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TABLE 1: FINDINGS AT A GLANCE6

MAKING THE CASE FOR WORK-LIFE 
EFFECTIVENESS IN SINGAPORE
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Work-life effectiveness is a key concern for 
employees in many Asian regions,1 where rapidly 
developing local economies and work cultures often 
require long hours and overtime.2 Despite global 
trends, work-life concerns play out differently within 
various cultural contexts, and companies need to 
localize their work-life approach within specific 
settings where they operate.3 Implementing work-
life programs requires the thoughtful integration of 
a global approach with local customs to ensure the 
strategies make sense in employees’ day-to-day 
lives.4 

In Expanding Work-Life Perspectives: Talent 
Management in Asia, Catalyst described the 
perspectives of 1,834 high-potential employees 
working in Asia and in the context of a U.S.- or 

European-based multinational organization. The 
findings showed that both women and men were 
highly driven and interested in getting ahead in their 
careers and articulated a strong interest in managing 
work and personal commitments effectively.  

In this country profile, we draw from the larger 
sample to spotlight the experiences of more 
than 300 high-potential employees working in 
Singapore, one of the fastest growing economies 
globally.5  Organizations in this region are also 
demonstrating increased interest in work-life 
concerns. Respondents in this study were referred 
by their respective companies as promising future 
leaders who are among the best and brightest 
employees.  
 

IMPORTANT HIGHLIGHTS

•	 Regardless of gender, future leaders in Singapore favor a dual work and family focus in prioritizing 
their work-life demands.

•	 While high-potentials in Singapore are satisfied with the way they are managing work and family 
demands and with the supports that their companies offer, current flexibility programs do not fully 
meet their needs.

•	 Long hours and job pressures still affect high-potential women’s work experiences and their career 
goals, suggesting the need for companies to consider how current work cultures and work-life 
policies fit the experiences of all their talent.

WOMEN AND MEN IN SINGAPORE WOMEN IN SINGAPORE

Reported a strong work-family (dual) focus.

Aspired to move to jobs with higher levels of 
responsibility in the next few years. 

Reported that having a good fit between life on 
and off the job was very important to them and 
appreciated their companies’ flexibility offerings.

Were more likely to report that their current focus 
was on their family.

Were more likely to say they would stay at the 
same job level, and were less likely to aspire to 
very senior leadership roles.

Reported a considerable gap between their 
flexibility needs and what was available to them.
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Demographic and Cultural Elements
Singapore presents a unique case when it comes 
to work-life culture and experiences. Some 
demographic shifts are similar to those of many 
Western countries including, for example, the 
aging workforce and limited labor supply.7 These 
trends have led the local government to emphasize 
particular policies, such as programs for older 
workers, increased retirement age, and family 
incentives for women.8 Singapore also presents 
important similarities to other countries in Asia, such 
as top-down workplace structures that emphasize 
status and hierarchy, a work culture that favors long 
working hours, and a culturally diverse workforce 
with a mix of Chinese, Malay, and Indian customs.9 

Formalized Policies and Legislation
The Singapore government hopes that implementing 
effective work-life policies will alleviate the 
problems of falling fertility rates and a rapidly aging 
population.10  Leave policies include:
  
•	 Vacation: Employees generally receive seven 

to 14 days vacation.11

•	 Holidays: Employees receive anywhere from 
11 to 13 national holidays throughout the 
year.12

•	 Maternity Leave: New mothers receive 12 
to 16 weeks maternity leave, 13 eight weeks 
of which are for those women who have 
been employed at least 180 days.14 Pregnant 
women cannot work night shifts between 11 
p.m. and 6 a.m.15  

•	 Sick Leave: Employees are entitled to 
paid sick leave if they have worked for the 
employer for more than three months, notify 
their employer within 48 hours, and have a 
note from a doctor. The number of sick-leave 
days also depends upon employee tenure.16

Work-Life Grants and Awards
•	 The Work Life Works! Fund provides grants 

to firms to adopt flexible hours as part of 
their work-life balance programs. Fund 
resources are approximately S$20 million to 
assist companies with work-life programs 
and provide up to 80 percent coverage for 
program costs up to $20,000.17  

•	 Flexiworks! Fund is a program by the 
Singapore Workforce Development Agency 

(WDA) in partnership with the National Trade 
Union Congress (NTUC) and Singapore 
National Employers Federation (SNEF). 
It provides grant money to organizations 
that institute flexible work policies and hire 
new workers on part-time or flexible work 
schedules:18 
	x Companies can receive up to $10,000 
for instituting flexible work arrangements 
(stipulations apply).

	x Companies can receive up to $90,000 for 
recruiting workers for part-time or flexible 
work positions (stipulations apply).19

	x Costs covered include job redesign, 
consultancy, recruitment, training, 
equipment, or development of part-time or 
flexible working arrangements.20 

•	 Work-Life Excellence Award is a 
government-funded program that recognizes 
individual leaders and employers who are 
committed to their employees’ work-life 
effectiveness and, specifically, those who 
1) recognize the business case for work-
life effectiveness; 2) ensure that senior 
management, direct supervisors, and 
employees are all committed to promoting 
positive work-life experiences within the 
workplace; and 3) implement their work-life 
strategies effectively.21

	x Organizations are eligible for the Work-
Life Excellence Award. Individuals are 
eligible for the Work-Life Leadership 
Award. Winners can use the award logo for 
recruitment and publicity purposes for two 
years from the date of the Award. 22

Singaporean Work-Life Program 
Snapshots
•	 City Developments Limited: Thirty percent 

of staff can choose their hours (within a 
management-established limit).23

•	 Cherie Hearts Group International Pte Ltd:  
The largest childcare operator in Singapore, 
it offers telecommute options for managers 
and executives not involved in direct care 
who work at headquarters; other programs 
include bereavement, compassionate, 
emergency, marriage, paternity, sabbatical, 
study, and exam leave; staff recreation room 
at headquarters.24

The Work-Life Landscape in Singapore



EXPANDING WORK-LIFE PERSPECTIVES |  32  | Talent Management in Singapore

WOMEN

MEN51%

64%

27% 24% 22%
12%

WORKa DUAL FAMILYa

aSignificant differences for p<.05

Women and Men in Singapore Express High Levels of Work-Family 
Focus as Well as Interest in Advancing to Higher Job Levels
Though more than half of respondents (57 percent) reported that their current focus was on their job, a 
considerable number of respondents from Singapore indicated a dual (26 percent) or family focus (17 
percent) (Figure 1).28 Some gender differences emerged. Women (22 percent) were more likely than men (12 
percent) to say they were currently focusing on their family. Men (64 percent) were more likely than women 
(51 percent) to say their current focus was on their job. Notably, no gender differences were found among 
respondents who reported having a “dual” work and family focus.

•	 ABB Industry Pte Ltd: Flexible work 
schedules, including flexible start times; 
compassionate and unrecorded leave for 
family/personal emergencies, childcare, 
marriage, paternity, study/exam, and renewal 
leave; flexible benefits to fit employee 
lifestyles; robust health benefits, including 
wellness, educational, and recreational 
opportunities for individual employees and 
their families.25

•	 Merck Sharpe and Dohme: Compressed 
workweek or flexible hours for approximately 
half of employees; company gym and 
trainers; information kiosk computer terminal 
for employees whose work does not require 
a computer.26

•	 Singapore Power:  Holistic health program 
focusing on the well-being of employees, 

including financial, educational and personal 
development, as well as employee health-risk 
management; S$750 flex dollars to spend 
on lifestyle needs; recreational facilities and 
classes; lactation room; enterprise portal 
providing information about program events; 
online monthly newspaper; annual family day. 
Leave benefits include an additional seven 
days for marriage, paternity, compassionate, 
and exam leave; working parents of three 
or more children six years old or younger 
are eligible for six days of government-paid 
childcare leave per year, with women eligible 
for up to nine additional days of unpaid 
childcare leave; other flexible arrangements 
include staggered start-time and part-time 
schedule options.27 

•	

Figure 1: WORK, FAMILY, AND DUAL FOCUS (Singapore, by Gender)29
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Respondents expressed high levels of interest in moving further up in their careers. More than 80 percent 
of women and men reported they aspired to move to a higher-level position within the next five years.30  
Though the numbers are small, a larger percentage of women (16 percent) than men (8 percent) said that 
they preferred to stay at the same level (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: ASPIRATIONS FOR NEXT LEVEL, NEXT FIVE YEARS (Singapore, by 
Gender)

SAME LEVELa HIGHER LEVEL

WOMEN

MEN

83%
89%

1% 3%
16%

8%

aSignificant differences for p<.05

Gender differences also emerged in terms of which career levels respondents were hoping to achieve in 
their careers overall. Men (62 percent) were more likely than women (40 percent) to say that they were 
aspiring to senior executive or CEO roles. Women (49 percent) were more likely than men (34 percent) to 
say they would prefer middle-managerial or non-managerial roles (11 percent and 4 percent respectively). 

Regardless of these differences, both women and men who had reduced their career aspirations cited long 
hours, job pressures, and the stress that these pressures and hours may cause on important relationships 
as the reasons for their decisions.31 

LOWER LEVEL
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aSignificant differences for p<.05

WOMEN

MEN

40%

62%

49%

34%

11% 4%

EASY NOT EASY

WOMEN

MEN

55%
61%

45%
39%

Figure 3: ASPIRATIONS, CAREER OVERALL (Singapore, by Gender)

High Potentials Report High Effectiveness at Managing Work and 
Personal Demands 
Regardless of gender, respondents reported highly positive ratings regarding their ability to manage 
their work and personal lives (Figure 4).32 Fifty-five percent of women and 61 percent of men found 
managing work and personal demands “easy.”

Figure 4: MANAGING WORK AND PERSONAL LIFE (Singapore, by Gender)

SENIOR 
EXECUTIVE/CEOa

MIDDLE
MANAGERa

NON-
MANAGERIALa
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Furthermore, respondents’ ratings of work-life fit were especially high; 96 percent of women and men said 
that having a good fit between work and personal life was very important to them, while less than 5 percent 
rated work-life fit as unimportant or of low relevance at this stage in their lives.

Figure 5: IMPORTANCE OF WORK-LIFE FIT (Singapore, by Gender)

NOT 
IMPORTANT

SOMEWHAT
IMPORTANT

VERY 
IMPORTANT

96% 96%

0.6% 0.7% 4% 3%

WOMEN

MEN
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Possibly linked to their ability to manage work and personal life, women and men also gave very high 
ratings to the flexibility options offered by their companies (Figure 6). More than 70 percent of women and 
men said that their companies provided enough flexibility to manage work and personal demands.

Figure 6: COMPANY PROVIDES ENOUGH FLEXIBILITY (Singapore, by Gender)

Despite the high levels of satisfaction with flexibility, the gap between respondents’ flexibility needs and 
their ratings of what their companies offered remains significant in this group.33  For about 80 percent 
(averaged among both women and men) of respondents (Figure 7), there was a gap between the amount 
of flexibility their companies provided and the flexibility they as employees needed to achieve a good fit 
between life on and off the job. These findings might suggest an implementation gap in terms of employees’ 
ability to fully use the flexibility that is provided to them at work.

DISAGREE

AGREE

WOMEN MEN

28%

72%

24%

76%
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Figure 7: GAP BETWEEN CURRENT WORKPLACE FLEXIBILITY AND WORK-LIFE 
NEEDS (Singapore, by Gender)

17%

83%

WOMEN

MEN

22%

78%

Workplace Meets/Exceeds 
Expectations

Workplace Does Not Meet 
Expectations
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INTEGRATING GLOBAL AND LOCAL 
CONCERNS INTO WORK-LIFE 
FLEXIBILITY PROGRAMS IN SINGAPORE 

NOTES ON WORK-LIFE NEEDS, CONCERNS, AND CHALLENGES OF WOMEN EMPLOYEES:

NOTES:

INSTRUCTIONS: This section includes questions on key dimensions to consider as you integrate both 
global and local concerns into an effective work-life flexibility program for your organization. Please review 
the questions, and note your answers in the space provided.

DEMOGRAPHIC AND WORK-LIFE PROFILE

What does your employee population look like in this region? Consider characteristics such as gender, age, 
location, and family status. Focus on those relevant to your location, industry, and business. 

What are the most prevalent work-life needs among your employees? What are their work-life concerns and 
challenges? Do these needs and concerns vary between women and men? If so, how?

NOTES ON WORK-LIFE NEEDS, CONCERNS, AND CHALLENGES OF MEN EMPLOYEES:
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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN WOMEN’S AND MEN’S WORK-LIFE NEEDS, CONCERNS, AND 
CHALLENGES:

NOTES:

AVAILABILITY AND USE OF PROGRAMS

What work-life programs are offered by your organization? 

What are the cultural norms regarding using flexible work arrangements?

Do employees understand these programs as intended?

NOTES:

NOTES:
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NOTES:

NOTES:

NOTES:

Do employees talk about using these programs? If so, how do they talk about them?

Do employees use the programs that are available to them? 

List examples of how employees use work-life programs at your company (e.g., for emergencies only).

NEXT STEPS
What can your organization do to help employees manage their work and personal lives more effectively?  
For instance, consider family care, use of technology to effectively manage work-life issues, and concerns 
specific to younger or older employees.
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