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Introduction  

COVID-19 had brought to the forefront of the public consciousness the severe inequalities that are 

present in our society. One of the most popular narratives in reaction to this issue is that upskilling 

the labor force is the most economically efficient way of narrowing these inequalities while increasing 

economic growth levels. It might surprise some, but this principle of lifelong learning has been applied 

even to the temporary migrant workforce in Singapore. It seems like a win-win solution, that can 

appease the business community which wants to see an increase in the productivity in the declining 

construction industry; and the activists who demand more human treatment of our low wage foreign 

workers. Thus, in a bid to understand whether this truly is the silver bullet to the problems raised by 

both sides, this paper, situated within the context of the construction sector, seeks to investigate the 

Foreword 

Interns at Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2) are usually tasked with doing a bit of research in 

the time they spend with us. Given that their internships are either only six or eight weeks, they 

cannot go into great depth. Nonetheless, the exercise helps us to fill in gaps in our knowledge and 

suggest related angles worth exploring.  

All research exercises require interaction with migrant workers. In this paper by Sab I, looking into 

migrant construction workers’ experience and opinions of training, he spoke with ten workers to 

gain their perspectives. This paper distils his interviews into some tentative conclusions about how 

Singapore’s aim to increase productivity through upskilling is stymied by structural impediments. 
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following: How accessible are upskilling programs to low-wage foreign workers and how are the costs 

and benefits of labor upskilling shared between the foreign worker and his company? By answering 

these two questions, this paper hopes to reach some preliminary conclusions on the impact of this 

policy on raising labor productivity and the working and living standards of workers in the construction 

industry. 

 

Method 

This paper is a qualitative study that gathers its information from interviews with 10 Bangladeshi and 

Indian workers in Singapore. All interviewees were workers who had previously worked in the 

construction sector and were beneficiaries of TWC2’s The Cuff Road Project. Hence, these workers 

were some of the most vulnerable amongst the foreign workforce, experiencing either salary disputes, 

injury compensation claims, or police investigations. The Respondents had worked in Singapore for 

different amounts of time, ranging from 7 to 12 years. Group 1 consists of Respondents 1-6 who had 

undergone some form of upskilling either through CoreTrade or the Multi-Skilling Scheme. Group 2 

consists of Respondents 7-10 who were chosen as a control group, who had not undergone any form 

of upskilling despite having worked in Singapore for around the same duration as the first group.   

 

Policy of upskilling 

(A) Construction industry’s productivity glut 

The challenges faced by our construction sector are clear but will be repeated here for the sake of 

posterity. It has tried to buffer the full effects of declining productivity, by bringing in temporary 

laborers from countries like Bangladesh and India. With slow adoption of productivity-enhancement 

technologies, this reliance on foreign manpower has not decreased to the extent the government had 

hoped for.  

The government has tried to impose restrictions on the number of foreign workers using the 

Dependency Ratio Ceiling (DRC) and the Foreign Worker Levy (FWL). However, it has generally become 

accepted that the foreign workforce can never be fully removed from Singapore. Thus, the focus of 

government policy has changed from heavy-handedly decreasing the pool of workers; to creating 

pathways to upskill this pool of workers so that companies become more productive and gradually 

decrease their reliance on foreign workers on their own accord.   

(B) CoreTrade and Multi-skilling scheme 

There are four pathways through which the skills of a migrant worker can be upgraded. In this paper, 

however, we will only be investigating CoreTrade and the Multi-Skilling Scheme as a result of the pool 

of workers we managed to interview.  CoreTrade is targeted towards upskilling “experienced workers 

who have at least 4 years of construction experience in Singapore and holding a valid work permit.” It 
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is meant to build up a group of “competent and experienced workers in key construction trades who 

will serve to anchor and lead the construction workforce”.  

The Multi-Skilling Scheme on the other hand aims to build up a “pool of workers who are competent 

in multiple skill sets” so that employers will have “greater flexibility in deploying multi-skilled 

workers…reducing the downtime and improving their productivity”. It is targeted at experienced 

workers who have at least 4 years of experience. They must achieve at least 2 SEC(K) skill certifications 

of different trades and be registered under the Multi-Skilling scheme to be recognized as a Higher 

Skilled Worker (R1). 

BCA Approved Training and Testing Centers (ATTCs) in Singapore conduct training courses for Core 

Trade Skills Assessment (SA) and Skills Evaluation Certificate (Knowledge) (SEC(K)) and conduct the 

tests as well. These training courses are not publicly funded. However, MOM incentivizes firms to 

invest in upgrading their workers to higher skilled (R1) workers by decreasing the levy rate they have 

to pay and increasing the maximum duration the worker can work in Singapore from 14 years to 26 

years. 

 

Impact of upskilling policy 

(A) Accessibility to upskilling 

Respondents from both groups were asked questions about the barriers they faced in accessing 

upskilling courses.  

On the whole, most Respondents from Group 1 had borne the costs of training, rather than their 

companies. The fees for training courses for CoreTrade Tradesmen certification varied greatly based 

on the trade itself but averaged around $600. For a SEC(K) certification, the enrolment fees varied 

based on the trade being taught but averaged $1000.  Respondents 2, 3, and 6 paid directly for the 

training program offered by training institutions in Singapore. However, they had paid for their own 

training for different reasons. Respondent 2 believed that by paying for his training, he will not be 

stuck in any “bond” with the firm and that he could jump over to a different firm and draw a higher 

salary with his new skill certificate. Respondent 3 on the other hand did so, so as to engender a 

cooperative relationship with his company, because he “trusted [his] boss” and believed that by 

bearing this initial cost he will reap the future dividends from the gains made by the company. 

Respondent 6 similarly believed that by paying for his own training, he had a higher chance of getting 

a higher salary in the future. On the other hand, Respondent 1’s company did directly pay for his 

training. However, the same company gradually reduced his monthly salary by $100 as though he had 

taken a loan for his training.  

There can be many reasons as to why we don’t see an equitable sharing of the costs incurred from 

upskilling of transient workers. This paper hypothesizes that one major reason for this is to do with 

the relative incidence of the FWL on the worker and his company. In theory, the company is meant to 

pay all of the FWL to the government as a tax for importing immigrant labor from overseas. But 

because of illegal kickbacks that companies receive from unscrupulous employment agents who 
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charge these vulnerable workers exorbitant fees, the burden of the FWL is passed on to the worker. 

This means that companies often are less responsive than expected to changes in the FWL. In this case, 

even though there is a reduction in the FWL, it is still not enough of a reduction to incentivize 

companies to invest in the workers’ upskilling. They would much rather pocket this reduction in the 

levy rate.  

If taking on the immense costs of upskilling in itself was not high enough barrier to their upskilling, we 

also see that workers’ companies expressly rejected their requests to go for these training programs. 

This is in spite of the fact that these workers had a similar level of experience as their counterparts in 

Group 1. When probed as to why this was so, the majority of respondents from Group 2 indicated that 

their companies did not want to lose them during working hours and did not believe these courses 

will be beneficial to the company.  

Thus, we can see that there is a reticence on the part of these companies to invest in the upskilling of 

their foreign workers, greatly diminishing foreign workers’ accessibility to programs. This reticence 

could be a result of the incompatibility between the existing training regime and firms’ actual 

deployment practices. These programs emphasize training and specialization in a particular trade; 

however, the construction industry is not organized according to a trade-based system of labor. 

Foreign Workers are instead shuffled around different jobs, without any consideration of the trade in 

which they actually gained their skill certifications. Although the Multi-Skilling Scheme aims to resolve 

this issue, companies can get a levy reduction just by registering their workers for just one additional 

SEC (K), which still doesn’t match the variety of trades in which foreign workers are deployed. Due to 

this reticence, the task of funding this venture of labor upskilling is instead taken up by debt-ridden 

foreign workers. We can hypothesize thus that even though these programs exist, there is probably a 

low take-up rate. Private underinvestment in labor upskilling means that this policy has not had a 

decisive impact on increasing productivity or raising the living and working standards of workers 

(B) Benefits of upskilling 

To get a better sense of the benefits workers enjoyed as a result of their upskilling, Respondents were 

asked questions about changes in their salaries and their self-perceptions.   

With regards to salary, interestingly across both groups, the impression was that training and 

upskilling would bring with it, salary increases. Hence, the salary expectations of the Respondents in 

the first group had increased after they had gone for some form of training. However, none of the 

respondents witnessed any salary increases. The salaries of Respondents 1, 5, and 6 remained the 

same after training. Respondents 2, 3, and 4 claim that their bosses agreed to pay them higher salaries 

but, in the end, they were not paid what was agreed upon in the In-Principle Approval (IPA) and 

entered into salary disputes with their companies. This is surprising because these company do enjoy 

some monetary gains from upskilling in terms of the reduction in the FWL rate as well as productivity 

gains. Due to the limits of this study it was hard to quantitatively measure the productivity gains 

enjoyed by these firms, if at all there were any. Nonetheless, we do know for a fact that these firms 

did enjoy reductions of the FWL rate and chose not to pass it on to the worker. 

Thus, there isn’t an equitable sharing of the benefits accrued from upskilling of transient workers. This 

paper hypothesizes that one major reason for this is to do with the bargaining power of the workers 
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vis-à-vis their companies. By disallowing workers from changing employers freely, and by allowing 

imperfect information to reign in the placement of existing workers in new jobs (resulting in 

employment agents charging workers extremely high fees), their wages are artificially depressed. 

Hence, even if these workers pay for their own upskilling and become highly skilled workers, they 

cannot easily choose the company which offers them the most competitive salary. Workers are tied 

to their employers for their food and lodging as well, putting them in a disadvantaged position to 

demand for higher salaries. Using the Labor Discipline Model, we know that workers increase their 

effort based on their salary level and not based on their innate skill level. Hence, even if their skills do 

increase, without a corresponding increase in their salary level, their skills cannot manifest into higher 

labor productivity.  

More sociologically, workers were asked about qualitative improvements in their self-perceptions 

after gaining this training; specifically, whether they felt more confident to bring up salary and injury 

compensation claims against their company. The majority of the respondents said that they did not 

feel more confident. On the whole, all Respondents from Group 1 said that they did not benefit from 

the training, with Respondent 4 fervently exclaiming that “all the benefits went to the company”. In 

fact, even when asked about the skills that they have acquired, all Respondents from both groups 

claimed that they learnt most from Peer-Learning rather than from specific courses, probably because 

they were deployed in such various areas that the training did not seem as useful to them. Respondent 

2 interestingly remarked that in his experience in working for German, Bangladeshi, and Singaporean 

companies, he felt that he learnt most during his time in the German company. When asked why, he 

said that the German company not only followed MOM policy to the tee, but also provided short 

training sessions during working hours to upskill workers. He was treated the best in the German, and 

he felt more motivated to work harder. On the whole, however, we can see there is an inequitable 

sharing of the benefits accrued from upskilling, resulting lower labor productivity and lower working 

and living standards for workers. 

 

Discussion of findings 

(A)  Limitations 

We must be careful not to extrapolate too much from these findings; this study is based entirely on 

the experiences of migrant workers as recounted by them. Due to the limits of the study, it is hard to 

corroborate their stories, and to discuss these issues with their former employers. It is all too small a 

sample size for this paper’s findings to be instructive of the whole industry; but it is large enough for 

us to be interested to investigate this issue even further. 

(B) Summary of findings 

Nonetheless, there are some key issues which merit further consideration. First, there are significant 

barriers to experienced foreign workers enrolling in these upskilling programs that could have 

otherwise elevated their standard of living and increased the productivity of their companies – barriers 

erected by firms who are still not incentivized enough to invest in the skills of their transient labor 
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force. Even when workers do upskill themselves, the benefits of their upskilling are not shared 

equitably between the worker and his company. Thus, this paper hypothesizes that the foreign labor 

upskilling policy has not contributed significantly to increasing labor productivity and the productivity 

of the construction sector. Furthermore, rather than reversing the fortune of vulnerable transient 

workers, this policy has been hamstrung by some of the prevailing structural constraints that are 

imposed on migrant workers from the moment they choose to work in Singapore - such as exorbitantly 

high agent fees or being reliant on their company for their lodging and food alongside work; all of 

which put them in a disempowered position that keeps them cheap but does not improve their 

productivity. 

(C) Policy recommendation 

The common factor that is holding upskilling back from delivering better results is occupational 

immobility. It is because workers’ work permits are tied to their companies that workers cannot easily 

transfer to other companies on their own accord looking for better working conditions and higher 

salaries in exchange for their higher skills. Occupational immobility while ensuring a stable low-wage 

foreign workforce for these companies, is disincentivizing companies from taking a longer-term view 

and investing in and rewarding higher-skilled workers. Still it is far too simplistic to argue that 

mandating occupational mobility will immediately result in an unstable low-wage workforce. There 

are ways to mitigate this situation. TWC2, for instance, suggests work permits be untied to employers, 

while ensuring that workers can be bonded to these companies for a set duration if their employers 

choose to invest in their upskilling. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper began by trying to explore a solution that can better the lives of low-wage foreign workers 

and raise the productivity of the construction sector. Upskilling while important, is still insufficient and 

is only part of the solution. It must be matched with occupational mobility. This study brings to mind 

what Bourdieu, a famous sociologist of education, had to say about the inequalities in our society: 

“any demand for reform which isolates one aspect of the system…objectively serves the system and 

all that the system serves”. Upskilling of low-wage workers as policy does have the potential to be a 

win-win solution for workers and businesses in the construction sector. But its potential is not 

unlocked because the system within which it has been enacted is still unfathomably stacked against 

low-wage foreign workers. Any reform of this system, like foreign labor upskilling, is not enough to 

stop the system from perpetuating the same negative socio-economic outcomes as we have always 

seen, just by mere operation of its internal logic. Rather, an overhaul of the entire system is necessary 

to bring lasting change to our construction sector and to the lives of low-wage foreign workers. 
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