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editorial
Greetings from OCBC! As we usher in 2009 and the coming Lunar Year of the 
Golden Ox, may we wish you a year of abundance, health and happiness! 

It is with great pleasure that we introduce our brand new format of ‘Ask 
OCBC’, a free quarterly publication available in English and Chinese that we 
created and launched in 2008. Our objectives back then was simple – to engage 
consumers through conversation with OCBC (hence the title ‘Ask OCBC’). In 
the past four quarters we have put together an interesting and useful collection 
of financial and lifestyle articles, tips and promotions, all of which met with 
overwhelmingly positive feedback. The team is deeply encouraged by the 
enthusiastic reader contributions to our quarterly contests.

Reflecting both the financial and lifestyle lineup of ‘Ask OCBC’, we present 
two covers, ‘Ask OCBC about planning for your tomorrow’ and ‘Ask OCBC 
about ideas for living well today’. Apart from topical feature stories, you will 
find regular columns on Women and their Money, Family Matters, The Gadget 
Shop, Chef’s Corner and more!

While we ended 2008 with sobering economic news and unprecedented 
volatility in the financial markets, we believe that there’s much to be positive 
about. Investors are starting to adjust to the fact that there is little to gain from 
short term thinking. Instead, we believe the winners would be those who are 
prepared to take a long term view towards planning and investing. 

We took the opportunity as we entered 2008 to ask Singaporeans about 
their dreams and goals in the next 10 years. In 2009, we discovered that the 
survey results were interestingly different. Family related dreams, from starting 
one to spending more quality time, topped the charts compared to more 
individualistic pursuits such as travel last year. This is clearly a sign of how people 
are responding to a more difficult economic climate ahead and reviewing the 
basic things in life that are important. We have published a synopsis of this 
survey within.

With many subscribing to a more back-to-basics philosophy, we have asked 
Vasu Menon, Vice President Wealth Management, to write about what this 
means from a financial planning perspective. In answer to a common question 
in the current climate, Vasu also shares his view in the article, Is Cash Really 
King? Anne Tay, Vice President Wealth Planning, dispenses handy financial  tips 
for ladies in the special feature section, Women and Their Money, specially on 
women in their 40s.

For the festive season we have lined up interesting ideas and promotions for 
yourself and your family! Chefs from our partner merchants have prepared great 
recipes this Lunar New Year season. On the travel front, we bring you a foodie 
guide to Japan. And in our Gadget Shop, we present great gift ideas from our 
Easi Credit 100 Most Wanted Gadgets. Capture the special moments with your 
families and send in your funniest family photos taken this Lunar New Year and 
you could score a Samsung Camcorder. You may even get the chance to spot 
your pictures in the next issue.

We hope to inspire you this festive season and welcome you warmly to start 
a conversation with us. Do visit us at www.askocbc.com and happy reading!

The ‘Ask OCBC’ team  
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2008
Seeing the world1.	
Self-improvement2.	
Making money3.	
House and home4.	
Good health5.	
Family and Children6.	
Charity and volunteering7.	
Automobile8.	
Starting a business9.	
Retirement10.	

2009
Family and Children 1.	
s2.	 ettling down/ Starting a Family 
House & Home3.	
Making Money4.	
Retirement5.	
Seeing the world6.	
Automobile7.	
Good health 8.	
Starting a business9.	
Self-improvement10.	

Singaporean dreams 
and goals

Singapore
Dreaming
Seeing the world, preparing for retirement, making money or 
buying that new car? What are the aspirations for Singaporeans 
in a climate of global uncertainty? OCBC finds that amid the 
financial turmoil of the year past, Singaporeans are taking a 
step back from personal luxuries and ambitions to reconnect 
to the basics – home, relationships and family.

Most of the top 10 dreams in 2009 remain the same as 
those in 2008, but there is a shift in priorities. In 2008, “seeing 
the world”, “self-improvement” and “making money” ranked 
as the first three most common goals, but this year, the top 
three dreams in 2009 are “settling down” (getting married 
or finding a life partner), “starting a family” and “house and 
home”. Travel has dropped from being a number one priority 
to 6th on the list and 4 out of 10 respondents have indicated 
that they will cut down on spending – a telling indication that 
luxuries and non-appreciating assets will take a back seat. 

A cautious optimism is also still present – while many 
people do not feel that an economic recession will derail their 
goal progression, nearly half the respondents think it will take 
a longer time to realistically achieve them. Let’s look at the 
various segments and how they fare.

Top dreams and goals in 2009
50%	 want to get married, find their life partner or start a family
36%	 want to further their education
26%	 want to build their career ambition or start a business
25%	 want to earn more money
25%	 want to buy or upgrade their cars 

singles

Top concerns

Timeframe to achieve their goals

Singles are mostly concerned about losing their jobs or taking a salary cut 

4 in 10 think achieving their goals will now take a slightly longer time
(50% think it will take a longer time overall - whether slightly or much longer)

1 in 3 think they will be on track to achieve their dreams

%
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Top dreams and goals in 2009
40%	 want to start a family 
35%	 want to buy or upgrade their home
26%	 want to buy or upgrade their car
23%	 want to travel

MARRIED WITHOUT children

Timeframe to achieve their goals

Respondents married without children are concerned about losing their 
jobs, not having a salary increment, or taking a pay cut.

missing graph

Half the married respondents without children think it will take about 
the same timeframe to achieve their dreams.

1 out of 4 think it will now take slightly longer to achieve their dreams

1 in 3 think it will take a longer time over all - whether slightly or much 
longer

Top concerns

Top dreams and goals
51%	 want to save for their children’s education
49%	 want to spend more time and travel with family
25%	 want to buy or upgrade their home
20%	 want to earn more money

MARRIED WITH YOUNG CHILDREN 

Timeframe for success

Respondents with younger children are mostly concerned about losing 
their jobs, taking a pay cut, difficulties in supporting their families, or not 
having a salary increment.

missing graph

For those married with younger children, the number of those who think 
it will now take slightly longer to achieve their dreams (42%) is about the 
same as those who think they are on track (41%). 49% think it will take a 
longer time overall - whether slightly or much longer.

Top concerns

Top dreams and goals
56%	 want to achieve financial freedom and retire comfortably
28%	 want to spend time and travel with family
24%	 want to save for their children’s education
22%	 want good health
21%	 want to pursue their personal interest and hobbies

2 out of 3 respondents with older children are unconcerned about the 
downturn and are the least worried segment among all the respondents

1 in 4 are concerned about losing their jobs and having difficulties supporting 
their family

Less than 1 in 4 respondents married with older children thought achieving 
their goals will now take a slightly longer time

1 in 3 think it will take a longer time over all - whether slightly or much 
longer

Nearly 6 in 10 respondents think they will be on track to achieve their dreams

Top concerns

missing graph

MARRIED WITH OLDER CHILDREN  

Timeframe for success

Source: Research agency - Idealog, commissioned by OCBC Bank, conducted face to face and telephone interviews with 400 Singaporeans aged between age 18 to 64 years old. The random sampling with quotas set on the key 
demographic variables of age, gender and ethnicity ensured a representative sample of the Singapore population is achieved.
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Riding high on a booming financial markets over the last 
few years, prudence, was thrown out of the window. But it’s time 
for investors to take a step back and go back to basic wealth 
management and investment principles. They may seem intuitive, 
but are valuable in a time of flux. Here’s a refresher course.

 Set aside money 
in an emergency fund

As the fears of recession become real, the risk of retrenchments 
may – and in some cases, has already – become reality. With  
uncertain employment prospects, it is important to ensure that 
you have an emergency fund to finance at least 6 to 12 months of 
your expenses, should you lose your job. 

If you’re thinking of capitalising on depressed equity markets 
to invest any idle cash, only do so after you’ve set aside your 
emergency fund. The fund should not be invested and can either 
be placed into a savings account or a short-term deposit.

Consider purchasing 
medical insurance

If your employer covers you for healthcare expenses, this is likely 
to apply only if you stay employed – and in the unfortunate event 
of retrenchment, you will have to bear your own healthcare costs. 
To protect yourself against this risk, consider buying medical 
insurance plans that provide coverage for critical illnesses and 
hospitalisation.

Be sure to diversify 
your investments

It’s not just clichés that tell us not to put all our eggs in one basket. 
History too has taught those lessons. Remember the tech bubble 
burst of 2000? Investors put a disproportionate amount of money 
into the tech sector – only to get badly burnt when it collapsed.

But the lesson was forgotten in the euphoria over hot Asian 
stock markets like China in the last few years. Some investors 
ploughed a large portion of savings into soaring Asian bourses, 
but as Asian markets see a sharp downturn, they may now be 
sitting on significant losses.

Again, as history repeatedly tells us, investors are best safeguarded 
when their portfolios are well diversified both across asset classes 
and over time. Over-concentration in any one asset class makes 
you very vulnerable to event risks.

Instead of spreading out their investments through a regular 
savings plan — a strategy that’s especially relevant now when 
markets are plagued by uncertainties and extreme volatility 
— some impatient investors prefer to time markets. But ideally, 
you should have two investment pools – core and tactical. Core 
investments should be made with a long-term view while tactical 
investments are short term and should be reviewed more regularly 
for changes in fundamentals and market conditions.

 So what should you do 
in the current market
circumstances?

First, don’t panic. Instead of exiting the market entirely, it may be 
worthwhile for investors to take a step back and remember that 
they should take a long-term view with their core investments. 

As for tactical investments, it’s best not to speculate in 
markets at this juncture even though many bourses have come 
off sharply. Rather, it’s time to keep an eye out for fundamentally 
sound investments that could become more attractive as markets 
fall further. If you have to invest, it’s best to nibble and spread 
your investments out over the next few months. Overall, your 
portfolio should have a healthy mix of investments. At all times, 
avoid taking concentrated bets in specific sectors and themes.

Never buy anything 
you don’t understand

This may seem obvious, but in this world of complicated financial 
products, investors must have a clear understanding of the 
product they intend to purchase and the potential risks and 
returns associated with their investment. If they are unable to 
comprehend how a product works, it’s best to steer clear. Always 
obtain a complete and in-depth understanding of any product 
before you decide to invest your hard-earned money into it.

 ack b to basics
At a time when global 

financial and credit 
markets are roiling and 

uncertainties loom, 
it’s time for investors 

to revisit basic wealth 
management and 

investment principles to 
protect their downside.

Vasu Menon 
Vice-President,
Group Wealth Management,
OCBC Bank

Disclaimer
“The information provided herein is intended for general circulation and/or discussion purposes only. It does not take into account the specific investment objectives, financial situation or particular needs of any particular person. 
Without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing, please seek advice from a financial adviser regarding the suitability of any investment product taking into account your specific investment objectives, financial situation or particular 
needs before you make a commitment to purchase the investment product. In the event that you choose not to seek advice from a financial adviser, you should consider whether the product in question is suitable for you. This does not 
constitute an offer or solicitation to buy or sell or subscribe for any security or financial instrument or to enter into a transaction or to participate in any particular trading or investment strategy. No representation or warranty whatsoever 
(including without limitation any representation or warranty as to accuracy, usefulness, adequacy, timeliness or completeness) in respect of any information (including without limitation any statement, figures, opinion, view or estimate) 
provided herein is given by OCBC Bank and it should not be relied upon as such. OCBC Bank does not undertake an obligation to update the information or to correct any inaccuracy that may become apparent at a later time. All 
information presented is subject to change without notice. OCBC Bank shall not be responsible or liable for any loss or damage whatsoever arising directly or indirectly howsoever in connection with or as a result of any person acting on 
any information provided herein. The information provided herein may contain projections or other forward looking statement regarding future events or future performance of countries, assets, markets or companies. Actual events or 
results may differ materially. Past performance figures are not necessarily indicative of future or likely performance. Any reference to any specific company, financial product or asset class in whatever way is used for illustrative purposes 
only and does not constitute a recommendation on the same.This presentation and its contents are considered proprietary information and may not be reproduced or disseminated in whole or in part without our written consent.”
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But is cash really as safe an option as it seems 
– even at this juncture when a recession is looming 
and asset prices are falling? The answer depends on 
— among other things — what one’s risk appetite and 
investment horizon are. 

Not risk free
Ultimately, it’s important to highlight that holding 
cash is not a risk-free option, especially since inflation 
rates are running ahead of deposit rates. 

In Singapore for example, the inflation rate for 
October 2008 stood at 6.4 per cent, substantially 
higher than fixed deposit rates — which typically 
range from less than 0.5 per cent to less than two per 
cent, depending on the tenor.

Even at 2009’s official projected inflation rate of 
1 to 2 per cent, real interest rates — the difference 
between deposit rates and the inflation rate — will 
either be miniscule or in negative territory, and those 
holding cash stand to suffer wealth erosion. 

So are you better off investing cash given that 
equity markets seem more attractive after the sharp 
correction in the past year? Our take is that investors 
should not let their guard down just yet, as the 
investment outlook is still fraught with uncertainties. 

Good reasons to stay 
cautious
No doubt, equity markets have come off sharply. The 
MSCI World Index for example fell by more than 40 

per cent in 2008, and in Asia, the correction in some 
markets was even more pronounced, with bourses 
like China having declined by more than 60 per cent.

The sell-off has made markets less pricey with 
forward price to earnings multiples now in their low 
teens or at single digit levels. Consequently, investors 
may find it tempting to plunge into equity markets. 
But this may not be the best strategy. True, fears of 
the global banking system collapsing have eased, and 
credit markets have shown signs of improvement. 
However, the situation has not normalised and it 
could take several months, if not years, before order 
is restored.

Banks will need time to recover their substantial 
losses and recapitalise their balance sheets – and are 
likely to stay cautious, holding back on the resumption 
of normal lending activities. Despite efforts by the 
world’s central banks, there may be more capitulation 
in equity markets as the global leverage that was 
built up over the last ten years is unwound.

Already, we have seen forced selling and de-
leveraging in the US$2 trillion global hedge fund 
industry. As fund returns suffer, investors are pulling 
out, while banks and prime brokers are cutting their 
leverage and demanding collateral. As a result, hedge 
funds are forced to sell off assets to cover redemptions 
and to meet margin calls.

In the United States, the housing slump is hardly 
over — US home prices are falling and the rate of 
mortgage foreclosures could rise, especially when 

When there is extreme uncertainty and 
volatility in financial markets, as we are now 
experiencing, investors become unsure about 
where to park their funds. Holding cash may 
seem like the safest option.  

Is it really 
King?

adjustable-rate mortgages are reset. Over the 
next two years, credit-rating agency Fitch has 
estimated that a sizeable US$96 billion worth 
of adjustable rate mortgages would be reset to 
higher interest rates.

Companies will also continue to unwind 
debt holdings and investments purchased with 
borrowed money. This will further push down 
the market prices of many assets, including 
equities, causing yet more losses for investors. 

Already, there are signs that the massive 
asset write downs and credit losses among 
global financial institutions — at about US$1 
trillion so far — is weighing on the global 
economy and is far from over. Global financial 
institutions may need to make more provisions 
as the value of assets on their balance sheets 
could diminish further and losses will be 
realised if these assets are sold at current 
market values.

Even if the central banks’ rescue efforts 
calm conditions in credit markets and the 
nerves of jittery investors, it may not be 
enough to prevent the global economy from 
slipping further. Given the likelihood of a deep 
and protracted recession, it is certainly not the 
best time to invest aggressively.

Manage your risk
With the risk of further downsides, those 
looking to bargain hunt now must have a 
strong risk appetite and a long-term investment 
horizon as equity markets are likely to remain 

volatile and full recovery may not take place 
for several months.

Those looking to buy now should also 
spread their investments out over the next few 
months instead of trying to time the markets. 
Time diversification aside, investors should 
also stay diversified across asset classes. It is 
especially important at this juncture not to get 
carried away with specific themes — no matter 
how appealing they are — and overinvest in 
them.  

Despite the current turbulence, equities 
are still a good long term bet. Markets in Asia 
and emerging regions should resume their 
uptrend once the dust settles. However this 
does not mean that you should plough all your 
investments into equities. Instead, work out a 
suitable asset allocation strategy based on 
risk appetite and long-term goals. If you’re not 
sure how to do this, seek the help of a qualified 
financial advisor. 

Staying in cash for now may seem like a 
good option if you are convinced that markets 
have not bottomed. 

Ultimately, holding cash is not a long-
term option as the negative real returns will 
erode your wealth and leave you worse off 
in your golden years. Investments are still a 
good way to growing your wealth and the 
current turmoil in markets will throw up 
attractive opportunities for those with the risk 
appetite and the ability to look beyond the 
present crisis. 

Financial Speak Made Easy 

Equity
Ownership interest in a corporation in the form of common 
stock or preferred stock.

Bourses 
Stock exchanges.

Sell off
Rapid selling of securities such as stocks and bonds.

Leverage
The use of borrowed capital such as margin financing, to 
increase the potential return of an investment.

Hedge fund
A portfolio of investments that may be aggressively 
managed and employs advanced investment strategies to 
generate higher return on investments. 

Margin Call
A demand from a financial institution to a customer that 
more money or securities be deposited in his or her margin 
account when the amount in it falls below that stipulated 
as necessary to cover the stock purchased.

Diversification
A risk management technique that mixes a wide variety 
of investments within a portfolio in order to minimize the 
impact that one security will have on the overall performance 
of the portfolio. Time diversification or dollar-cost-averaging 
can also help to reduce risk in volatile markets as investments 
are spaced out  over a period of time.

Asset Allocation 
An investment strategy that aims to control risks and 
returns within a portfolio by apportioning assets, such as 
stocks, bonds or cash, in a certain manner relative to each 
other.

Vasu Menon 
Vice-President,
Group Wealth Management,
OCBC Bank
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