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Introduction
Genesis of the Discussion

• The genesis: It was prompted by a 
spontaneous exchange on Twitter (May 
30, left) between Clarence and Jin Yao, 
who were acquainted five years ago in 
2013 on social media by having a 
heated, petty argument on politics.

• The context in Singapore: The public 
discourse on inequality has been 
advanced by an IPS study on social 
capital and class divide, and sociology 
professor Teo You Yenn’s best-seller, 
“This is What Inequality Looks Like”.



Introduction
Genesis of the Discussion

• Other discussions in Singapore: Other discussions have been organised / are being 
organised. They include, but are not limited to: AWARE Singapore, Books and Beer 
(together with the Cassia Resettlement Team, Ethos Books, and Pulse!), the Ministry 
of Education, and the National Youth Council.

A proposal moving ahead – which will be touched upon later – is to eventually hold a 
joint meeting to consolidate the insights from the different discussions.

• “Bridge the Gap” executive summary and report: A more detailed report will follow 
this executive summary, and the aims are to: (a) Provide learning points on how 
future discussions could be organised; (b) Summarise key findings – and questions –
to advance the national discourse on inequality and the class divide; and (c) Create a 
ground-up impetus for individuals and organisations to do something.



Introduction
Discussion Partners

• A six-week process for a youth discussion: In addition, discussions about 
Singapore’s inequality and class divide dominated headlines. The intent of “Bridge 
the Gap”, therefore, was to facilitate a face-to-face discussion among young 
Singaporeans to help nudge the discourse.

• Discussion partners: The National Youth Council and *SCAPE supported the event 
with the logistics, refreshments, as well as the venue.

Dr. Adrian Kuah (Senior Research Fellow, Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy), and 
Dr. Douglas O’Loughlin (Senior Principal Consultant, Institute of Leadership and 
Organisation Development) provided insights and recommendations on the design of 
the small group discussions.
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Discussion Structure
Extensive Consultations

• Starting from scratch: Clarence and Jin Yao have organised discussions and events 
before, but the plan for “Bridge the Gap” had a shorter time for preparation, and it 
was also more ambitious (with unfortunate costs, which will be discussed later). The 
plan involved presentations by guest speakers, small group discussions, and a panel 
discussion with the speakers.

• An iterative endeavour, with plenty of disagreements: There were extensive 
consultations with the discussion partners and discussions among Clarence and Jin 
Yao, which led to three pre-event disagreements (the chosen option is underlined):

- Two concurrent speaker sessions, or one combined session?
- Train facilitators for the small group discussions, or leave groups to self-manage?
- Length of the discussion (set at two-and-a-half hours).



Discussion Structure
Three-Segment Discussion Structure

Segment One
Guest Speaker Sharing

(10am to 10.45am)

• Setting the background.

Segment Two
Small Group Discussions

(10.45am to 11.45am)

• Assigning self-managing 
roles.
• Personal experiences, 

privilege, and 
disadvantage.
• Policy- or community-

based solutions.

Segment Three
Guest Speaker Sharing
Panel Discussion
(11.45am to 12.30pm)

• Personal experiences 
and the way forward.
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Speaker Profiles and Perspectives
Speaker Profiles

First segment: Whether Singapore has an 
inequality or class divide problem.

Sandra Davie
Senior Education Correspondent, The Straits Times

Dr. Leong Chan-Hoong
Senior Research Fellow and Head, IPS Social Lab, Institute of Policy 
Studies

Associate Professor Ho Kong Weng
Associate Professor of Economics (Education), School of Economics, 
Singapore Management University

Associate Professor Irene Ng
Associate Professor of Social Work, Director of the Social Service 
Research Centre, National University of Singapore

Chan Lai Fung
Permanent Secretary (Education), Ministry of Education

Third segment: Focus on personal 
experiences, and especially on 
(community) projects or endeavours.

Amanda Chong
Lawyer, Poet, and Co-Founder of ReadAble

Ivy Tse
CEO, Halogen Foundation

Alvin Sheng Hui Tan
Head of Public Policy, South East Asia, Facebook



Speaker Profiles and Perspectives
Speaker Perspectives and Themes: “The Problems”

• Key phrases: The phrases across the eight speakers – besides “income inequality” 
and “social mobility” – include “demand for distribution”, “achievement gap”, and 
“inequality and happiness”. Key themes: (a) What is meant by “inequality”, given the 
socio-economic and political implications, has to be specified; (b) The social 
experience of inequality is important; and (c) Balance policies and community efforts.

• Sandra Davie, “Unequal Childhoods”: Traced the developmental trajectories of three 
children – Lim Qi, Nora, and Anna – and considered the importance of early 
childhood development and care as well as preparedness for primary school.

• Dr. Leong Chan-Hoong, “Social Divides, Emotionally, Psychologically and 
Geographically”: Considered whether geographical location and neighbourhoods
make a difference to subjective well-being.

Perspectives which could be attributed to individual speakers have been redacted.



Speaker Profiles and Perspectives
Speaker Perspectives and Themes: “The Problems”

• Prof. Ho Kong Weng, “Inequality and Happiness”: Explored the relationship between 
(perceived) inequality, happiness, and subjective well-being. Whether there is 
demand for redistribution in Singapore was also considered.

• Prof. Irene Ng: Covered themes related to social inequality – or the social experience 
of inequality – the illustrating the sites of social stratification: Neighbourhoods / 
homes, schools, hospitals, and workplaces. There was emphasis on educational 
stratification, on the unintended effects of streaming and differentiation.

• Chan Lai Fung: Argued that a widening achievement gap has two effects, in terms of 
impeding social mobility (to build a strong society) and of limiting social mixing. That 
parents will want to confer advantages to their children has to be understood, and 
the Ministry of Education has been focusing on the pre-school space.

Perspectives which could be attributed to individual speakers have been redacted.



Speaker Profiles and Perspectives
Speaker Perspectives and Themes: “The Solutions”

• Amanda Chong: Starting her sharing with her personal story of privilege, she 
stressed the narrative deficit in Singapore, or the sense of whether individuals from 
low-income or disadvantaged backgrounds are “protagonists of their own life”. It was 
added that these individuals are agents, not just problems.

• Ivy Tse: The work of Halogen Foundation, a youth development charity, includes 
leadership and entrepreneurship programmes, spanning the themes of character-
and mindset-building as well as skill-set work.

• Alvin Sheng Hui Tan: Reflected on the role of choice, circumstance, and community –
characterised as the three Cs – as both cause and solution to the challenges of 
income inequality and the class divide in Singapore.

Perspectives which could be attributed to individual speakers have been redacted.
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Data and Discussion Pointers
Profile of Participants and Three Sets of Participant Perspectives

• Profile of participants: A total of 180 sign-ups, with 149 attendees (136 
participants, eight speakers, and two organisers with three volunteers).

- Mean (average) age of 25.7 years, median age of 24.5, and modal age of 26.
- 86.1 per cent Chinese and 58.9 per cent male.
- 11.3 per cent live in a HDB 3-room flat or smaller.
- Approximately 16.7 to 22.2 per cent went through the polytechnic or ITE routes.
- Wide range of occupations, though “student” (25 per cent) and “civil / public 
servant” (five per cent) had the highest frequencies.

• Three sets of participant perspectives: They include the sign-up data (responses 
gathered through the registration form), the group discussion data (notes from the 
small group discussion), and the questions through Pigeonhole.



Data and Discussion Pointers
Participant Perspectives: Sign-Up Data

• Participants were encouraged to volunteer responses to three questions at the point 
of online registration. A simple text analysis yielded the following findings:

• Tell us your interest: “Income inequality” (seven cases), “demand for redistribution” 
(four), “social mobility” (four), “inequality and happiness” (three), “achievement gap” 
(three). Other individual terms: Social, happiness, and education.

• Is inequality / the class divide a problem?: “Big problem” (six cases), “huge 
problem” (five), “large extent” (five). Other individual terms: Poor, society, rich, 
education, future, opportunities, government, meritocracy, policies, and schools.

• Three solutions to the problem: “Minimum wage” (three cases), “social mixing” 
(three), and “social mobility” (three).



Data and Discussion Pointers
Participant Perspectives: Group Discussion Data

Format of small group discussions
• Assign self-managing roles (five minutes): Facilitator, timekeeper, and recorder.

• First segment (25 minutes): Personal experience, privilege, and disadvantage.
o Do you agree that Singapore has an inequality or class divide problem?
o Growing up, to what extent do you think you have been privileged or disadvantaged? Relatedly, 

was there a moment when you realised your privilege or disadvantage?
o Do you think your privilege or disadvantage will help or hinder you to achieve the things you want 

in life? What is the impact, if any? And what would you have done differently in the past, knowing 
your current status?

• Second segment (25 minutes): Policy- or community-based solutions.
o If you were in the government, what is the one policy you would change or implement?
o What do you think are some of the more effective community-based solutions?
o More broadly, what does equality look like?



Data and Discussion Pointers
Participant Perspectives: Group Discussion Data

Key themes from group discussion data
• The roles or responsibilities of the middle-class: “Middle class” and “middle 

income” were often flagged, in the context of how they could be involved – or even 
complicit – though some also mentioned possible burdens.

• Education was emphasised, especially pre-school education: “School” / “schools”, 
“education”, “students”, and “meritocracy” were some of the most common terms. 
The term “starting points” was used in this context to express that children or 
adolescents from low-income families may be disproportionately disadvantaged.

• The social experience of inequality: “Social mixing”, “social”, and ”perception” were 
frequently used, to make the point about the lived experience of inequality.



Data and Discussion Pointers
Participant Perspectives: Question-and-Answer / Pigeonhole Data



Data and Discussion Pointers
Participant Perspectives: Question-and-Answer / Pigeonhole Data



Data and Discussion Pointers
Summa Summarum: More Questions to Questions

• Shared perspectives from speakers and participants:

Substantively: How should inequality be understood and defined, more precisely? 
What is the social experience of inequality, and how should it be shared and 
communicated? When crafting solutions, what is the balance between government 
policies and community efforts, and what is the role of the middle-class? And to what 
extent is the focus on education – as a problem and a solution – justified?

Operationally (in terms of the discussion): How do we engage participants of more 
diverse backgrounds? Should individuals from low-income or disadvantaged 
backgrounds be included, and if so, how? 

• More questions to questions in the way forward.
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The Way Forward
Feedback

Format of discussion
• Better and more substantive interactions between speakers and participants (for 

speakers to be challenged, in particular about their presentations).
• Lengthening the session, while at the same time focusing on sub-topics.
• Much better management of the small group discussions. Consider also the tension 

between self-management and more action-oriented sessions.

The next steps, or future discussions
• Even deeper drives on more specific sub-topics, and more action-oriented sessions. 

The problem of inequality or the class divide has been oversimplified.
• Improve diversity of participants, without objectification of particular groups.
• Consider moving beyond education, instead of focusing on it as a silver bullet. Other 

themes include broader economic, labour, and redistribution policies.



The Way Forward
Feedback

Questions (more questions to questions)
• Is the inclusion of establishment figures productive or counter-productive?
• Composition of the speaker line-up and the exposition of the sub-topics (on 

“epistemology and complexity”, in the words of a participant). This relates to how the 
researchers or the policymakers understand and work on the issue of inequality.

• What is the role of advocacy, not just in terms of community organising or 
coordinating volunteer projects, but also in terms of lobbying the government.
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