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Presentation Outline
1. Singapore’s tripartite system in global context

2. Some insights from research study “In-Work Poverty Among the Young”

3. Discussion on the role of unions





Singapore’s Tripartite System

Singapore’s tripartite wage setting 
model maximizes employment rather 

than wages (Chew & Chew, 1995)

Advantages
• Low unemployment
• Minimal industrial 

disruption
• Favourable business 

environment

Disadvantages
• Poorer wages 

and job 
conditions

Government 

Employees (union)

Employers



Global and Local Challenges

High low wage incidence

High inflation

STRUCTURAL

CYCLICAL



Tensions

Employment maximization versus wage maximization

Business interest versus worker interest

PMETs versus non-PMETs
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In-Work Poverty Among the Young 
(Singaporeans aged 21-38)

Wave 1 Survey: 
Oct 2020 – Mar 2021

980
Low income, low 

educated young people

925
Higher income, higher 

educated young people



Secondary 
and below ITE Diploma and 

A-level
Degree and 

above All

Mean 2,221 2,104 2,829 4,753 3,664
Median 2,000 2,000 2,600 4,200 3,225
Difference in 
Medians - 0 600 1,600 -

High wage premium of degree

No wage premium of ITE certificate

Total monthly earnings (gross) by education level



Higher educated have higher occupational status.

Occupation status

57% are 
self-employed
platform 
workers

68% are 
self-employed
platform 
workers



Skills and discretion: 
Employees’ training

Lower educated 
respondents are less likely 
to attend training and attend 
employer-sponsored
training courses.
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Yang, Kang, Seah & Seet (2022)
[In the inaugural Singapore Labour Journal by NTUC]

Table 5. Employers’ Priority in Training
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Percentage (%)
High potential workers 44.9%
Workers with skills gaps 14.5%
Younger workers 13.5%
Mature workers 10.6%
New workers 9.9%
Experienced workers 6.9%



But training is only one of the solutions
• DPM Lawrence Wong: Need to value “heart” and “hands-on” 

work
• Need to value beyond the degree certificate

⇒wage correction
⇒ Beyond individual productivity
⇒ Organizational/industry-level productivity
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Circularity in improving wages and productivity
Improve productivity to 

improve wages

Productivity Wages

• Wages compel innovation
• Efficiency wage theory:    wages     effort and loyalty
• Poverty impairs function:   wages     function  



Who to represent?

PMETs aged 
15-39

Non-PMETs 
aged 15-39

Non-PMETs 
aged 40 & 

above

PMETs aged 
40 & above
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Ref: Ministry of Manpower. Labour Force in Singapore, 2021 Edition. 

Self-employed



PMETs aged 
15-39

Non-PMETs 
aged 15-39

Non-PMETs 
aged 40 & 

above

PMETs aged 
40 & above

INDUSTRIAL 
WORKERS
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Self-employed

THE TRADES

PMETs



Global and Local Challenges

High low wage incidence

High inflation

STRUCTURAL

CYCLICAL



Strengthen collective bargaining towards

Employment maximization versus WAGE maximization

Business interest versus WORKER interest

PMETs versus non-PMETs, including the self-employed
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