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No nonsense. Competent. Exacting. Yet warm. These are 
some of the words that come to mind for those who 
know Tan Siew Ling well. In her 43 years with the firm, 
Siew Ling has left her mark on many processes that staff 
members today take for granted.

Examples include the Physical File Management System, 
the launch of the Performance Management System (the 
predecessor to today’s IBS, the firm’s operational 
backbone system), the digitisation and organisation of the 
KPMG warehouse, and the launch of the Condeco
meeting room booking system. She also handled 
secretary matters and oversaw the operations at level 22 
of Hong Leong Building. These were all possible because 
of her organised mind, her willingness to lead within her 
own capabilities, and the pride she took in her work. 

Inspired by the people around her
Siew Ling first joined the firm in 1977, then as a 
stenographer – a person who transcribes using shorthand. 
As her capabilities shone, she joined the pool of 

secretaries, and would be called upon to take up the 
delicate and tough twin job of managing the bosses’ 
schedules and requests, as well as dealing with clients.

A true renaissance woman, she came to be known as a 
“Mdm Fix-it”. Her bosses would count on her to get 
tricky jobs done and over the years, the nature of her 
work took on a more managerial slant. But what 
motivated her the most? 

“The people I worked with,” she said.

“The first person who really made an impression when I 
first joined the firm was our mail room supervisor, 
Suroto,” she said. “He looked tough and took his job very 
seriously, and part of his responsibilities was to make a 
huge pot of kopi susu (milk coffee) in the mornings and go 
around distributing it to everyone in the office (back then, 
there were only 150 staff members).

Many of you would know of Tan Siew Ling, who started her KPMG journey in 1977. She 
retired in October last year, and agreed to sit down with the Circle - Alumni team for a little 
chat about her time here in the firm.
By Roslina Sim

(Clockwise top left) Siew Ling (seated second from right) with 
secretaries and Partner Robin Rawlings (standing second from 
right) in 1985; Siew Ling at lunch with the Circle  – Alumni team, 
Siew Ling (standing, middle) with the Admin team.
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“Being a new staff member, I was afraid of rejecting the 
kopi susu – even though I don’t drink it. The fact that he 
looked so fierce scared me even more!” she laughed.  

Unfortunately, the sharp Suroto noticed her untouched 
drink after a week, and asked her about it. She sheepishly 
replied that she takes her coffee without milk, and his 
grunted reply was: “No, kopi susu only!”

“But the very next day, when he made his rounds, he 
gave me kopi o (black coffee) from a small pot that he 
specially made aside from his usual pot,” she said.

“I was so touched. This is just one example of how much 
we were like a family. Everyone cared for each other, and 
the ones I really looked up to, took pride in their work.”

That such people were the ones she looked up to, shaped 
the person she came to be. Every task was taken on 
seriously, and managed thoughtfully.

That’s not to say she never struggled. There were times 
where she had to deal with difficult or challenging 
situations but she took it all in stride whilst standing her 
ground.

She is also quick to point out that the support that she 
received from all her bosses over the years enabled her to 

carry out her tasks confidently. She said: “When I was 
working with Eong Kow (former Head of Business 
Support), he told me, ‘you go and fight your battles. When 
there is a war, then come to me.’ This empowered me, 
and let me know that I had his full backing when things 
got tough.

An inspiration to others 
As such, Siew Ling, empowered by her bosses and 

inspired by those around her, was always, as she said, 
“try to be 3 steps ahead of issues.”

“If I’m going to be given something to do, I will do it to 
the best of my ability.” That was the way she worked, 
always thinking of improvements or the next steps, and 
unafraid to venture into the new and unknown.

She has also inspired the secretaries to assume a similar 
mindset, as well as helping the filing room and warehouse 
staff members to embrace new, digital ways of working.

“We must always be willing to learn. We can struggle for 
a while, but after that things will get better,” she said.

Even now that Siew Ling has retired, this attitude still 
prevails.

A photography enthusiast, Siew Ling said: “I’m learning 
how to do advanced photo-editing, and roam the streets 
to indulge in my love for street photography with like-
minded friends,” she said. “I’m also taking my time to 
deepen my learning of Chinese, and am also baking more, 
which I had to put on hold when I was working.”

She’s also spending precious time with her mum, who is 
“getting on in years”, catching up with old friends, and 
decluttering her “earthly possessions - Marie Kondo 
style”.

Truly a renaissance woman through and through.

Siew Ling at her desk in 1982.
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