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Can we compare local, foreign worker output?
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SINGAPORE — The broad strokes were set 

last year for what Finance Minister Thar-

man Shanmugaratnam had called a “national 

comprehensive effort” — to more than dou-

ble Singapore’s productivity rate in the next 

decade to between 2 and 3 per cent annually.

And with foreign workers, making up 

about one-third of our current workforce, 

the question that has inevitably been raised 

is how well they are performing in relation 

to Singaporeans. When the question was 

asked in Parliament recently, the House 

heard that Singapore does not differentiate 

productivity between both groups.

Trade and Industry Minister of State Lee 

Yi Shyan — in response to Member of Parlia-

ment Mdm Ho Geok Choo’s queries — said 

Singapore’s national productivity data is 

obtained by aggregating output of industries 

and dividing it by the workers employed.

As such, the ministry is unable to obtain 

separate productivity measurements for 

Singaporean and foreign workers, he said.

But is it really not possible to distin-

guish foreign workforce productivity from 

that of the local workforce? And if it can be 

done, should Singapore do it? 

Most economists MediaCorp spoke to 

said such differentiation could be arrived 

at. One way would be to ask individual 

companies for their assessment. 

Said Singapore Management Univer-

sity’s economics professor Davin Chor. “Ide-

ally, we would want to compare apples with 

apples and ask ourselves, how does the 

output generated by a foreign worker in a 

given firm compare with the output that 

would be generated had a local worker been 

employed instead to do the same work?” 

But Assistant Prof Chor pointed to 

another challenge: In industries such as 

construction, it would be difficult to come 

up with an accurate comparison as the 

workforce would comprise mainly foreign 

workers and a few local workers.

Labour economist Randolph Tan sug-

gested another method. “You look at the 

rate of increase of foreign workforce and 

the rate of increase of local workforce, 

and then you look at rate of increase of 

value added over the same period ... has 

the value-added accelerated or deceler-

ated as a result of the infusion of foreign 

workers between 2004 and 2009?” asked 

Dr Tan, who heads SIM University’s Busi-

ness Analytics programme.

a PotentiaL Can oF worMS
While the rate of change in value added 

is systematically reported on a quarterly 

basis, that is not the case when it comes to 

the changes in foreign worker numbers, he 

noted, making it difficult to draw reliable 

conclusions. 

Still, it is critical that Singapore distin-

guish the productivity of the local work-

force from the foreign workforce, since the 

very essence of productivity is compara-

tive — there is no purpose in measuring 

productivity for its own sake, said Dr Tan.

“If it turns out that our foreign workers 

have not contributed that much to produc-

tivity, then what that means ... is that our 

local workers are not bad. Employers do 

not have to fear a reduction in the inflow 

of foreign workers,” he said.

To Associate Professor Hui Weng Tat, 

another labour economist at Lee Kuan Yew 

School of Public Policy, distinguishing the 

two is a way of calibrating productivity 

efforts accordingly.

“Otherwise, you can be targeting your 

training programmes at locals while the 

foreign component becomes a hindering 

element in your efforts,” he said. 

Taking a contrarian view is CIMB re-

gional economist Song Seng Wun, who 

feels such an endeavour in practice can 

potentially open up a can of worms to what 

he reckons is an “emotional” question.

“What is the point of asking that if the 

economy generates more jobs than can be 

filled by locals in the first place?” he asked.

Since Singapore needs foreign workers, 

efforts to upgrade the entire workforce 

should go on, he said — a point echoed by 

Minister of State Lee Yi Shyan in his parlia-

mentary reply as well.

Said Mr Song: “When you start tar-

geting a particular group, what’s next? 

Are you going to ask if Indian workers are 

more productive than Malay workers, or 

Thai workers, or Burmese workers? Where 

would you draw the line?”

Frequency glitches could 
be cause of ez-link woes
SINGAPORE — Radio frequency 

glitches could be the cause of 

some failed transit card top-

ups experienced by commuters 

here, Transitlink has disclosed. 

Transit l ink had told  

MediaCorp last month that 

commuters could have removed 

their transit cards from the 

machines before top-up values 

were properly encoded, in reply 

to queries on a commuter’s 

three failed top-up attempts at 

Simei and Raffles Place stations.

Following the Dec 27 report, 

several commuters contacted 

MediaCorp to share similar ex-

periences. Mr Azlan Aziz, for 

instance, experienced failed top-

ups twice at Sengkang station 

despite the machines showing 

transactions to be successful. 

He detected both faults at the 

fare gates, which indicated in-

sufficient funds in his card and 

did not allow him to pass. Both 

encounters caused time delay 

and frustration, he said.

In its latest reply, Transitlink 

told MediaCorp that the top-

up machines have card readers 

that use radio frequency tech-

nology to encode top-up values 

to commuters’ ez-link and Nets 

Flashpay cards. “Communica-

tion failure” could happen on 

rare occasions, said Transitlink, 

which owns and operates the 77 

Add Value Machines islandwide.

Such cases make up 0.01 per 

cent of all monthly transactions 

at the Add Value Machines and 

the more than 400 General Tick-

eting Machines at MRT stations 

islandwide, said Transitlink.

In comparison, Tran-

sitlink’s performance standards 

for Add Value Machines is a 

failure rate of not more than 

one fault in 25,000 transactions 

(or 0.004 per cent), according 

to its customer service charter.

Transitlink said that its Add 

Value Machines have been en-

hanced to include a message 

on the screens and on receipts 

issued to alert commuters that 

top-up transactions may not be 

successful. The General Ticket-

ing Machines, owned by the 

Land Transport Authority and 

operated by SMRT and SBS 

Transit, automatically print a 

receipt if a top-up is unsuccess-

ful, said an LTA spokesperson. 
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