in 
your short-term actions.

First, you saved on future costs in two ways. 
By asking staff who were not deployed to go 
on paid leave, the leave cost was absorbed 

earlier and not incurred in the future. And if 
you had exited the staff, you would likely have 
faced a manpower shortfall when your outlets 
eventually reopened, and this would have 
increased your costs of reinstating operations.

Secondly, the staff who attended training 
with their available time benefited not just 
themselves, but also the company – in the 
future. 

Thirdly, the takeaway operation was a new 
channel. In fact, it was a new business, 
particularly evident now as you are selling 
more food than liquor. You were effectively 
testing out whether, and how well, this new 
business worked before you decided to stop 
or continue. Clearly, it worked well as you 
have decided to continue.

Finally, you were thinking long term when 
you told management to prepare for the post-
Covid future with a business model that is 
a mix of dining-in and takeaway, and leaning 
more towards food.  

Short term and long term
The point is that the long term is made of 
a series of short terms. 

You have to face each short term eventually. 
A crisis should not be solved on the basis 
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Who is Mr Sid?

Mr Sid's References (for this question)
Board Guide
Section 4.2: Value Creation 
Section 4.10: Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainability

Sustainability Guide for Boards
Section 1: The Sustainability Agenda 
Section 5: Reporting

Boardroom Matters 
Vol 1, Chapter 11: “Back to the Future of Periodic Reporting” 
by Adrian Chan
Vol 3, Chapter 47: “For Whom Shall Boards Govern” by 
Lawrence Loh
Vol 3, Chapter 48: “Improving Social and the Financial 
Bottom Lines” by Patrick Liew

SID Directors Bulletin 
2017 Q3: “The Evolution of CSR and Sustainability” by 
Margaret Chin
2017 Q3: “How Can We Do Business When Nature is No 
Longer Free and Unlimited?” by Constant Van Aerschot

SID Courses 
Listed Entity Director Module 4: Stakeholder Engagement

Mr Sid is a meek, mild-mannered geek who 

resides in the deep recesses of the reference 

archives of the Singapore Institute of Directors.

Burrowed among his favourite Corporate 

Governance Guides for Boards in Singapore, 

he relishes answering members’ questions 

on corporate governance and directorship 

matters. But when the questions are too 

difficult, he transforms into Super SID, 

and flies out to his super network of 

boardroom kakis to find the answers.

of it being either short-term or long-term. 
A balanced perspective is still required.

Yes, in a crisis, the immediate short-term is 
more urgent. Even then, you need to consider 
the longer-term implications of your short-
term crisis actions. 

For a company to be sustainable, it needs to think 
long term. It should not be overly obsessed with 
what is known as “short-termism”.

There is a lot of evidence, not least from the global 
financial crisis in 2008, to show that long-term 
objectives have often been neglected because of 
too much concentration on short-term goals. 

Wells Fargo Bank is an extreme example of 
short-termism. It encouraged the creation of 
false client accounts to boost short-term profits. 

An opposite example is CVS Health. It decided 
in 2015 that it was incongruent for a healthcare 
company to be selling tobacco. It was the first 
major US pharmacy retailer to stop selling 
cigarettes. The decision cost the chain US$2 billion 
in annual revenues and a seven per cent drop in 
its stock price when the decision was announced. 
Three years later, the business had grown, and 
the company became financially strong enough 
to acquire giant health insurer Aetna.

You say you care about the shareholders. 
Research shows that short-term thinking does 
not usually reward shareholders in the long term. 
A McKinsey study of the performance of 615 
large and mid-cap US public listed companies 
from 2001 to 2015 found that the earnings of 
long-term firms (those that invest 50 per cent 
more on R&D) grew, on average, 36 per cent 
more than other firms, and with less volatility.

Quarterly reporting
On your point about quarterly reporting, this has 
been controversial.

On the one hand, quarterly reporting provides 
timely disclosure of results. 

The concern is that a focus on short-term 
performance may result in an over-emphasis 
on quarterly earnings, and less attention paid 
to strategy and fundamentals, both of which 
are important to long-term value creation. 
To meet quarterly numbers, companies might cut 
research and development, forego investment 
opportunities with positive long-term net 
present value, and not invest more in operational 
efficiencies and human capital development.

According to a 2014 survey by the nonprofit 
Focusing Capital for the Long Term, CEOs say 
that they have no choice but to cave to the 
demands of activist investors and others on Wall 
Street to boost profits quarter after quarter.

The calls and moves across the world to do away 
with quarterly reporting reflect the strong desire 
to address this pandemic of short-termism. 

The SGX implemented quarterly reporting in 2003 
for listed companies with a market capitalisation 
of S$20 million (later raised to S$75 million). This 
affected more than 70 per cent of listed companies. 
From 7 February 2020, quarterly reporting is no 
longer mandated unless the company is associated 
with higher risks, specifically, those without clean 
audit opinions or facing regulatory compliance 
issues. Half-yearly reporting is still required. 

Despite this, many top SGX-listed firms continue 
to provide voluntary quarterly “business updates”, 
although not the full financial reports.

So, if you believe that your shareholders appreciate 
quarterly reports, you can still do so in the format 
that you deem most appropriate.

Sustainability reporting
For a long time, the business of business was to, 
well, stay in business. 

But with climate change, corporate scandals 
and other issues, the sustainability movement 
is forcing corporations to deal with broader 
environmental, social and governance concerns.

Sustainability reporting is now de rigueur in most 
jurisdictions, Singapore included.

It may help to think of sustainability reporting 
as being about ensuring our collective future 
prosperity by requiring businesses to create 
positive economic externalities, rather than 
extract economic rent.

Don't short the long term
As you prepare for the post-Covid future, I urge 
you to consider that your shareholders might 
prefer long-term sustainable returns over short-
term profits; and that your stakeholders are more 
than the shareholders. 

Think short term and long term. But be long-term 
greedy for the sake of your shareholders and 
other stakeholders.

 

Yours in pandemic

Mr Sid

Sid


