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The Pulse of SMEs: Skills Development, Meaningful Work, and
Empowerment

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are crucial to Singapore's economy, representing
99% of all enterprises and employing 71% of the workforce. The Pulse of SMEs explores
Singapore’s workforce landscape with a focus on SME employees’ career needs,
aspirations, and challenges. It identifies where SMEs are facing difficulties or making
strides in upskilling, motivating, and retaining talent.

A Strengths-Based Perspective: An Archetypal Analysis for Organisations

The study adopts a strengths-based perspective and applies archetypal
analysis, segmenting organisations into four archetypes based on company types,
employee size, and self-reported perception of their organisational growth:
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SME Growth SME Sustain LLE (Large Local MNC (Multinational
SMEs with employee SMEs with employee Enterprise) Corporation)
size between 50-200 size between 50-200 Companies with Companies with more

or less than S$100 or less than $$100 more than 200 than 200 employees
million annual million annual revenue, employees and more and more than $$100
revenue, focusing on prioritising maintaining than $$100 million million annual revenue,
expansion and scaling market position annual revenue, having operating on a global
a strong domestic scale
presence with limited
international reach

Note: Study surveyed other archetypes of SMEs (ie. SME Rebound and SME Decline). However, due to their smaller
sample sizes, analysis does not focus on these groups.



Challenges Faced by SMEs When Investing in Their Workforces

The majority of SME employees surveyed prefer to stay in their current company,
suggesting greater benefits for employers to invest in and develop their existing
workforce.
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82% Switch company/
Stay in current industry
job/company

However, SMEs faced 4 key challenges
preventing them from investing in their workforce:

00
[ 7§ 1Mt
Time spent away from Training expenses are a Sourcing for the right >40% of companies
work during training has concern for at least 30% courses to train thelr highlighted staff motivation
been a cause for of companies across all employees remains a and willingness to voluntarily
concern for companies archetypes challenge attend training as a

challenge faced

Lessons from SME Growth Companies

Despite challenges and limited resourcing, SME Growth companies still prioritise
skills development but through learning on-the-job more than formal training.

Lower Proportion of SME Growth Companies Use They Resolve This Issue Through
Formal Training Opportunities Promoting Informal Learning and OJT
855 SME Growth
70% _— 83% L7 72w 7% .
7 60% 52% SME Sustain
In-house training External courses Online learning SME SME LLE MNC LLE
growth sustaln
MNC

SME Growth companies drive learning through everyday interactions
(i.e. through feedback, observations, and experimentation)

SME Growth companies are able to engage employees with meaningful work,
which taps into deeper, non-monetary motivations beyond wages. Meaningful work
can effectively engage self-determined employees.



SME Growth Companies Offer More Work Autonomy SME Growth Companies Enable Meaningful Work

i 5% B = - i"" e find their work has been meaningful
40% 44% find their work has made a difference
I 4t find their work has contributed to society
Execution Work-related decision Work autonomy
independence latitude

o Employees in SME Growth companies exhibit higher career satisfaction where a higher
E proportion of employees have personal satisfaction, interest, and enthusiasm for their careers

SME Growth companies offer a shared vision for their workforce, empowering
decision-making at work, growing their careers, and fostering shared ownership and
belonging. This speaks to enhancing human capital development capabilities,
strengthening HR support, and encouraging more of such progressive HR practices.

SME Growth Cor ies | I ploy in Employees in SME Growth Companies
Decision-Making at Work Contribute Beyond Formal Resp ibilities
have been asked to participate in decisions help others when it's not part of their job
78% have been asked to suggest improvements 76% promote the company
87% indicate there is open communication in their company 80% help company to be a good place to be in

SME Growth Companies Promote Career Planning and Advancement

67%
38x% 37% 30% 37% At
22% 2o 20%

Internal promotions Clear career paths Superiors aware of Better career prospects
employee's career aspirations  than competitors

Key Recommendations

Cultivating a skilled, motivated, and engaged SME workforce that drives
organisational success needs a multi-faceted approach. Drawing on the research
findings, we recommend S-M-E:
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Skills Development: Pooling Meaningful Work: Empowerment:
shared support could help Enhancing employee career Enhancing human capital
SMEs develop and upskill satisfaction and retention by development capabilities,

their workforce designing more meaningful strengthening HR support, and
work, beyond financial encouraging more progressive
motivators HR practices
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NTUC Strategy recently successfully launched the fourth volume of NTUC’s Singapore
Labour Journal in November 2025! The theme of this edition is
“Diversity - Dignity - Drive”, which reflects the Labour Movement’s commitment to building
a workforce where every individual is valued. This reflects the Ordinary Delegates
Conference 2025 theme of a more representative Labour Movement, championing
workers’ interests, towards better jobs and better lives for all. Check out individual articles

from the latest Volume 4 here.

If you're interested in contributing an article to the Singapore Labour Journal, please
get in touch with us at: strategy@ntuc.org.sg

Explore other insights and resources on Labour Research here.
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https://alep-p-001.sitecorecontenthub.cloud/api/public/content/e271ccc3d47d42849df29e88a38f6220?v=2aa63b13#msdynmkt_trackingcontext=be2ddc2f-b9ee-462b-a3fa-f73cda3b0200
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EMPOWERMENT IN SINGAPORE

NTUC
Labour Alliance co-laB

"Young Voices, Work Futures: An NTUC-SMU Dialogue on Youth Employment in
Transition” brought policymakers, employers, academics, and graduands into the
same room on 11 February 2026 to discuss what several speakers described as a
“structural shift” in how young people enter the workforce. Organised with the support
of SMU and NTUC Youth, the dialogue created a platform for fresh perspectives and
collaborative discussion on the  future of  youth employment.

Hosted by NTUC Assistant Secretary-General Patrick Tay, the panel of speakers
highlighted that while Singapore’s labour market remains tight, opportunities for first-
time jobseekers are becoming more uneven. The other speakers included LAB
member and SMU Prof Sun Sun Lim; Workforce Singapore (WSG) Assistant Chief
Executive Ms Tracy Lee; LinkedIn Head of Public Policy SEA Ms Trisha Suresh, and
the Singapore University of Social Sciences (SUSS) Assoc Prof Justina Tan. The


https://www.ntuc.org.sg/uportal/resource-hub/all-reports/the-pulses-of-smes
https://www.ntuc.org.sg/uportal/resource-hub/all-reports/well-being-of-workers-in-singapore

Dialogue was moderated by SMU Asst Prof Cao Wenjia from the newly-launched
Resilient Workforce Institute.

Students and recent graduates asked the speakers for advice on how they could
secure an internship or a job, and shared concerns that Atrtificial Intelligence could be
disrupting junior roles.

The session concluded with a call for more experimental approaches to workforce
policy, including redesigned entry-level roles, stronger school-to-work bridges and
platforms for youth voices to shape labour reforms.

Insights from the Dialogue would feed into ongoing policy thinking and programme
design, and the session concluded with a call for stronger school-to-work bridges and
the importance of youths’ resilience and proactiveness in an evolving labour
landscape.

The illustration below captures the key insights and ideas exchanged during the
dialogue.
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Thank you for reading this issue of the Singapore Labour Research Digest!
Through this space, we aim to initiate discussions, promote debate, and advance our
understanding of labour issues. Feel free to share this newsletter with colleagues
who may find the resource relevant to their work.

Have feedback you would like to share or are interested in a research collaboration?
Get in touch with us at strategy@ntuc.org.sg.

Stay tuned for our next newsletter!

Presented by NTUC Strategy
If you would like to find out more about the team behind the research, click here!
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