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As graduate numbers grow, a hard 
truth: Not all degrees are equal

Continued from page 1
path and prospects,” said Dr Yang, who 
is now an accredited financial adviser. 

In Asia, Taiwan and South Korea, 
have been experiencing an oversupply 
of graduates, with double-digit youth 
unemployment rates. In contrast, 
Singa pore enjoys close to full employ-
ment, and more than 80 per cent of 

graduates from publicly-funded uni-
versities and the more-established 
private institutions are able to find 
jobs within six months of graduation. 

Nevertheless, policymakers are 
keeping a close eye on the situation. 
Anecdotal evidence from interviews 
with graduates and human resource 
experts shows that even though large 

numbers of graduates are able to land 
jobs, some are underemployed, be it by 
choice or circumstance. 

Underemployment occurs when 
highly-skilled people work in low-
paying or low-skilled jobs, as well as 
when part-time workers prefer to be 
employed full-time. 

Internationally, underemployment 
is hard to define because of the subjec-
tivity involved — such as a worker’s 
preference and whether qualifications 
equate to skills and performance.

In October 1998, following an in-
ternational conference among labour 

statisticians, the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment decided to adopt “time-related 
underemployment” as the universal 
indicator for objective comparison 
across countries. 

Singapore’s Ministry of Manpower 
(MOM) uses the same indicator, which 
measures the proportion of part-time 
workers who desire to work more. 
Over the years, the overall propor-
tion of underemployed graduates has 
stayed low, hovering around 2 per cent 
and reaching a three-year low last 
year. However, the underemployment  
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Resident unemployment rate of degree holders by �eld of study
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