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What attracts academic talents to Singapore?  
 
The received wisdom among governments, corporations, and universities is that 

knowledge is key to competitiveness and sustainability in today’s economies and 

societies. While cultivating talents has permeated public policies and organisational 

strategies, recruiting foreign talent is equally embraced. But what attracts foreign 

talents to relocate to another country and join a new organisation? In this policy brief, 

we discuss the main personal and professional factors that motivated academic 

talents to move to Singapore to take up a tenure-track position. We conclude by 

offering recommendations as to how the country can remain an attractive destination 

for the world’s academic talents. 

 
Singapore has a reputation of ‘punching above its weight’ in a variety of fields, 

including international university rankings. In the 2017 Times Higher Education 

World and Asia editions of University rankings, Singapore’s flagship universities are 

ranked highly: National University of Singapore (NUS) stands as the world’s 24th and 

Asia’s 1st, and Nanyang Technological University (NTU) is ranked 54th in the world 

and 4th in Asia.1 This is no small feat for a country that just celebrated its Golden 

Jubilee in 2015 and has only a population of 5.5 million2. Singapore’s position in the 

global higher education landscape has drawn considerable attention from 

policymakers and university administrators around the world interested in unleashing 

their very own sectoral transformation. 

 
We asked 2,691 tenured or tenure-track faculty members at NUS, NTU, and 

Singapore Management University (SMU) why they decided to move or return to 

Singapore.3 A total of 707 faculty members responded to our survey (26% response 

rate) and told us that they did not come to Singapore primarily to settle down or join 

partners already here; nor did they come because Singapore or the region were their 

areas of research. They also did not decide to relocate here because it was easier to 

obtain work permission. Rather, the following were the top motivating personal and 

professional factors respondents cited for their move to Singapore: ‘able to 

communicate in English’ (in and outside of the work environment), ‘remuneration 

package’, ‘better access to research funding’, and ‘moving closer to parents’ (see 

Tables 1 and 2).  

 

 

                                                           
1

 Times Higher Education (2017) ‘World University Rankings’, available online on 
www.timeshighereducation.com, accessed 8 May 2017. Times Higher Education (2017) ‘Asian 
University Rankings 2017’, available online on www.timeshighereducation.com, accessed 8 May 2017. 
These two institutions are also ranked very highly in other league tables such as QS.  
2
 This is the 2016 estimate, available on http://www.singstat.gov.sg/statistics/latest-data#16, accessed 

20 March 2017. 
3
 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.  

http://www.timeshighereducation.com/
http://www.timeshighereducation.com/
http://www.singstat.gov.sg/statistics/latest-data#16
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Table1: Importance of Personal Motivations to Work in Singapore 

Factor Mean Median 
Mode 

(Count) 
Obs. 

I am a Singaporean 3.44 4 5 (81) 199 

Joining partners working in Singapore or region 2.79 3 1 (81) 205 

Joining Singaporean partner 2.69 3 1 (80) 186 

Raising children 3.31 4 5 (109) 391 

Settling in Singapore (PR/naturalization) 2.50 2 1 (147) 375 

Traveling and experiencing new cultures 3.10 3 4 (133) 499 

Moving closer to parents 3.46 4 5 (118) 366 

Able to communicate in English 3.40 4 4 (150) 527 

 

Coding Scheme: 

1: Not important 

2: Slightly important 

3: Moderately important 

4: Important 

5: Very important 

 

 

Table 2: Importance of Professional Motivations to Work in Singapore 

Factors Mean Median 
Mode 

(Count) 
Obs. 

Thriving academic job market 3.59 4 4 (190) 560 

Prestigious universities 3.45 4 4 (172) 549 

International experience 3.28 3 4 (162) 539 

Proximity to region of study 3.00 3 1 (125) 458 

Remuneration package 3.82 4 4 (230) 570 

Better access to research funding 3.84 4 4 (207) 559 

Easier to receive work permission (visa) 2.72 3 1 (132) 448 

Scholarship bond obligation 2.71 3 1 (75) 186 

Area of research is reputable 3.44 4 4 (172) 524 

Proximity to research network 2.99 3 4 (122) 499 

English is used in work environment. 4.07 4 5 (246) 576 

 

Coding Scheme: 

1: Not important 

2: Slightly important 

3: Moderately important 

4: Important 

5: Very important  
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A good remuneration package and easier access to research funding 
 
A compelling remuneration package4 and better access to research funding have 

been two of several human capital strategies that many Asian governments have 

applied in recent decades to strengthen their research capacities in the higher 

education sector.5 Our findings confirmed the continual and strong receptiveness of 

these two approaches among our respondents. We found very little variation in the 

responses concerning remuneration package even when we looked at when our 

respondents obtained their PhDs (before or after the year 2000, and between 2013 

and 2015) and how long they have been in the country (from less than a year to 

more than 9 years): approximately 7 out of every 10 respondents indicated 

remuneration package as either important or very important in their decisions to 

move to Singapore. The variations are more noticeable when we look at access to 

research funding: about 80% of our respondents who received their PhDs recently 

(2013-2015) cited this as important or very important in comparison to 65% of our 

respondents who obtained their doctorates before 2000. The figures are similar 

when we considered their length of stay in Singapore: 78% of our respondents who 

have been in Singapore less than three years reported better access to research 

funding as important or very important in comparison to 65% of our respondents who 

have been here for more than 9 years. Our findings demonstrate that pay and 

associated benefits are consistently significant for the majority of foreign academics, 

but access to research funding is more crucial for newer faculty members when 

considering whether to move to Singapore to work at NUS, NTU, or SMU. 

 
 
English at work and in everyday life 
 
Our survey found that a significant factor in academic talents’ decision to move to 

Singapore is the use of English as a language for communication at and outside of 

work. The growth of degree programmes taught in English across the world has 

normalised its usage in many university settings. The factor ‘English is used in work 

environment’ is similarly important for faculty members who were born in non-English 

speaking countries such as France, Italy, Japan, and Germany as for those who 

were born in English speaking countries such as the United Kingdom, United States, 

Singapore, Canada, and Australia. An interesting finding is that the faculty members 

who were born in China were equally divided on the use of English at work: 51% 

stated that this factor is less important (ranging from not important to moderately 

                                                           
4
 A remuneration package in Singapore generally includes variations of the following components: a 

relocation package to and from Singapore, a highly competitive monthly salary, possibility of annual 
bonuses, tax incentives (for non-Singaporeans), housing subsidies and educational subsidies for 
children.  
5
 See Paul, Anju Mary and Victoria Long (2016) ‘Human-capital strategies to build world-class 

research universities in Asia: Impact on global flows’, in Meng-Hsuan Chou, Isaac Kamola and 
Tamson Pietsch (Eds.) The Transnational Politics of Higher Education: Contesting the global / 
transforming the local, Abingdon: Routledge, pp. 130-155. 



 

4 

important) while 49% indicated that English is either ‘important’ or ‘very important’ in 

their decision to move to Singapore.   

 
Less is known about the importance of English beyond the work environment in 

foreign academics’ decisions to relocate to another country. We found that 56% of 

our respondents cited ‘able to communicate in English’ as either important or very 

important in their decisions to move to Singapore. The possibility to do so was 

especially crucial for academic talents from Belgium, Italy, France, South Korea, 

Germany, India, Indonesia, and Spain; more than 3 out of every 4 respondents from 

these countries indicated that it was important or very important. Faculty members 

from English-speaking countries such as the United Kingdom, the United States, and 

Australia were divided on the importance of being able to communicate in English 

outside of work: 51% of these respondents stated that it was important or very 

important. Examining it more closely, we found that UK respondents prioritised ‘able 

to communicate in English’ more so than colleagues from the US and Australia: 

about 7 out of every 10 from the UK indicated that it was important or very important 

in comparison to 47% of US respondents and 43% Australian respondents. ‘Able to 

communicate in English’ was comparatively less important for academic talents from 

Taiwan, China, Vietnam, Japan, and Hong Kong: 66% of these respondents stated 

that it was moderately important, slightly important, or not important at all. 

 
 
Moving closer to parents, but only for some academics 
 
What is striking about the faculty members who indicated ‘moving closer to parents’ 

is significant in their decision to relocate to Singapore is the variation between their 

countries of birth. For instance, ‘moving closer to parents’ is more important for 

faculty members who were born in Malaysia, India, and Singapore (more than 7 out 

of every 10 of these respondents) than those who were born in China (4 out of every 

10 respondents) and Hong Kong (3 out of 10); for respondents born in Japan, 

‘moving closer to parents’ was simply not a motivating personal factor in their 

migration to Singapore. Looking at the ‘country of PhD’, we find that more than 8 out 

of every 10 respondents who cited ‘moving closer to parents’ as important or very 

important obtained their degrees outside of Asia—the main PhD-granting countries 

were the United States and United Kingdom; indeed, more than 6 out of every 10 of 

these respondents received their doctoral degrees in these two countries.  

 
 
How to continue to attract academic talent to Singapore?  
 
Our findings support existing policy assumptions and research findings concerning 

the factors that motivate academic talents from around the world to move to 

Singapore, but they also reveal a layered image. For instance, a good remuneration 

package and better access to research funding had attracted, and are likely to 

continue to lure, international academic talents to Singapore. This was equally 
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applicable to those at the earliest stages of their career, as well as those who were 

established in their fields. We found, however, that access to research funding was 

more significant to newer faculty members joining the three Singaporean 

autonomous universities, suggesting the importance of research funding in their 

migration decisions. Our first policy recommendation is thus to continue 

offering competitive pay packages and research funding support as a key 

strategy to attracting academics talents to Singapore. The extents to which a 

good remuneration package and better access to research funding are likely to retain 

the foreign talents remain to be examined. 

 
We found that Singapore’s policy of ‘English-knowing bilingualism’6 had transformed 

the City State into an attractive destination for the world’s academic talents. While it 

was expected that international faculty would express a preference for an English-

speaking working environment, after all, language has often been cited as one of the 

barriers preventing the circulation of knowledge, their preference for an English-

friendly environment outside of work had been less discussed in the literature. 

Indeed, by indicating ‘able to communicate in English’ as either important or very 

important7 in their decisions to migrate to Singapore, our respondents revealed their 

overall intention to interact with the local culture and society—an important indication 

for retention purposes. Singapore is a cosmopolitan city; not only do most 

Singaporeans speak English 8 , they also speak Mandarin (and various Chinese 

dialects), Malay, and Tamil (along with other Indian languages).9 This brings us to 

our second policy recommendation for attracting international faculty to come 

to Singapore: English should continue to be promoted as the lingua franca of 

work and everyday exchanges outside of the university. Whether ‘English is 

used in work environment’ and ‘able to communicate in English’ are sufficient for 

retaining international faculty should be further analysed. 

 

                                                           
6
 Pakir, Anne (1991) ‘The range and depth of English-knowing bilinguals in Singapore’, World 

Englishes 10(2): 167-179; Ng, Chin Leong Patrick (2016) ‘Singapore’s English-Knowing Bilingual 
Policy: A Critical Evaluation’, in Robert Kirkpatrick (Ed.) English Language Education Policy in Asia, 
Switzerland: Springer, pp. 265-280; Goh, Christine CM (2017) ‘English as Lingua Franca: Singapore’s 
Common Tongue’, in Oon-Seng Tan, Ee-Ling Low and David Hung (Eds.) Lee Kuan Yew’s 
Educational Legacy: The Challenges of Success, Singapore: Springer, pp. 57-67. 
7
 Our findings, however, did not point to the desired level of sophistication of English as a medium of 

communication. 
8
 According to the Ministry of Education Singapore, 88.6% of the students who have taken the O-level 

exams in 2015 have passed the English Language exam and hence demonstrating a certain level of 
mastery; see Ministry of Education Singapore (2016) Education Statistics Digest 2016, Singapore: 
Management Information Branch, Research and Management Information Division, Ministry of 
Education Singapore, pg. 54. In the 2010 Census, the Singapore Department of Statistics reported 
that 79.9% of Singaporeans aged 15 years and over are literate in English, while 70.5% are literate in 
two or more languages; see Singapore Department of Statistics (2011) Census of population 2010, 
Statistical Release 1, Demographic Characteristics, Education, Language and Religion, Singapore: 
Ministry of Trade & Industry Singapore, p. 8. The Singapore Department of Statistics carries the 
population census every ten years, and the 2010 Census is the most recent. 
9
 According to Singapore Department of Statistics (2011: 8), the languages most frequently spoken at 

home are as follow: Mandarin (35.6%), English (32.3%), Chinese dialects (14.3%), Malay (12.2%), 
Tamil (3.3%), and Others (2.3%). 
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Consistent with earlier research, we found that many of our respondents prioritised 

‘moving closer to parents’ in their migration decisions to relocate to Singapore. Our 

findings reveal variance among Asian faculties working at Singapore’s three 

autonomous universities: those born in Malaysia, India, and Singapore were far more 

likely to single out ‘moving closer to parents’ as a significant personal factor in their 

migration decision. While the significance of family in migratory decisions has been 

examined in other forms of migration such as irregular or low-skilled labour migration 

(especially how collective family savings were used to transport migrants to host 

countries), research concerning how professionals negotiate and reconcile family life 

with their career moves is still emerging.10 It is thus important to consider the general 

guiding principles regarding family life when developing a strategy to attract 

academic talents. This leads to our final policy recommendation for attracting 

foreign faculty and Singaporean academics abroad to come to the City State: 

promote practices to facilitate family life. Here, many examples can be 

considered, including, but are not limited to, introduction of flexible working hours, 

reduction of barriers to family visitations (such as easing access to long-term visas 

for elderly parents who assist with childcare provision), and family integration. To 

identify good practices suitable for the university sector, it is essential to involve 

contributions from faculty and staff currently working in Singapore—this would in turn 

reflect the most current needs. 

 

 

 

                                                           
10

 See Ortiga, Yasmin Y., Chou, Meng-Hsuan, Sondhi, Gunjan and Jue Wang (forthcoming) 
‘Academic “Centres”: Epistemic Differences and Brain Circulation’, International Migration. 
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