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Most Singaporeans and permanent 
residents want to improve the wel-
fare of migrant workers and are will-
ing to pay more to firms that pro-
vide better working and living con-
ditions to these workers, with the 
majority willing to pay between 5 
per cent and 10 per cent more, a sur-
vey has found. 

The survey is part of a research 
project  commissioned  by  philan-
thropic organisations The Majurity 
Trust and LEAP201, following in-
creased public scrutiny on the liv-
ing and working conditions of low-
wage migrant workers here during 
the height of the pandemic. 

“In the Covid crisis, migrant work-
ers are one of the most vulnerable. 
We should have general agreement 
in society on what basic standards 
of care for migrant workers look 
like,” Mr Yip Hon Mun, chief opera-
tions officer of LEAP201, told The 
Straits Times.

He said the two organisations de-
cided to commission the study be-
cause “having quality data would 
help us elevate our discussions and 
improve decision making”.

The study consists of three parts: 
an analysis of migrant worker poli-
cies overseas; a survey of the resi-
dent population’s attitudes and per-
ceptions of migrant worker issues; 
and interviews with stakeholders in-
cluding  policymakers,  employers,  
dormitory operators and voluntary 
welfare organisations.

The  survey  was  conducted  by  
market  research  company  Black-
box Research last September. A to-
tal of 1,000 Singaporeans and PRs 
aged 21 and above were recruited 
virtually, forming a nationally repre-
sentative sample in terms of gen-
der, age, race and housing type.

One of the key findings was that 
most  residents  are  supportive  of  
protecting the welfare of migrant 
workers, with 83 per cent agreeing 
that it is a public health and safety 
concern. Eight in 10 also agreed Sin-
gapore should protect the welfare 
of migrant workers while they are 
here, and the same number agreed 
it is a moral obligation to do so.

Meanwhile, 62 per cent agreed 
the Government is doing enough to 
support  the  welfare  of  migrant  
workers, and 56 per cent agreed mi-
grant workers have an acceptable 
level of welfare and benefits. 

The top three migrant worker is-
sues selected by respondents were 
poor working conditions, employer 
abuses and poor living conditions. 

The survey also found that senti-
ments  towards  migrant  workers  
have slightly improved compared 
with the previous year, in a 2019 sur-
vey by the International Labour Or-
ganisation (ILO). In the 2019 ILO 
survey, for example,  60 per cent 
agreed that migrant workers should 
not receive the same pay and bene-
fits as locals for the same work. Last 
year, 55 per cent agreed with the 

same statement. 
Last year’s survey also found that 

seven in 10 respondents said they 
were willing to accept at least one 
trade-off  to  provide  subsidised  
healthcare for migrant workers.

But all of the four specific trade-
offs listed in the survey were consid-
ered unacceptable to most respon-
dents (see graphic). 

Instead, most said they would be 
willing to pay a premium to firms 
that  provided  migrant  workers  
with better living and working con-
ditions,  with  the  majority  saying  
they would accept paying between 
5 per cent and 10 per cent more.

The survey also found that over-
all,  respondents  reported  higher  
knowledge and awareness of mi-
grant worker issues now, compared 
with before the pandemic. 

But those who claimed to have 

“very high” levels of knowledge of 
migrant  worker  issues  were  also  
more likely to view migrant work-
ers  negatively,  such  as  believing  
that they commit  a  high level  of  
crimes in Singapore. They were also 
more likely to depend on Facebook 
as a main source of information.

Healthserve  vice-chairman  
Jeremy Lim, who led the study, said: 
“It’s clear that misinformation and 
falsehoods are an ever-present chal-
lenge. We, as a country, not just for 
migrant worker issues but for all is-
sues of public concern, need to be 
better at managing this.”

But the survey also brought some 
encouraging findings,  particularly  
in the level of support among resi-
dents on improving work and living 
conditions of migrant workers, said 
Dr Lim. He hopes the findings will 
bring about concrete action and en-

courage the industry to be “bolder 
in highlighting good practices and 
the exemplary employers and com-
panies, and price accordingly”. 

Mr Yip said LEAP201 and The Ma-
jurity Trust will be starting a fund 
called the Scaffold Fund to support 
charities  and  ground-up  groups  
that start initiatives to boost interac-
tions between Singaporeans and mi-
grant workers.

Meanwhile,  non-profit  group  
Project Chulia Street’s managing di-
rector  Lee  Shaun  Tzen  said  he  
hopes the study will bring about im-
provements in the lives of migrant 
workers. “Whether or not we (as 
non-governmental  organisations)  
hold all the responsibility to make 
that change, I don’t think we do. 
However, I believe it is a collective 
effort of different governing bod-
ies, agencies, NGOs and even Singa-

poreans, then change can happen.”
In  response  to  ST  queries,  a  

spokesman for the Ministry of Man-
power  (MOM)  said  the  Govern-
ment recognises the important con-
tributions of migrant workers and 
the need to ensure they are prop-
erly cared for while in Singapore.

“This is reflected through the ad-
ditional  legislative  protection  ac-
corded to them as well as signifi-
cant efforts in areas like workplace 
safety and health,” the spokesman 
said, adding that the ministry appre-
ciates  and  welcomes  suggestions  
on caring for migrant workers.

“We will look into the recommen-
dations from the report and con-
tinue our engagements and partner-
ships with NGOs and community 
groups,” the MOM spokesman said.
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Migrant workers enjoying a stage performance in 2019. One of the survey’s key findings was that 
most Singapore residents are supportive of protecting migrant workers’ welfare. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI
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Migrant workers here have more 
rights and access to social ser-
vices, such as healthcare, than in 
places like Thailand and Kuwait, 
where the workers are largely  
employed in low-skilled jobs.

However, these rights and pro-
tections are less comprehensive 
when compared with places like 
New Zealand and Hong Kong, 
which have supposedly higher 
skill  requirements  for  such  
workers, a research project by 
The  Majurity  Trust  and  
LEAP201 has found.

The  project,  which  looks  at  
ways to improve the lives of mi-
grant  construction  workers  
here, reviewed policies govern-
ing employment and living con-
ditions for such workers in six 
places:  Australia,  Hong  Kong,  
Kuwait, New Zealand, Thailand 
and the United Kingdom.

Unsurprisingly, in all six loca-
tions, low-wage migrant work-
ers generally have less access to 
social  services  like  healthcare  
and fewer rights than locals.

“Based on our review, it is not 
clear  that  low-wage  migrant  
workers  in  Singapore  have  
worse living and working condi-
tions  than  comparable  coun-
tries. In select areas, Singapore 
may even be marginally better,” 
the research noted.

While  there  is  no  one  best  
case  to  emulate,  the  analysis  
confirmed that where there are 
better legal  and social protec-
tions for migrant workers, these 
are linked to higher skill levels – 
and higher wages.

Across the cases, skilled work-
ers  in  high-demand  occupa-
tions such as engineering may 
be  hired  under  programmes  
“that offer pathways to longer-
term  employment,  capacity-
building,  and  permanent  resi-
dency”, the study showed.

But those who are part of the 
pool  of  low-skilled  labour  are  
usually covered by circular or 
temporary labour migration pro-
grammes, “in circumstances un-
der which employers have little 
incentive  beyond  maximising  
their short-term productivity”.

To improve their welfare, the 
study suggested expanding ac-
cess to healthcare and having 
more comprehensive insurance 
coverage, as well as further regu-
lation of recruitment agents to 
prevent workers from being ex-
ploited by unscrupulous agents.
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Migrant workers are generally con-
tented with their working and liv-
ing conditions here, though some 
think that their salaries are insuffi-
cient due to the high cost of living 
in Singapore. 

Most of them also want to inte-
grate more with the local commu-
nity but do not see many opportuni-
ties for doing so. 

These are the views of 20 migrant 
workers interviewed by The Straits 
Times, who were responding to a 
survey of the public perception of 
migrant workers in Singapore.

About four in five agreed with 
the finding that the current levels 
of welfare and benefits for migrant 
workers are acceptable. 

Mr Alam Mohammad Faridul, 29, 
said: “My company has been good 
to us; they’ve taken care of us for a 
long time. They’ve never cut our 
salary, not even a dollar; we still get 
our full pay. Even now, our com-

pany gives us food because we can’t 
go outside.” He has been working 
in Singapore for seven years.

Mr Shopon Khan, 32, is also satis-
fied with his current salary and liv-
ing conditions, but was glad to hear 
that most Singaporeans are willing 
to pay more to improve their wel-
fare. “We are all working here for a 
better life,” he said.  “If someone 
wants to help us so we can have a 
better life, sure, we welcome it.” 

But  other  workers  lament  at  
their salaries. “Everything is expen-
sive  in  Singapore;  makan  (food)  
also expensive,”  said  Mr  Hussen  
Md Khokon, 31. 

Some would also like to see more 
improvements  in  accommoda-
tions,  though  they  have  noticed  
some changes after the Covid-19 
pandemic hit last year. 

Mr Shamin Ahmed, 32, said that 

he used to share a dormitory room 
with 23 other workers, but it has 
since been reduced to 18 people a 
room. Still, he said he would prefer 
it if he could share the room with 
about 10 to 12 people. “We do con-
struction work under the sun; it’s 
very hot,” he said. “When we come 
back, we want to feel comfortable.”

The workers said they have few op-
portunities to get to know the locals, 
which was a key finding in the study.

Mr Alomgir, 34, who goes by one 
name,  said:  “Singaporeans  are  
busy working in offices. Workers 
are also busy at construction sites. 

“We work in different places, so 
it’s hard to talk. If we’re together, 
maybe we can share stories  and 
joke together.”
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They’re willing to pay 
5% to 10% more to 
firms that offer better 
conditions: Survey

Mr Shopon Khan, 32, is satisfied with his current salary and living conditions, but 
was glad to hear that most Singaporeans are willing to pay more to improve the 
welfare of migrant workers. ST PHOTO: YONG LI XUAN

Most willing to 
pay more to 
boost migrant 
worker welfare 
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Key �ndings from migrant worker survey
During the height of the Covid-19 pandemic last year, the living conditions of low-wage migrant workers came under intense 
scrutiny. Prompted by this, philanthropic organisations The Majurity Trust and LEAP201 commissioned a survey to �nd out 
where Singaporeans stand on migrant worker issues. These are a few of the key �ndings.

For the same quality of work, how much more would you pay for a �rm that...

% who would accept a speci�c trade-off to provide improved subsidised healthcare to migrant workers

Pay over 20% more 10-20% more 5-10% more Up to 5% more Would not pay any additional premium

Respondents who claim very high awareness Overall

...provides better living 
conditions to migrant workers?

...has a stronger workplace safety and 
health record for migrant workers?

6.5%

23.5%

24.1% 14.9%

31%

...provides better salary and 
bene�ts to migrant workers?

6.3%

19.3%

25.3% 15.3%

33.8%

6.9%

19.7%

28.3%
19.9%

25.2%

...hired only 
Singaporeans?

5.6%

17.6%

21.9%
18.6%

36.3%

Reduce budgets of other
publicly funded programmes

Increase waiting times
in healthcare facilities

Increase taxes Increase out-of-pocket
payments for healthcare

None of the above

39% 34% 22% 21% 29%
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“All things being equal, 
migrant workers should not 
receive the same pay and 
benefits as local workers 
for the same work”

51%

40%

“We should make it 
more difficult for 
migrants to come and 
work in this country”

52%

36%

“Migrant workers should 
not be further integrated 
into Singapore society”

54%

35%

“Migrant workers 
are a drain on the 
national economy”

55%

34%

“Migrant workers 
commit a high 
number of the crimes 
in this country”

52%

29%

“Our country does 
not need low-skilled 
migrant workers from 
other countries”

(Agree completely + Agree to some extent)% who agreed to speci�c statements

Across the cases, skilled 
workers in high-demand 
occupations such as 
engineering may be hired under 
programmes “that offer 
pathways to longer-term 
employment, capacity-building, 
and permanent residency”, the 
study showed. But those who 
are part of the pool of 
low-skilled labour are usually 
covered by circular or 
temporary labour migration 
programmes, “in circumstances 
under which employers have 
little incentive beyond 
maximising their short-term 
productivity”.

Study 
finds link 
between 
pay and 
protections 

Most are satisfied with 
welfare and benefits here
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