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How to retain academic talents in Singapore? 
 
One of the key challenges facing nations, organisations, and companies alike in the 
international competition for talent is: how to retain talent once successfully 
recruited? In this policy brief, we discuss the main professional and personal reasons 
behind future mobility decisions for academic talents in Singapore and conclude with 
recommendations as to how the country can retain those already here. A robust 
retention strategy is equally significant to an effective recruitment strategy, and can 
be seen as the other side of the coin of an overall successful approach to talent 
management.  
 
We asked 2,691 tenured and tenure-track faculty members at National University 
Singapore (NUS), Nanyang Technological University (NTU), and Singapore 
Management University (SMU) to tell us about their future mobility aspirations.1 A 
total of 707 faculty members responded to our survey (26% response rate), with 605 
respondents (85.6% of total respondents) answering the question: as of now, do you 
intend to stay in Singapore? More than half of the respondents (375 or 62%) 
indicated that they intend to stay in Singapore (‘yes’), while 10% of the respondents 
(62) reported that they had no intention to remain (‘no’) and 28% of the respondents 
(168) stated that they were unclear about their mobility aspirations (‘I don’t know’). 
Identifying the factors contributing to these future mobility decisions is the first step 
towards understanding how to retain academic talents in Singapore. 
 
Similar to factors motivating foreign talents to move to another country, the factors 
affecting their decisions to remain once relocated include those pertaining to 
personal and professional dimensions of their lives. Some of the most commonly 
assumed factors are the cost of living, work-life balance, possibilities for career 
advancement, as well as employment opportunities for spouses in the new country.2 
For our respondents, we found that the significant factors contributing to their future 
mobility decisions were both professional and personal, with satisfaction concerning 
‘cost of living’ and ‘work-life balance’ being especially important in mobility decisions 
to leave Singapore (compare Tables 1 and 2 below; we excluded ‘Not Applicable’ 
responses in the summary statistics).  
 
 
 
 
 

																																																													
1 More details of the survey and our methodology can be found in Chou, Meng-Hsuan, Wang, 
Jue, Li, Andrew X. and Yasmin Y. Ortiga (2017) ‘Singapore in the Global Talent Race 
Survey Report’, Singapore: School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Nanyang 
Technological University. DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.11539.07208.  
2 See Verhaegen, Paul (2005) ‘Academic talent: Quo vadis? Recruitment and retention of 
faculty in European business schools’, Journal of Management Development 24(9): 807-818. 
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Table 1: Satisfaction with Personal Life in Singapore 

Items Mean Median Mode 
(Count) Obs. 

Raising family 3.89 4 4 (188) 464 
Supporting ageing parents 3.38 4 4 (120) 357 
Daily life in Singapore 3.76 4 4 (281) 598 
Experiencing other culture 3.86 4 4 (274) 575 
Travel/adventure 3.89 4 4 (251) 572 
Cost of living 2.58 3 2 (190) 599 
City lifestyle 3.66 4 4 (236) 592 
Weather/environment 3.05 3 3 (185) 594 
Work-life balance 2.89 3 3 (180) 596 
Maintaining personal network 3.50 4 4 (211) 569 
Family’s experience in SG 3.81 4 4 (216) 508 
 
Coding Scheme: 
0: Not Applicable 
1: Very dissatisfied  
2: Dissatisfied  
3: Neutral  
4: Satisfied 
5: Very Satisfied 

 
 

Table 2: Satisfaction with Professional Life in Singapore 

Items Mean Median Mode 
(Count) Obs. 

Job security 3.50 4 4 (231) 591 
Proximity to region of study 3.71 4 4 (165) 421 
Proximity to research network 3.49 4 4 (226) 532 
Teaching/service obligation 3.46 4 4 (263) 594 
Institutional administrative support 3.36 4 4 (236) 591 
Opportunities for international collaboration 3.83 4 4 (292) 584 
Publication/patent 3.77 4 4 (273) 560 
Accessing research funding 3.71 4 4 (260) 586 
Opportunities to attend relevant conferences  3.90 4 4 (268) 592 
Calibre of colleagues  3.65 4 4 (277) 592 
Opportunities for non-academic collaboration 3.38 3 3 (219) 504 
Government support for research interest 3.57 4 4 (254) 569 
 
Coding Scheme: 
0: Not Applicable 
1: Very dissatisfied  
2: Dissatisfied  
3: Neutral  
4: Satisfied 
5: Very Satisfied 
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The cost of living in Singapore is a major concern  
 
Cost of living in Singapore emerged as a major concern for many respondents, 
regardless of their future mobility aspirations. Among those respondents who 
intended to stay in Singapore, 39% reported that they were either ‘dissatisfied’ or 
‘very dissatisfied’ with the cost of living in the City State. For those who intended to 
leave Singapore, 60% of these respondents indicated that they were either 
‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ with the existing cost of living here. Interestingly, for 
those who said ‘I don’t know’ to the question concerning their future mobility decision, 
dissatisfaction level was the highest among the three cohorts: 66% of respondents 
who had not decided whether they will remain in Singapore stated that they were 
either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ with the cost of living in the country.3  
 
 
Work-life balance is an important determinant for retaining academic talents 
 
While the majority of our respondents were satisfied or very satisfied with their 
professional lives, they singled out ‘work-life balance’ as an issue area for possible 
improvement in terms of achieving higher satisfaction levels. Among those 
respondents who indicated their future mobility intentions, 36% were either 
‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ with their work-balance in the City State. The level 
of satisfaction with work-life balance overall did not vary in terms of the numbers of 
years the respondents worked in Singapore: about 36% of all respondents who had 
worked in the country for one to more than nine years expressed some or strong 
dissatisfaction with work-life balance. The only variation identified was among those 
who had worked in Singapore for less than one year4, but the total number of 
respondents in this category was too low to be representative of the sampled 
population (N = 23). 
 
Variation concerning the levels of satisfaction towards work-life balance is visible, 
however, when we examine the responses according to the respondents’ intention to 
remain in Singapore. For those respondents who had clear intentions to leave 
Singapore, satisfaction with regards to work-life balance was the lowest: 56% of 
these respondents expressed some or strong dissatisfaction, 26% were neutral, and 
18% were either ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’. For respondents who were unclear 
about their future mobility plans, 49% were either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ 
																																																													
3 These figures become more striking when we control for those respondents who were 
‘neutral’ in terms of their satisfaction regarding the cost of living: 68% of those respondents 
who intend to stay were either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’. For those who said they 
had no intention to remain, 82% were either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ with the cost of 
living. For those who had not decided whether they would leave or stay in Singapore, 87% 
were either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ with the cost of living. These responses 
suggest that the cost of living is a strong concern. 
4 Seventeen per cent indicated that they were either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’, 35% 
were neutral, and 48% were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’. 
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with their work-life balance in the City State, 32% were neutral, and 19% expressed 
some or strong satisfaction. Finally, for those respondents who intended to stay in 
Singapore, satisfaction with work-life balance was the highest: 43% expressed 
satisfaction or strong satisfaction, 30% were neutral, and 27% were either 
‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’.5  
 
 
What policy recommendations for retaining academic talents already in 
Singapore?  
 
High employee turnover can be very costly for nations, organisations, as well as 
companies. For instance, replacing a rank-and-file employee for companies costs 
about 50% of that position’s annual salary, and for manager-level employees the 
cost can be up to 150%.6 It is therefore important that policymakers and university 
administrators work together to retain academic talents already in Singapore. Our 
survey of tenured and tenure-track faculty members at NUS, NTU, and SMU 
revealed that the majority of respondents have intentions to remain in Singapore, 
which testifies to the overall attractiveness of the City State. Indeed, respondents 
reported high levels of satisfaction across a range of issues concerning both their 
personal and professional lives (compare Tables 1 and 2). We found that 
respondents were especially content with opportunities to attend relevant 
conferences and opportunities for international collaboration.7 To parse out potential 
factors that may contribute to academic talents leaving Singapore, we examined the 
factors at which respondents expressed the highest levels of dissatisfaction: cost of 
living and work-life balance. For these two factors, we found that those intended to 
leave Singapore and those who did not have a clear preference for future mobility 
expressed higher levels of dissatisfaction, unsurprisingly, in comparison to those 
who intend to remain. These higher levels of dissatisfaction may ultimately lead to 
their departure from the City State and thus warrant further consideration.  
 

																																																													
5 If we control for responses that were ‘neutral’ for work-life balance, we find the following: 
72.5% of those who indicated ‘I don’t know’ are either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ with 
work life balance. For those who said they had no intention to remain in Singapore, 76% of 
them are either ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ with work life balance. On the other hand, 
only 39% of those who intended to stay in Singapore reported that they were ‘dissatisfied’ or 
‘very dissatisfied’ with work life balance.  
6  See Ministry of Manpower (2006) ‘Work-Life Harmony Report:  Findings and 
recommendations for employers on how to use work-life strategies to optimise business 
performance’, Singapore: Ministry of Manpower. Lazar, Ioan, Osoian, Codruta, and Patricia 
Ratiu (2010) ‘The role of work-life balance practices in order to improve organisational 
performance’, European Research Studies 8(1): 201-213.  
7 This finding is consistent with the survey respondents’ responses with regards to the 
factors that attracted them to relocate to Singapore. See Chou, Meng-Hsuan, Wang, Jue 
and Andrew X. Li (2017) ‘What attracts academic talents to Singapore?’, Singapore: School 
of Social Sciences, Nanyang Technological University. DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.27548.69762. 
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Our findings about living costs and work-life balance in Singapore are consistent with 
other surveys and reports. For instance, in the 2017 report on ‘Worldwide Cost of 
Living’, The Economist Intelligence Unit said Singapore was the most expensive city 
in the world for the fourth consecutive year.8 The InterNations Surveys (‘The World 
Through Expat Eyes’) from 2014-2016 also confirmed this trend9 and explained that 
higher levels of earnings often offset these higher costs. For our respondents, the 
cost of living in Singapore became increasingly challenging the longer they remained 
in the country, particularly in the areas of housing and children education. The 
following statement from one respondent is indicative of the overall sentiments 
expressed:   
 

The biggest barrier/reason to leave Singapore BY FAR, is the cost of education which 
requires that, as foreigner, I have limited access to local schools and must pay over 
$65,000 a year to educate my children at international school. I believe this should be 
subsidised. I also believe that Academics (particularly senior academics) should be 
paid enough to have a choice to live off campus, rather than in giant box style 
apartments on campus. At the moment, the cost of education and (in my case) car and 
rent (things that are considered basic in any Western country but a luxury here) means 
that Singapore is not a sustainable long term option as a tenured academic (emphasis 
original).10 

																																																													
8 The Economist Intelligence Unit (2017) Worldwide Cost of Living 2017: A ranking of the 
world’s major cities, London, New York, Hong Kong: www.eiu.com (accessed 2 August 
2017). The EIU’s reports have been designed for human resource managers’ use in 
determining the relative cost of sending employees overseas. The Singapore government 
responded to the EIU’s survey in 2015 with a detailed clarification about the cost of living in 
the City State. See https://www.gov.sg/factually/content/is-singapore-the-most-expensive-
city-to-live-in (accessed 2 August 2017).  
9 In the InterNations 2014 survey, Singapore was ranked 56th out of 61 countries in terms of 
living costs: while Singapore was ranked number 6 in the list of top destinations, 
respondents ‘indicate, however, that the downside to life in Singapore is the high living 
expenses’. See Expat Insider (2014) The World Through Expat Eyes (The InterNations 
Survey), Munich, Germany: www.internations.org (accessed 2 August 2017), p. 124. 
Similarly, in 2015, respondents to the InterNations survey ranked Singapore 54th out of 64 
countries in terms of cost of living, with more than 50% of the respondents rating cost of 
living unfavourably in comparison to only one third of respondents worldwide. See Expat 
Insider (2015) The World Through Expat Eyes (The InterNations Survey), Munich, Germany: 
www.internations.org (accessed 2 August 2017), p. 161. This trend continued in 2016: 
Singapore was ranked 56th out of 67 countries in the 2016 InterNations survey in terms of 
living costs, with ‘a mere 1% think that the cost of living is very low, compared to 14% 
worldwide’. See Expat Insider (2016) The World Through Expat Eyes (The InterNations 
Survey), Munich, Germany: www.internations.org (accessed 2 August 2017), p. 132.  
10 Our survey contained an open-ended question that invited respondents to provide any 
additional details concerning their experiences in Singapore. We received a total of 199 
responses and 47 responses (24%) explicitly discussed or focused on issues concerning the 
cost of living in Singapore. While nearly all statements about cost were made by non-
Singaporean academics, Singaporean returnees also expressed similar concerns. For 
instance, according to one respondent: ‘Singaporeans have to negotiate for campus housing 
even though as academics, we do not earn enough to afford downpayment on housing, 
including HDBs. Singaporean academics also earn just a little bit too much to qualify for 
HDB grants that would make a difference in housing. As a result, many have are forced to 
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Our first policy recommendation for retaining academic talents in Singapore is 
thus: introduce clear and transparent avenues for accessing affordable 
housing and children education for all academics to alleviate rising costs of 
living. A suitable approach may include a combination of subsidies from universities 
(needs based, renewable for duration of academic tenure), provision of housing on 
and off campus, and placements at state-supported schools designed to respond to 
the needs of all academics based in Singapore11. Having access to affordable 
housing beyond the campus and children education in, for instance, local schools 
may lead to better integration. Being more integrated often implies that decisions to 
leave are more difficult to make than decisions to remain.  
 
Turning to work-life balance, the 2016 InterNations survey summed up the challenge 
for life in Singapore as ‘Excellent Wages, Little Leisure Time’.12 At the same time, 
work-life balance is growing in importance in terms of how employees chose 
employers: surveys among new graduates (Generation Y) in Singapore 13  and 
abroad14  showed that respondents ranked work-life balance as a top factor in 
determining their choice of employer, followed by the factor of job security and 
stability. Singapore’s Ministry of Manpower has already acknowledged the 
significance of work-life balance through its ‘Work-Life Grant for flexible work 
arrangements’ 15 , which encourages employers to invest in employee work-life 
balance to create a pro-family environment. Lower costs of turnover and superior 
performance are only some of the benefits of talent retention. Employees with more 
satisfactory levels of work-life balance are also less likely to report stress-related ill 
health, and experience greater job satisfaction, and job security. 
 

																																																																																																																																																																																													
rent or take personal loans to purchase housing, increasing the debt burden. […] A similar 
situation seems to exist for education. Singaporeans do not get education subsidies, based 
on the expectation that their children can easily get spaces within the public education 
system. Firstly, getting spaces in public schools in Singapore near a family’s home may not 
be that easy. Secondly, there are Singaporeans who have spent many years abroad and 
their children may have difficulties adjusting to the Singapore public education system, which 
is among the most challenging in the world.’ 
11  Luxembourg offers one model: in response to growing demands from international 
employees and companies, the government established two English-speaking primary 
schools. See: https://www.wort.lu/en/community/lycee-michel-lucius-new-english-primary-
school-in-luxembourg-gets-green-light-585cf6d253590682caf16aac (accessed 5 August 
2017).  
12 Expat Insider (2016) The World Through Expat Eyes (The InterNations Survey), Munich, 
Germany: www.internations.org (accessed 2 August 2017), p. 132. 
13  See http://www.sandboxadvisors.com/singapore-jobs-news/graduates-best-employers 
(accessed 5 August 2017). 
14  See http://www.independent.co.uk/student/career-planning/university-graduates-want-
good-work-life-balance-in-new-careers-reed-recruitment-a7157981.html (accessed 5 August 
2017). 
15  See http://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/good-work-practices/work-life-grant 
(accessed 5 August 2017). 



	

7 

For our respondents, work-life balance reflects both the widespread challenges 
common to modern life16, as well as those specific to academia—as one respondent 
puts it, ‘Also 24/7 365 work culture makes it difficult to get away and think’. Our 
second policy recommendation for retaining academic talents in Singapore 
encourages university administrators and the government to work together 
and implement conditions to improve work-life balance. Here, considerations for 
which conditions to introduce should examine the specificities of academia, which 
already has one of the more flexible work arrangements in the world. The issue may 
thus be less on flexible work arrangements and hours, and more on the actual and 
growing workloads17 academics are expected to fulfil and their overall wellness18.  
 
 
 

																																																													
16 For instance, one respondent stated that ‘Overall a safe and good experience. But the 
lifestyle (work) is too hectic and it is hard to draw a line between work and home!’. Another 
respondent echoed similar sentiments, ‘I feel like I am living here for a job—a good job 
indeed—but I do not feel that I am living a life here’. One respondent with elderly parents 
outside of Singapore added ‘It is hard for me to balance my work and my responsibility to 
take care of my aging parents’.  
17  This is a well-established theme in social media focussed on contemporary higher 
education practices; see Times Higher Education (2016) ‘Workload survival guide for 
academics’, https://www.timeshighereducation.com/ (accessed 6 August 2017). From a 
research perspective, see Soliman, Izabel and Hani Soliman (1997) ‘Academic Workload 
and Quality’, Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 22(2): 135-157. Some good 
practices specific to workload include the following: eliminate administrative tasks requiring 
faculty presence after weekday work hours or during weekends; formally reduce teaching 
and administrative duties for faculties preparing their tenure dossiers; and formally establish 
transparent standard operating procedures for sabbatical and fellowship leaves that 
encourage faculty productivity.  
18 Here, wellness refers to both mental and physical health. 
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