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Introduction 

In providing assistance to foreign workers who have been injured, Transient Workers Count Too have 

noticed that, generally speaking, the work injury compensation process is a very long one. For some 

of our clients, it stretches well over a year. 

The process is governed by Singapore’s Work Injury Compensation Act (WICA) and operational policies 

adopted by the Ministry of Manpower (MOM). In a nutshell, it comprises the following stages: 

1.   A period during which the worker is under medical treatment or is undergoing occupational 

therapy. Quite often, even after competing treatment or occupational therapy, the worker has to 

wait for a medical assessment appointment. 

2.   When the injury has stabilised, a medical assessment is conducted to assess the extent of residual 

permanent disability. This moves the case into the second stage, where it’s a matter of waiting for 

the doctor to file the report with MOM, and perhaps more back and forth between the ministry 

and the medical practitioner if MOM requires additional clarification from the doctor, or between 

the ministry and the employer regarding the worker’s Average Monthly Salary. These details have 

to be ironed out before MOM decides on the compensation amount to award. 

3.   The issuance of the Notice of Assessment 

(NOA) marks the commencement of the third 

stage. A period of 14 days is given for all 

concerned parties – the worker, the employer 

and the insurer – to object. If an objection is 

lodged by one or more parties, there is a 

further delay while the matter is sorted out. 

Objections regarding the degree of permanent 

disability lead to a second assessment, which 

prolongs the waiting time considerably.  

4.   The fourth period commences when the Notice 

of Assessment is finalised. There is a period of 

waiting for the compensation cheque to be 
 

Worker with broken wrist 
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issued. In some instances, the cheque does not materialise – for any number of reasons – and the 

wait is lengthened. 

At any point during stages 1 to 3, the employer or insurer is allowed to deny that the accident or work 

injury was work-related. This triggers a side process wherein this question has to be determined.  

The worker may withdraw his claim from the WICA process anytime during stages 1 to 3. Typically, 

this is because his lawyer has advised him to pursue the claim through the civil courts. 

This study aims to uncover how long a worker generally has to wait to discover that he has reached 

each stage in the process. 

 

Method 

It is difficult to do longitudinal studies for a large enough number of injured workers to arrive at 

meaningful findings. The follow-through periods would be very long, with unknown maximum 

duration. 

Thus, this study takes a different approach; it is a snapshot study. It takes a sample of workers who 

are at different stages, and extracts how long each man has waited to get to his stage – more 

specifically, how long he has waited to discover himself at that current stage of the process. The 

nuance is explained in greater detail below. 

The sample population numbered 508 injured workers (all men) who received a free meals card from 

TWC2’s Cuff Road Project in the three-week period 1 to 21 March 2018. For each man, his WICA status 

was obtained using MOM’s online system. The WICA statuses were checked in the period 2 to 22 

March 2018. The number of days elapsed between the date of a worker’s injury and the date on which 

his WICA status was checked would be the “duration”. It represents – roughly – how long the man has 

waited to get to this stage/status of his WICA case. 

From MOM’s online system, we are unable to obtain the 

exact date on which each man’s status flipped to his current 

status; we can only know which status he is at, on the 

checking date. Thus, the “duration” obtained is not so much 

the duration it took to reach that stage, but the duration it 

took to find him at that stage. Nonetheless, since we’re 

looking at a slow process, this unavoidable approximation 

does not much degrade the import of the findings. 

In this report, we also use the term “elapsed time” 

synonymously with “duration”. 

Whilst our data is expressed in days, for ease of reading, the 

bar charts below are labelled in months. The conversion 

between the data (days) and the charts (months) is shown 

in the box at left. 

X-axis label on 
charts 

"Duration": No. of days 
between accident date 
and checking date 

1 - 2 mths 1 - 61 days 

3 - 4 mths 62 - 122 days 

5 - 6 mths 123 - 183 days 

7 - 8 mths 184 - 244 days 

9 - 10 mths 245 - 305 days 

11 - 12 mths 306 - 365 days 

13 - 14 mths 366 - 426 days 

15 - 16 mths 427 - 487 days 

17 - 18 mths 488 - 548 days 

> 18 mths 549 days or more 
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Overall sample 

We digress a little to look at the overall sample of 508 injured men eating with TWC2’s Cuff Road 

Project. On average, they had waited 229 days (seven and a half months) since their accident.  

Table 1: Mean duration and spread for whole sample  

  Number of 
cases 

% of whole 
sample 

Mean 
duration* 

Minimum 
duration* 

Maximum 
duration* 

Standard 
deviation* 

Whole sample 508 100.0 229 8 1000 154 

       

*expressed in days with mean duration and standard deviation rounded to nearest integer 

 

These 508 cases were distributed thus, where the Y axis represents the number of cases: 

Chart 2: Time elapsed since accident 

 

  

268 workers (53% of the 508 workers) have already waited more than six months; 76 workers (15%) 

have waited more than a year. 

By MOM policy, all workers with an active WICA claim are put on Special Passes if their Work Permits 

have expired or been cancelled. A condition of the Special Pass is that the worker is prohibited from 

paid employment. Since the great majority (444 of the 508 workers in our sample, 87.4%) were on 

Special Passes, this means that they were without income. As for those in our sample whose work 

permits have not been cancelled, they have left or been expelled from the company dormitory and 
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are no longer given work. This is a serious hardship for them, especially if they have been waiting over 

six months – which the majority have. 

 

Groupings 

The overall sample is divided into six groups, based on the 

stage of the WICA process they were at.  

Group I:  Those who have not yet reached the point of 

medical assessment for permanent disability; 

they could be still under treatment, or 

undergoing physiotherapy, or simply waiting 

for an assessment date. This group also 

includes those whose claims have not yet 

been deemed valid and those who have had 

an assessment, but the doctor’s report has 

not yet reached MOM. 

Group II:  Those whose medical report have reached 

MOM but who have not yet been issued a 

Notice of Assessment showing the amount of 

compensation to be paid. 

Group III: Those who have received a Notice of Assessment but the NOA has not yet been finalised, 

either because they are still within the 14-day period for objection, or because an objection 

has been received and is being considered.  

Group IV:  Those whose NOA has been finalised; some of whom have had difficulty getting the 

compensation paid, and thus, their status would be one involving a Certificate of Order. 

Group V:  Those whose cases are moving in the direction of a hearing, which usually means that the 

employer or insurer is denying that the accident was work-related. This is an extra 

complication for the worker. 

Group VI:  A small group of six workers who had withdrawn their WICA claims. Although they were 

still in Singapore and eating with TWC2’s Cuff Road Project when we extracted the sample, 

they were expected to be returning home soon after. MOM does not extend workers’ stays 

once they have withdrawn their WICA claims. 

The appendix lists the various WICA status statements for the 508 cases in this study, and the groups 

that the statuses have been assigned to. 
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The numerical data for each of these six groups are shown in the table below: 

Table 3: Subsample sizes, durations and spreads 

  Number of 
cases 

% of whole 
sample 

Mean 
duration* 

Minimum 
duration* 

Maximum 
duration* 

Standard 
deviation* 

Group I 326 64.2 178 8 958 117 

Group II 50 9.8 313 98 897 157 

Group III 56 11.0 300 89 736 155 

Group IV 44 8.7 321 85 755 166 

Group V 26 5.1 387 156 1000 215 

Group VI 6 1.2 309 134 610 163 

Whole sample 508 100.0 229 8 1000 154 

       

*expressed in days with mean duration and standard deviation rounded to nearest integer 

 

Note: We have included the standard deviation for each subset merely as a rough indicator of the spread. It 

should not be relied upon too much as a measure since many subsets are small. 

 

Group I 

About two-thirds of our overall sample are in Group I. They are under medical treatment, waiting for 

surgery or MRI, undergoing occupational therapy or simply waiting for an assessment date. On 

average, they have waited nearly six months, but a handful have waited over a year. 

The following graph shows how their durations are distributed in two-month blocks: 

Chart 4.1: Distribution of elapsed time for Group I 
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Group II 

These workers have had their medical assessments, but are waiting for MOM to send them the Notice 

of Assessment (NOA), in which the proposed compensation amount will be stated. On average, these 

50 workers have waited ten months, but four of them have waited over 18 months (the right-most 

bar in the chart). 

Chart 4.2: Distribution of elapsed time for Group II 

 

 

Group III 

These 56 workers have received their Notices of Assessment, but the notices have not yet been 

finalised. On average they have waited nearly ten months, though six of them have waited over 18 

months.  

Chart 4.3: Distribution of elapsed time for Group III 
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incapacity or the average monthly earnings.  This generally means that there is likely to be a further 

prolonged wait while the objection is sorted out.  

 

Group IV 

These 44 workers have received finalised NOAs, and are either waiting for payment, for an air ticket 

home or for ancillary matters (e.g. unpaid medical leave wages) to be dealt with. On average, they 

have waited nearly eleven months. Seven of them have waited over 18 months. 

However, 17 out of these 44 workers (39%) have a status saying “Concluded - refer Cert of Order”, 

which indicates that despite the finalised NOA, compensation payment did not come through 

smoothly. This can be expected to mean further waiting while efforts are made to overcome the 

obstruction. 

Chart 4.4: Distribution of elapsed time for Group IV 

 

 

Group V 

This is a smallish group of 26 men, whose cases are moving towards, or are in the stage of hearings. 

This usually means that the employer or insurer is denying that the accident was work-related, and 

the worker may have to prove otherwise. Since the employer controls workplace records, this may 

mean serious difficulties for the worker if the records have been withheld from the him or tampered 

with. 

21 out of these 26 men have waited more than six months since the date of the accident. TWC2’s 

observation is that MOM permits employers and insurers to object to the validity of a work injury 

claim, i.e. to deny that the injury arose from a workplace incident, many months after the claimed 

incident. TWC2 believes that such a wide time window is excessive and puts the worker in a 

disadvantageous position. It creates opportunities to tamper with or conveniently misplace workplace 

records, and for employers to repatriate other workers who could act as witnesses to the accident. 
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This generous indulgence shown to employers and insurers does not provide injured workers with a 

level playing field. 

Chart 4.5: Distribution of elapsed time for Group V 

 

 

Group VI 

This is a small group of six men who in the period of the study have the WICA status “Withdrawn”. 

Reasons for withdrawing a case from the WICA process vary, but quite often they have been 

persuaded by their lawyers that they will receive a higher amount through the civil courts or through 

negotiation with the insurance company and employer. It’s also possible that the workers have grown 

tired of waiting or have personal reasons to return home sooner. This is often coupled with dire 

financial circumstances – they might have no further means to support themselves since the Special 

Pass does not allow them to work.  

On withdrawal from WICA, the workers would be leaving it to their lawyers to pursue compensation 

through non-WICA avenues. In the meantime, they can return home to be with family or to start the 

process of finding another job abroad.  

Chart 4.6: Distribution of elapsed time for Group VI 
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Discussion and recommendations 

Drawing from TWC2’s experience with over a thousand WICA cases a year, there are, broadly speaking, 

two major issues: delays, as can be seen from this study, and the financial cost to workers arising from 

lengthy waiting periods. Although interconnected, there is merit in discussing them separately. 

(A third major issue affecting quite a number of injured workers centres on access to diagnostic tests and 

treatment, but this is outside the scope of this study.) 

 

Delays 

To a large degree, the Group I waiting times, with its mean duration of about six months, may be 

unavoidable. Serious injuries necessarily take time to heal.  

The additional waiting times experienced by those in Groups II to V, however, are mostly the result of 

bureaucratic delays and too much indulgence shown to employers. Thus, besides looking at ways to 

streamline parts of the bureaucratic process, such as when clarification of doctors’ reports on medical 

assessments are sought, it would be helpful to review how much leeway is given to employers.  

Currently, it costs an employer virtually nothing to prolong a case through reluctant and piecemeal 

cooperation. The legal obligation placed on employers to provide food and housing for their ex-

employees on Special Passes, which nominally should disincentivise delaying tactics, is easily 

circumvented by pressuring workers to leave the dormitories. The cost to the worker from waits, 

however, is high, not just in financial terms, but also in terms of emotional stress on himself and his 

family. 

TWC2 recommends the following measures to eliminate foot-dragging by employers and insurers: 

1.   Enact penalties for failing to report a workplace accident within ten days, and for failing to provide 

immediate and appropriate medical care. Enforce penalties. 

2.  Lay down a time limit for objection to validity. TWC2 understands that MOM aims to establish 

validity within 60 days of an accident report. TWC2 recommends that this should be coupled with 

a hard rule that no objection from the employer on the question of validity will be entertained 

after 60 days from the date of the report.  

3.  Ensure expeditious hearings and pre-hearing conferences. Negative inferences should be drawn if 

an employer fails to appear for a meeting or comes unprepared, unable to produce evidence to 

support denial of a WICA claim. Where the attempt to deny validity is frivolous and blatantly false, 

there should be penalties equivalent to those for making false statements to the authorities. 

4.  Reduce the weight given to testimony by other employees in support of employer’s position that 

the accident didn’t happen as the injured man describes. The fact that a witness-employee is 

beholden to the employer for continuing work and income should compel a sceptical reading of 

his testimony. Giving weight to such testimony leads employers to believe that they can deny 

validity of a workplace injury, even if the truth is otherwise. Such attempts not only create extra 

work at the ministry, they tend to prolong wait times for workers. 
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5.  Lay down a time limit for determination of Average Monthly Earnings (AME). This should be done 

within 60 days from the date of the accident report, with an opportunity for the worker to contest 

whatever figure the employer submits. There is no basis for allowing a wide time window to do 

this since the exercise depends on historical salary records which should be readily available. 

Moreover, medical leave wages, which under the law are to be paid no less frequently than 

monthly, also hinge on the AME – for that reason as well the AME should be determined as quickly 

as possible. Failure of the employer to cooperate in the determination of the AME, e.g. through 

not providing records, should be penalised. 

6.  Confine the right of objection to the Notice of Assessment to only employer and employee. The 

insurance company should not have the right to object. The insurer is not a direct party, but an 

indirect one; its contractual relationship is solely with the employer. Any disagreement that the 

insurer may have about the NOA accepted by the employer is between the insurer and the 

employer and should not impinge on the injured worker or prolong a process that affects him. 

Likewise, deny the insurer the right to object to the validity of a WICA claim since the insurer has 

no direct knowledge of the incident. 

 

Financial cost of lengthy waiting periods 

The Work Injury Compensation System is available to all employees, Singaporeans and foreigners, who 

fall within the ambit of the Employment Act. It is meant to be an expeditious no-fault system that 

standardises the method of determining permanent incapacity and compensation amount after an 

accident at work.  

For most Singaporeans, the wait required for the resolution of these claims may be less of an issue 

than for foreign workers since Singaporeans enjoy the support and company of family, not least in 

terms of having a place to stay. Nor would it have a severe impact on his finances since he is generally 

expected to resume work at his old job once he is physically able to do so. If he cannot go back to the 

job, he is at least free to look for a new one – even while the WICA process remains ongoing. 

For work permit holders, these conditions do not apply. These men are tied to one employer and not 

allowed to change jobs. For the men in our study, the relationship between worker and employer has 

soured to the extent that the men are not allowed to remain in the company dorm, nor to return to 

the job they previously held. Between the loss of income and having to pay their own rent – even if 

they depend on TWC2 for meals – the financial stress makes a long waiting time particularly punitive 

for them.  

Additional recommendations to mitigate their financial distress are: 

7.   For those on medical leave, enforce the rule that medical leave wages should be paid on time, and 

always on a presumption that the WICA claim is valid unless otherwise determined, which anyway 

should be a determination made within 60 days. 

8.  For those still on work permits but are off medical leave, enforce the rule that basic monthly salary 

should be paid, and paid on time. 
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9.  Monetise the cost of housing and meals, if employers are unable or unwilling to meet the 

obligation of housing and maintaining the injured man in the company dormitory. 

10.  Give injured workers whose work permits have been cancelled access to MOM’s Temporary Job 

Scheme or some other work scheme once they are off medical leave so that they have the 

opportunity to support themselves. 

 

 

Transient Workers Count Too 
5001 Beach Road, #09-86 
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Email:   info@twc2.org.sg 

Website:  www.twc2.org.sg 

Phone:   +65 6247 7001 
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Appendix 

List of WICA statuses found among the 508 cases, and groupings they have 

been assigned to for the analysis: 

Statuses assigned to Group I 

 MOM informed of accident, if you wish to claim, pls submit 

 MOM checking validity 

 Not received medical report on his injury 

 MOM informed of work accdnt, employer to pay MC 

 Not received medical report needed to assess claim 

 
 

Statuses assigned to Group II 

 Clarification of med report required 

 Waiting for additional docs to assess case 

 

We have received the claim application form and the medical report. Parties will be notified 
shortly of any compensation payable. 

 
We have received the Medical Board report and will be contacting the concerned parties 
shortly. 

 
 

Statuses assigned to Group III 

 Awarded, can still object 

 Not work-related (can object) 

 Received objection 

 
 

Statuses assigned to Group IV 

 Awarded, final 

 Concluded - refer Cert of Order 

 Invalid claim 

 No permanent incapcity 

 Not work-related(final) 

 

We have received a request to withdraw the claim and are looking into it. We will inform the 
relevant parties in writing once the withdrawal is confirmed. 

 
 

Statuses assigned to Group V 

 The case is in the process of being referred for Hearing. 

 Pre-hearing conference scheduled 

 The Pre-Hearing Conference has been adjourned. Please call the officer for details. 

 Hearing scheduled, details will be sent shortly 

 The case is pending issuance of Certificate of Order. 

 
 

Statuses assigned to Group VI 

 Withdrawn 

 

Note: the phrasing of the status statements is not the original from MOM, but the abridged form in TWC2’s 

case management system “Camans”. 


