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“EuroCham Impact Report on Singapore Talent Policy” 
A study by the EuroCham Human Resources Committee 

 

The European Chamber of Commerce (Singapore) Human Resources Committee, with the support of 
the European National Chambers of Commerce in Singapore, has completed a Study to understand 
how changes in Singapore’s Foreign Manpower Regulations affect European Businesses.  This study 
was initiated after the recent announcement by the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) on 26th July 2016 
that further measures will be implemented to control the rise in local wages, maintain the quality of 
the foreign workforce, and to establish a balance with Singapore’s local workforce given new 
economic and social pressures. The measures mean that businesses recruiting foreign professionals 
must have concrete and valid reasons for doing so. Those that do not will find it difficult to increase 
the inflow of foreign talent to Singapore.  
 
The Study used both qualitative and quantitative research methods receiving overall survey replies 
from over 250 business leaders in European MNCs and SMEs and conducted 7 in depth interviews. 
Questions centered on the expected impact of the new workforce measures on European companies 
and their plans to deal with talent challenges. 
 
Today, Singapore is host to over 11,000 European companies that often establish regional 
headquarters because of Singapore’s strategic location, infrastructure, and business-friendly legal and 
financial institutions. Studies show that Singapore remains the number one destination for expats 
worldwide1. The EU is Singapore’s largest foreign investor and also among Singapore's largest global 
trading partners. European businesses in Singapore help drive not just the economy, but play an 
important role in ensuring a thriving Singapore.  
 
Key Findings: 
1. Multinational Corporations (MNCs) and Small & Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are coping differently 
with MOM policy changes. The large MNCs, report that they are adapting to the changes, while the 
SMEs seem to be more adversely affected. 
2. For MNCs, the MOM regulatory changes are expected to impact their ability to continue long-term 
workforce planning for Singapore.  
3. For SME’s, the MOM regulatory changes are expected to impact the attractiveness of Singapore as 
a place to develop their businesses.  
 

  

                                                           
1 According to the September 2016 HSBC survey ranking. See 
https://www.expatexplorer.hsbc.com/survey/ 
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Regarding the question on which changes in the Singapore foreign worker regulations are the most 
impactful, respondents indicated: 

1) Tightening of salary and education-level requirements 
for foreigners holding Employment Passes 
2) Reducing various Dependency Ration Ceilings (DRCs) 
3) Other 
4) Restricting further the dependent privileges for certain 
work pass holders 
5) Change in criteria and validity period of the Training 
Employment 

51.77% 
 
16.15% 
15.73% 
10.16% 
 
6.99% 
 
 

 

 

Key qualitative conclusions 

In terms of methodology, conclusions were drawn using the information provided in open questions 
in the Survey. In addition, the research encompassed feedback gathered during 7 interviews which 
were conducted with senior HR leaders from European Multinationals.  

The majority of MNCs interviewed state that they intend to maintain a more or less stable workforce 
in Singapore in terms of headcount over the medium term (2-5 years). Those companies that plan to 
increase headcount will target increasingly Singaporean University graduates and young professionals.  

European MNCs emphasize that they currently do not plan to leave Singapore, although some are 
creating Centers of Excellence (i.e R&D, Marketing) outside Singapore to manage growth in Asia. Some 
MNCs also plan to deploy their manufacturing and IT outside Singapore. Singapore’s MOM regulations 
do play a part in these decisions but appear to weigh less heavily than the need to contain costs and 
to source talent locally outside Singapore.  

Overall, those European MNCs that have been the most robust investors in Singapore emphasize that 
they require long-term visibility from the Singapore government in its labour policy. Respondents 
indicated that they appreciate the pro-business policies of Singapore and they consider themselves 
partners in the Singaporean human capital strategy. They wish to balance their reliance on Singapore’s 
highly educated local workforce with a reasonable open-door policy on international education and 
foreign talent. European MNCs do not contest the need to control the inflow of foreign employees 
but state that it would have been more effective if greater anticipation was provided. Some 
interviewees suggested that better harmonization of government agencies might be the way forward. 
As a senior HR professional stated: “Sometimes, there seems to be a mismatch between the scope of 
agencies in charge of Singapore’s economy and business, and authorities in charge of manpower 
resulting in unpredictability”. 

Triple Strong Policy 

The Study included feedback from leaders from European businesses on the Singapore Government’s 
“Triple Strong Policy”. The policy’s scope is to encourage companies to (1) hire Singaporeans (2) train 
Singaporeans and (3) promote Singaporeans to higher positions in the organization. Many 
respondents point out that they already practice this policy. However, interviewees noted a lack of 
clarity in expectations that the Singapore government has of the diversity of developing Asian talent 
in their companies. All interviewees noted that it would be favorable to have a policy system whereby 
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Singapore benefits from bringing innovation and new skills to the country as a first stage, and 
supporting companies to develop Singaporeans in acquiring these new skills.  

SMEs 

European SMEs represent unique and valuable skills that are often imported into Singapore. European 
SMEs report that their experience of the Singaporean MOM regulatory changes is often a barrier to 
setting up business.  
 1 out of 3 SMEs or 31% of respondents, indicated that they intend to increase total headcount but 
are limited by the new regulatory restrictions. They have consequently changed their strategic plans 
for Singapore and are instead increasingly considering plans for other countries as the place to grow 
their business.  
In quantitative terms, 46% of European SMEs reported that MOM policy changes are having “some 
impact” on the attractiveness of Singapore and 23% replied they the changes already are having a 
“strong impact”.  
 
How do the changes of work pass policies affect the attractiveness of Singapore as a workplace for 
your company? 

 
 
As most European SMEs regard Singapore as their regional hub, they underline the need for a diverse 
workforce in Singapore that has the experience and expertise to manage the Asian region. Hence, 
their human capital strategy of rotating their regional workforce in Singapore now has to be revised.  
 
The Study also found that over half of SMEs report that tightening salary and education-level 
requirements by the MOM for foreigners holding Employment Passes was their number one 
challenge. A breakdown of the data shows that the most negatively affected employees with 
Employment Passes are at middle management and technical specialist levels.  In terms of categories 
of foreign employees affected by the recent policy changes: 
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Conclusion  

The EuroCham Study shows that the biggest immediate challenges that European companies face with 
the MOM manpower regulations have a more pronounce impact for SMEs than for MNCs.  But the 
restricted visibility and are reported by both MNCs and SMEs as a key factor affecting them. There is 
strong evidence that SMEs have suffered a larger blow to their business strategy as a result of these 
changes, offering proof that a “one size fits all” regulatory change will not be beneficial to encourage 
human capital growth and development.  

The results of this study urges MOM and the relevant government institutions to develop greater 
clarity on foreign manpower policies and to offer more avenues of business-to-government dialogue. 
After all, both businesses and the Singapore government are working towards the common goal of 
ensuring longevity of Singapore’s talent pool and the economic growth and success that comes along 
with it.   


