
TWENTY-NINE-YEAR-OLD Li-
onel Louis readily agrees it was an
isolated incident. But it grated all
the same.

Shortly after starting his dream
career in the civil service, he was
bypassed for an assignment he be-
lieved he was well-equipped to un-
dertake.

Did it have anything to do with
his background as a former Nor-
mal (Technical) and ITE student,
he wondered at the time. Many of
his peers had gone through the
more conventional junior col-
lege-university route.

“I have to emphasise that I’ve
been treated very fairly on the
whole,” said Mr Louis, now in his
third year in the service, and who
has a degree from Curtin Universi-
ty.

“But in that instance, there
may have been an assumption
that the task shouldn’t be as-
signed to somebody who was not
of a certain background.”

He added: “It reminded me
that I had to work harder to prove
such assumptions wrong.”

Incidents like this – possible
workplace bias over what school
you went to – are, by nature, ex-
ceedingly difficult to prove.

If they are true and, indeed,
widespread, they raise questions
about whether Singapore can
claim that its meritocratic sys-
tem, built up over decades, is in
good working order.

After all, if the assessment of
merit and ability is frozen at a cer-
tain age, where are the incentive
and the opportunity to better
your lot?

In an interview with The
Straits Times earlier this month,
Deputy Prime Minister Thar-

man Shanmugaratnam alluded to
such doubts when he said the
present meritocratic system need-
ed to “evolve”.

“We’ve got to be a continuous
meritocracy where it doesn’t mat-
ter so much what happened when
you were in Sec 4 or JC 2 or when
you finished your poly or ITE, but
what happens after that,” he said.

“Regardless of where you start
we have to recognise what you
have achieved to develop mastery
in what you are doing.”

To what extent has Singapore’s
meritocracy become “discontinu-
ous”? Why and how did it hap-
pen? And what steps can be taken
to confront the apparent ailment?

Insight spoke to observers and
analysts for some answers.

Education system

HISTORY gives one key explana-
tion for Singapore’s particular
brand of meritocracy that tends
to make judgments about individu-
als at a fairly young age, revising
them only incrementally as the
years go by.

Mr Tharman said that as a
young nation, Singapore inherited
the British and Chinese education
systems, each of which was aca-
demically oriented and elitist.

Those who look at more recent
history, such as Non-Constituen-
cy MP Yee Jenn Jong, recall the
Goh Keng Swee report on educa-
tion in 1979, which lamented the
high dropout rates and other inef-

ficiencies. This led to the intro-
duction of streaming, which
“sorted people out like in a pro-
duction factory”.

“Singapore was trying to at-
tract multinational corpora-

tions and you had to fill up the em-
ployment fast,” said Mr Yee, who
added that this strategy has since
become outmoded in today’s inno-
vation-driven era.

Human tendencies perpetuate
the model, said Mr Donald Low of
the Lee Kuan Yew School of Pub-
lic Policy (LKYSPP), who studies
behavioural economics.

Employers often rely on aca-
demic results as a convenient
proxy for ability because gather-
ing more information is costly.
Furthermore, once they label
somebody as “good”, the label
tends to stick, which economists
call the “halo effect”.

Then, there is the cost of turn-
over. He said: “After going
through so much effort searching
and training the employee, if he
turns out slightly short of the
mark, you are better off just
hanging on to him.”

Over time, it seems, the risk
has grown that the initial advan-
tages and disadvantages a per-
son sets out with could be af-
fecting outcomes for longer
than is healthy.

I n a g l o b a l i s e d a n d
fast-changing world, the effects
of not being continuously merito-
cratic go beyond unfairness. They
also bring about inefficiency in a
number of ways.

Ms Wong Su-Yen, Asean man-
aging director of human resource
company Mercer, cited work by
Harvard psychologist Howard
Gardner showing there are nine
forms of intelligence. These are
not easily captured by exams,
which tend to focus on logical and
linguistic intelligence.

“And just because something is
easy to measure doesn’t mean it’s

the right measure for that particu-
lar job,” she added.

Nominated MP Laurence Lien
believes traditional notions of mer-
itocracy do not take into account
the importance of diversity.

“Employers often end up with
staff who are too similar and who
produce too much common think-
ing, which can be a serious impedi-
ment when dealing with complex
challenges,” he said.

The consensus is that much of
the private sector, being exposed
to free market competition, has
faced less of a problem curbing
such a tendency.

“If you don’t hire someone
who is good simply because he
doesn’t have a degree, he is going
to join your competitor and com-
pete against you,” said Mr Soon
Sze-Meng, a director in a multina-
tional corporation.

The extent of the problem in
the public sector, however, is con-

troversial.
Mr Low, formerly a member

of the elite Administrative Ser-
vice, for instance, claims suc-
cess came more easily to
those on the scheme, as well
as those on government
scholarships.

“More opportunities are
created for them. I’ve seen
instances when a scholar
didn’t perform and was
given a bad evaluation, on-
ly for someone higher up
to ask, ‘How can that
be?’”

Mr Soon, however,
said one cannot con-
clude from the data
that a static meritocra-
cy prevailed in the civ-
il service.

In 2010, four out of 27 perma-
nent secretaries were non-schol-
ars, he noted. Last year, six in 10
statutory board CEOs did not hail
from the Administrative Service.

Barriers

WHILE the most obvious barrier
to continuous meritocracy may ap-
pear to be employers, since they
are the ones making hiring and
promotion decisions, observers
say they are seldom as insidious
as the more improbable impedi-
ment – the employee or job seeker
himself.

Ms Gog Soon Joo, executive di-
rector of the Institute for Adult
Learning, which is part of the Sin-
gapore Workforce Development
Agency (WDA), classifies them un-
der three categories: information-
al, situational and dispositional.

The first simply refers to peo-
ple not knowing about opportuni-
ties to upskill and so climb the eco-
nomic ladder.

WDA has set up dozens of cen-
tres around the island to publicise
its wide range of training courses
– from aerospace to environmen-
tal cleaning – and job counselling
services. It also holds roadshows
in housing estates and distributes
pamphlets to homes.

“We have a lot of good jobs
and a shortage of labour. It’s a
matter of whether people know
about them. A particular area may
be crying out: I need nurses, I
need nursing aides. These are bet-
ter jobs. There are progression
pathways,” she said.

The second barrier refers to a
situation a worker finds himself
in.

Consider a low-wage worker

stuck in a dead-end job who
would not mind doing a training
course that might open doors to a
more promising career. But this
would involve forgoing overtime
work and the extra cash it brings,
which might just outweigh the de-
sire to upgrade.

Dispositional barriers – or
those related to the employees’ be-
liefs and outlook – are the tough-
est to overcome. Someone who
has absorbed a certain message
about himself or about the world
can, quite often, become immova-
ble.

A risk-averse employee might
resist a change in job role recom-
mended by his employer – even
though that could work in favour
of his personal development, not-
ed Ms Wong.

Quite often, these barriers be-
gin forming when someone is still
in school – which explains Mr
Tharman’s repeated reference to
schools in his comments.

He said: “We have students
who go through our educa-
tion system, those who are
doing well, who are very
aware of their strengths... We
have another group that goes
through the system very aware
of their weaknesses... They got in-
to a certain stream or didn’t get in-
to a school of choice.”

Dr Jason Tan of the National In-
stitute of Education (NIE) notes
how the former group tends to get
a puffed-up sense of self-impor-
tance, while the latter group devel-
ops low expectations and a feeling
of helplessness. This potentially
plagues them for life and dampens
the will to strive.

One group that reaches out to
such students is the Chil-

dren-at-Risk Empowerment Asso-
ciation (Care). It has been holding
classes and events for secondary
school students in the Normal
(Technical) stream since 1997.

Executive director John Tan
said: “Everyone is good at some-
thing. He just has to discover it.
We believe in the students and we
help them believe in themselves.”

Some of his students have gone
on to become entrepreneurs, civil
servants and factory supervisors.

Of course, actual success is the
best antidote to feelings of trepida-
tion and negativity, but, as

WDA’s Ms Gog discovered,
even this could be a very

gradual process.

A senior vice-president of a lo-
cal bank once confided in her her
phobia of showing others her
resume. She was an N-level stu-
dent.

Mr Tharman, who has been ed-
ucation minister, has called for
some mixing of students “from
primary school through to Sec 4”.

But some analysts believe the
solution has to be egalitarian
schools – where students are not
so clearly segregated into the
strong and the weak, as they cur-
rently are.

The Finnish school system is of-
ten cited as equality in education
that works. Students attend a
school near their homes and for

years do not get numerical grades.
NIE’s Dr Jason Tan said that

when streaming was first banned
in Finland in the 1970s, the teach-
ers’ union protested that dispari-
ties in student calibre would make
their jobs impossibly difficult.

“But those fears have proven
to be unfounded. Finnish students
routinely come in first in interna-
tional tests,” he said.

Mr Yee, who also supports a
move in the Finnish direction,
wants the Government to set up
similar pilot schools for parents
like himself who do not mind ex-
tracting their children from “the
rat race”.

But Ms Gog, also a parent, pre-

fers the Singapore system, which
allows the slow learner to learn at
a slower pace. She also cited Sin-
gapore’s low unemployment rate
and high employment rate – “the
envy of many countries”.

Another radical set of educa-
tional reforms mooted, this time
by Singapore Management Univer-
sity (SMU) president Ho Kwon
Ping, to counter the lack of contin-
uous meritocracy, is a cred-
it-based system for all secondary
schools, coupled with a much
more diverse set of subjects on of-
fer, modelled on the American sys-
tem.

This would allow students to
pick disciplines they are strong in
and earn credits for them.

“If I happen to be more book-
ish and you’re more play-

ful and creative, un-
der the current

narrow sys-
tem,

bingo, I do better than you, I’m
on an upward trajectory and
you’re going downwards,” he
said.

Whichever set of reforms Singa-
pore finally embarks on, Mr Thar-
man has said he hopes to see a dif-
ferent society emerging – one in
which people show more respect
for one another, regardless of oc-
cupation.

It is not yet clear, though, how
this ideal state would emerge.

One view – Mr Soon’s – is that
societal respect currently lacking
for certain jobs will come only
when these low-skilled jobs gradu-
ally become skilled ones. This can
happen only when the foreign
worker population is moderated,
leading to a natural rise in produc-
tivity, he reckoned.

LKYSPP’s Mr Low, on the oth-
er hand, believes Singaporeans’
lack of respect for blue-collar jobs
in general is cultural – and there-
fore much harder to change.

Said PAP MP Liang Eng Hwa
(Holland-Bukit Timah): “DPM
Tharman has painted an inspiring
picture of what society can and
should be.

“And we may not know when
this can be achieved, but to me,
what’s important is for Singapore-
ans to strive towards it in our eve-
ryday lives, by showing a little re-
spect and kindness to those
around you, to your neighbours at

the lifts, to the servers at cof-
fee shops, to the bus cap-

tains we meet and

so on.”

Right direction

TO BE sure, Mr Tharman’s com-
ments have attracted some scepti-
cism.

Mr Yee wondered “how many
of his Cabinet colleagues agree
with him”.

But Mr Liang said the DPM’s
comments are only the latest in a
series beginning with Prime Minis-
ter Lee Hsien Loong’s speech at
the opening of Parliament in 2011,
in which he pledged to fight social
stratification.

Others, like Mr Low, see Mr
Tharman’s words as an attempt to
improve Singapore’s meritocracy
without addressing fundamental
objections to it.

He sees meritocracy on its own
as a “limited notion of justice and
fairness” and it should therefore
be complemented by a “high
amount of state support for those
of lesser ability” – which in turn
is contentious.

Still, most people, including
Mr Low, agree that the latest com-
ments represent a step in the right
direction.

Even Mr Yee, who is from the
Workers’ Party, said he agreed
completely with Mr Tharman’s
call for a more continuous meri-
tocracy.

Added SMU’s Mr Ho: “The
things he said were long over-
due.”

elgintoh@sph.com.sg

All get
shot

success

STAY-AT-HOME mum Marga-
ret Huang, 34, left school with
just three O levels but once she
had a family and was busy with
them, it did not matter.

That was until she began di-
vorce proceedings six years ago
and had to fend for herself and
her daughters.

The mum of twin girls had
been out of the workforce for
six years at that stage.

Her only work experience
up to then was as a salesperson
for five years before her mar-
riage, after she left school at
17.

Ms Huang’s father, a farm-
er, and her mother, a factory
worker, had just four years of
education between them.

She recalls: “I was not a
troublemaker in class, but I

just wasn’t good at my studies, es-
pecially maths.”

That hit home when she start-
ed looking for work after her di-
vorce – companies that adver-
tised for administrative staff want-
ed applicants with at least five
O-level passes.

Her turnaround came when she
saw a TV advertisement for a flo-
ral school and decided to take its
Workforce Skills Qualifications
floristry course, which was 90 per
cent government-sponsored.

Ms Huang completed the
course over two years and with
the help of her teachers, started a
home-based floristry business.

But no orders came in for her
business, Pristine Flora Culture.
To market it, she began giving out
flowers for free.

“Whenever there was a chance

for me to attend a birthday, a
party or a wedding, I would
bring a flower arrangement to
showcase my work,” she says.

She got her first order only
after a year of giving out free
floral arrangements.

The former housewife has
since built up a regular base of
customers, including some busi-
nesses, from her home in Choa
Chu Kang.

It has not been easy being
self-employed and juggling
business and family.

Once, she had to leave her
daughters at the guardhouse of
a building she was delivering
flowers to.

On doing the floristry
course, she says: “I had only
two choices: do or die.”
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SHE failed Primary Five and
had to repeat the year. Her
schoolwork suffered as she of-
ten played truant with friends,
hanging out with them most
days until late.

Her worried parents nagged
her ceaselessly, but she just
“did whatever I wanted to do”.

An older and wiser Ms She-
rie Quek, now 33, recalls: “I
smoked, I drank, and I did a lot
of crazy things. Very seldom
was I at home. That was just a
place for me to sleep.”

As she grew older, she so-
bered up. At Loyang Secondary
School, she was good at maths.
Having graduated with O-lev-
els, she might have gone on to
become an accountant, but the
idea of sitting in an office for
years to come horrified her.

However, another opportunity
presented itself. She was interest-
ed in making pastries and des-
serts, and would help out with her
mother’s catering business.

She graduated from hospitality
school Shatec in 2000, and set up
a bubble tea shop at Tanjong Pa-
gar. However, this was at the
height of the bubble tea craze, and
consumers were spoilt for choice,
with shops popping up every-
where. “The market became too
competitive, which drove prices
down,” Ms Quek says of her failed
attempt at entrepreneurship.

Finally, after working for a
year at a cafe, she got her break
when she joined Ritz-Carlton Ho-
tel in 2003. With pastries and des-
serts, she was in her element.
Over 10 years, she rose from a jun-
ior-level cook in the pastries de-

partment to its No. 2 chef, with
18 staff working under her. The
secret to her success: Do what
you are supposed to do, and be-
yond that, take the initiative to
help wherever needed.

She is grateful to the
Ritz-Carlton for opportunities
to go on work trips to Japan,
Germany and Dubai, where she
was exposed to new techniques
and kitchen cultures.

She has bigger dreams: to
one day set up her own dessert
cafe at Boat Quay and to even-
tually make it a chain.

For now, her goal is simply
to improve every day. “Each
time I am challenged with a
new problem or a new request
from a guest, it is an opportuni-
ty for me to become better.”
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IT WAS just 10 months of work
as a salesman for a photocopy
machine and software compa-
n y . B u t t h e s t i n t w a s
life-changing for school drop-
out and dyslexia sufferer Adri-
an Lien.

Mr Lien, now 25 – and a
member of the Lien family that
used to own OUB, which was
taken over by United Overseas
Bank several years ago –
dropped out of school in Sec-
ondary 3 at age 15.

As a dyslexia sufferer, he
had trouble distinguishing his
b’s from his d’s and struggled
to keep up in school. He be-
came extremely introverted
and avoided talking to people.
“If I had to make a phone call
to a stranger, I would stam-
mer,” he recalls.

So there he was, out of school
and jobless. True, he came from a
well-to-do family, but he felt he
had to prove his worth.

He wanted very much to try his
hand at business. After sending
out 500 job applications, finally,
six years after dropping out of
school, he was offered a job at
copy machine company Bizman as
an itinerant salesman. At first, on
cold calls, he struggled to strike
up conversations. However, he
was paired with a sales partner,
who would observe him and offer
advice after every visit.

“At each office, I had to be able
to tell at a glance, the make, mod-
el and year of its copying ma-
chine,” he says. “But more impor-
tantly, I learnt to talk to people,
and the secret for me was to just
be sincere.”

Something inside him
opened up. He was no longer
shy. He went on to start, with
a partner, a successful interior
design firm.

He understood that he owed
much to people who had been
kind to him, including the man-
ager who offered him the sales
job and the form teacher who
spotted his dyslexia at Primary
6 and gave him help.

But he would like to see a
Singapore that is kinder to all –
to people from different class-
es, to those who, like him, are
less academically-inclined, to
foreign workers.

“The three things most im-
portant in life, to me, are to re-
spect others, love others and
treat others with kindness.”
ELGIN TOH

IN A job interview at medical
group MHC, degrees count for
little. “I don’t even look at your
certificates. I shake your hand, I
look into your eyes and I make
my decision,” says Dr Low Lee
Yong, 49, founder and chief ex-
ecutive of the group, which has
a network of more than 1,000
clinics in Singapore and 550 in
Malaysia.

One of his greatest hires, he
says proudly, is a retiree house-
wife. “Don’t tell me about aca-
demics. She is the best telemar-
keter I have ever met. She has
given more leads to the market-
ing team than anyone else. And
as CEO, if I spot someone like
that, I will do everything to
keep her,” he says.

Indeed, when it comes to con-
tinuous meritocracy, Dr Low

himself is an example. His par-
ents were illiterate and his teach-
er thought he would fail English
at the O levels, but he made it in-
to the National University of Sin-
gapore medical school.

Forget the usual interview
panel of management, too. On
some days, he gets a retired pas-
tor to sit in during interviews.
The pastor is a good judge of
character, he says.

Other times, he gathers a
clerk, photographer and his per-
sonal assistant to meet the inter-
viewee. “I ask them, ‘Should we
hire him? You better decide –
because you have to work with
this person. He could be your
boss’,” he says.

Dr Low’s hiring methods may
be unconventional, but his large
network of clinics processes

more than a million medical
claims a year. His firm won
Promising SME 500 2012 and
Singapore Prestige Brand
Awards 2011.

Academic qualifications are
not important to him as they
tend to teach people to be ana-
lytical and logical, when actual-
ly, “a lot of life issues are never
logical”. Instead, his top three
criteria are: integrity, faithful-
ness and emotional quotient.

“A lot of businesses fail be-
cause of (lack of) integrity,” he
says. By faithfulness, he is look-
ing for somebody who is com-
mitted to his cause and passion.

He says: “Some of them
joined at 16 or 17 and now they
are mothers. They are like fami-
ly to me.”
ELGIN TOH

Hard slog
to get
business
to bloom

Qualifications
mean little
to this CEO
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Dr Low Lee Yong of medical group MHC says academic qualifications are not important to him as they tend to teach
people to be analytical and logical, when actually, “a lot of life issues are never logical”. ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG

Mother-of-two Margaret Huang, 34, has three O-level passes. She managed to
become a successful florist only after an uphill struggle. ST PHOTO: NG SOR LUAN

Employers often rely on academic results as a
convenient proxy for ability because gathering

more information is costly. Furthermore, once
they label somebody as “good”, the label tends to

stick, which economists call the “halo effect”.

Ms Quek is a dab hand at whipping up pastries and desserts, Over 10 years, she rose from a junior-level cook in the
pastries department at the Ritz-Carlton to become its No. 2 chef. ST PHOTO: CHEW SENG KIM

Mr Lien, 25, who suffers from dyslexia, dropped out of school at Secondary 3. He sent out 500 job applications
before landing a job as a salesman. He now runs his own interior design firm. ST PHOTO: ASHLEIGH SIM

SIMPLE ACTS OF COURTESY

DPM Tharman has painted an inspiring picture
of what society can and should be. And we may
not know when this can be achieved, but to me,
what’s important is for Singaporeans to strive
towards it in our everyday lives, by showing a
little respect and kindness to those around you,
to your neighbours at the lifts, to the servers at
coffee shops, to the bus captains we meet
and so on.
– PAP MP Liang Eng Hwa (Holland-Bukit Timah)

 

Dreams of
opening
dessert cafe

Singapore
should become

a continuous
meritocracy, said

Deputy Prime Minister
Tharman Shanmugaratnam

in a recent interview. Elgin Toh explores
what it means and what it would
take to make that transition.

Dropout is now
boss of interior
design firm

Civil servant Lionel Louis, 29, feels that because he was a Normal (Technical) and ITE student, he has to work harder to prove his worth. He cites an incident when
he was passed over for an assignment. However, he emphasises that he has been treated very fairly on the whole. PHOTO: ALPHONSUS CHERN
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