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Introduction 
Traditional functional career models that offer 30-year “lifelong” employment (Deloitte 

Insights, 2021) in congruence with linear corporate ladders are falling apart, and people are 
embracing the corporate lattice method: “a career progression with varied paths of growth”, one 
open to exploring diverse career choices, developing new skills, and pursuing continued growth 
(Oppong, 2021), departing from ideas of having one company for life. This can be attributed to 
careers moving at a speed likened to conveyor belts, where the skills required at the workplace 
are changing at a breakneck speed, with the half-life of skills shortening in an increasingly 
disruptive and uncertain world (Clark, 2018). The traditional front-loading education model will no 
longer be sufficient to prepare the workers for a lifetime of employment in jobs that perhaps do 
not exist yet (Chia & Sheng, 2022), hence a new model of learning where work and education 
are rotated over the course of one’s career is needed. Workers need to become lifelong learners 
to remain relevant and in demand in a rapidly changing workplace. “Lifelong learning” is 
envisioned as a cradle-to-grave endeavour—ongoing pursuit of knowledge and learning, 
involving learning from childhood till adulthood, throughout an individual’s life (Broschart, 1977; 
Cropley, 1980; Jackson, 2003). 

Knowles (1990) made a distinction between learning in childhood and learning in adulthood 
based on presumptions about the learners and the teaching-learning process. Learning for the 
sake of learning is a less frequent motivator. Most adults learn because they want to utilise the 
knowledge, not only because they love learning or want to acquire it (Aslanian & Brickell, 1980). 
Adults’ self-directed learning activities were personal education endeavours driven by issues in 
their lives rather than merely random acts to fill up their free time (Roberson & Merriam, 2005). 
Therefore, adult learning is usually life-centred and a shift in circumstances would serve as the 
impetus for engaging in learning. 

Experts believe that we are increasingly approaching a skill-based workforce, resulting in 
employers valuing skillsets more than pedigree (Estrada, 2020). Many studies have shown the 
impact of learning on workers. Learning helps workers to keep pace with the evolving changes 
of the societies, enhancing their employment and employability, preparing them for the jobs of 
tomorrow, and promoting their social mobility (Eurostat, 2021; Laal & Salamati, 2012). Training 
and learning have been found to have positive and significant effects on wage growth (Bartel, 
1995; Myers et al., 2014), and higher pay is typically given to workers who invest in new skills 
(Field, 2012). 

Adult learning is in overall decline across the OECD countries, especially with the induced 
shutdown of economic activity during the pandemic, decreasing workers’ participation in 
workplace learning by an average of 18% (OECD, 2021). It is also disproportionately taken up 
by more highly skilled individuals rather than low skilled individuals or those from poor socio-
economic backgrounds who will more likely reap greater rewards from learning. If the 
aforementioned trend persists,  older and particularly lower-skilled workers will be especially 
vulnerable in a future labour market that is likely to place a premium on learning, exacerbating 
skills polarisation. 

In recent years, there has been an increasing shift towards the provision of ongoing 
education and training opportunities to help workers stay current with the ever-changing 
marketplace. Several regions such as Europe, China, and Southern Africa have embarked on 
the journey of embedding lifelong learning within higher education and fostering a culture of 
lifelong learning in the countries through initiatives such as the adoption of learning cities 
framework (UNESCO, 2021), training older workers in digital skills (Ogg, 2021), and educators 
to walk the talk as lifelong learners (Niu & Liu, 2021). Despite these efforts, common challenges 
faced in implementing these initiatives include (1) difficulty in training and learning for older 
workers due to digitalisation and new technologies (Ogg, 2021); (2) marginalised and 
disadvantaged groups not having equal access to training and learning opportunities (Maruatona, 
2021); (3) gaps between education and industry needs (Rotatori et al., 2020) and (4) employers 
not being supportive in workers’ training (Woetzel et al., 2021). 

To prepare a career-resilient and future ready workforce to meet changing economic 
demands in a global economy, Singapore has always been investing in the development of its 
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which can account for career stagnations that workers with a mean age of 48 years face 
(Randstad, 2020). 

There is also inequality in access to training for workers, with priority given to workers who 
are regarded as having high potential as compared to workers with a skills gap (Yang et al., 
2022). These findings highlight the irony where workers who are already performing well in their 
jobs get the opportunity for further training to get even better at their jobs, whereas workers who 
need training are not given the same opportunity for training. Yang et al. (2021) found that 
investment in training by workers also increases with previous participation. Those that 
participated in training previously would allocate more time and money on learning/upskilling 
when given additional resources, than those who did not participate in training. 

 
Lack of Awareness of Training and Learning by Workers and Employers 

While businesses are aware of the need for workforce and company transformation to remain 
relevant and competitive, a lot of them are unsure where to begin (Ang, 2021). Other than the 
high financial costs to send workers for training, employers in Singapore face difficulties 
identifying relevant courses or workshops for their workers and matching workers to the 
appropriate training opportunities (Yang et al., 2022). 

A study by Yang et al. (2021) found that the top three barriers workers in Singapore faced in 
attending training are the lack of time, lack of money, and lack of awareness of relevant training 
programmes. Out of those who did not attend training, 53.2% of them faced challenges identifying 
suitable courses to attend. In the same study, in-depth follow-up interviews alluded to the need 
for an improvement in the presentation of training schemes and training courses, so as to prevent 
people from getting deterred due to information fatigue. An interviewee shared that “Training is 
extremely important as it allows you to gain an in-depth understanding and streamline processes 
using the domain knowledge...however, there is an information overload when it comes to 
courses and schemes” (Yang et al., 2021). 

While employers and workers often cite the lack of money as the key barrier to training, this 
was not supported by the findings of two studies conducted by Yang et al. (2021, 2022). An 
exogenous increase in disposable income did not translate to an increase in funds allocated to 
training by workers. Out of those who did not participate in training due to a lack of money, when 
given an additional $1,000 per month, 54.6% did not allocate any additional money to 
learning/upskilling. On the other hand, the utilisation of training-related initiatives by employers 
remained low at an average of 14%, despite the considerable strides Singapore has taken 
towards the development of lifelong learning with the SkillsFuture movement. These insights 
shed light that targeting training participation through solely increasing monetary incentives can 
be limited in its effectiveness, as money may not be the true barrier. 

 

Rethinking Training and Learning 
Countries can no longer rely solely on formal education to help individuals develop the right 

mix of skills for success in work and life because a lifelong effort is needed to continuously raise 
the skills of the workers (OECD & ILO, 2018). Identifying tomorrow’s skills is crucial but the 
prediction of the skills needed is always challenging. This is especially the case in this 
increasingly Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, Ambiguous (VUCA) world when we cannot accurately 
forecast how the industry will change and how businesses will transform. Some governments in 
the advanced economies have resorted to picking industries for further investment in 
technologies and innovation (e.g., Netherlands’ Top Sectors, Germany’s industries 4.0, etc.). By 
doing so, policymakers hope to keep a tab on the pulse of skills demand, while banking on the 
innovation-led internationalisation of products and services to generate jobs. Although this 
strategy may give one a certain handle on the creation of a skilled workforce for immediate and 
near-term industrial needs, this is not sufficient for the long-term. 
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A paradigm shift in the thinking of adult training and learning is still needed and new 
approaches are required to provide more opportunities for workers to learn throughout their 
careers, enhancing their employment and employability. 

For a start, the training and learning of workers could be framed around the 3Cs perspective: 
(1) Core—with workers’ training and learning needs at the core; (2) Critical—training and learning 
are critical and imperative for every worker to stay relevant; and (3) Community—training and 
learning is cultivated in the community and made accessible for all workers through close 
partnerships with relevant stakeholders. Building on these 3Cs, the following three 
recommendations are proposed to foster training and learning opportunities for workers, that may 
help alleviate the above-mentioned challenges. 

All three recommendations are built on the 3Cs (see Table 1), where workers’ needs are 
prioritised and placed at the core. The Multi-Way Mentoring Ecosystem (Recommendation 1) 
creates critical learning opportunities for workers to exchange and gain relevant and greater 
social capital, whereby its initiative, mutual or flash mentoring, creates an ecosystem, supported 
not by one, but a larger community of workers from different networks. Leveraging Company 
Training Committees (CTCs) for company and workforce transformation (Recommendation 2) 
also taps and deepens collaboration between companies and unions to collectively identify 
imperative skills and learning areas so that workers are upskilled in tandem with company 
transformation. The validation and recognition of skills acquired through non-formal and informal 
learning (Recommendation 3) will allow employers to tap into a broader talent pool and identify 
individuals who possess the desired skills, even if they acquired them outside of traditional 
educational settings. 
 

Table 1  
Mapping of Recommendations and Challenges of Training and Learning 

 3Cs: Core, Critical and Community 

 
Recommendation 1. 
Multi-Way Mentoring 

Ecosystem 

Recommendation 2. 
Collaborative Ecosystem: 

Leveraging Company 
Training Committees for 
Company and Workforce 

Transformation 

Recommendation 3. 
Recognition of Skills 

Acquired Through Non-
Formal and Informal 

Learning Including Micro-
Credentials 

Skills gaps of workers P P P 

Inequality in 
participation in 

training 
P P P 

Lack of awareness of 
training and learning P P  

 
Multi-Way Mentoring Ecosystem 

The workplace is changing at an unprecedented rate and for the first time, we can see four 
generations working side by side: Baby Boomers, Generation X, Millennials, and Generation Z. 
These changes have brought about new challenges, as human resources grapple with not just 
managing the needs of different generations, but more importantly, new opportunities for 
workplace synergy. Learning is no longer confined to the four walls of the classroom. One way 
in which we can bring learning outside the classroom and create that synergy at the workplace 
is to further develop the practice of professional mentoring through a multi-way mentoring 
ecosystem. 

The benefits from professional mentoring are extensive. According to MENTOR (2022), 
young people who have mentors are 130% more likely to hold leadership positions. Mentorships 
are also especially beneficial for the career development of entry-level female professionals. 
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shaping the skills system, so that it works for both employers and workers (Federal Institute for 
Vocational Education and Training [BIBB], 2021; German Economic Institute, 2018). A study by 
Yang et al. (2022) has shown that it is statistically significant that unionised companies are more 
likely to send their employees for training as compared to non-unionised companies in Singapore. 

The CTC initiative was launched by the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) in 
Singapore in 2019 to deepen collaborations between unions and companies in identifying skills 
and training needed to help workers stay relevant in tandem with business transformation. CTCs 
bring employers and unions together to redesign and preserve jobs amidst restructuring, weaning 
companies off the impractical expectation of new “plug and play” workers who come on board 
seamlessly. Over 1,000 CTCs have been set up as of July 2022, covering 28 industry sectors. 
From 2020 to Q1 2022, over 96,000 workers from participating CTCs have gone through relevant 
training offered by the NTUC’s Training and Placement ecosystem (Ng, 2022). NTUC’s Training 
and Placement ecosystem—comprising NTUC’s Employment and Employability Institute (e2i), 
NTUC LearningHub (LHUB), NTUC Industry Training and Transformation (IT&T), and the Ong 
Teng Cheong Labour Leadership Institute (OTCi), is a one-stop intermediary to operationalise 
business and workforce transformation, as well as to better serve workers’ training and jobs 
matching needs. Companies that require help with workforce and business transformation will be 
able to tap on the $70 million grant provided by the government to raise productivity, redesign 
jobs, and upskill workers. Having a stronger enterprise and workforce capabilities will in turn 
provide better jobs and better wages for our workers. 

Through leveraging the CTCs and Training and Placement ecosystem of NTUC, 
partnerships can also be strengthened among the relevant stakeholders including the employers, 
unions, government agencies, and Institutes of Higher Learning, to enhance the national training 
ecosystem and broaden the impact of training and learning on workers. By working together, 
these stakeholders can create a holistic and responsive training ecosystem that meets the needs 
of both the industry and the workers and ensures that workers are equipped with the necessary 
skills and knowledge to stay employable in the rapidly changing world of work.  

 
Recognition of Skills Acquired Through Non-Formal and Informal Learning Including 
Micro-Credentials 

There are still many difficulties to assess workers’ competencies for a job using only their 
qualifications. Credentials or professional certifications do not say much about workers’ practical 
skills and know-how. Moreover, the changes brought about by the Fourth Industrial Revolution 
make it even more difficult to know if former training will be relevant in future labour markets. Job 
scopes constantly evolve, and formal educational requirements will no longer be sufficient to 
assess a potential candidate. 

Many workers now acquire their skills through non-formal learning, e.g., self-paced learning 
using online resources, mobile learning, mentoring, and peer-coaching. There is also a 
proliferation of micro-credentials that are considered a new way to acquire skills that meet labour 
market needs through flexible, short, and timely training. According to Presant (2020), micro-
credentials are marketed as facilitating transition in life and work at many points, including 
entering and exiting formal education programmes, entering the workforce, moving up career 
ladders, and switching across jobs and industries. 

Despite the growing trend of micro-credentials, online learning and mobile learning, their 
impact is limited thus far, and workers will not invest sufficiently in them unless skills acquired 
from these non-formal learning are recognised by employers. Employers would first need to 
understand what a “micro-credential” is and view them as roadmaps in representing skills their 
workers (or prospective employee) have attained. 

Some countries such as Denmark and Finland already have well-established systems for 
validation of non-formal and informal learning, where they focus on learning outcomes, 
regardless of where, when, and how these have been acquired, when devising qualifications. 
Recognition and validation of non-formal and informal learning may serve to help recruit and 
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Introduction 
In recent years, the Singapore government has made worker upskilling and reskilling a 

centrepiece of its manpower policy. Against the background of rapid technological change and 
globalisation, workers can no longer simply rely on education and skills gained from their pre-
employment school years to stay relevant in their careers (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014). Instead, 
the current economic era—known as the Fourth Industrial Revolution—demands that workers 
pursue lifelong learning and continually adapt in a variety of work environments (Schwab, 2016). 
However, lifelong learning is not just an economic imperative for Singapore. It is also a social 
imperative. Continuing Education and Training (CET) is viewed by the government as a means 
to forge an inclusive society, where all Singaporeans, regardless of their formal education level, 
can maximise their potential and feel valued for their contributions (Shanmugaratnam, 2014). 
Indeed, CET presents an opportunity for all workers—and non-professionals, managers, 
executives, and technicians (non-PMETs) in particular—to level up and move to more fulfilling 
jobs. 

 

Non-PMETs in the Workforce 
Non-PMETs comprised about 36% of the resident workforce in 2022 (Ministry of Manpower, 

2023a), reflecting their decreasing share of the total workforce over the past few years as 
compared to PMETs. The COVID-19 pandemic revealed the precarity of non-PMETs vis-à-vis 
their PMET counterparts. During the pandemic, a higher proportion of non-PMETs lost their jobs 
as many of them were in industries heavily affected by the COVID-19 economic shutdown, such 
as accommodation, retail trade, and food and beverages services (Ministry of Manpower, 2020a). 
While the resident unemployment rate among PMETs rose by 0.6 percentage points to 3.5% 
from June 2019 to June 2020, the increment more than doubled among non-PMETs who saw 
their unemployment rate increased by 1.7 percentage points to 6.4% in the same period (S. -A. 
Tan, 2020). However, despite their vulnerability, a lower proportion of non-PMETs in the private 
sector was provided structured training by their employers from 2010 to 2021, compared to 
PMETs (Ministry of Manpower, 2022b). A similar trend of lower non-PMET training involvement 
can be observed in many industrialised countries (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2003). In addition, non-PMETs, who are disproportionately represented by older 
workers and those with lower educational attainment, were less likely to reskill themselves in the 
face of workplace changes (Boo, 2023; Institute of Policy Studies, 2023). This has not escaped 
the Singapore government’s attention. As noted by Senior Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam, 
“blue-collar and ordinary white-collar workers” were more likely to stagnate in their career than 
PMETs, and therefore “equal opportunities for quality learning” should be afforded to them and 
other segments of the workforce (Teng & Ng, 2022). This effort is especially urgent, considering 
that non-PMETs are less likely to find meaning and purpose in work compared to other workers, 
with negative consequences on their career and personal outlook (Ang, 2023; Boo, 2023; Institute 
of Policy Studies, 2023). How can we then encourage greater training participation among non-
PMETs? This paper aims to examine existing initiatives to encourage skills upgrading among 
non-PMETs, and recommend policy measures to make training accessible to as many non-
PMETs as possible. 

 

Analysis of Supply-Side Policies 
Singapore’s CET landscape has been enhanced under the SkillsFuture, a national 

movement to provide all Singaporeans the opportunities to develop their fullest potential and 
promote skills mastery throughout life, regardless of their starting point (SkillsFuture Singapore, 
2022). The Singapore CET Masterplan was refreshed in 2014 to focus on “building deep 
expertise in the Singapore workforce”, “enabling individuals to make informed learning and career 
choices”, and “developing…a wide range of high-quality learning opportunities” (Ministry of 
Manpower, 2020b). 34 CET centres have been established—encompassing Institutes of Higher 
Learning (IHLs), National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) LearningHub, non-profit 
organisations, and private training providers—offering Singapore Workforce Skills Qualifications 
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(WSQ) courses for a wide range of industries (SkillsFuture Singapore, 2020). However, to what 
extent are the training opportunities known and accessible to non-PMETs? Tripartite leaders 
agree that Singapore workers generally need more help to identify the skills they lack and 
qualifications needed (Ng, 2022). Yang et al. (2022) found that workers with skills gaps were not 
seen by employers as the top priority for training, compared to workers with high potential. In 
another research, workers reported lack of financial resources and time as key barriers to 
attending self-initiated training (National Trades Union Congress, 2023). All these represent a 
missed opportunity for skills upgrading for non-PMETs, who are more likely to benefit from 
training through a post-attendance pay rise or promotion (Hoskins & Facchinello, 2018; Ministry 
of Manpower, 2006). The evidence points to a need for a more concerted effort to promote 
training for non-PMETs—whether employer-supported or self-initiated. 

This is not to say that the government has no specific programmes targeting the skills 
development of non-PMETs. The Progressive Wage Model (PWM), Workfare, and Rank-and-
File (RnF) training schemes all aim to support the upgrading of non-PMETs’ skills—but these 
programmes do not cover all non-PMETs. The PWM ties wage increases to skills and productivity 
growth for low-wage workers in selected sectors, mapping out a clear career and training pathway 
for them (Ministry of Manpower, 2023b). However, PWM is compulsory only in the cleaning, 
security, and landscape sectors where the government has regulatory levers over its 
implementation, through company licensing. While PWM would be expanded to other sectors 
and occupational groups such as food services, waste management, and administrators and 
drivers in 2023, it is unlikely that employers would adopt this requirement voluntarily, partly 
because companies fear that paying better wages would increase costs and lead to them being 
outbid for tender projects (Sapari & Pitchay, 2022). The Workfare Skills Support (WSS) provides 
financial incentives for low-wage workers to attend training, and funding for companies to finance 
the absentee payroll (Workforce Singapore, 2023). However, not all non-PMETs qualify for WSS, 
as eligibility is limited to low-wage workers earning S$2,500 or below per month. The RnF training 
programmes allow non-PMETs the opportunity to attend training and be offered placement or 
attachment in a participating company (Workforce Singapore, 2021). Still, many non-PMETs are 
excluded because the programmes are only applicable to workers who wish to change careers 
and enter a substantially different job role.  

 

Analysis of Demand-Side Measures 
The government has been exhorting companies—especially home-grown small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs) that, together, employ 70% of the workforce (S. L. Tan, 2022; Yahya, 2013)—
to undergo transformation to improve productivity, expand their businesses, and create quality 
jobs (Choo, 2021). As a corollary, worker training—whether for non-PMETs or PMETs—is 
regarded by the government as a major enabler of transformation efforts. Training has been 
shown to be positively correlated with productivity (Black & Lynch, 1996; S. -A. Tan, 2021) and 
is promoted as a prerequisite for sustainable wage growth (National Wages Council, 2022). In 
their 2022/2023 guidelines, the tripartite National Wages Council (NWC) called upon employers 
and employees to “take decisive steps” to “transform jobs and invest in upskilling” the workforce, 
including RnF workers (National Wages Council, 2022, p. 6). An important lever to company 
transformation and training efforts is the NTUC Company Training Committee (CTC) programme. 
This is where companies form CTCs comprising management, worker, and union representatives 
to identify and drive areas for business transformation, tapping on tools in NTUC’s training and 
placement ecosystem and the S$70 million government-funded CTC Grant to implement 
transformation plans (Ong, 2022; V. P. L. Tan & Liw, 2022). Nevertheless, while CTCs are a 
forward-looking and innovative platform to drive training and business transformation, more focus 
is needed on non-PMETs who most urgently need help in the face of transformation efforts. 

Besides tapping government subsidies to fund reskilling and upskilling opportunities for 
employees, companies have been encouraged to learn about emerging career trends and in-
demand skills to prepare their workers—including non-PMETs—for changes in job functions 
(National Wages Council, 2022). Indeed, SkillsFuture Singapore (SSG) releases publications 
such as the Jobs-Skills Quarterly Insights and the annual Skills Demand for the Future Economy 





Upskilling for Non-PMETs: Challenges and Opportunities in the Policy Landscape | 111

Discussions and Recommendations 
The Singapore government recognises the importance of upskilling and reskilling non-PMET 

workers, placing this on top of its manpower policy agenda. Nevertheless, more could be done 
to make training accessible to as many non-PMETs as possible, with the involvement of industry 
and Labour Movement partners. Only then could Singapore truly be a “meritocracy of skills” 
(Desker, 2016), as envisioned by Senior Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam. This paper lists 
five recommendations to create a more conducive policy environment for non-PMET training. 

First, as in the Danish example, there needs to be a mechanism in Singapore where industry 
demand for specific skills is efficiently relayed to the education system—including CET centres, 
IHLs, and private training providers—so that all workers would know which skills are in demand 
and could be trained for, in anticipation of filling a new role. This should also allow for industry 
involvement in shaping CET courses, and the education system to project future skill needs. 
Singapore is taking nascent steps towards this direction through the appointment of Jobs-Skills 
Integrators (JSITs) as announced by Deputy Prime Minister Lawrence Wong at the 2023 Annual 
Budget (Ministry of Finance, 2023). The JSIT pilot would be launched in three sectors: precision 
engineering, wholesale trade, and retail (Ministry of Education, 2023). To ensure that JSIT would 
benefit non-PMETs, the programme should be extended to other sectors with a high proportion 
of non-PMETs such as manufacturing, construction, accommodation and food services, and arts, 
entertainment, and recreation. 

Second, PWM should be expanded to other sectors and occupational groups in Singapore, 
and be made compulsory beyond the cleaning, security and landscape industries, so that a larger 
number of non-PMETs could benefit from a structured career and training pathway. As a 
corollary, more should be done to promote “best sourcing” (Ministry of Manpower, 2022a), where 
companies grant service contracts based on performance and quality, rather than just on price. 
A study of Singapore’s private security services industry found that the “institutional logics” of 
awarding contracts to the lowest bidder perpetuate a “low-skills equilibrium” among companies 
who did not see the need to train their security officers beyond the stipulated bare minimum (Gog, 
2015, p.110). At the root of the issue is how much are Singaporeans willing to pay for the true 
cost of quality services and support fair wages. This would involve recognising that each and 
every worker and trade have their own unique contributions to society, and must be valued. 

Third, training should be customised and targeted to our non-PMETs, considering their 
learning styles, need for schedule flexibility and the observation that they would rarely seek 
training themselves. As in the Norwegian case study, microlearning, where workers are provided 
with “daily, bite-sized chunks of content” (International Labour Organization, 2019), as well as 
the recognition of skills gained from non-formal and informal learning, should be promoted to 
encourage training among non-PMETs. Singapore is making progress on this front with the 
recent introduction of the Workplace Skills Recognition (WPSR) Programme, where workers can 
undergo on-the-job learning and have their skills certified by assessors (Ministry of Education, 
2023). Moving forward, more companies should be encouraged to get on board the programme, 
and different modes of testing, for example, through informal conversations, should be introduced 
to make training and certification more appealing to non-PMETs.  

Fourth, Singapore trade unions could play a stronger role in advocating the training needs 
of non-PMETs, like their Danish counterparts. For example, our trade unions could work with 
companies to obtain the skills and career profile of non-PMET workers, and relay the information 
to NTUC’s training and placement ecosystem for a needs analysis. In addition, the terms in the 
CTC memorandum of understanding or the collective agreement should specifically highlight the 
upskilling of non-PMETs—who are most at risk of job redundancies—as a core priority. For 
example, the terms could call for training targets to be set, and for protected training time and 
training leave for non-PMETs. Importantly, for such committees to more effectively champion the 
skills advancement of non-PMETs, RnF workers need to be represented among the members, 
and formalised human resource (HR) policy should explicitly call for non-PMET upskilling 
(Wotschack, 2019). 

Fifth, the Singapore Labour Movement could work with employers and the government to 
set up a mentorship programme for non-PMETs where they would receive personalised guidance 
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Introduction 
There is a strategic national need to ensure that essential services in Singapore such as 

water and power are safeguarded. If the current challenges facing skilled essential trades are not 
addressed, there would be a critical lack of local expertise in these sectors. One of these essential 
services is plumbing. Focussing on this particular sector, this think piece considers the question: 
how might we professionalise the sector in Singapore, addressing the challenges faced by the 
sector and, above all, attracting more local talent to this trade? What new frameworks can create 
clear career pathways for these skilled essential workers? Taking a broader perspective, how 
might workers in skilled trades professions benefit from structured skills training that will lead to 
better career prospects and salaries? With more than 50,000 locals plying skilled essential trades 
including plumbers, electricians, and air-conditioning and mechanical ventilation (ACMV) 
mechanics, there is value to look into these trades to create substantial impact for our workforce.   

To develop this think piece, the Industry Partnership Group’s Built Environment and 
Planning, Strategy and Data Analysis teams of the National Trades Union Congress’ Employment 
and Employability Institute (NTUC’s e2i) surveyed the international literature and integrated the 
experiences and insights gained by the teams during the sectoral operation and technology road-
mapping exercise conducted in March 2021. To contextualise and validate the insights, the team 
also held consultations with officers from the Public Utilities Board (PUB) and the Building and 
Construction Authority (BCA) in January 2023, and worked closely with NTUC’s Industry Training 
and Transformation, Economic Policy department and U Small and Medium Enterprises (U SME).  

The next few sections cover the plumbing landscape in Singapore, an international scan of 
Canada, the USA, and Singapore, and discuss the insights alongside recommendations.  

 

Review of the Plumbing Sector in Singapore 
The vast majority of plumbing companies appear to be small companies. Under the BCA 

Directory, there are 382 plumbing companies that are able to do public projects (Building and 
Construction Authority, 2023). Registration requires 1 full-time licensed plumber (LP) as 
employee, with employer-declared salary of more than $2,000 per month. 60 companies are 
members of Singapore Plumbing Society (SPS).  

In Singapore’s context, LPs are at the pinnacle of their trade (synonymous with the 
Professional Engineers accreditation) and rarely perform groundwork themselves (Public Utilities 
Board, 2023). Instead, LPs are needed for major works, while non-LPs perform simpler works. 
LPs must have 2 years of relevant industry experience, and the relevant BCA Certificate or 
National Institute of Technical Education Certificate (Nitec) from Institute of Technical Education 
(ITE) or Diploma/Degree (PUB, 2023). Typically, LPs perform a supervisory role that oversees, 
conducts random inspections or checks, or signs off on work performed by non-LPs, such as 
handymen, to certify that their work is accomplished in accordance with PUB’s requirements. LPs 
are needed for large-scale, high-value construction projects including public projects, regulated 
water service, and sanitary works. Other major works include installation or replacement of 
electric storage water heaters, underground water service, and supply pipes.  

On the other hand, non-LPs can service other areas of work, such as water service work. 
This includes replacement and/or removal work including any tap/mixer, pipe between a stop 
valve and instantaneous water heater, and parts of flushing system. They can also do sanitary 
work, including installation, replacement, and/or removal of sinks, bathtubs, and urinals, including 
any fitting trap or any pipe connecting the urinal to a urinal trap, or even clearing any blockage in 
any floor trap, water closet, or sanitary appliance.  

According to aggregated data from PUB, there are more than 1,000 LPs in Singapore of 
which 89% are aged 40 years and above. Most LPs hold vocational qualifications and a 
significant proportion of them (about 94%) are local workers. Refer to Table 1 for further 
information. In other words, the typical LP today is a mature or senior local worker who is a non-
degree holder.  
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