
1

The contents are not to be cited or reproduced in any form without prior permission of the author(s).
Views expressed herein are entirely those of the author(s).

Engaging Minds, Exchanging Ideas

ENGAGING MINDS, EXCHANGING IDEAS

Engaging Minds, Exchanging Ideas

ENGAGING MINDS, EXCHANGING IDEAS

Immigration: 
Getting the Economy, 

Society and Polity in Sync

Discussion by 

Gillian Koh

Senior Research Fellow

Institute of Policy Studies



2

The contents are not to be cited or reproduced in any form without prior permission of the author(s).
Views expressed herein are entirely those of the author(s).

Engaging Minds, Exchanging Ideas

The Economic Quandary
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Singapore at full employment
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Ministry of Manpower, Employment Situation 2011 Infographic, 31 Jan 2012
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“Admitting fewer foreign workers also means 
forgoing business opportunities and accepting 
slower growth.” 

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
2012 New Year’s Day Message
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Biting the Bullet, Taking Heed of the Socio-Political Sentiment
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The Straits Times, 20 Feb 2012
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NPTD Occasional Paper: “Citizen Population Scenarios”, April 2012

If TFR remains at 1.2,  an inflow of 25K new citizens will keep size of working-age
citizen population relatively stable.  The citizen old-age support ratio is key concern.
“Raising TFR alone will not fully mitigate effects of ageing citizen population.”

Source: The Straits Times, 24 April 2012
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The Socio-Psychological Dimension:
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What drives anxiety?

Resource competition and congestion

Source: Asiaone.com, Singaporeaninlondon.com, Straitstimes.com 
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The Discomfort

The Straits Times, 29 June 2008
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The Discomfort
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The Discomfort

Source: The Straits Times, Propertyhighlights.blogspot.com

Settled social norms and 
discipline, shaken-up
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Will this work at all levels, and with 
all groups?  Is that the expectation?

The Solution?
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The New Politics of Identity
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Who stole our cheese?
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Singapore Department of Statistics, Key Household Income Trends 2011, February 2012
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The Great Bargain

Membership has its privileges.  63% of total population are 
citizens

The Straits Times, 29 June 2008
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The Straits Times, 2 March 2012

Singapore, The Stepping Stone?
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What do Singaporeans think?

Engaging Minds, Exchanging Ideas

National Orientations of Singaporeans Survey 
(NOS)

Feb - May 2009
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Influence of Immigration on National Unity

Findings

• View of impact of foreigners on unity slightly more 
positive among those at higher socio-economic level, 
higher CNP score and no political alienation. 

• If it is an economic imperative, the acceptance of 
foreigners increases among those at a higher socio-
economic level, those with a higher sense of citizen-
nation ties and those who feel politically alienated.

21
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Immigration and National Unity

Overall %

1998 2009

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
Disagree

34%

Agree/ 
Strongly 

Agree
38%

Neither 
Agree 

nor 
Disagree

29%

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
Disagree

37%

Agree/ 
Strongly 

Agree
63%

Table 52: “The policy to attract more foreign talent will weaken Singaporeans’ feeling as
one nation, one people.” (Overall)

Base sample is 2016, weighted sample is 2027
22
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Salience of Economic Imperative

Table 53: “The government is right to increase the number of foreigners working in
Singapore if our economy needs it.” (Overall)

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
Disagree

34%

Overall %
2009

Agree/ 
Strongly 

Agree
66%

Base sample is 2016, weighted sample is 2027
23
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Perceptions of Policies in Singapore Survey 
(POPS)

“Resilience in the Economic Crisis” 

POPS (1) Feb 2009 (817 pax, quota sample)
POPS (3) Dec 2009 (2109 pax, random sample)

24
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Foreigners Working in Singapore

How does having foreigners working in Singapore 
affect you economically, during this crisis? 

How does having foreigners working in Singapore 
affect the economic prospects of Singapore? 

25

Engaging Minds, Exchanging Ideas

%

All Respondents

No difference

Worse off

I am better off

Foreigners and Economic Impact on Me 

POPS1 - Total POPS3 - Total

26

817 2109

In POPS(1) and POPS(3), 26% of both the samples felt foreigners 
had a negative economic effect on their personal status.
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%

All Respondents

No difference

Worse off

I am better off

21 - 29 30 - 39 40 - 49 50 + Total

Foreigners and Economic Impact on Me (Age)

27

2109 358 472 485 794   

In both the surveys, the largest percentage of those who said they were 
personally “worse off” were those in the 21-19 category.  In POPS(1), it was 
26% and in POPS(3), it was 31%.

POPS(3) results:
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%

All Respondents

No idea/No comment

No difference

Worse off

I am better off

Total

Foreigners and Economic Impact on Me 
(HH Income)

$0 - $1999 $2000 - $4999 $8000 & above $5000 - $7999

28

2109 294 715 285 200

The largest proportion of those who felt they were “worse off” were found in the 
$0-$1999 category.  39% of that category said they were worse off in POPS(1), 
and 33% said that in POPS(3).

POPS(3) results:
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%

All Respondents

No idea/No comment

No difference

Worse off

Singapore will be better 
off

Foreigners and Economic Impact on Singapore

POPS1 - Total POPS3 - Total

29

817 2109

In POPS(1) 24% felt that Singapore economy was worse off with having 
foreigners.  In POPS(3), 22% of the sample believed Singapore was worse off.  
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%

All Respondents

No idea/No comment

No difference

Worse off

Singapore will be better 
off

21 - 29 30 - 39 40 - 49 50 + Total

Foreigners and Economic Impact on Singapore 
(Age)

30

2109 358 472 485 794   

The proportion of those who felt that the country was “worse off” was highest 
in the 21-19 category.  In POPS(1), 29% said that was so, and in POPS(3), 
23% said that.  23% in the 50+ category in POPS(3) said Singapore was 
“worse off” too.

POPS(3) Results:
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%

All Respondents

No idea/No comment

No difference

Worse off

Singapore will be 
better off

Total

Foreigners and Economic Impact on Singapore 
(HH Income)

$0 - $1999 $2000 - $4999 $8000 & above $5000 - $7999

2109 294 715 285 200

The largest proportion of respondents who felt that Singapore was “worse 
off” was found in the $0-$1999 category with 30% saying that in POPS(1) 
and 25% saying that in POPS(3).  

POPS(3) results:

Engaging Minds, Exchanging Ideas 32

Perceptions of Policies in Singapore Survey 
(POPS) 

“IPS Post-Election Survey 2011”

POPS (4) May 2011(2080 pax, random sample)
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Immigration as an Election Issue

BASE: All respondents (2080)

Mean

2.7

Agree or disagree that ….

‘Foreigners & 
immigration’ was not 

impt to me 
in this election

2011

52% felt it was important, and it was more important among Post-
Independence respondents, and those in the higher Service class. 

33
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The New Politics of Identity

• Socio-psychological and political considerations are 
not in sync with economic imperative of having 
relatively large-scale immigration.  What is the right 
point?  Can we create a consensus around it?

• Transformation of work and family life important to 
demonstrate government is acting in good faith.

• Details of level of immigration at policy level may not 
affect day-to-day interaction between locals and 
foreigners.
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The New Politics of Identity

• The emphasis on responsibilities of citizenship 
in terms of norms, disciplines etc, as well as the 
highly involved socialisation process make it 
difficult to ‘excuse’ those who do not have to 
take on those responsibilities and those who do 
not act the same way. 

• Fairness is at issue.
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The New Politics of Identity – Way Ahead?

• Reinforce the Singapore Way
Social norms

Liberal cultural, multi-racial regime

Pro-natalist policies within strong family structure

Get more into the workforce and stay in work
longer

Reduce ‘under-employment’

Improve productivity to achieve mature, quality
GDP growth that is inclusive.

Build on the high-value diaspora

Every Singaporean matters
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The End
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