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A fresh take on traditional medicated oil

How Tai Tong Ah and Senses International teamed up to launch YnL, a range of botanic aromatherapy medicated oils targeted at younger generations. BY BRYAN KOW

MEDICATED oil has been given a
modern spin with scents such as
magnolia or bergamot and lime, as
traditional ~Chinese medicine
(TCM) manufacturer Tai Tong Ah
Company seeks to reach younger
customers.

The company is known for its
Double Prawn Brand Herbal Oil,
produced since the 1950s. But a
few years ago, they sought to cre-
ate a “trendy and modern” product
-and found a like-minded partner
in homegrown fragrance manufac-
turer Senses International.

The collaboration resulted in
YnL, a range of botanic aromathe-
rapy medicated oils.

Short for “Yuanlin” - meaning
“origin of forests” in Mandarin - the
range comprises four fragrance
profiles: “fresh”, with bergamot
and lime; “energy”, a sea spray
scent; “calm”, a magnolia fra-
grance; and “lush”, containing
patchouli and cedarwood.

“We combined our experience in
traditional medicine, modern man-
ufacturing methods, and quality
control with the fragrance exper-
tise of Senses,” said Karol Tong,
general manager at Tai Tong Ah.

When old meets new

Established in 2009, Senses sup-
plies fragrances that are used in
the manufacturing of products
such as shampoo and household
cleaners.

When Covid-19 hit in 2020, the
Senses team was unable to travel
and meet potential clients over-
seas. With more time for their own
research and development, they
sought to come up with an innova-
tive product — and landed on the
idea of combining their fragrances
with medicated oil.

“We thought we could potential-
ly incorporate aromatherapy into
very traditional products, to ac-
tually modernise them,” said Jay-
den Ang, director of business de-
velopment.

Around this time, Tai Tong Ah

was looking to develop a product
for the younger generation, said
Tong: “Something they can use to
uplift their mood, relieve stress,
and combat fatigue.”

As Tong put it, “the stars
aligned”. Both companies ap-
proached Enterprise Singapore
(EnterpriseSG) separately and were
then connected.

Ang added that both companies
shared a common goal of taking
the product overseas: “Both of our
companies want to fly the Singa-
pore flag high.”

In the product development
stage, Senses supported in the “cre-
ative” aspect: coming up with fra-
grances and ensuring that the
scents blended in with the medical
oil base.

“We combined our
experience in
traditional medicine,
modern
manufacturing
methods, and quality
control with the
fragrance expertise
of Senses.”

Karol Tong, Tai Tong Ah

It was a challenge to combine es-
sential oils with a medicated oil,
without taking away the latter’s tra-
ditional scent note, said Ang: “Be-
cause if you take away (this smell),
the company will really lose its es-
sence.”

The YnL product formulations
also had to be tweaked to meet the
different regulatory requirements
of overseas markets.

Each time this happened, the
fragrance formulation had to be al-
tered as well, with the entire proc-
ess being “very complex”, added
Ang.

Karol Tong (left), general manager at Tai Tong Ah, with Jayden Ang, director of business development at Senses International. Both companies
approached Enterprise Singapore separately and were then connected. PHOTO: BRYAN KOW, BT

After finalising the formula-
tions, Tai Tong Ah now manufac-
tures and distributes the product
range.

Getting help to go further

Playing matchmaker is not the only
support provided by EnterpriseSG.
Its Centre of Innovation for Com-
plementary  Health  Products
helped to perform technical analy-
sis on the YnL products.

This is important if companies
want to take their products over-
seas, said Tong: “Data from such
analyses is needed to fulfil the reg-
ulatory requirements to enter
these markets.”

EnterpriseSG’s Centres of Inno-
vation were set up in partnership
with selected polytechnics and re-
search institutes to help small and
medium-sized enterprises devel-
op and test projects.

There are 11 such centres, each
specialising in a different industry.

The product range was
launched on YnL’s e-commerce site
in December 2021.

Since then, it has been made
available on e-commerce plat-
forms such as Shopee and Lazada,
and is carried by physical drug-
stores, healthcare chain Watsons,
and Singapore outlets of Chinese
department store chain Yue Hwa

Chinese Products.

Tai Tong Ah is exploring over-
seas markets for YnL, such as Hong
Kong, Cambodia, the Phillippines,
and Qatar, added Tong.

To help with branding and mar-
keting, an external consultant was
brought in, with funding from En-
terpriseSG.

Since YnL targets a younger de-
mographic, Tai Tong Ah uses digi-
tal marketing platforms such as In-
stagram to reach them, and has al-
so sponsored university events to
create visibility for the brand.

“So far, we have been receiving
positive feedback about the prod-
uct in terms of quality, design ap-

pearance, and efficacy,” said Tong.

There are plans to expand the
YnL range, added Ang: “You cannot
have one favourite that everybody
likes, you need to cater to a group
of different clients.”

Two more fragrances will be re-
leased by the fourth quarter of this
year: “summer’, a vibrant fra-
grance based on berries, and “clas-
sic”, a nostalgic combination of
Swiss herbs.

Tong also hopes to experiment
with other product types in the YnL
line, such as medicated balms or
gels.

bryankow@sph.com.sg
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Search and deploy

By Siti Aisyah bte Mohd Jeffri,
Sabiigah Shahirah bte Noordin
and Michelle Chua Xiao Juan

DURING the pandemic, safe dis-
tancing ambassadors  (SDAs)
spread out across Singapore to en-
sure that Covid guidelines were be-
ing followed - and behind many of
these ubiquitous lanyard-wearing
agents was local firm MCI Out-
sourcing.

The company secured a S$6 mil-
lion project from Enterprise Singa-
pore to deploy SDAs, followed by
another contract with the Singa-
pore Food Agency for nearly 1,000
SDAs.

MCI Outsourcing is one of three
companies under MCI Investment
Holding, alongside MCI Career Ser-
vices and MCI Consulting Services.
As Singapore now emerges from
the pandemic, the group is reviv-
ing its overseas ambitions, includ-
ing expansion plans in China.

Apart from acquiring a recruit-
ment agency in Qingdao, MCI
Group intends to set up more local
offices in Beijing, Shanghai,
Guangzhou and Shenzhen, said
Ryan Ng, chief executive officer of
MCI Career Services and MCI Out-
sourcing.

Within China, the group will fo-
cus both on meeting domestic de-
mand and sending manpower
abroad, with new operations to be
set up by early 2024, he added.

An unexpected start

MCI's founder and group chair-
man, Ong Boon Huat, had not al-
ways intended to run his own busi-
ness. From 1992 to 1995, he was a
sales executive in a multinational
manufacturing company. But after
returning from a fortnight of med-
ical leave, he found that his major
sales accounts had been reas-
signed to others.

Ong, then 29, decided to be-
come his own boss. He set up his
first company, Sogo — an acronym
for “small organisation, great out-
put” —which he later sold.

After a few business ventures in

other fields, he started recruitment
firm MCI Career Services in 2007.
This time, the acronym stood for
“making companies interesting”.

From six employees at the start,
MCI Career Services has grown to a
staff strength of 90. Ong later
founded MCI Consulting Services
in 2013 and MCI Outsourcing in
2016.

At the Enterprise 50 Awards
2021, MCI Career Services was a
second-time winner, while MCI
Outsourcing won for the first time.

MCI Outsourcing provides a
third-party solution for its clients’
staffing and human resource man-
agement needs. It has more than
2,500 staff who are directly de-
ployed to clients’ premises.

Revenue has grown almost ten-
fold since the company was found-
ed, from S$2.8 million in 2016 to
S$$27.3 million in 2021. Even dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic, profits
grew 20 per cent each year.

Ong believes in nurturing talent
and encouraging innovation. Expe-
rienced employees are encouraged
to closely guide new hires, to en-
sure a smooth transition into the
company. Regular feedback ses-
sions ensure that employees’ voic-
es are respected and that the group
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improves collectively.

Ong added: “Benefits such as
overseas expenses and extended
holiday leave not only serve as a
motivation to work harder but are
to encourage the employees to go
see what the world offers.”

Heading overseas

The MCI Group itself began ventur-
ing overseas in 2009, with a part-
nership agreement in India. In the
following decade, it expanded into
Bangladesh, mainland China, the
Philippines, Myanmar, and Taiwan.

These partnerships serve main-
ly as channels for bringing foreign
talent to Singapore, though work-
ers are are also recruited for other
destinations such as Australia and
Japan.

Closer to home, MCI Group set
up MCI Career Agensi Pekerjaan in
Malaysia in 2021. There, the aim is
to both serve the domestic market
and recruit Malaysian talent who
can be sent abroad.

MCI Group itself intends to shift
some of its Singapore operations to
Malaysia this year, as it can hire
sales consultants and payroll staff
there at a significantly lower cost.

The group has also set up TCF
Global Placement India, which is

From far left:
Ryan Ng, chief
executive officer
of MCI Career
Services and MCI
Outsourcing; Ong
Boon Huat,
chairman of MCI
Investment
Holding; Jo Ong,
regional director
of MCI

| Investment
Holding; and
Eunice Tan,
business
development
manager of MCI
Career Services.
PHOTO: MCI GROUP

expected to be fully operational by
early 2024. This unit will focus on
the information technology indus-
try, recruiting talent from India for
various countries.

With its steady revenue and
scalable operations, MCI Group has
been exploring ways to raise funds
for further expansion. The aimis to
go further in markets such as Chi-
na, India, Malaysia, and the Philip-
pines.
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Celebrating Singapore’s
Enterprising Spirit 2022

This series is part of the Enterprise 50
Educational Project between the
E50 partners and the NUS Business School.
MCI Outsourcing was among the winners in
2021. The annual E50 ranking is
co-organised by The Business Times
and KPMG, sponsored by OCBC Bank,
and supported by Enterprise Singapore,
Singapore Exchange and Singapore
Business Federation.
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At the SPBA launch on Apr 12, Ling Huat Sing (left) and Peh Yi Han (right) -
representatives of former winners Four Star Industries and Global
Eduhub respectively — speak about their companies' experience of
participating in the Award. PHOTO: LEE JIANWEI, ZB

Singapore Prestige
Brand Award 2023 to
celebrate ‘creativity,
courage and confidence’

By Natalie Chen HM
nataliechen@sph.com.sg

This year’'s Singapore Prestige
Brand Award (SPBA) was launched
on Wednesday (Apr 12), kickstart-
ing the search for the country’s
most inspiring brands.

SPBA seeks to recognise deserv-
ing local brands for their success,
and to help them achieve growth at
home and abroad.

This year’s theme, “Celebrating
Creativity, Courage & Confidence”,
was chosen as it takes creativity to
innovate, courage to act, and confi-
dence to keep pushing the bounda-
ries and stay on course, said Chew
Lee Ching, chairman of the SPBA
2023 organising committee, in a
press release.

In a speech at the launch event,
she praised brands that have over-
come the hardships and uncertain-
ty in the last three years of the pan-
demic-induced economic down-
turn.

“This creativity and ingenuity
have become crucial in today’s
business landscape, where digital
disruption and economic restruc-

turing are the new norm”, noted
Goh Sin Hwee, co-chairman of the
organising committee in the re-
lease.

There are four Award categories
— promising brands (for firms es-
tablished for three to eight years),
established brands (more than five
years), heritage brands (more than
25 years), and special merit.

The latter category, by invita-
tion only, is awarded to govern-
ment agencies and not-for-profit
organisations that have made sig-
nificant efforts in branding.

The panel of judges comprises
representatives from various stat-
utory boards and multinational
corporations as well as brand con-
sultants.

Over the years, SPBA has hon-
oured over 470 unique local
brands.

The Award is jointly organised
by the Association of Small and Me-
dium Enterprises (ASME) and Chi-
nese-language daily Lianhe Zao-
bao.

SPBA is also supported by Enter-
prise Singapore and the Intellec-
tual Property Office of Singapore.
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