
This document is downloaded from DR‑NTU (https://dr.ntu.edu.sg)
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.

Economic growth and social well‑being in
Singapore

Yip, Yew Wing.

1983

Yip, Y. W. (1983). Economic growth and social well‑being in Singapore. In AMIC‑OANA
Workshop on Economic Perspectives of ASEAN : Singapore, Nov 30‑Dec 2, 1983. Singapore:
Asian Mass Communication Research & Information Centre.

https://hdl.handle.net/10356/86239

Downloaded on 20 Mar 2024 17:17:52 SGT



Economic Growth And Social Well-Being In Singapore 

By 

Yip Yew Wing 

Paper No.12 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



\ L ^ ~ " ^ 2 x^ 
(&, ECONOMIC GROWTH AND SOCIAL WELL-BEING /\N 

IN SINGAPORE" 

by Yip Yew Wing 

The purpose of this paper is more to provide a general 
background in relation to the economic growth and social well-being 
in Singapore than a comprehensive or analytical study of problems 
which may have been raised by scholars in various academic publications. 
Emphasis will be placed on the social status of employees while the 
focus will be on examining the existing social disparity in terms of 
income distribution and opportunity of educaiton in the country. 

The state of Singapore's social well-being can, to a certain 
extent, be seen by the remarkable economic progress and social development 
it has achieved in the past two decades. The economic growth rate rose 
from 8.4% in the 1960s to 9.4% in the 1970s and 10% in 1980. Although 
1982 was a poor year compared with the high standard of the past, the 
growth of 6.3% has made Singapore remain among the most successful and 
rich of the Asean nations (Table 1). Not only were there enough jobs 
to go round, but the country had to import workers - approximately 120,000 
of them today, or 11% of the labour force, is from abroad. With nearly 
full employment in the country, per capita income rose from US$2,340 in 
1975 to a high of US$5,220 in 1982 (Table 2). 

Nevertheless economic advance has by no means substantiated a 
corresponding improvement in the quality of life of Singapore's million 
people, owing to the fact that a large number of people remain at the 
bottom of the social spectrum. For this reason, an assessment of people's 
quality of life or their state of well-being cannot therefore be described 
simply in terms of the growth of GNP or of per capita incomes. Well-being 
or the lack of it, should thus embrace the fulfilment of basci human needs, 
aspirations and social eqality, namely, education, health, housing, 
employment and an equal distribution of social wealth. 

In the case of Singapore, the existing social gap in terms of 
income disparity remains as critical as it was, though unemployment 
decreased from 4.7% in 1972 to a low of 2.6% in 1982. In fact, 62.4% 
of the total population of self-employed persons and employees, which 
comprised 93.9% of the total labour fouce in 1980, earned below $500 
per month, while only 12% earned at least $1,000 per month (Table 3). 
To some extent the import of foreign workers has allowed employers 
to maintain their low-wages policy, while a very large proportion of 
primary and secondary students giving up studies at this stage to take 
up jobs available to them has also contributed to the existing income 
disparity. 

Precautionary measures have been taken in order to upgrade 
educational standards and hopefully the gap can be narrowed. The 
government, therefore, on the one hand introduced the New Education 
System for primary and secondary education, so as to ensure that more 
students with high levels of education, and skilled workers, could be 
cultivated in the Eighties so as to meet the needs of building up a 
highly skilled and wholly Singaporean workforce by 1982, i.e. and on 
the other hand, it announced that non-traditional source workers will 
be repatirated by the end of 1984, and indicated that workers and unions 
will play their part in bargaining with their employers under the new-
style National Wages Council set-up. But the question as to whether 
Singapore can fulfil its ambitions plan and eventually realise a positive 
change in come distribution by implementing such precautionary measures 
not only causes considerable concern, remains in doubt. 
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The National University of Singapore (NUS) has conducted studies 
which suggest that, if, according to the economic development plan for 
the 1980s, the economy is to grow by 8% a year and productivity by 5.5%, 
Singapore would need 5,000 workers each year from abroad if growth is to be 
needed. The latter case would mean that 220,000 guest workers out of a 
total labour force of 1.42 million would have to be recruited from abroad 
by 1990 to meet the government's ambitious plan. 

A more important question perhaps is whether or not Singaporeans 
can match their government's earnest wishes for them. Although literacy 
has reached the higher level of 84% and the total enrolment of the two 
largest educational institutions, namely the NUS and Nanyang Technological 
Instutute (NTI), rose by 17.2% in 1982, the total enrolment to tertiary 
instututions remained at a level of less than 10% of the total population 
(Table 4). And furthermore, a survey conducted by the labour Department 
in 1982 revealed the critical fact that of the total labour force of 1.17% 
million, 600,000 workers, or 55.6% of the labour force, either have no 
more than primary school education or are illiterate (Table 5), and their 
educational skills are not developed highly enough. 

Attentions has also been drawn, in particular by the Prime Minister 
to the problem of the uneven rate of procreation between the well-educated 
or the high-income group and the less-educated or the low-income families 
in Singapore. It appears, nevertheless, that an educational bias has played 
an important part in the consequences. 

The positive correlation between qualification and income in the 
context of Singapore is not only sufficiently obvious, but is so to the 
extent that one's educational level is almost the sole criterion which 
determines one's social mobility and prospects. 

While the facts manifested in the 1980 census show that the average 
income per month was lowest for employees without any qualification, and 
higher for those with tertiary education (Table 6), the educaiton factor 
in the correlation between qualification and procreation, or the problem 
with regard to the high birth rate among low-income or low-education 
families, should not be overlooked either. Table 7 shows that women with 
some education generally manifested lower fertility than those without 
any qualifications. A conclusion most likely to be drawn form these facts 
is that fertility is negatively related to people's educational level as 
well as to their income, as in the context of Singapore, where low-income 
families have always been referred to as people with low education in 
the society. 

By and large, apart from the conservative predilection for having 
more children which has long prevailed among parents, ; perhaps the 
educational bias had a bearing on social disparity, since a high proportion 
of people have been forced to give up their studies thus eventually forming 
a large partof the low-income employees whose wage levels are due mainly 
to their lack of education. And this is with the fact that the average 
age at first marriage has increased with each higher leverl of educational 
qualification (Table 8) could also help explain the problem of the uneven 
procreation pattern in Singapore. 

In conclusion, though the country had maintained its reputation, 
its distinguished economic performance has not brought about a corresponding 
improvement in social well-being, and so long as the existing social gap 
in terms of income and educational disparity remains unchanges, economic 
growth and social development in the society will not necessarily lead 
to a state of satisfactory social well-being, nor a corresponding 
improvement in the quality of life of the people. 
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Table 3 Self-employed Persons and Employees by Income and Sex, 1980 

Monthly Income (S) 

Total 

Below 500 

500 - 999 

1.000 1.499 

1.500 - 1.999 

2.000 - 2.499 

2.500 - 2.999 

3.000 & Over 

Not Stated 

Mean Income (S) 

• ' -

Total 

Below 500 

500 - 999 

1,000 - 1.499 

1,500 - 1,999 

2,000 - 2,499 

2.500 - 2,999 

3,000 & Over 

Not Stated 

Total 

Persons Males 
1 

Females 

Self-employed 

Persons Males Females 

Employees 

Persons Males Females 

Number 

1.048.766 

654,179 

257,595 

62,232 

26,867 

14,898 

6,712 

21.051 

5,233 

610 

691,053 

380,147 

199.199 

47.305 

21,429 

13.001 

6,043 

19,980 

3.949 

701 

357.712 

274,032 

58.394 

14.928 

5,439 

1,896 

670 

1,072 

1,283 

433 

155.066 

73,156 

51,707 

12.482 

5.051 

4,141 

1,389 

5,444 

1,696 

753 

131.282 

55,384 

48,245 

11,562 

4,629 

3,743 

1,293 

5,097 

1,328 

803 

23,783 

17.771 

3,462 

920 

423 

397 

96 

347 

367 

473 

893,700 

581.023 

205,888 

49,750 

21,816 

10,757 

5,323 

15,607 

3,537 

585 

559.771 

324,763 

150,954 

35.743 

16,800 

9,258 

4.750 

14,883 

2,621 

677 

333.929 

256,261 

54,932 

14,008 

5,016 

1,499 

574 

725 

916 

430 

Per Cent 

100.0 

62.4 

24.6 

5.9 

2.6 

1.4 

0.6 

2.0 

0.5 

100.0 

55.0 

28.8 

6.8-

3.1 

1.9 

0.9 

2.9 

0.6 

100.0 

76.6 

16.3 

4.2 

1.5 

0.5 

0.2 

0.3 

0.4 

100.0 

47.2 

33.3 

8.0 

3.3 

2.7 

0.9 

3.5 

1.1 

100.0 

42.2 

36.7 

8.8 

3.5 

2.9 

1.0 

3.9 

1.0 

100.0 

74.7 

14.5 

3.9 

1.8 

1.7 

0.4 

1.5 

1.5 

100.0 

65.0 

23.0 

5.6 

2.4 

1.2 

0.6 

1.8 

0.4 

100.0 

58.0 

27.0 

6.4 

3.0 

1.6 

0.8 

2.7 

0.5 

100.0 

76.7 

16.5 

4.2 

1.5 

0.4 

0.2 

0.2 

0.3 

Note: Excludes 24.085 unpaid family workers. 
S o u r c e : C e n s u s o f p o p u l a t i o n , 1 9 8 0 , S i n g a p o r e . 
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T a b l e 4 STUDENTS AND TEACHERS IN EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS, 1982 

I n s t i t u t i o n s 

•••'• ,:*- : j : " , .'::£?..:, i J u n l G : . " o l l e ^ j 

> : : : : u v . < ! :. Voca t l o n a i I n s t i t u t e s 

IV. : „ - . I . / J , .oi l ' . 'M' js 

I n s t : 1 JtL- o : rXiucatlo:". 

! M I ; U : - I J i m w r s i t y of S i n g a p o r e 

liarr/ano, l^fccr .nological I n s t i t u t e 

• 

493 

321 

150 

17 

1 

1 

1 

507 

289 

176 

14 

13 

1 

a 

,663 

092 

t)45 

990 

406 

000 

748 

582 

268 

152 

86 

12 

10 

6 

, 773 

495 

e ly 

461 

2\a 

192 

061 

525 

2J8 

l i b 

•M 

2 

3 

5 

,890 

597 

0 26 

529 

186 

80 6 

687 

57 

1 0 , 6 8 7 

9 , 7 4 3 

1,199 

1 ,033 

167 

1,503 

50 

Females 

2 4 . 3 8 2 i ID.779 

3,499 

4 .146 

970 

I 
842 | 

112 

1,162 

48 

13 .603 

7,186 

5 ,597 

191 

55 

341 

2 

f i o t t s : 

A s c i i o o l c o n d u c t i n g b o t h pc i jnary and s e c o n d a r y c l a s s e s 
i s t r e a t o d a s o n e p r u a a r y a n i o n e s e c o n d a r y s d i c o l . 

S o u r c e : M i n i s t r y of E d u c a t i o n 
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TABLE 5 

EMPLOYED PERSONS 15 YEARS AND OVER BY EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT/MAIN LANGUAGE OF EDUCATION 

Educational At ta inment / 
Main Language of Education 

Dis t r ibut ion by Educational At ta inment (%) 

Never A t tended School 

No Qual i f icat ion (Below PSLE) 

Primary 

Post Primary 

Secondary 

Post Secondary 

Tert iary 

Qual i f icat ions Not Elsewhere Classifiable 

D is t r ibu t ion by Main Language of 
Educat ion (%) 

English 

Chinese 

Malay 

Tami l 

Others 

No Schooling 

June 
1975 

17.5 

17.3 

31.0 

0.8 

23.9 

6.8 

2.3 

0.4 

38.1 

36.8 

6.0 

1.3 

0.3 

17.5 

June 
1930 

11.3 

13.8 

32.6 

0.8 

28.9 

9.3 

3.2 

0.1 

45.3 

35.5 

6.1 

1.2 

0.5 

11.4 

June 
1982 

- - — 

9 3 

15.5 

30.0 

0.8 

30.4 

9.7 

4.1 

0.2 

46 9 

36.0 

5.3 

1.2 

1.2 

9.4 

Source: Report on Labour Force, 1982, Singapore. 
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Table 6 Average Month ly Income of Employees by Age, Highest 

Quali f icat ion and Sex, 1980 

Dollars 

Age Group (Years) 

Total 

Under 20 

20 29 

30 - 39 

40 59 

60 & Over 

Total 

Under 20 

20 - 29 

30 - 39 

40 - 59 

60 & Over 

Total 

Under 20 

20 - 29 

30 - 39 

4 0 - 5 9 , 
60 & Over 

Total 

585 

234 

480 

859 
814 

488 

677 

217 

524 

980 

900 

542 

430 

251 

422 

598 

520 

258 

No 

Qualification 

352 

221 

309 

373 

395 

324 

410 

229 

359 

446 

453 

357 

253 

211 

249 

268 

264 

229 

Primary 

Persons 

425 

220 

305 

559 

646 

513 

Males 

476 

217 

418 

613 

668 

515 

Females 

330 

240 

335 

407 

506 

456 

Secondary 

& Upper 

Secondary 

785 

255 

578 

1.208 

1.672 

1.793 

942 

210 

633 

1.403 

1.845 

1.855 

583 

293 

516 
873 

1,167 

1.071 

Tertiary 

2.401 

• 

1.460 
2.734 

3.513 

3.142 

2.776 

_ 
1.673 

2.996 

3.785 

3.306 

1.4 74 

* 

1.170 

1.840 
2.057 

• 

Not significant. S o u r c e : Census o f p o p u l a t i 

1 9 8 0 , S i n g a p o r e . 
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Table 7 Mean Number of Children Born Alive Per Ever m a r r i e d W o m a n 

by Ethnic Group and (a) Act iv i ty Status and 

(I)) Highest Q u a l i f i c a t i o n . 1980 

Tot . i i Malays It Others 

Total 3 4 n.:> J o 2.2 

'; Status 

u!,oi>iic.t.'i\ Active 

i:•• ' i i ically Inactive 

• (JuJi ' i ' i i ' r i lsOn 

'.': J j l: f • i" :.•: Kin 

•:.,!•, .'. U i i p c - Si.i i . ; i ( !ary 

2.4 

3.8 

4.4 

2.3 

1.6 

1.6 

3 8 

1 I) 

:•> G 

2 4 

1.4 

0 . / 

2 6 

i e 

i a 

2 3 

3.6 

2.7 

! 0 

! 6 

S o u r c e : Census of p o p u l a t i o n , 1980, S i n g a p o r e . 
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T a b l e 8 E v e r - m a r r i e d Females by Age a t F i r s t M a r r i a g e 

a n d H i g h e s t Q u a l i f i c a t i o n , 1980. 

Highest Qualification 

No Qualification 

Primary 

Secondary S Upper 

Secondary 

Tertiary 

Age at First Marriage [years] 

Under 15 15-19 20-24 25-29 30 S Over 

Per Thousand 

48 

15 

3 

3 

452 

271 

99 

41 

337 

485 

528 

435 

115 

186 

312 

450 

48 

43 

se 

71 

Mean Age 

at First 

Marriage 

Years 

20.4 

21.9 

23.7 

24.9 

S o u r c e : Census o f p o p u l a t i o n . 1980, S i n g a p o r e . 
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