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Transient Workers Count Too 

Salary Slip Survey 2016 

 

 

Section 1: Summary 

 

This survey was conducted from May to June 2016 among male work permit holders, with a total of 584 
responses, of which 554 were valid. 

Salient findings from the results of the survey are as follows: 

 

Adherence towards new MOM regulations (implemented 1 April 2016) 

- About one in every three workers was not issued a payslip that he could keep. 

- Between a fifth and a quarter of workers (21.8%) who received payslips reported their payslips 
not having explicitly documented Sunday and/or Public Holiday (PH) work. 

 

Other salary issues 

- 21.6% of those surveyed experienced deductions in their salary (more details discussed in the 
‘Quantitative Findings’ section). 

 

Results differing from previous TWC2 survey (April 2016) 

- 65% of workers in this survey are paid via bank, a number that differs from that reported in the 
previous survey (43%). 

 

Differences between Construction and Non-construction workers 

- Workers in Non-construction sectors were more likely to receive payslips than those working in 
Construction (87.5% vs 64.1%). 

- Non-construction workers more likely to experience deductions in their salary (35.7% vs 19.1%). 

- Workers in Non-construction sectors are more likely to be paid via bank (83.3% vs 61.8%). 

 

 

Section 2: Introduction 

 

Salary problems remain one of the two major issues the migrant worker faces in Singapore, the other 
being injury claims and compensation. Most workers who approach TWC2 for help report one or the 
other, or at times, both. 



 

Transient Workers Count Too: Salary Slip Survey 2016  Page 2 of 18 

As of April 2016, the Ministry of Manpower, Singapore (MOM), has required that employers issue 
itemised pay slips1 (to be issued together with payment or when unable, within three working days) to all 
employees covered under the Employment Act. MOM has also provided a comprehensive list of items 
that must be included in the pay slip, as well template forms2 on their website.  

Despite the requirements having been put in place and the availability of resources to aid employers in 
the issuing of pay slips, TWC2 continues to see, through May and June 2016, a steady number of cases 
that are made complicated or claims that are deemed invalid directly as a result of a lack of proper pay 
slips. 

This survey thus aimed to find out the degree of adherence to MOM’s new rule regarding compulsory 
itemised pay slips since its implementation in April. This is assessed at two levels: firstly, by determining if 
employers provided a pay slip and workers got to keep it, and if so, secondly, by determining if the pay 
slip contained the computational details as required by the MOM regulations (mainly details regarding 
working hours, as well as overtime and Sunday and/or public holiday pay). 

 

 

Section 3: Survey Method 

 

The survey was conducted by volunteers over two Sundays (22 May 2016 and 19 June 2016). Some 
volunteers also did outreach at the same time, handing out flyers that inform migrant workers about 
TWC2 and what it does.  

As the survey was intended to cover South Asian workers, the exercise was thus restricted to the chief 
area where they tended to congregate on Sundays, namely Little India and the vicinity of Farrer Park 
MRT station. About 10% of responses were also obtained from around Boon Lay MRT station which also 
sees considerable numbers of foreign workers on Sundays. 

Administering the survey on Sundays made it relatively easy to find workers as many have Sunday as a 
day off and congregate around the aforementioned areas. However, this also meant that we completely 
missed out on data from the subpopulation of workers who were working on those two Sundays. 

According to MOM regulations, salary must be paid within seven working days after the end of the salary 
period, with this limit increasing to 14 days for overtime pay. Since we conducted the sessions on the 
third Sunday of each month, all respondents should have been paid for the previous month. Thus, any 
respondent who reported not having received salary for the previous month would have had an employer 
in breach of the law.  

The survey was conducted using three similar forms. The first was an online form that was completed 
using the volunteers’ mobile devices. The second and third were two different versions of a printed form - 
the latter was an updated version of the former. As the survey was only available in English, the 
questions had to be explained verbally or translated with the help of workers who were more fluent in 
English. For this reason, workers who were unable to converse adequately in English may have been 
less represented in the survey. However, a small number of volunteers were able to speak Tamil, and 
could thus translate the survey questions themselves. All answers were obtained anonymously, though 
we asked respondents for the nationality and work sector. 

                                                
1 Itemised payslip requirements: http://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/salary/itemised-payslips 
2 Itemised payslip template: http://www.mom.gov.sg/~/media/mom/documents/employment-
practices/payslip/single-blank-payslip-form.pdf?la=en 
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For the purposes of the survey, we deliberately restricted the data gathering to male migrant workers of 
South Asian nationality who possessed a Work Permit. This restriction helped narrow the survey in two 
useful ways:  

1. South Asian Work Permit holders typically have a limited range of occupations, with a majority in 
construction, thus minimising variability arising from different practices by employers in different 
sectors.  

2. South Asian Work Permit holders also tend to have similar salary ranges and structures. The 
restriction thus makes the survey data less ‘scattered’ and makes it easier to draw conclusions 
(albeit conclusions that are confined to the specified population).  

As the survey was meant to obtain data regarding salary and salary slips for the current month, workers 
on Special Passes (unable to work), who used to be work permit holders, were excluded. 

Some workers, when asked certain questions, were unable to provide an answer either because they did 
not understand the question or because they were unsure and unable to provide a yes or no answer. 

 

 

Section 4: Profile of Respondents 

 

Nationality Number Percentage Total 

Bangladeshi 352 60.3% 

584 Indian 229 39.2% 

Assumed South Asian 3 0.5% 

 

There were a total of 584 respondents (352 Bangladeshi, 229 Indian, three who did not answer the 
nationality question were assumed to be of South Asian nationality from their appearance), all of whom 
were male. 

 

Sector Number Percentage Total 

Construction 516 88.4% 

584 

Non-construction 68 11.6% 

 

Out of the total 584 respondents, 516 were working in the Construction sector, while 68 were working in 
other sectors.   
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Section 5: Quantitative Findings 

 

For this section, valid responses numbered 554. Invalid responses (eliminated from analysis) numbered 
30 ‒ made up of 29 (5%) respondents who said they did not receive their salary for the previous month, 
along with the response from 1 worker (0.2%) who failed to state if he had received his. 

To begin, we assessed the level of compliance with MOM’s new rule mandating itemised pay slips by 
determining the percentage of workers whose employers issued them pay slips. We specifically asked if 
they received and were able to keep the pay slips to more accurately capture the data ‒ some workers 
may only have time cards or pay slips that are to be returned to the employer after signing. As the survey 
was done on the 3rd Sunday of each month, all workers should, by right, have received their pay and 
payslips, even if the payslips came a few days later than the salary. 

 

Chart 1 

 

We found that about 33.2% of those who received their salary for the previous month did not receive a 
payslip. This would be a violation of the MOM regulations implemented in April 2016 and would mean that 
one in three workers’ employers were not (yet) adhering to them. While this finding was not particularly 
surprising based on the cases TWC2 sees, it was frustrating to find that even with clear rules imposed ‒ 
and many months of pre-notification ‒ a good number of employers are still not complying with them. 
Reasons for this are discussed later in the ‘Conclusions’ section. 

A possible improvement to this question that would have given us a clearer picture regarding the issuing 
of payslips, would have been to ask instead if the worker received his payslip and if he was able to keep 
it, as two separate questions. This would allow us to have the numbers on workers that were shown a 
payslip or time card, but were unable to keep it for whatever reason. 
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Chart 2 

 

Next, we went on to determine if the payslips received displayed important information regarding salary 
for that month ‒ more specifically: 1) Basic salary amount, and 2) Number of working hours. These two 
pieces of information are important for workers as receiving salary is one thing, but receiving the right 
amount is another. They are also especially crucial for when a worker needs to file a salary payment 
claim against an employer. Without accurate information regarding his salary and working hours for each 
month, it is almost impossible to produce the evidence needed to make a convincing case. Whether a 
worker receives properly documented payslips undoubtedly has implications on the already low chance of 
MOM taking an employer to court over salary non-payment issues3.  

 

  

                                                
3 http://twc2.org.sg/2015/11/27/mom-takes-fewer-than-10-of-salary-non-payment-employers-to-court/  



 

Transient Workers Count Too: Salary Slip Survey 2016  Page 6 of 18 

Chart 3 

 

As seen from Charts 2 and 3, our findings show that most workers’ payslips stated their basic salary and 
their number of working hours for the month. 

Next, we wanted to find out the accuracy and comprehensiveness of payslips issued by employers, at 
least in those cases when they were issued. As mentioned in the ‘Introduction’ section, the regulation 
concerned states that employers must issue itemised payslips, and a list of required items is available on 
the MOM website. We asked the 370 workers surveyed who were issued payslips if they had done (a) 
overtime work and (b) public holiday and/or Sunday work, in the previous month.  

First, we look at the data concerning overtime work. 351 (94.9%) of workers had worked overtime in the 
previous month, a proportion which was expected. Perhaps more could have been asked regarding the 
number of hours of overtime work done, which may have shed light on another possible infringement by 
employers ‒ making or asking workers to perform excessive overtime work. Information regarding 
contractual and maximum working hours is also clearly stated on the MOM website4. 

Based on casual reports heard by TWC2 through handling cases and speaking to workers during survey 
sessions and outreach programmes, it is not uncommon for employers to request (and at times coerce) 
workers to work hours beyond the legal maximum of overtime hours ‒ 72 per month. While an employer 
can apply for an exemption should he require a worker to work beyond the maximum number of hours, 
many of the work activities that migrant workers are involved in (e.g. operation of machinery, work 
requiring prolonged mental concentration) in their jobs are non-exemptible5. Often, the extra working 
hours not only contravene MOM employment practice regulations, but more gravely, can be unethical, 

                                                
4 Hours of work, overtime and rest days: http://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/hours-of-work-
overtime-and-rest-days 
5 Non-exemptible Work Activities: http://www.mom.gov.sg/~/media/mom/documents/employment-
practices/work-activities-where-ot-exemption-will-not-be-granted.pdf?la=en 
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unhealthy and extremely exhausting for the worker, which in turn has implications on work safety and the 
possibility of accidents occurring. 

 

Chart 4 

 

Of these 351 workers who had worked overtime, only 10 (2.9%) explicitly stated that their payslips did not 
document their overtime work, while one respondent (0.3%) failed to provide an answer. Given the 
extremely high number of workers who engage in overtime work, that the great majority of them had their 
overtime work recorded on their payslips (if they had payslips) is comforting. 

Next, we take a look at the numbers concerning Sunday and/or PH work. Numbers here are lower than 
those for overtime work ‒ only 243 of the 370 workers who had been issued payslips said that they had 
done Sunday and/or PH work in the previous month. However, we also note (as already mentioned in 
Section 3) that the survey sessions’ being held on Sundays may have led to underrepresentation of 
workers whose employers have a tendency to call for Sunday work. We are not able to quantify the 
degree of skewing or estimate how serious (or not serious) it is. That being said, we also recognise that 
little more could have been done ‒ no matter the day, a subpopulation of workers is sure to be excluded 
and underrepresented. 

Nonetheless, the results still proved to be unsatisfactory. Out of 243 workers who said they had worked 
on a Sunday or PH in the preceding month, 53 (21.8%) received payslips that did not document their 
Sunday and/or PH work. Three other respondents (1.2%) were unable to give an answer. This translates 
to about 1 in 5 workers’ payslips not containing this piece of information, with actual rates possibly being 
higher should the aforementioned excluded population of workers be accounted for. 
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Chart 5 

 

As mentioned before when contractual and maximum working hours were discussed, workers often 
choose or are asked to work more hours than is allowed or appropriate, either in desperation to pay off 
their debts or in fear of offending their employers should they refuse. One reason for the exclusion of 
details in payslips issued may be to withhold or deny salary so as to cut costs. Another possible reason 
for an employer failing (or choosing not) to include Sunday and/or PH work in the payslips they issue may 
be to conceal the actual number of hours of work a worker is engaged in. That said, TWC2 has not 
observed any instance in recent years of MOM taking an employer to task for exceeding the maximum 72 
hours of overtime work. Whatever the reason, this exclusion (of Sunday and PH work from the payslips) 
inadvertently places the worker in a difficult position. Should his employer choose not to pay salary due 
(two times the basic pay for Sundays and PHs), the lack of documentation makes it hard for him to prove 
how much (or even simply that) salary is owed.  

MOM regulations regarding Sunday and PH work serve to complicate things further. Should the extra 
work be requested by the employer, hourly rate would be twice the basic rate of pay. On the other hand, if 
the worker is the one requesting for extra work, hourly rate is only the basic rate of pay. The nature of 
work requests is often ambiguous, and in the case of a salary claim, it is difficult to determine or prove 
who made the request. This, coupled with the lack of documentation on payslips can result in workers 
being underpaid or unpaid, and unable to effectively support a salary claim. 
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Of the 370 workers who indicated that they received payslips, over a fifth of them also indicated that they 
experienced deductions in their salary for the previous month. 

 

Chart 6 

 

These 80 (21.6%) workers whose salaries were deducted gave varying answers when asked about the 
nature and amount of the deductions. Anticipating this, the survey was not designed to collect the data in 
a quantitative manner for doing so might make the exercise too cumbersome. Nevertheless, respondents 
often volunteered additional information and survey-takers who used paper forms were able to jot down 
additional details in the margins. 

 

Tollowing types of deductions were reported: 

 

Room 

For “room cuttings”, respondents indicated that deductions ranged from $60 to $210 for accommodation. 

 

Food 

“Food cuttings” (including water) ranged from $30 to $220. As with “room cuttings” mentioned above, the 
smallish sample size and wide range in figures cited (a range difference of $190) make it unclear if these 
amounts are really representative. Additionally, some workers indicated that their food and room cuttings 
were combined, and ranged from $100 to $200. 
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Laundry 

Respondents with “laundry cuttings” said that deductions ranged from $15 to $50. 

 

Transport 

A single respondent indicated that an amount of $30 had been deducted for transport. 

 

Utilities 

One respondent indicated that $5 had been deducted from his salary for water and electricity. 

 

Clothing 

Another respondent stated that his employer had deducted $32 from his salary to cover these costs of his 
compulsory company uniform. 

 

Savings 

Multiple respondents claimed that their employers deducted a portion of each month’s salary as a part of 
a ‘savings scheme’ for them (to be returned later upon completion of their contract). This often 
(intentionally or otherwise) becomes a disciplining tool by which an employee’s compliance is obtained. 
Workers fear that if they ‘disobey’ their employer, they will lose this amount of money. This also results, at 
times, in workers not wanting to question unsafe, unreasonable or illegal workplace practices. The 
amounts deducted ranged from $50 to $100. 

 

In order to determine the legitimacy of these deductions, we refer to MOM’s regulations regarding 
allowable salary deductions6. Typically, reasons that warrant deductions include absence from work and 
payment for losses or damages. Meal, accommodation and services deductions must be willingly 
accepted and agreed to by workers. There are already serious problems regarding the agency of foreign 
employees in low-wages jobs in “agreeing” to these deductions, consequent to the laws restricting their 
job mobility and the fact that they are often in debt after having paid for their jobs. However, it is outside 
the scope of this study to explore this issue in depth. 

Almost surely, workers would not have agreed to ‘savings’ deductions in those cases where respondents 
had suffered these, since there was nothing they received in return as consideration. While it can be 
argued that these do not count as deductions as workers would ultimately receive the money, there is no 
guarantee for this. For workers whose jobs terminate prematurely, many of whom make up the bulk of 
cases that TWC2 takes up, the money deducted as a ‘savings’ deposit is never returned by employers 
voluntarily. Unless the worker fights for it, it is as good as lost. In any case, even if they were not 
terminated voluntarily, and did ultimately get back the money at the conclusion of a period of employment, 
each monthly deduction would nonetheless represent an effective delay in salary payment beyond the 7-
day limit as laid down by law. MOM’s regulations also clearly state that contributions to a scheme must be 
made “at your [employee] written request” and must be “approved by the Commissioner for Labour”7. It is 
highly unlikely that both requirements were met. It might perhaps be valuable to further study this practice 

                                                
6 Allowable salary deductions: http://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/salary/salary-deductions 
7 Application for employee’s salary deductions: http://www.mom.gov.sg/eservices/services/apply-for-
salary-deduction 
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of making ‘savings deductions’ and investigate its legitimacy as well as its pervasiveness among 
employers in Singapore. 

Of greater concern would be deductions or short payments not shown on payslips. It is not uncommon for 
workers to report that what they actually received was less than what was stated in the payslip, even if 
they had the luxury of seeing a payslip or payment voucher. However, our survey was not intended to 
cover this issue. Nonetheless, it is raised here for discussion as it leads up to the next question in the 
survey ‒ whether they were paid in cash or via bank. 

 

As advocated repeatedly by TWC2, including in a recent article on its website, Over 80% of male foreign 
workers want to be paid through bank giro8, this problem of short payment compared to whatever is 
declared on payslips can be strongly deterred by making it compulsory to pay salaries through 
employees’ bank accounts. That way, bank transaction records can be used to verify how much was 
actually paid. 

As was discussed in the aforementioned website article, a large majority of workers prefer salary payment 
via bank, yet less than half were paid in this way. That study (done in the last week of April 2016) was 
however conducted among TWC2 clients eating at the organisation’s Cuff Road Project free meals 
programme. As these clients were workers with work injuries and employment-related difficulties, they 
might not be a representative sample of the South Asian worker population. Thus, we chose to include 
within our survey (of currently working workers at large) an extra question about the mode of payment. 

Out of the 554 respondents who said that they had received their salary for the previous month, we 
managed to obtain 443 (80%) valid responses. Due to an instructional error in the pre-updated survey 
form (May), 110 responses were not obtained. On top of these, an additional respondent had terminated 
the survey prematurely, and had not managed to answer the question. However, of the 443 respondents 
who were posed the question, the findings were as follows: 

 

  

                                                
8 http://twc2.org.sg/2016/05/14/over-80-of-male-foreign-workers-want-to-be-paid-through-bank-giro/ 
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Chart 7 

 

A majority (65%) of respondents indicated that they were paid via their bank accounts, while 154 (34.8%) 
were paid in cash. One respondent also reported that he received his salary partially through both 
avenues. The numbers here differ significantly from those in Over 80% of male foreign workers want to 
be paid through bank giro, which was published on TWC2's website in May 2016. That survey, which 
was conducted in the last week of April found that only 43% of respondents were paid via bank. It is 
unlikely that payment practices have changed in a period of two months since the article’s publication; 
perhaps the difference may be attributed to the different profiles of respondents for each survey.  

While it is not possible, for lack of in-depth data, to elicit the reasons why the two samples differed, one 
can conjecture that companies that are more haphazard in their management tend to pay salaries in 
cash, which in turn leads to a higher likelihood of dispute, with the worker eventually coming to TWC2’s 
Cuff Road Project.  

 

We also cross analyzed the responses for each question between two groups: those who worked in the 
Construction sector and those who worked in other sectors. This cross analysis is important as 
construction workers make up about 77% of non-Malaysian, non-domestic work permit holders (findings 
from a work history survey by TWC2 that has yet to be published). Appreciable differences in the answers 
given were found for 3 questions.  

 

  



 

Transient Workers Count Too: Salary Slip Survey 2016  Page 13 of 18 

The first was regarding the receipt of payslips: 

 

“Did you get and keep your salary paper for the previous month?” 

 Yes No Total 

Construction 314 64.1% 176 35.9% 490 

Non-construction 56 87.5% 8 12.5% 64 

 

Chart 8

 

As seen from above, construction workers are nearly 3 times less likely to be issued payslips by 
employers, compared to workers in other sectors. While we are unsure of why this may be so, a 
possibility would be that because many construction companies are relatively small, they may consider it 
impractical to have professionally-run accounts departments. Record-keeping may be poor and salary 
calculation less than meticulous. There may be a resistance to issuing detailed payslips when they know 
that their supposed details may not stand up to scrutiny.  Additionally, construction companies may 
experience considerable volatility in their workforce, and they may consider it a hassle to have to open 
bank accounts for each man who comes through. More research should be done specifically on 
construction workers and companies to identify why compliance with the payslip rule is poorer in this 
sector. 
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Secondly, differences were found in the percentage of workers who experienced deductions in their 
salary, between the two groups: 

 

“Were there any deductions in your salary for the previous month?” 

 Yes No Total 

Construction 60 19.1% 254 80.9% 314 

Non-construction 20 35.7% 36 64.3% 56 

 

Chart 9 

 

Based on the findings, workers in non-construction sectors were almost twice as likely to experience 
deductions in their salary than those working in construction. We are unable to think of any reason for this 
difference. 

 

  



 

Transient Workers Count Too: Salary Slip Survey 2016  Page 15 of 18 

Lastly, the results show differences regarding the methods through which workers are paid between the 
two groups: 

 

“How does your employer pay you your salary?” 

 Cash Bank Both Total 

Construction 146 37.9% 238 61.8% 1 0.3% 385 

Non-construction 10 16.7% 50 83.3% - - 60 

 

Chart 10 

 

Construction workers are more likely to be paid via cash than non-construction workers are. In the article 
Over 80% of male foreign workers want to be paid through bank giro, it was determined that most 
workers prefer to be paid through banking, as this leaves a less ambiguous paper trail. Possible motives 
for employers to give cash payments could be that, as mentioned previously, cash payments are 
generally less problematic for smaller construction companies without professionally-run accounts 
departments. 

 

Once again, more research needs to be done to investigate and accurately determine the causes of these 
group differences, as well as the factors that influence those causes. 
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Section 6: Comments by respondents 

 

Miscellaneous comments 

On top of the qualitative data shown previously in the deductions section, some respondents reported 
other meaningful pieces of information that did not fit into any particular option provided in the survey: 

 

Payslips 

A number of workers reported knowledge of a payslip or timecard that they were unable to keep. They 
apparently only had a quick glance at these documents when they were required to sign them, after which 
they were to be returned to the employer. As previously mentioned, it would have been valuable to 
distinguish between workers who have had knowledge of a payslip but had not been not permitted to 
keep them, and those who had never had access to one. 

A respondent also reported that he receives his payslip once every 15 days. This practice of paying 
salaries twice, monthly, is becoming rarer. 

Another stated that while his payslip records the number of hours of overtime work, they are documented 
as normal work hours (i.e. the hours are not explicitly stated as overtime work hours). It appears that he 
was trying to say that he was not paid 1.5 times the basic rate of pay for his overtime hours, as is required 
by law, but he did not make this point explicitly. 

 

Overtime Work 

A worker mentioned deductions to his overtime pay ‒ his employer deducted an hour of overtime work 
and claimed that it was a deduction for “kopi time”. Another reported not being paid for overtime work.  

After the first survey session in May, the survey was updated, with an extra question on top of the original 
question regarding Sunday and PH work. If respondents answered in the affirmative when asked if their 
payslips showed Sunday and/or PH working hours, the extra question, “Did you receive double pay for 
the work?” was posed. 

Due to the mid-study survey update, we only managed to survey 143 respondents with the updated 
version. Out of these 143 respondents, the extra question was posed to only 57 (once again, due to the 
lower likelihood of workers who typically work on Sundays being selected for the survey). Of these 57, 
one respondent claimed that he was only paid 1.5 times his basic hourly rate, while three reported that 
they received only their basic hourly rate for the work. 

 

 

Section 7: Conclusion 

 

As the main aim of the survey was to find out if employers were adhering to the new regulation 
implemented in April, we did not delve deeper into the issue of whether workers received the correct 
amount of salary (as in what was documented in their payslips). While doing so would likely have 
revealed more issues with regards to the accuracy of payslips, we also recognised that this would have 
required a number of additional questions that would have increased the length of the survey beyond 
what would be practical with respect to its main aims.  
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The results from this survey, while not entirely negative, still show a lack of adherence on many 
employers’ part, to the regulations regarding itemised payslips. Roughly one in three employers were not 
issuing itemised payslips. Also, a significant number of workers that received payslips had those that did 
not the contain the required information on them (especially regarding Sunday and PH work). 

There are a number of likely reasons for these observations. Firstly, it could be because our survey was 
focussed on salaries for the first (April 2016) and second (May 2016) months after the implementation 
date of the new rule (1 April 2016). Perhaps, employers have yet to catch on. That said, MOM had given 
nearly a year's notice beforehand. Secondly, it could be because MOM announced in Aug 2015 that it 
would “adopt a light-touch enforcement approach and focus on educating employers in the first year”, and 
as a result, employers may not yet be motivated to make compliance to this regulation a priority. It would 
be useful to do a similar and perhaps more refined survey next year, as more employers get on board 
with the regulations put in place, and as (hopefully) MOM begins enforcing these rules more strictly.  
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Appendix: The online form (for the June 2016 exercise) is attached. Some volunteers preferred to use a 
paper version of this form. 
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Appendix: Survey form 

 

 


