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Abstract

This dissertation explores the expectancy value narratives of unemployed mid-career workers
in Singapore, focusing on those who do not participate in employment-related upskilling
through SkillsFuture credits, a type of Individual Learning Account. Despite the availability of
these credits aimed at encouraging lifelong learning and employability, a segment of the
population remains disengaged. The study sought to understand the perceived value of
upskilling from the perspective of ten individuals over 40 years old, unemployed and had not
used their SkillsFuture credits to date. A mixed-methods approach to data gathering was
employed, which consisted of an initial 17 item survey which served as a quantitative scoping
mechanism to source for participants who fit the research criteria. With ten qualified
participants sourced, the second stage of data gathering was achieved through narrative

inquiry — 1 to 1, semi-structured interviews with each of the participants.

Eccles et al.'s (1983) Expectancy Value Theory (EVT) was employed to derive each
participant’s expectancy of success and subjective task value attributions as a means of
explaining their non-participation in upskilling. Recognising that participation or non-
participation is influenced by both internal orientations and external factors, Cross’s (1981)
situational, dispositional, and institutional barrier categories were secondarily employed as
proxies of EVT’s cost construct. Thematic analysis revealed two main themes and a total of
five sub-themes. These themes were then superimposed onto expectancy, subjective task

value and barrier constructs.

The results revealed that while participants exhibited high expectancies of success in
completing employability-related courses, they assigned low subjective task values across
intrinsic interest, attainment, and utility dimensions. Notably, utility value—though low—
emerged as the principal motivator for considering upskilling, contingent on the assurance of
subsequent employment. The research also identifies the situational, dispositional, and

institutional barriers affecting participatory behaviours.

The dissertation concludes by offering its practical contributions to current research, as well
as suggesting avenues for future ones, ultimately aimed toward achieving a more holistic,

aspirational, and “compassionate” definition of education.
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Chapter One: Introduction

| remember filling out the Ed.D application form so many years ago, and it in, one of the
questions had asked about the motivation for taking the degree, and how it would be used.
At the time, | was working at a public university, in a career services office on the first floor,
and where - like a classic description of Gods and men - Deans, professors, and members of
the academic staff occupied the highest floors of the building. | remember responding to that
question professing my hope that the Ed.D would give me the credibility and legitimacy to sit
amongst key decision makers, and with my enhanced “powers”, | could be a more effective
bridge between academia and the day-to-day issues that | witness and hear as a career
advisory professional. Working alongside leaders but with a heart for the man on the streets,
| would focus my work on researching, implementing, and rallying for change, in the name of
helping people become employable and stay employable, regardless of age and backgrounds.

The answer | wrote in that application form so many years ago, is still accurate.

And thus, it was the practice-based orientation that initially drew me to the Ed.D. As a career
adviser serving a very particular demographic of professionals, one of the major themes that |
frequently encounter in my sessions, is the topic of unemployment and the need for these
professionals to get back to work as soon as possible after they lose their jobs. The world is
changing rapidly, and the advent of COVID made these changes even quicker. Never before
has upskilling been so critical in the preservation and advancement of employment (Narot

and Kiettikunwong, 2021; Ng, Lim, and Pang 2022; Yang et.al., 2022; Kilag et.al., 2023).

In the last decade, we have witnessed significant shifts in population dynamics, primarily due
to declining birth rates and enhanced longevity, resulting in an older population demographic
(World Health Organization, 2011). In response, numerous nations have implemented a
variety of innovative measures and investments aimed at the sustainable management of
human resources. These measures include, but are not limited to, policy initiatives that
encourage childbearing, provide for the elderly, handle talent, regulate immigration, facilitate
e-learning, establish community education hubs, and endorse ongoing education throughout

life (Yorozu, 2017).
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The concept of lifelong learning has garnered increasing focus from academic researchers
due to its potential benefits at individual, community, and even national tiers. Research
indicates that engaging in continuous education fosters personal fulfilment by allowing
individuals opportunities to follow their interests, as well as to enhance their professional
skills (Ng, 2013; Lee and Morris, 2016). Therefore, lifelong learning is posited to be
instrumental in boosting employability, thereby potentially decreasing unemployment,
mitigating economic disparities, fostering societal cohesion, and combating social isolation
and exclusion (Tan, 2017; Woo, 2018). It is also suggested to improve a nation's competitive

stance and image in the international arena (Ng, 2013).

Particularly in Asia, developing nations with evolving economies and a scarcity of skilled
labour, have enacted policies and legislation in support of lifelong learning. These actions are
often taken at a governmental level with broad objectives or through centralized policy
directives (Kitagawa, 2012; Tan, 2017). Such policy initiatives are intended to align with the
dynamic global job market and aim to foster sustainable socio-economic growth (Han, 2001;
Liu, Fernandez, and Grotlischen, 2019). Singapore, historically aligning with such trends, has

adopted this approach to enhance its position in the global economy.

However, with the country’s limited geographical size and the challenge of a diminishing and
aging labour force, Singapore has been under pressure to formulate strategies to sustain its
labour market. The nation has continuously prioritized education, leveraging it as a tool for
both economic enhancement and societal development. In line with this strategic priority,
the Singaporean government launched a comprehensive, state-funded initiative in 2015, the
SkillsFuture Credit (SFC) program, to promote skills development across the nation. This
program — a type of Individual learning account - provides all Singaporeans aged 25 an
opening credit of SS500 which they can use on a wide variety of courses - to upskill, reskill, or
just to take up a new interest (Chong 2015). In 2020, and additional S$500 worth of
additional credits were awarded to all eligible Singaporeans, with a further $500 given to

citizens aged 40 to 60. (SkillsFuture n.d).

More broadly, apart from the SkillsFuture credits and career advisory services that my
colleagues and | provide, a robust safety net exists for the unemployed which include

conversion programmes and assistance packages that respond to the immediate

12



employment challenges posed by economic disruptions. Job seekers can also tap into
financial support schemes and receive employment assistance from traineeship initiatives.
These, alongside other targeted financial assistance and programs, ensure that Singaporeans
have access to a variety of resources to aid in their upskilling, reskilling, and re-entry into the
workforce. There are also various agencies such as Workforce Singapore (WSG) that offer
comprehensive career and job matching services, and initiatives designed to bolster job

search efforts and skills enhancement.

1.1 Research Problem
In defining my research problem and questions, | will start with a visual representation of
what this study focuses on and the context in which it exists. | will then break each element

down further, before arriving to the research problem and the associated research questions:

Government
Rhetoric on
upskilling

Low SkillsFuture Credit

SSUhpport Utilization / Narratives
(Sk'c|| eFmtes of Non-Participation
clrzdtijt;;re (Research Problem)

Currently
Unemployed
Mid-
Careerists

Fig.1.1: Visual representation of research problem and context. Author’s own.

| decided to present this in a classic “on the one hand” versus “on the other hand” dichotomy
to enhance readability, and emphasis on where the “breakage” point occurs which makes

this study interesting and valuable.
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“On the One Hand”

Support
Schemes
(SkillsFuture
Credits)

Government

Rhetoric on
upskilling

Fig.1.2: “On the one hand”. Author’s own.

As mentioned in the preceding paragraphs, there are numerous schemes and resources that
are available to citizens, to encourage them to pick up new skills — be it hobby or leisure
related, or employment-related. The scheme that this dissertation homes in on, is the
SkillsFuture credits. On the one hand, Government leaders have been promulgating the
importance of lifelong learning and picking up new skills, even in 2014, just before the launch
of SkillsFuture. In an address to mark the opening of the Lifelong Learning Institute, Deputy

Prime Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam said the following:

SkillsFuture encapsulates the journey we are embarking on: we want to help
everyone develop the skills relevant to the future, and we must build a future
based on mastery, in every job..Everyone has to take ownership of this
SkillsFuture journey. We can only go forward and succeed if we all take
responsibility — as individuals, employers, educators and trainers. The
Government will be an active enabler in all these efforts. (Shanmugaratnam,

2014)

Throughout the years, this spirit of the message has been echoed numerous times, and here
are two recent ones, first from the Minister of Education, and the second, Singapore’s

Deputy Prime Minister:

This must be a continuous process, where every Singapore will know what
are the skillsets they have within their portfolio, and what other skill sets they
might want to acquire if they are looking for career transition, or even if
they're trying to stay competitive in the same job. Can this be done? Yes.

(Chan, 2023)
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We have been working on this for some time under SkillsFuture. But we will
shift SkillsFuture to higher gear, and make skills training and lifelong learning

a key pillar of our refreshed compact with every worker. (Wong, 2023)

In a large survey conducted during the midst of the pandemic (Lam, 2020), it was revealed that an
overwhelming majority of employees in Singapore—90%—acknowledge the need for continual skills
development to maintain a competitive edge, post-pandemic. Amongst the 1,080 Singaporeans that
participated in the poll, it was anticipated that there would be difficulties in finding new positions
amid economic downturn and rapid digitalization, with 88% believing that companies will favour
versatile candidates who can handle various responsibilities. Furthermore, the survey indicated a
strong expectation among 87% of respondents that businesses would lean towards digital solutions
over new hires, and 88% foresaw the potential for job cuts as a strategy to reduce expenses. Older
workers, particularly those aged 56 to 65, were most concerned about their job prospects, with 98%
emphasizing the importance of upskilling or reskilling. Similarly, a high percentage of the younger
age group, those between 24 to 55 years old, echoed this sentiment, with approximately nine out
of 10 expressing the necessity for skills enhancement. Therefore, there seems to be corroboration

and alignment between Government rhetoric and the populace.

“On the Other Hand”

Low SkillsFuture Credit
Utilization / Narratives
of Non-Participation

(Research Problem)

Fig.1.3: “On the other hand”. Author’s own.

Yet, according to Lim and Yang (2023), seven in 10 people across all age groups have not used the
SkillsFuture Credit since the scheme was started in 2015. In addition to this startling statistic, in my
own practice, an average of 8 of every ten unemployed people | meet and coach have yet to use
their SkillsFuture Credit because “have you used your SkillsFuture credits for upskilling” is

something | always ask during my consultation sessions, if someone tells me that they have lost
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their jobs. With the presentation of this statistic, the disconnect is apparent. What is happening
here? Why are people not utilising their credits? Those were the questions that served as the
genesis of my research. The answers | tend to get are normally “lack of time” and outcome-related

reasons.

In a study of the effectiveness of the SkillsFuture credit scheme, Kim and her colleagues (2021)
also found that “lack of time” was the predominant reason for non-participation, and non-
utilisation of SkillsFuture credits . Their results are also consistent with research done Tan (2017),
where she asserts that there is an underdeveloped culture of lifelong learning, especially in the
context of balancing full time employment. However, as my research deals with people who are
currently unemployed, “lack of time” is confounding because being unemployed means one
actually in fact, has more time on one’s hands. Thus, was this “a socially acceptable or face-saving
reason for not participating, camouflaging the more complex and possibly unrecognized reasons
(?)” (McGivney, 1993, p. 18). This is also seemingly in opposition to studies done in Singapore
where “mature workers appeared highly motivated to accept opportunities to upskill and reskill
even beyond the age of 62, in order to remain employable” (Hoskins and Facchinello, 2018, p.6).
In their study, Hoskins and Facchinello also found that “nearly 9 in 10 accepted the opportunity to
participate in training” (ibid). The difference between their study and mine is that theirs surveyed

mature workers who were employed, while my participants were not.

Pertaining to employment outcomes, | draw on a paper that political economist Gordon Lafer
(1994) wrote. His analysis in "The Politics of Job Training: Urban Poverty and the False Promise of
JTPA" offered a critical perspective on the role of job training programs, with insights that seem to
be applicable to the context of Singapore and its government's approach to upskilling. Lafer
contends that the implementation of such programs, has been more politically than economically
motivated. He underscores a significant discrepancy between the rhetoric and reality of these
programs, pointing out that despite the purported economic benefits, their effectiveness in
genuinely improving employment prospects remains questionable. This argument is particularly
relevant when considering Singapore's rapidly aging population and the increasing emphasis on
upskilling and retraining older workers. Lafer's analysis suggests that while governmental focus on
upskilling as a strategy to combat unemployment mirrors a globally popular approach, he
highlights the potential conflict between the stated objectives of job training programs and their

actual outcomes, a consideration that could be pertinent for Singapore in ensuring that its
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upskilling initiatives genuinely contribute to enhancing employment opportunities and economic
security for its aging workforce. In a more recent article that Lafer contributed to (Rogers, 2023),
he and his fellow economists and researchers continue to suggest that the promise of upskilling
may be overstated, as evidence showed that it did not significantly impact long-term career
advancement compared to other factors like union representation and minimum wage policies.
The article pointed out that while upskilling programs can potentially enhance diversity in high-
skilled jobs, they often fail to deliver the promised career changes and financial benefits. Closer to
home, | offer this relatable excerpt of an interview with a 50 year old Singaporean gentleman, for

consideration:

“I'm embracing what the Government wants - to take up all my courses, which |
did. But | don't have someone who wants to give me the opportunity,” he said.

(cited in Chew, 2021)

In this excerpt and the article, job interviewers were not convinced that this gentleman was
digitally savvy, even when he said he had a Tik Tok account and had gone for courses to brush up
his digital skills. Thus, what Lafer wrote, coupled with excerpts like the above, spurred to me find
out more about the importance of employment outcomes on one’s decision to participate (and

use SkillsFuture credits to upskill).

The Population

Currently
Unemployed

Mid-
Careerists

Fig.1.4: Defining the Population. Author’s own.

The selection of participants for this dissertation, focusing on mid-career unemployed individuals,
was driven by a combination of practical accessibility and theoretical relevance. A mid-career
professional as defined by Workforce Singapore (2023) is an individual above 40 years of age.
Pertaining to their current state of unemployment, when prolonged, leads to significant financial

and psychological hardships. Research, including that by Sumil-Laanemaa et al. (2021), highlights
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these challenges. Older individuals who lose their jobs often face extended periods before finding
new employment. | find this evident in my day to day work where the majority of newly
unemployed slowly but surely become classified as “long term unemployed” (LTU) as their
unemployment goes beyond 6 months (Ministry of Manpower 2023). Tracking my caseload of
people whom | work with, the majority of those who manage to secure jobs are the ones who
accept fixed term contracts, and lower salaries. This is also supported by work done by Chan and
Stevens (2001) and Samorodov (1999) who also found that are typically shorter in duration, lower
in pay, and of inferior quality compared to previous jobs. As a knock on effect, unemployment
therefore reduces income and can adversely impacts retirement savings, leading to increased
economic marginalization in later life (Chan and Stevens, 1999). Brand (2015) also estimated that
individuals can suffer a cumulative lifetime earning loss of around 20%. Therefore, older workers,
who are more likely to remain unemployed for longer periods, face an even greater challenge in

recovering these financial losses, resulting in potentially more severe economic consequences.

On participant selection, this demographic was specifically chosen as it represents the population
that | engage with regularly in my professional context. This approach also aligns with the
recommendations in academic literature, which emphasize the importance of selecting a study
population that is both accessible and relatable to the researcher (Patton, 2002; Creswell and
Creswell, 2017). Moreover, the rationale behind focusing on individuals over 40 is grounded in
existing research that indicates this age group often faces unique challenges in the workforce,
particularly in the context of unemployment and career transition (Ng and Feldman, 2012). As a
first stage, | obtained written permission from the Managing Director of a training agency to
deploy a survey to a database of clients. If respondents met certain criteria, they were invited to
participate in the second stage of the research, which were the narrative interviews. Purposeful
sampling allowed to finally secure ten participants for stage two, whose narratives allowed for
contextually grounded insights that | hoped to add to the understanding of SkillsFuture

participation and its value for this demographic.

1.2 Research Questions

The formulation of the three research questions (RQs) in this dissertation is deeply rooted in the
ontological and epistemological underpinnings of my research. Ontologically, the study
acknowledges the complex and subjective nature of human experience, particularly in

understanding the decision-making processes of these ten unemployed mid-career professionals.
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This ontological stance recognises that the reasons behind their choice not to use SkillsFuture credits
are not merely objective facts but are intricately tied to their personal histories, perceptions, and
social contexts. Epistemologically, the study seeks to delve into the depths of their lived experiences,
aiming to comprehend their historical and current thought processes and how these have evolved
over time. This epistemological approach prioritises the subjective meanings and interpretations
that these individuals assign to their experiences, rather than seeking an objective 'truth'. Therefore,
the research questions are designed not just to skim the surface of observable phenomena, but to
explore the rich, nuanced understandings that underlie the participants' choices and experiences,

thereby offering a more comprehensive view of their decision-making processes:

RQ1: What is the individual’'s perceived level of confidence in completing an

employability related course of study?

This question aimed to delve into the individual's self-assessment of their ability to successfully
engage in and complete an employability-related course. By exploring participants' perceived
level of confidence, | sought to understand how their beliefs about their abilities influence their

decision to participate in employment-related upskilling.

RQ2: What is the individual’s perceived level of added employability value after

completing an employment related course?

The second question specifically attempted to address the value that individuals assign to the
completion of an employment-related course. This question aimed to assess how individuals
perceive the potential benefits of such courses in enhancing their employability, thereby

influencing their motivation to take on employment-related upskilling.

RQ3: What might be the perceived barriers that may prevent the individual from

commencing the course, and using his or her SkillsFuture Credits?
Whereas the first two RQs were more internally focused, this third RQ attempted to understand

external barriers that hinder participation by the generalisation of narratives and for formulating

strategies to enhance participation in adult learning initiatives.
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1.3 Theoretical Framework

In selecting a theoretical framework for my dissertation, | engaged in a comprehensive
evaluation of various motivational theories, and my journey to couple Expectancy Value
Theory (EVT) (Eccles et al., 1983) with Cross’s (1981) barriers to participation will be
discussed. | was very clear on the questions | wanted to answer and | knew my demographic
well, and as such | sought a theoretical framework that was well researched, rigorous and in
which | could fit in specific aspects pertaining to expectations, cost/benefits, and outcomes.
Choosing to employ EVT was a decision driven by the theory’s depth, its comprehensive
understanding of motivational constructs, and its applicability to adult learning contexts. The
model is centred on the premise that an individual’s choices, persistence, and performance in
a task are shaped by their expectations of success and the value they ascribe to the task
(Eccles and Wigfield, 2002). This framework, with its dual focus on expectancy beliefs and
task value, provides an extensive lens to scrutinize the complex motivational dynamics at play
among mid-career professionals who might be weighing the benefits of participating in
employment-related upskilling while unemployed. As mentioned in my research questions, |
wanted to explore participants’ participation choices and it was important to investigate their
upbringings, and parental influences on their perception of the value of education. In this
sense, EVT allows for this because it incorporates the role of individual beliefs, past
experiences, which informs current decision-making processes, and in this case, why they do
not upskill, even when they seemingly have the time to do so, and when they are
unemployed. The theory’s recognition of the influence of sociocultural backgrounds and
contextual factors on motivation aligns well with the specific challenges and incentives faced
by my target demographic in the Singaporean context. The flexibility and adaptability of EVT
also played a significant role in my choice. EVT allows for the incorporation of other relevant
concepts and theories as subsidiary explanatory tools, making it a versatile framework for my
research. Furthermore, EVT’s empirical validation across various educational settings and its
proven predictive validity in understanding individuals' engagement in learning and

development activities affirmed its suitability for my study (Wigfield and Eccles, 2000).

After completing all the interviews and documenting each participant’s expectancy and
subjective task value constructs, | superimposed these onto Cross’s (1981) barriers to
participation model. While EVT primarily delves into the cognitive aspects of motivation and

subjective task values, Cross's model allowed me to broaden the scope by focusing on
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external factors and barriers, while also acting as a proxy for the cost construct of EVT, which

| will also discuss later.

By incorporating Cross's model alongside EVT, | hoped to achieve a holistic understanding of
the participants' decision-making processes. While EVT allowed me to explore participants'
intrinsic motivations, their expectations of success, and the subjective value they attach to
upskilling and participation, Cross's model enabled me to contextualize these motivations
within the external landscape, identifying situational, dispositional and institutional barriers
that might hinder or facilitate their participation. As | planned to conclude the dissertation
with policy-enhancing recommendations, employing Cross’s barrier model was very useful in

helping me achieve this.

1.4 Methodology

While | employed a mixed-method approach with an initial quantitative scoping mechanism by
way of a survey, the bulk of the data gathering and analysis was done through the employment of
narrative inquiry. This, combination with EVT was very suitable because EVT is predicated on the
notion that individuals' choices, persistence, and performance in various domains are influenced
by their expectations of success and the subjective value they ascribe to the task (Eccles and
Wigfield, 2002). While EVT provided a structured theoretical model for predicting behaviour, it
inherently demands an exploration of subjective experiences and perceptions that are deeply
rooted in individual contexts. This is where narrative methodologies become instrumental.
Narratives allowed me to explore lived experiences, offering a nuanced understanding of how
people construct meaning and how this meaning influences their motivation and behaviour
(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). As such, | was able to delve into the personal stories that shape
expectancy beliefs and task values, providing a rich, contextualized complement to more
guantitative methods. This synergy is particularly important in educational and psychological
research, where understanding the depth of human experience is crucial for theory development
and practical application. Therefore, while the initial survey helped me to locate suitable
participants who fit my research criteria, the application and confluence of narrative inquiry and
EVT also helped to enrich the theoretical understanding, and the practical applicability of
research findings in real-world settings. | will discuss narrative inquiry in further detail in Chapter

3.
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1.5 Research Significance

In summary, my dissertation attempts to offer a critical analysis of why this specific
demographic, despite having access to time and SkillsFuture credits and being in a phase of
unemployment, chooses not to engage in upskilling programs. This exploration is particularly
significant Singapore's emphasis on lifelong learning and the government's significant
investment in upskilling initiatives as a pathway for navigating a rapidly changing job market

and rapidly ageing population. In the Prime Minister’s own words:

Our population is not just ageing, but ageing rapidly. In 2010, about 1 in 10
Singaporeans were aged 65 and above. A decade later, in 2020, it has risen to
about 1 in 6. By 2030, another 10 years later, it would be almost 1in 4

Singaporeans over 65. (Lee, 2023)

The Prime Minister states the urgency of addressing the challenges and opportunities
presented by an aging society. One significant aspect of this integration is the
encouragement of unemployed older workers to utilize their SkillsFuture Credit, a strategy
aligning with broader societal, and economic benefits. The scheme was designed to
encourage lifelong learning and skill development, which is crucial for older workers. The
rapidly evolving job market, driven by technological advancements and changing industry
needs, necessitates continuous learning to remain employable and competitive. For older
workers, particularly those facing unemployment, the SkillsFuture Credit offers an avenue to
update their skills, aligning with current and future labour market demands. This upskilling is
not only beneficial for the individual's employability but also contributes to the broader
economic goal of maintaining a skilled and adaptable workforce. Desjardins noted that from

an economic perspective:

Government support, the least common source of financial support, tends to
benefit those who already display high rates of participation, namely younger
adults, the higher educated, and those who are in white-collar high-skills

occupations, rather than vulnerable groups. (Desjardins, 2011, p.213)

This is not the case when it comes to SkillsFuture as the credits benefit all citizens above 25 in

their lifelong learning endeavours, be it for employment or otherwise. As such, | attempted
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to investigate the reasons why these ten participants have either de-prioritized or have
decided to completely overlook this resource, which could help them with updating their
professional skills, thereby increasing their employability. In the Lim and Yang (2023) article
that | cited stating that seven out of ten people across age groups have not yet utilised their
credits, it would be impossible to know for those that did use their credits, if the credits were
used to for employment or leisure related courses. Taking a course in gardening can be
leisure to someone, and employment related to another who intends to be a professional
gardener. Thus “the distinction between job and non-job related reasons is not so clear cut”
(Desjardins, Rubenson and Milana 2006 cited in Hovdhaugen and Opheim 2018, p.561) This
was also echoed in 2020, when Singapore’s then-education minister was quoted as saying,
“What is (considered as) leisure by me may be a profession to another” (Ong, cited in Ng
2020). As such, even if the seven out of ten non-participants were to utilise their credits, the
conundrum would still exist. However, the significance of my research is that it attempts to
shed light onto a part of the statistic that Lim and Yang (2023) highlighted, and into the
employment upskilling motivations and mindsets of a this particular demographic. | did
manage to locate a study conducted by the International University of Applied Sciences
(Germany) published in 2022, entitled “Upskilling as an opportunity for a new job. How
motivated are job seekers?”, which bore similarities to my research, although | commenced
writing my dissertation in 2021. Amongst the interesting takeaways were that 55% of
surveyed individuals stated that the certainty of having a job at the end of upskilling was the
main motivator, amongst other employment related reasons. In addition, while job seekers
were generally positive about training programs, 29.5% of respondents who lack motivation
for upskilling said that they concerned about difficulties in learning again. Furthermore,
25.6% feel too stressed by their job loss to deal with upskilling programs, and 24.2% believe
upskilling wouldn’t help them advance. Personal motivation to learn was particularly high
when the training aligned with their personal goals, as indicated by 42.8% of respondents.
However, almost half (44.7%) were not planning any upskilling at the moment, with 19.2%
not having considered it and 17.4% unsure of what to learn. These metrics were useful for
me and provided me the comfort that a similar study had been had found data that my own

research questions could approximate, and with a uniqueness within the Singapore context.

It is hoped that my findings have the potential to significantly inform government strategies

and policy-making, particularly in enhancing the effectiveness of upskilling initiatives. By
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uncovering the underlying reasons for low engagement, policies can be more accurately
tailored to meet the needs and address the concerns of older, unemployed professionals and
can hopefully lead to more targeted and appealing modifications in the SkillsFuture

programs.

It Is also hoped that my work will yield some International benefit with its potential to inform
strategies that keep aging populations engaged, skilled, and employable in a rapidly evolving
global job market (World Economic Forum, 2020), especially in the understanding and
implementation of upskilling initiatives, with a particular focus on the motivational and
perceptual barriers that prevent older, unemployed professionals from utilizing individual

learning accounts.

1.6 The use of Personas (“Sam”)

Because my research is approached from a practical and applicability perspective,

and testament to my style of teaching and my belief in story-telling to make ideas more
relatable, | will be employing the use of a persona - “Sam” - a hypothetical character who will
appear at certain parts of this dissertation, and whose presence | hope will make my writing
more relatable and engaging. According to Pruitt and Adlin (2010), “personas put a face on
the user—a memorable, engaging, and actionable image that serves as a design target. They
convey information about users to your product team in ways that other artifacts cannot”
(p.11). While Pruitt and Adlin’s work is centred on product design, their definition of a
persona largely holds true for my intention for Sam. Working with a predominantly mid-
career population, and attempting to address very specific research questions, Sam’s
presence was invaluable to me as | attempted to explain my rationale for choosing EVT
amongst other competing frameworks. | thus viewed him not only as a tool for relatability,
but as a proxy for not just one of the ten participants, but any mid-career individual that |

have coached over the last five years.

1.6 Limitations

The implicit value is in the specificity, but the limitations are also due to its specificity. My
research relied on a relatively small sample size, and while allowing for a detailed exploration
of individual experiences, limits the breadth and generalizability of the findings. |

acknowledge that such a sample size restricts the ability to detect subtle variations or
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broader trends that might be present in the wider population of similar demographic groups
(Creswell and Creswell, 2017). Furthermore, the subjective nature of data interpretation in
qualitative research, particularly in narrative interviews, poses another significant limitation.
Additionally, specific policy and changes in context in which this study is conducted means
that its relevance may change over time, particularly as job markets evolve. The absence of a
comparison group in my study design also limits the depth of understanding regarding the
barriers to participation in lifelong learning. A comparison with employed individuals or those
who have utilized their SkillsFuture credits would provide a richer context for understanding
the unique experiences of my sample group. In addition, the reliance on self-reported data
introduces potential biases, such as recall bias and social desirability bias, which might affect
the accuracy and reliability of the participants’ responses (Furnham, 1986). | attempted to
minimise all of these by my confirmatory meetings with participants and consultations with
my doctoral supervisor. Acknowledging these limitations is important for a balanced
interpretation of my study’s findings. It ensures that the conclusions drawn are understood
within the context of these methodological constraints, thus contributing responsibly to the

discourse in adult education and lifelong learning.

1.7 Dissertation Outline

This dissertation contains five chapters, including this introductory chapter. Chapter two
provides a review of related literature relevant to lifelong learning, upskilling, and
participatory orientations and decisions in adult education. The chapter begins with an
overview of lifelong learning concepts and their evolution, before delving into Singapore’s
specific educational and workforce training landscape, highlighted by the introduction and
objectives of the SkillsFuture initiative. Using training participation statistics, | examine global
and local trends in training participation, using them to frame the Singaporean context of
high educational achievement and a competitive job market. A large part of the chapter also
provides a review of theoretical frameworks of motivation, ultimately leading to the choice of

employing Expectancy Value Theory paired with Cross’s barriers to participation.

Chapter three details the research design and methodology employed in the study, including
participant selection, data collection methods, and analysis strategies. | opted for a mixed
method approach, combining surveys and semi-structured interviews to gather rich,

narrative data from ten unemployed mid-career professionals who had not used their
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SkillsFuture credits. This chapter explains the rationale behind the choice of choosing to
utilize both an initial survey followed by 1 to 1 interviews, emphasizing their suitability for
sourcing for participants and thereafter exploring their personal experiences and
perceptions. | discuss the process of gathering key themes in the data, linking them back to

the theoretical frameworks of EVT and Cross’s barriers model.

In chapter four, | present the findings of the research, organized around the central research
questions. It reveals the participants’ varying levels of confidence in their ability to complete
upskilling courses and the perceived value of such education in enhancing employability. The
analysis uncovers significant motivational factors and barriers to participation, including
personal, situational, and institutional challenges. The key themes from the narratives, were
them superimposed onto all Expectancy Value constructs as well as Barrier categories. This
allowed findings to be interpreted through an Expectancy Value lens and Cross’s barriers
model, highlighting the possible internal and external reasons behind the non-utilization of

SkillsFuture credits among mid-career unemployed individuals in Singapore.

In the concluding chapter, | reiterate the research findings, and reflect on the implications for
policy, practice, and future research. The chapter reiterates the importance of understanding
the barriers to participation in upskilling and the nuanced motivations of unemployed mid-
career workers. | offer recommendations for policymakers and educators to enhance the
effectiveness of lifelong learning initiatives like SkillsFuture, suggesting ways to better
address the needs and concerns of potential participants. The dissertation concludes with
reflections on the study's limitations and proposes for further possible research avenues

using Expectancy Value Theory.
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Chapter 2: Review of Related Literature

Over the years, many authors, pieces of research, and studies have been written and
conducted regarding participation in lifelong learning and barriers to participation. While
they may differ in emphasis, the general consensus is that lifelong learning is important and
necessary for human flourishing and self-actualisation, but in this current age, and in the
knowledge economy that we live in, new skills are needed in the workplace, thus upskilling
and reskilling of labour forces is critical in staying competitive. The genesis of my research
started from a point of curiosity, with a bit of disbelief. | am part of the ecosystem that has a
first-hand view of the impact of technological change and advancement, and the impact that
it has had on employment. In 2021, Singapore’s Ministry of Trade and Industry reported a
drop of 196,400 jobs lost to COVID with the correspondent covering the story cited as saying
“the magnitude of employment losses in Singapore during the Covid-19 pandemic was
unprecedented, more than in any other crisis” (Tan, 2021). As part of available support
structures, the SkillsFuture credit mechanism has been in place since 2015 to help people
with picking up the cost of picking up new skills. While there are a bevy of potential courses
that individuals could sign up for, there are Yet as | had mentioned in chapter 1, the
redemption rate has been unexpectedly low, with the majority of eligible Singaporeans not
yet tapping into their credits. In my mind, even if one was still safe in employment, the
changing landscape should have put the importance of upskilling into someone’s
consciousness, with people who had recently lost their jobs in a more precarious and urgent
situation. Thus the research idea was born: “why don’t the unemployed mid-career
professionals —the majority of the people that | work with — use their credits to plug in the
gaps, and enhance their skills to help them get back to work, especially now that they are no

longer burdened by constraints of a 9 to 6 job?”

As already mentioned in the outline of the dissertation, | approach this literature review
much like a funnel, moving from the broad to the specific. In many ways this may seem like
an assemblage of various data points, but | have done so in order to contextualise the
research problem. After a short review on lifelong learning, | attempt to explain how
education has played a pivotal part in the nation’s success, as well as the perpetuation of
academic excellence through generations. Against this backdrop, | will discuss the peculiarity
of the research problem, commenting on the latest training participations statistics before

dedicating a section on participation and non-participation. The final block of writing in this
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chapter will then focus on my journey toward employing Expectancy Value Theory (Eccles
et.al., 1983), coupled with Cross’s (1981) barriers to participation as a unified framework of

choice.

2.1 An overview of Lifelong Learning

Lifelong learning continues to be a dominant topic in education policy making (Jongbloed,
2002; Dehmel, 2006; Hinchliffe, 2006; Rubenson, 2006). Various philosophical perspectives
have been critiqued, researched to find the meaning and purpose of lifelong learning as it has
been, and should be applied today (Halliday, 2003; Green, 2006; Preece 2006). At the core,
the debate revolves around the negotiation of differences in perspectives, and certain
aspects in lifelong learning that may be favoured over others. For example, the need and
purposes for lifelong learning have been defined differently at different times by scholars and
international organizations (Faure et al., 1972; Lengrand, 1975; Wain 2004; Scheutze, 2006)
when considered from the humanistic perspective, the purpose of lifelong learning was for
individual growth and development, when considered from a perspective of pragmatism its
purpose was for social change and transformation. Influenced by human capital theory and

utilitarianism, its focus turns to economic effectiveness.

Charting the evolution of lifelong learning closely, there are two phases that can be
identified, each with individually different agendas and emphases (Schuetze, 2006). The first
generation of lifelong learning was heralded by the Faure report in 1972. The report reflected
an idealism and optimism with a vision of a humanistic and democratic system of learning for
everybody regardless of age, class, race and financial means (ibid, p.290). it was Faure and his
colleagues (1972) who defined democracy as an individual’s right to realize his own potential
and to build his own future (p. iv). Lengrand (1975) also stated that “if educationis In a
position to help men live, then It must be alive Itself” (p.60). The focus of this period
therefore revolved around the mindset of whole-life education and that the state should not
only provide education at the schooling age but throughout the whole of an individual’s life
(Aspin and Chapman 2000). The humanistic flavour also bears much resemblance to
Confucian philosophy that views “self-formation via learning (as) an act of filial piety, an
aspect of the child’s duty to his/her parents and the duty of parents to the ancestral lineage
of the family” (Marginson 2011, p.598). It too promotes that learning occur all throughout a

person’s life and that even all aspect of social life should be involved (Schuetze, 2007).

28



Making this — albeit brief - comparison between this “first age” of lifelong learning and
Confucian education philosophy is an aspect which | will expand on shortly.

The second phase of lifelong learning appeared in the 1990s in an environment
intensifying globalization and rapid social changes. This era featured increasing demands for
new skills, higher skilled workforces which were generated by global multinational companies
moving into a knowledge driven economy (Jarvis, 2007), and thus the responsibility of
learning fell to the individual, no longer the state. In addition, education evolved into a
commoditized, consumable good (Reich, 1993) necessary for sustaining livelihoods and in
response to the changing needs of labour markets (Evans 2009). It is in this generation that
economies and this essay is located. We have heard Coffield’s (2000) concern about the
“transformative nature of learning being undermined” and “degenerating to serve the
interests of global capital” (p.12), and while Jarvis (2007) echoes this concern, he
acknowledged that globalization is a current reality which must now be the centre of our

understanding of lifelong learning (p.202).

2.2 Singapore’s Education Environment

Singapore’s economic prosperity has always hinged on the nation’s one and only natural
resource —it’s people —and as such, there has always been a strategic, pragmatic, and
forward-looking approach when it comes to workforce development and lifelong learning.
Education has been a means for workers to improve skills, and to meet manpower and
innovation needs, and in an increasingly connected world, education is not only important in
the competition for international market share, but critical for globalization (Little and Green,
2009). One could write an entire dissertation on the schemes, agencies, programmes, and
policies that Singapore has created to support its citizens in remaining employable, relevant,
and productive, but | will focus on the key tenets that pertain to my research in the sections
ahead. However, to appreciate where the country is right now, it would be useful to first
understand the journey it took to get here. This evolution can be described in three phases.
The first phase — “learning to survive” — occurred between the 1950s to 1970s, wherein the
key imperatives were to raise literacy, numeracy, and employability skills to stem high
unemployment rates at that time. The hallmark of the second phase from the 1980s to the
turn of the century — “learning to compete” — was the development of lifelong learning

infrastructure that comprised of early schemes like the Skills Development Fund for worker
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upgrading, as well as the setting up of vocational institutes. An excerpt from a speech from

the nation’s then Prime Minister in 1997 set the tone for the upcoming third phase:
Education and training are central to how nations will fare in this future. Strong
nations and strong communities will distinguish themselves from the rest by how
well their people learn and adapt to change. Learning will not end in the school or
even in the university. Much of the knowledge learnt by the young will be
obsolete some years after they complete their formal education. In some
professions, like Information Technology, obsolescence occurs even faster. The
task of education must therefore be to provide the young with the core
knowledge and core skills, and the habits of (learning, that enable them to learn
continuously throughout their lives. We have to equip them for a future that we

cannot really predict. (Goh, 1997)

When Singapore entered the new millennia, the nation’s strong economy allowed the
populace to move into “learning for life”, by providing more pathways for individuals to
pursue, and more institutions to help with training of workers across sectors and career
stages. The rest, they say, Is history. Singapore’s current accolades are well known —the
country is ranked 6™ highest per capita GDP among nations, ahead of the United States
(Statista, 2022) — all in an island measuring 17 miles from north to south, and 31 miles from
east to west. In the most recent PISA assessment, Singapore scored significantly higher than
all countries and economies across math, reading and science (OECD, 2023). We could argue
that the ability to produce such results could be because the populace progressed from
“learning to compete” with other nations to competing amongst themselves, through the
propagation of academic excellence passed from parent to child, with the mindset of
academic achievement starting at a very young age. | would like to expand on this further as

it not only bears weight, it helps with situatedness and significance of my research.

Within the education “race”, parents are almost forced to push their children to do as well in
school as possible because they recognize that Singapore has a very high stakes system that
starts “sorting” children based on their capabilities from third grade. As an example, consider

the following mathematics problem:
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Nothing out of the ordinary except that this question was from a second grade practice
workbook. To the uninitiated, the above question demonstrates how advanced Singapore’s
education system is, seeing as how equations were only introduced in the fifth grade in the
90s. The nation’s high stakes exams are well known, sometimes respected in the results it
produces (like PISA), but sometimes detested. In her article for the New Republic, Martha
Nussbaum (2010) wrote that “by the country’s (Singapore) own account, they do a great deal
of rote learning and “teaching to the test””. She concludes forcefully that “it is time to take
off the rose-coloured glasses. Singapore (and China) are terrible models of education”. It has
already been proven that academic grades are no indication of workplace performance (see
Baird, 1985; Roth et.al, 1996; Grant, 2018), yet in Singapore, performance in examinations
are the definition of achievement, and of value. Peruse the job classifieds and see how
companies display different starting salaries for a first class degree versus a second upper
versus a second lower. In a sense, examinations are standard screening devices for
differentiation as well as a proxies for behavioural characteristics that employers believe
enhance contribution to the workplace (Lim, 2017) and because the opening of these doors
are dependent on how one performs in examinations, rewards and penalties are substantial
(Bray, 1999). It is well known that Singapore’s education system is intensely competitive, with
only a small number of students finally making it into one of the national universities, which
are seen to be “elitist”, and also symbolic of an person’s quality. In addition, the country’s
“one chance” system does not cater to those who may have slipped or failed at some point in
their educational journey (Cheng, 2016). Finally, subjecting students to compulsory, high-
stakes exams in which there must be winners and losers, and in which students have no
control over is also likely to produce detrimental effects (Gregory and Clarke, 2003). To the
nation’s credit, it has attempted to modify current systems, for example, to move to subject-
based-banding in order to “nurture the joy of learning and develop multiple pathways to
cater to the different strengths and interests of our students” (Ministry of Education, n.d).

|/I

However, as parents, we are still “stuck between a rock and hard place”, and constantly
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wondering about “happy childhood or academic success?” (see Koh-Chua 2023). | am
reminded of an article | read that stated that Singapore (parents) spent over a billion dollars
in private supplementary tutoring, in their bid to give their children the best competitive
advantage possible (Teng, 2019), and while our (then) education minister may claim that
“every school a good school” (Wong 2022), as Singaporeans, we know that some schools are
“better” schools, and we do our very best to help our kids get into these so as to help them

build cultural capital (Tan 2013).

What creates an education culture like Singapore? | surmise that it has got to do with two
things. Firstly, a conscious or unconscious adherence to the precepts of human capital theory
(HCT), and secondly, a largely Confucian culture, neither of which are necessarily
independent of each other. According to the OECD (2008) and Garibaldi (2006), human
capital is defined as wealth that is created via labour, skills and knowledge that a person may
possess that contributes to his or her economic productivity. By skills and knowledge we may
imply that education and training are key in this definition. According to Blaug (1992), the
maximisation of individual interests is the core assumption of human capital formation. In a
sense, it would seem that the Singapore culture implicitly understands this, lives it, and
propagates it from generation to generation. My parents always told me that | should
“minimally get a degree” so that | can be assured of a “good” job. This was also echoed in
stories that my spouse, my friends and acquaintances have shared. Thus, part of this
competitive achievement mindset must surely have roots in HCT, be it conscious or
unconsciously. Economic research has showed that — controlled for years of schooling —
qualifications do have positive effects on labour markets and for the individual (Becker, 1964;
Hungerford and Solon, 1987; Jaeger and Page, 1996), which lends support to HCT. However,
research has also shown that there may be non-linearity in outcomes which fall outside of
HCT, due to mechanisms such as sorting and selection in education systems (Bol and Van der
Werfhorst, 2011). This is relatable to Singapore’s system, because | believe that this mindset
of academic achievement, giving everything you can possibly give — be it as a parent or as a
student — aligns with the aim of making sure you or your child have the best possible
outcomes, by way of getting into particular schools, degree programmes, and job
opportunities. This is once again reinforced in an article by Peh (2024) who states that “many
parents think good PSLE grades are important to secure enrolment in a secondary school of

the child’s choice, and because it’s a stepping stone to a good future or career”
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2.2.1 The Influence of Confucianism

| would argue that what Peh wrote about the seemingly hyper competitive culture of
educational achievement ultimately has roots in Confucianism. While a detailed review of is
beyond the realm of necessity, | believe that there is value in briefly talking briefly about
Confucian virtues and their parallels with Singapore’s value system. Most people understand
Confucianism as a philosophical and ethical system centred on the cultivation of virtues. Key

virtues include ren ({Z) or loving-kindness, yi () or righteousness, li (£L) or propriety, zhi
(£5) or wisdom, and xin ({5) or sincerity (Wang and Madson, 2013) A person who embodies

these virtues is referred to as a junzi (), often translated as a “noble person”,

“gentleman”, or a “virtuous man” (Kuah, 1990) The junzi is characterized by moral integrity,
self-discipline, and a commitment to ethical conduct. Without explicitly using the term in our
day to day, | would argue that Singaporeans have always considered our government
ministers and officials as junzi, which is also something that is also suggested by authors such
as Englehart (2000). Honing in on my point about Singapore’s high-achieving education
culture, Englehart’s paper is informative because it makes the link between the elite
government officials and the common people, particularly through the lens of educational
aspirations. In Singapore, there is a strong societal drive towards educational achievement,
fuelled by the desire to join the ranks of the elite. This societal push is deeply connected to
the concept of junzi. Parents encourage their children to excel academically, hoping that
through educational success, their children can secure prestigious positions and embody the
junziideal. This aspiration for upward mobility through education creates a tangible link
between the elite (the government officials) and the common man. It reflects the Confucian
value of self-cultivation and moral development, suggesting that anyone can ascend to the
ranks of the junzi with effort. When | was growing up, | remember Confucian Ethics being
offered as part of the moral education curriculum, and while Neo (2022) reminds us that
Confucian Ethics only lasted from 1984 to 1992, “the introduction of this curriculum in
Singapore is of some significance for the preservation and promotion of Confucianism”
(p.96). Following the decline of the Confucian ethics programme, the Singaporean
government introduced the ‘Shared Values’ campaign in 1991. This new campaign sought to
integrate the essential values from various cultural traditions within Singapore, thereby
promoting social cohesion and a unified national identity by enumerating six values — 1)

nation before community and society above self; 2) family is the basic unit of society; 3)
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community support and respect for the individual; 4) consensus not conflict; and 5) racial and
religious harmony (National Library Board, 2024). While the Shared Values initiative was not
explicitly Confucian, it nonetheless echoed several Confucian principles, such as prioritizing
community over the individual, respecting authority, and maintaining social harmony. This
initiative represented a more inclusive and adaptable approach to instilling societal values,
aligning better with the diverse cultural fabric of Singapore (Tan, 2012). Fast forward to 2014,
in which a new ‘Character and Citizenship Education’ (CCE) syllabus was introduced. This
curriculum, which aimed to cultivate values and competencies in students, aligns with
Confucian principles, even if not explicitly stated (Tan and Tan, 2014). Tan and Tan do make
it clear though that this alignment is not to suggest that Confucian values are prioritized over
other cultural or religious values, such as those of Islam or Hinduism, which also hold
significant overlaps with the CCE’s underlying philosophy. Thus it can be seen that
throughout the years, there have been “mechanisms” in place that reinforce these

Confucianist philosophies, with the importance of education being one of them.

Coming back to | had written earlier about the link between education and becoming a junzi,
Simon Marginson (2011) very beautifully summarizes that Confucian systems of education
establishes a hierarchy based on competition in examinations, that “social harmony is based
on universal acceptance of this hierarchy, moderated by the glimmer of hope that
exceptional diligence at school will earn an honoured place on the upper rungs of the social
ladder.” (p.600). Within a Singapore context, this is manifested in the “one-chance”
examination system that | mentioned, which serves as the mechanism by which sorting of
students is done. Thus, through this filter of values which drives students to succeed, all
families fall in line with the examination system. Singapore’s founding father, Lee Kuan Yew
realized the need to instil a value system that could be used to counteract the forces of
industrial development, and thus Confucianism, with its espousal of a ranking system, love
for one another and respect for authority (Yutang, 1938:13-14) has also given the
government the ability to limit challenges to their leadership. Obedience to authority then is
not just at the government/citizen level, but now it can between parents to child as a
microcosm of the former. One example comes to mind: when my son was in kindergarten, he
had a classmate that he always wanted to play with over the weekends, but we could never
find open pockets of time, because over the weekends, her parents sent her to three extra

classes on top of the classes that they had during the weekdays. Each of the extra classes
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were for English, mathematics, and mandarin — the subjects that she would encounter when
she moved to first grade the next year. In a casual conversation with her mother one day, she
told us that she was just repeating the growing up experience that she herself had, and that

these classes would give her daughter an extra “edge” when assessments came along.

Confucianism also viewed study as involving diligence, hardship, perseverance, but not
enjoyment, and that parents have very high expectations of their children’s academic success
(Zou, 2014 p.179-180). Tan (1989), when commenting on Confucian values and economic
growth in Singapore, stated that “education was a means to move up the societal order..”
and “education for the children was viewed as an investment in the prestige and wealth of
the family” (p.8). My wife has been an accountant for fifteen years, having chosen to study
accounting in University. However, that choice was not really hers but her mother’s. In an
alternate reality my wife would have chosen to study journalism, but her parents forbade her
from doing so as they believed that such a discipline would not be one that was economically
viable. As a good daughter, she obeyed, but in the decade that we have been married, there
have been so many times that she wished she actually pursued journalism instead. This
example is not unique — as an educator for so many years, | cannot recall how many times |
have met with students, individuals who tell me that they chose to study business
administration because “it was the hardest faculty to get into”, or because “l wanted to make
my parents proud”. Isaiah Berlin (1969) wrote that a person may “lack political liberty or
freedom only if you are prevented from attaining a goal by other human beings (p.122)”,
which is echoed by Green (1895) who would claim that my wife’s situation would be similar
“in condition of a bondsman who is carrying out the will of another, not his own” (p.2). Thus
it can be argued that my wife had no say in wanting to studying journalism versus
accountancy because she was prevented from doing so by her parents. Objectively though,
she had a choice. People have choices, but it is the consequences, the sense of duty, the fear
of not fitting in that make it seem that there is none. What comes out of this sense of duty,
and striving to do well in school? Why do | put my son through hours of tuition beyond his
schooling hours, why do | contribute to the billion dollar tuition industry? | admit that it is to
give him that added “edge”. Why do | feel that he needs that added edge? Because it is
highly competitive in Singapore, and | want him to get the best possible commercial
outcomes for his life. | want him to score well enough to earn a place at an “elite” high school

(Kenway and Koh, 2013), and then into an elite college and an elite university. When | reflect
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on myself as a parent, as much as | want to break free from this inherently competitive streak
when it comes to my children’s education, | find that | simply cannot. If | had to make an
educated guess, | would also argue that the vast majority of parents feel as trapped as | do.
Yes, from a Confucian standpoint, education is very important, but this competitive streak
that myself and other parents may feel, is what we call the Kiasu mindset. As Cheng and Wee
(2023) defines it, it is an indigenous psychological construct “driven by a fear of losing out as
inaction may lead to a failure of securing enough resources for one’s needs and wants”
(p.65), and that “Kiasu may be observed in other Asian countries, especially those strongly
influenced by Confucius teachings and have high regards for education” (ibid, p.70). We
simply are unable, it seems, to leave things to chance and there is an obsession with making
sure that our children are as battle-ready as possible to compete, even though we may
implicitly know “the potential drawback of Kiasu such as suffering from unnecessary
emotional and psychological stress caused by constant fear of losing out” (ibid, p.66). We are
trained to believe that if you put in the effort, you will get rewarded — that if you do
something, you should expect something in return, which incidentally, is a key finding of my

research.

Here Is where | (finally) make my link to my work, as well as the first clues to the theoretical
framework that | would ultimately use. In the preceding paragraphs, | have established that
Singapore’s education system as world-class, its students among the brightest in the world. |
have talked about upbringing, culture, the passing down of the achievement-mindset, and |
have talked about how all of these elements have come together, to undoubtedly instil in
Singaporeans that education acts as an enabler. An enabler to get into good schools, an
enabler to get into good jobs, an enabler to provide for oneself and one’s families. Speaking
purely for myself, my intrinsic interest in the subjects that | studied in school was —to a large
part —dependent on how engaging my teachers made the subject, but | would definitely
assert that there was a positive correlation between attainment and utility value in getting a
degree (for example) and doing well in it. Thus, if education is such a multi-valued enabler,
then why —when an individual has lost his or her job — does he or she not turn to education
again? Why did my participants decide to not use their credits to pick up a new qualification
which may help them get back to work, just like when they used their educational
qualifications to secure their first jobs? What were the barriers to their participation?

Bourdieu’s (1984) ideas on habitus describes a system of dispositions acquired through
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socialization within specific social structures and historical contexts which encompasses
unconscious schemes of perception, thought, and action that guide individuals' engagement
with the world. This, in tandem with Confucian precepts, could perhaps explain why the
culture of educational achievement is propagated from parent to child, generation after
generation. Yet there seems to be a breakage point where the centrality of education gives
way to other priorities, especially when one is in adulthood. Some support, and possible
explanation is given by Kumar (2018) who stated that there is a “utilitarian bias towards
learning and education not so much for the intrinsic value of learning but as a means for
securing high paid jobs and in getting into top ranked schools and colleges” (p. 613). Earlier |
had also mentioned about the culture of competition through schooling years that fuels the
race to do one’s best, and to find the best (when applying for jobs, for example). | now
further show how the culture of competition does not stop after compulsory schooling is

done, but rather, carries on throughout one’s career.

2.2.2 “Smart People, Smart Nation”
| also state that, apart from smart people, Singapore is also a smart nation. This is a play on
words, but Singapore does have an entity called the Smart Nation Group, which is part of the
Prime Minister’s Office (PMO), and administered by Singapore’s Ministry of Culture and
Information (MCI). From a unified perspective, various ministries, statutory boards, agencies
and industry associations work together, creating a complex but well-coordinated ecosystem
that drives Singapore’s digitalization efforts. Apart from the opportunistic ability to use the
adjective “smart” in both “smart people” and “smart nation” as this section’s title, | chose to
highlight the Smart Nation Group as but one example from the ecosystem that helps the
nation along in its digital journey. It was incepted to play a “multifaceted role in guiding
Singapore’s digital transformation and leading the development of Smart Nation strategies”
(Smart Nation Singapore n.d.). The world has come a long way from steam power and
mechanized production that heralded the first industrial revolution. The fourth industrial
revolution (“4IR”) which we find ourselves in focuses on “ongoing and prospective changes in
markets, information flows, employment trends, environmental outcomes, and shifts in the
balance of global power” (Philbeck and Davis 2018, p.18). In 2014, Singapore’s Prime Minister
had already laid out his vision for Singapore, in a speech where he launched Smart Nation:
our vision is for Singapore to be a Smart Nation — A nation where people live

meaningful and fulfilled lives, enabled seamlessly by technology, offering exciting
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opportunities for all. We should see it in our daily living where networks of

sensors and smart devices enable us to live sustainably and comfortably. We

should see it in our communities where technology will enable more people to

connect to one another more easily and intensely. We should see it in our future

where we can create possibilities for ourselves beyond what we imagined

possible. (Lee, 2014)
The Prime Minister’s speech was not only future-oriented, but implicitly pre-emptive because
we are reminded once again that the nation’s only resource is its human capital, and
continued upskilling and education is a central tenet in the nation’s economic success.
Emphasizing the importance of human capital, McNulty and Kaveri (2019) state “that neither
a single agency, organisation or person is responsible for Singapore’s success; rather, it is the
collective efforts of multiple agencies and a single-minded government that seeks to
incorporate cross-border talent flows, diaspora mobility, and effective policies to attract,
grow, and retain talent nationally” (p.1). From a Singaporean workforce perspective, staying
competitive in the wake of talent inflows will surely require digitally literate and willing
learners, working in symbiosis with lifelong learning systems like SkillsFuture, or as Nancy
Gleason (2018) states, “for Singaporeans to take advantage of the higher education and
SkillsFuture opportunities, they must have digital literacy” (p.161). With the benefits of being
a global city, Singapore must also be open to augmentation of its workforce by welcoming
foreign talent (Lim 2022), creating new visas to attract investments and entrepreneurs (Luo
and Wu 2023), and pathways to permanent residency. For example, foreign students who
have resided in Singapore for more than two years and have passed at least one national
exam, are permitted to apply for permanent residency (Immigration and Checkpoints
Authority 2023). As | had mentioned earlier, the culture of competition stays even
throughout one’s career. New talent from overseas, new permanent residents — adds added

competition for not just resources, but employment.

So let us ask the same question again. In such a competitive employment environment, why
do these ten participants (and people like them), not choose to upskill, update their skills,
plug their professional gaps when they have lost their jobs? Do they see no point in doing so?
In the next chapter | shall attempt to describe what my research revealed, but at this
juncture, | would like to provide an overview of how SkillsFuture Singapore (SSG) came to be

established as a statutory board, before providing details of the SkillsFuture credits scheme.
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2.3 SkillsFuture Singapore — Birth, Implementation, and Propagation

In the early 2000s (the third phase as described earlier), Singapore — like many other
countries — had to deal with the economic impact arising from crises like the Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak, the September 11 attacks, while also dealing with
the ongoing effects of the Asian financial crisis in 1997. In an article by Chia and Lee (2003), it
was reported that in the months of April and June of 2003 alone, Singapore had lost 25,963
jobs, more than the whole of the previous year. And in that same year, the Economic Review
Committee (formed in 2001 and responsible for planning Singapore’s economic revamp)
recommended to the government that a national Continuing Education and Training (CET)
agency be set up to help Singaporeans remain employable. In 2003, a new statutory board —
Singapore’s Workforce Development Agency (WDA) was born to “lead, champion and drive
adult continuing education in Singapore” (Acting Manpower Minister Ng Eng Hen, cited in
Teo 2003). Not only was there a focus on promoting lifelong learning and enhancing
employability, Minister Ng also added that the “mission of the WDA is completely pro-
Singaporean. ‘Jobs for Singaporeans’ is the mantra” (ibid). To that end, WDA launched
various training programs and initiatives, including the Workforce Skills Qualifications (WSQ)
system, aimed at certifying and enhancing the skills of the workforce in alignment with

industry needs.

At the launch of Singapore’s second CET campus in 2014, Singapore’s then Deputy Prime
Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam announced a new phase in education development for
Singapore. He urged the move away from paper qualifications to skills development, and also
announced a refreshed CET masterplan “to enable all Singaporeans, regardless of
qualifications, to build and deepen their skills throughout their careers” (Shanmugaratnam
2014). This CET masterplan, together with the recommendations proposed by the Applied
Study in Polytechnics and Institute of Technical Education Review (ASPIRE) committee (tasked
with enhancing the job prospects of polytechnic and the Institute of Technical Education
students), would be governed by a new tripartite council — the SkillsFuture Council —
comprised of the government, industry, and education institutions (Tan 2016). This new

council would have four key areas of focus, as seen in the figure below (2.1), and which
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remain unchanged to this day:

2
1 Develop an integrated
Help individuals make high-quality system of

3
Promote employer

4
Foster a culture that

well-informed choices education and training
in education, training that responds to
and careers constantly evolving
needs

recognition and career
development based on
skills and mastery

supports and
celebrates lifelong
learning

Fig 2.1. “Four Key Thrusts”. Source: SkillsFuture Singapore — About SkillsFuture (n.d)

The initial SG$500 worth of SkillsFuture Credit was first announced in Singapore’s budget
speech of 2015, but would only be redeemable from 2016 (Lee 2015). And in that same year
came certain structural changes. The work of WDA (as well as the Council for Private
Education — CPE - which governs private education and education providers) was segregated
out to two new statutory boards — Workforce Singapore (WSG), and SkillsFuture Singapore
(SSG) (Seow 2016). Under this new structure, WDA's work on employment and industry
engagement was reformed and taken over by WSG, subsumed under the Ministry of
Manpower (Tan 2016). SkillsFuture would no longer be a movement, but a full statutory
board that would absorb the CPE, and would be responsible for the development of industry

ready training (ibid). SSG would be subsumed under the Ministry of Education.

SkillsFuture can be viewed as a comprehensive approach towards building a resilient and
competitive workforce in Singapore by fostering a culture of lifelong learning. It underscores
the importance of upskilling and reskilling at every stage of an individual’s career journey,
from student to mid-career professional. The intention of the initiative is not only to equip
citizens with the necessary skills to thrive in a changing labour market but also to ensure that
learning is a continuous process that is integrated with one’s career trajectory. The multi-
faceted programs and financial aids available through SkillsFuture are testament to
Singapore’s commitment to its citizens’ personal and professional development.
Aspirationally, individuals are encouraged to take ownership of their skills development and
lifelong learning. Last year (2023), SkillsFuture produced the following graphic, in the form of
a “menu”, which | feel helps to explain the scope of employability programmes and resources

in an engaging way:
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Our SkillsFuture menu
offers a wide selection
of specially prepared
programmes and
resources for all
Singaporeans to reskill
or upskill to keep
pace with changing
job demands.

Whether you're a

student, working adult

or mid-careerist, use this
as your guide to lifelong
learning and skills mastery.

SET = MEALS

ALL-DAY {| SPECIALS

FOR ALL SINGAPOREANS

Discover an array of delightful dishes
to enhance your career.

{I) Education and Career Guidance (ECG)

Meet ECG counsellors to learn about
available education and career options.
Students can learn about post-secondary
education pathways, while those in ITE,
polytechnics, junior colleges and universities
will be exposed to a range of career choices,
skillsfuture.gov.sg/ecg

{z) MySkillsFuture
MySkillsFuture is a one-stop portal for your
education, training and career guidance. Use
it to identify in~demand skills and SkillsFuture
Credit-eligible courses. It can also help
identify your existing skillsets and provide
you with personalised recommendations.
Claim your SkillsFuture Credit and apply for
other initiatives here as well.
myskillsfuture.gov.sg

SUPER VALUE ADD_[JP ONsS

FOR MID-CAREERISTS

Relish opportunities to keep your skills relevant.

{" SkillsFuture Career Transition
Programme
Designed for mid-careerists, this
train-and-place programme supports
i in acquiring industry-rel

skills to improve employability and move
into new sectors or new job roles.

skillsfuture.gov.sg/sctp

{w}: SkillsFuture Mid-Career
Support Package
This package creates more career transition
opportunities for locals in their 40s and 50s.
Use this support package to stay employable
and access good jobs.

(n} SkillsFuture Mid-Career

Enhanced Subsidy
Singaporeans aged 40 and above receive
at least 90% subsidy on programmes
funded by the Ministry of Education, and
up to 90% subsidy on fees for certifiable
skills-training courses supported by
SkillsFuture Singapore.

FOR ALL
WORKING ADULTS

Savour noteworthy programmes
on your journey to skills mastery.

(ﬁ SkillsFuture Credit
Singaporeans aged 25 and above
receive an initial credit of $500.

This credit does not expire, You can
use it for a broad range of courses.
Eligible Singaporeans also received a
one-off $500 credit top-up in 2020,
which will expire on 31 Dec 2025.
skillsfuture.gov.sg/credit

(ﬂ} SkillsFuture Fellowships
Be recognised for demonstrating skills
mastery, advocating lifelong learning,
and mentoring others. Each award
recipient receives a monetary award of
$10,000 to support their journey
towards skills mastery.
skillsfuture.gov.sg/fellowships

ﬁ 4+ SkillsFuture Series
Deepen your skills through a curated list
of short and industry-relevant training
programmes that focuses on emerging
skills. Programmes cater to learners with
different skills proficiencies.

skillsfuture.gov.sg/series

%, Skills Framework

4 The Skills Framework provides up-to-date
information on employment, career
pathways, occupations, job roles, existing
and emerging skills, as well as relevant

{s

SMART @F STARTERS

FOR STUDENTS

education and training prog! 3
skillsfuture.gov.sg/skills-framework

{‘} Skills Demand for the Future

2 Economy Report
The report provides deep insights on jobs and
skills, and spotlights high growth areas in the
economy. Use this report to understand
emerging industry trends and developments
to help chart your skills development.
skillsfuture.gov.sg/skillsreport

%, SkillsFuture Advice

¥ Understand the importance of career
planning, skills up: g and find out more
about the various government initiatives
available to support you in your skills and
career development.
skillstuture.gov.sg/advice

{6 Skills and Training Advisory
L4 Services
A free 30 to 45 minutes one-to-one
sultation that will guide you to identify
nd training needs to support your
transition or progression
go.gov.sg/myskillstuture-sta

Stay in touch with us

® @

skillsfuturesg

()

SkillsFuture SG

skillsfuture.gov.sg

Printed in February 2023

Fig 2.2. SkillsFuture Programme and Resources Brochure. Source: SkillsFuture SG (n.d)

Work up an appetite in your journey towards
a bright future.

" Enhanced Internships

%4 ITE and polytechnic students can take up
Enhanced Internships to learn through work
placements. This is a chance to deepen and
apply your technical and soft skills while
gaining industry experience.

COMBO &3 DELIGHTS

FOR FRESH GRADUATES
AND YOUNG WORKING
ADULTS

Indulge in new experiences that will spice up
your work skills as you embrace lifelong learning.

SkillsFuture Work-Study
Programmes

Explore work-study opportunities and
pathways from Diploma to Post-Diploma
and Degree levels offered by the Institutes
of Higher Learning and private providers
appointed by SkillsFuture Singapore

and the industry.
skillsfuture.gov.sg/workstudy

SKILLSW

YOUR MENU TO

LIFELONG
LEARNING AND
SKILLS MASTERY

Before explicating on various SkillsFuture resources for specific demographics, | offer a

slightly lengthier description of the SkillsFuture credit, as it is a key component in my

research. There are three learning schemes that the OECD (2019) describes: firstly there are
Individual Learning Accounts (ILAs) which can only be utilised if training occurs; second would
be Individual Savings Accounts which are savings accounts where funds can accumulate over

time, and third would be training vouchers which usually involves co-payments, which can be

used for training. The SkillsFuture Credits most closely resembles the training voucher

scheme. However it does retain the “flavour” of individuality as the vouchers are attached to

individuals rather than an employer or employment status. Other examples of voucher
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programs similar to SkillsFuture Credits would be the Opleidingscheques (Belgium),

Bildungskonto (Austria), and Carta ILA (Italy) to name a few (Corazza and Filipucci 2021).

As an overall summary and reiteration, all Singaporeans over 25 years old would have
received SGS500 worth of credit that can be used toward SkillsFuture eligible courses —
currently over 28,000 (Lim, 2024). This initial tranche does not expire. On the 315 of
December 2020, an additional SG$500 was provided (this is currently called the “top up”),
but this tranche expires on the 31 December 2025. In addition, for Singaporeans aged 40
and 60 (as of 31 December 2020), yet another SGS500 was provided to them for their
learning endeavours (this is currently called the “mid-career support” tranche), which also
expires on the 315 December 2025 (SkillsFuture Credit n.d). This means that Singaporean
Sam, aged 45, if he hasn’t utilised any of his credits, would currently have a total of SG$1,500
at his disposal. However, apart from expiry dates, there are certain terms and conditions that
come attached to the funds, and the tranches. According to SkillsFuture’s frequently asked
questions section (SkilldFuture Credit FAQ n.d), and using Sam as an example, his first two
tranches (the $500 and subsequent $S500 top up) can be only be used for SkillsFuture
approved courses (which may cover both skills and lifestyle centred content) that are offered
by Ministry of Education funded institutions, public agencies, and approved associations and
academies. Sam’s third “mid-career support” tranche comes with narrower conditions for
redemption, such as for certain industry courses that are delivered by SkillsFuture appointed
Continuing Education and Training (CET) centres, and also certain Ministry of Education
funded institutions. Thus, depending on the course that Sam identifies, he would be able to
redeem between SG$1,000 up to the full measure of SG$1,500 given to him (SkillsFuture

Career Transition Programme n.d).

Referring back to the SkillFuture menu, qualified individuals can also take advantage of
SkillsFuture Fellowships and SkillsFuture Advice for deeper insights into career planning.
Fellowships are offered and awarded to individuals who demonstrate mastery and continued
pursuit of lifelong learning, as well as mentorship of future talent. All Singaporeans are also
eligible for coaching and training advisory services, as well as access to employability and
industry-relevant reports to keep up to date with job and market trends. | have attempted to

summarize some other highlights, by segments:
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For Students: SkillsFuture caters to students with various initiatives designed to
integrate with their educational pathways. There is an emphasis on career guidance
to help students understand the landscape of employment opportunities and to chart
a career path early on. For instance, the Education and Career Guidance (ECG)
program is available to provide students with insights into available education and
career options. Enhanced Internships provide Institute of Technical Education (ITE)
and polytechnic students with hands-on industry experience, which is instrumental in

applying both technical and soft skills.

For Young Adults and Fresh Graduates: SkillsFuture encourages young working adults
and recent graduates to take part in work-study programs, allowing them to gain
valuable work experience while pursuing further studies. These programs provide
opportunities and pathways from Diploma to Post-Diploma and Degree levels,

enabling a smoother transition into the workforce.

For Mid-Careerists: Mid-career professionals are offered tailored support through
programs like the SkillsFuture Career Transition Program, which aids in reskilling for
improved employability. The Mid-Career Support Package and Mid-Career Enhanced
Subsidy are directed at Singaporeans above 40 years of age, providing significant
subsidies on courses and programs to stay employable and adapt to new job roles.
For example, if Sam has been unemployed for over 6 months he would be eligible to
receive up to 95% of course funding (beyond his “mid-career support” tranche of

SG$500).

At the time of completing this dissertation, Singapore’s Deputy Prime Minister announced in
his budget speech on the 16 of February 2024, that Singaporeans aged 40 years and above
would be getting a SkillsFuture Credit top up of SG$4,000 into their accounts. This top up will
be disbursed in May 2024, and will be confined to circa 7,000 courses with “better
employability outcomes”. In addition, the mid-career tranche of SGS500 would no longer
have an expiry date, and any unused credit from this tranche would be merged with the
upcoming SG$4,000 (Ong, 2024; Lim 2024). For myself, this is an exciting development as

further future research can be done to see if this significant top up affects the participation
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behaviour of individuals who are in similar situations as my participants. | shall touch on this

in my final chapter.

2.4 Singapore’s Labor Force Training Participation Statistics (2022 / 2023 highlights)

As good fortune would have it, in the midst of writing up this dissertation, the Manpower
Research and Statistics Department (MRSD) of Singapore’s Ministry of Manpower (MOM)
published its 2023 edition of Labour Force in Singapore (Ministry of Manpower, n.d). This
report surveyed 33,000 households across Singapore and covered a number of focus areas
pertaining to Singapore’s resident labour force and labour market outcomes. Among the
areas of focus was training participation rates in 2023, excerpts of which | will summarize in
this section. “Training Participation” is defined as the proportion of residents in the labour
force who had engaged in some form of job-related structured training or education activities
(aged 25 to 64). This definition corresponds to the definition of Adult Education and Training
(AET) by OECD/PIAAC (cited in Hovdhaugen and Opheim 2018).

Before diving into Singapore-specific training participation statistics, the chart below (fig. 2.3)
shows an overall comparison of Singapore’s resident labour force’s (aged 25 to 64) training
participation rate versus selected European countries. The data for the European countries
was drawn from Eurostat 2022 and selected for comparison due their status as high-income
nations, similar to Singapore. The chart also shows both Singapore’s performance for 2022

and 2023:
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Comparison of training participation rate of resident labour force aged 25 to 64

with selected European countries by labour force status
Per Cent

Employed Unemployed
646  Netherlands 409
629 Sweden 285

62.3 Germany 219
615 Slovakia

60.7 Hungary 12.0
55.5 Ireland 203
55.0 Austria 325
535 Latvia 158
52.8 Norway

51.2 Denmark 38.0
50.0 Finland 143
49.9 France 291

] singapore (2022) EC
493  Switzerland 36.2
485 Spain 171
483 Czechia
473  Luxembourg 217

472 EU-27 17.2

47.0 Portugal 144

454 Malta

447 Belgium 18.9
IETY] singapore (2023) EZX NN

438 Estonia 296

425 Slovenia 19.3

376 Italy 19

36.2 Cyprus 185

334 Lithuania 10.1

286 Croatia

273 Romania 55

256 Bulgaria

241 Serbia 55

224 Poland 6.8

16.5 Greece 93

Sources: Singapore - Supplementary Survey on Adult Training, Manpower Research & Statistics Department, MOM

European countries - Adult Education Survey (AES) 2022, Eurostat

Notes: (1) Data are based on the latest available figures for the respective countries i.e. 2023 for Singapore and 2022 for other European
countries.

(2) Singapore's training participation rate in job-related training in 2022 has been included to ensure comparability of data

Fig. 2.3: Training Participation versus Selected European Countries.
Source: Manpower Research and Statistical Department, Ministry of Manpower

Of note, and to Singapore’s credit, the training participation rate for the unemployed (aged
25 to 64), was amongst the highest amongst the comparison group. The report attributes this
to the “extensive support from public institutions to help individuals upskill and reskill for
new jobs” (p.33). From a Singapore-centric perspective, while the report had a number of
charts pertaining to other aspects of training such as online training participation for
employed workers, and training intensity by days, | decided that these were less relevant and

have chosen to highlight the following three:

Employed vs. Unemployed Participation: Training participation rates declined for both
employed and unemployed residents (fig. 2.4 below). The rate for employed residents
dropped from 49.5% in 2022 to 44.6% in 2023, while for unemployed residents, it decreased
from 38.7% in 2022 to 34.1% in 2023. This indicates a broader trend of reduced engagement
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in training across different segments of the labour force. While the report does not provide
hypotheses behind the numbers, from the perspective the unemployed, and based on data
that | captured as part of my data collection (in chapter 3), this could be attributed to not
knowing what courses to take, and not seeing the utility of taking a course. There may be
some further credence to this as seen by a recent article by Lee (2024), in which a mother of
one was cited as being overwhelmed by the number of courses available, and “to spare
herself from a headache, she simply closed the website”, and to the point about utility, a CEO
of a Customer Success Consultancy was cited as saying that small to medium sized companies
“may not be able to translate courses into tangible benefits”.

Training participation rate of resident labour force by labour force status
Per Cent

B 2022 W 2023

Employed

Unemployed

Source: Supplementary Survey on Adult Training, Manp R h & istics Department, MOM

Fig. 2.4: Training Participation by Labour Force Status.
(Source: Manpower Research and Statistical Department, Ministry of Manpower)

Age Band Differences: In terms of training participation across age groups (fig. 2.5 below),
there was a more pronounced decrease among younger adults aged 20 to 29 (from 55.9% in
2022 to 45.4% in 2023) and a slight decrease among older adults aged 50 to 64 (from 37.1%
in 2022 to 36.5% in 2023). This suggests that younger adults might be adjusting their
priorities post-pandemic, whereas the participation rate among older adults remains

relatively stable.
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Training participation rate of resident labour force by age group
Per Cent

W 2022 W 2023

20-29

30-39

40-49

50-64

Source: Supplementary Survey on Adult Training, Manp & istics Dep: , MOM

Fig. 2.5: Training Participation by Age Group:
(Source: Manpower Research and Statistical Department, Ministry of Manpower)

Educational Attainment Impact: Training participation rates also varied by educational
attainment. Residents with below secondary education saw their training participation rate
increase to 20.4% in 2023, the highest since 2018. However, they still lagged behind those
with tertiary education, where degree holders had a participation rate of 54.8%, and those
with diplomas and professional qualifications participated at a rate of 45.3%

Training participation rate of resident labour force by highest qualification

attained
Per Cent

W 2022 W 2023

Below Secondary

Secondary

Post-Secondary
(Non-Tertiary)

Diploma & Professional
Qualification

Degree

Source: Supplementary Survey on Adult Training, Pt & istics D MOM

Fig. 2.6: Training Participation by Highest Qualification.
(Source: Research and Statistical Department, Ministry of Manpower)

Overall, there are two things that we can take away from the above data. Firstly, Singapore’s
training participation rate vis-a-vis similar high income nations, is commendable. The report
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cites that the nations that scored above Singapore had stronger company training and work
based learning mechanisms in place (p.33). Secondly, the second, third and final charts are in
line with what scholars like Desjardins (2017) have found — that older adults, adults with low

levels of education, and with low levels of socio-economic backgrounds participate less.

2.5 Participation and Non-Participation

While dedicating a section to participation and non-participation was non-negotiable, |
pondered on the best way to do so. There has been an enormous amount of research in past
6 decades, but what was important to me was to ensure that | didn’t just summarize
anything and everything | had read, but rather, be specific with literature that could be
signposted back to my research. | remember that it was after a coaching session in which my
client talked about wanting to upskill but circumstances prevented him from doing so, | took
a pen and a sheet of paper and drew up a simple diagram that was in my head, which | felt
captured the pertinent aspects of participation that | ultimately discuss here, and | have tried

to reproduce it in @ much neater fashion below:

Circumstances/
External

Individual/
Internal

Time / Events / Lifecourse

Fig 2.7: Author’s own model of participation

In essence, what my diagram attempts to highlight is that an individual’s intention to
participate is not only internally oriented, but also subject to external circumstances which
may be beyond the individual’s control. These circumstances can be either beneficial, or
detrimental, either of which will have an impact on whether a person participates or not. The

waveform below represents the passing of time (left to right), and the peaks and troughs
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represent either positive or negative events (ups and downs) along a person’s lifecourse
which then creates these beneficial or detrimental circumstances that promote or deter
participation. | regard my diagram as rather basic and | fully acknowledge that it has more
than a passing resemblance to other models, which | will credit further below. For now,
similar to what | did in the first chapter, | will attempt to discuss the elements in the diagram

in two parts:

2.5.1 Motivational orientations

Individual/

Internal

Fig 2.8: Author’s own model of participation — Internal Orientations

From a perspective of flow, | decided to place training statistics ahead of this section because
while statistics can show us participation levels by age, education and employment
backgrounds, they do not go into learning orientations (i.e. types of learners), nor the
reasons why individuals participate and why they do not. In this sense, citing Scanlan and
Darkenwald (1984), "the majority of research on participation in adult education has
centered around describing the characteristics of participants in various educational
programs as compared to nonparticipants" (p.155). It was Houle’s (1961) The Inquiring Mind
which, that to me, sparked off adult motivation research. As a psychology major and a career
advisor who works with adults, | remember reading and revisiting Lindeman’s (1926)
Meaning of Adult Education, Roger’s (1951) Client Centered Therapy, and of course, Maslow’s
(1954) hierarchy of needs a number of times — all of which converged into the main themes
of self-directedness and self-actualization. In my day-to-day work, | often must try to uncover
reasons, rationales, and motivations for someone wanting to do something — upskilling being
one option. With the young adults | work with, they may tell me that they want to pursue a
further degree to get a specific type of job. An employee whose role is at risk may want to
upskill in order to protect his or her job. Houle’s work with those ten women and twelve
men, from their mid-thirties to mid-sixties, across socioeconomic classes, and varying

educational backgrounds, helped to neatly classify adult learners into three distinct groups.
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The first are the goal-oriented learners who learn as a means of achieving a specific goal or
outcome. Sam wants to be a vehicle mechanic and therefore takes up specific qualifications
and certifications to achieve that goal. The second group is the activity-oriented learners.
These learners are drawn to social opportunities that the learning or educational setting
provides. Sam, in his sixties and having recently lost his spouse, signs up for recreational
courses to meet other people, primarily to form friendships. The third group comprises of the
learning-oriented learners. These learners regard learning as a habitual activity and have a
“desire to know”. Sam is an avid traveler, and he simply loves learning as many languages as
he can —through courses, books, apps, and talking to people because he is fascinated by the
cultural nuances, and historical connections of each language he learns. When | mentioned
that Houle’s work has been foundational for me, it is because till this day | find it relevant and
there has not been a single individual that | have coached that | could not fit into one (or
more) of his three groups. Houle’s research was also done with non-degree seeking adults in
non-credit bearing courses, which represents most of my daily cases. While there have been
further studies, support, and proposed refinements through the decades, Houle’s original
three have been steadfast. For example, factor analysis of Sheffield’s (1964) five-factor
Learning Activity Survey still showed that Houle’s three orientations were present. They were
also present in Burgess’s (1971) seven-orientation Reasons for Educational Participation
questionnaire. Tough (1971) also included goal and learning orientations into his own
research on how and why adults were motivated to participate in learning. In 1971, Boshier
too, was testing out Houle’s typology in New Zealand, which yielded the 48-item Education
Participation Scale as well as the terms growth and deficiency motivation, with the former
driven by intrinsic enjoyment and knowledge expansion, and the latter driven by a need to
address a deficit or to fulfil a requirement. Boshier and Collins (1985) further tested the
typology by cluster analyzing a data set of over 13,000 cases which once again revealed that
the three orientations were present (albeit with differences pertaining to activity
orientation). While authors like Gordon (1993), when commenting about societal changes in
America stated that “Houle's typology relevancy to today's motivational orientations of adult
education participants must be questioned” (p.10), | would more tend to echo what
Grabowski (1976) wrote that "when one examines the nature of student participation, one
must conclude with Houle that there are three basic orientations which seem to prevail” (p.
214). Having said this, while having been very useful in my work, Houle’s orientations are

internally focused, provide but one way of understanding the why and how of adult
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participation, and it is not without its limitations. Drawing once more from my day-to-day
work, there are a couple of such limitations that come to mind. Firstly, | have worked with
many individuals who may not clearly fit into a specific orientation or may fit into more than
one. For example, if Sam is an accountant and he also loves accounting as an area of interest,
taking further courses in accounting may be both goal and activity oriented (albeit one may
be more dominant than the other). Secondly, just because someone is goal oriented now
(taking a course to qualify for a job for example), he or she may not stay in that orientation,
given time and changes in circumstances. Sam may have the intention of taking up an
accounting course to vie for a promotion at work, but after a long career and finally retiring,
he may still choose to take on accounting courses, as a means of keeping up with changes in

the field.

Intention to participate in learning can also be seen using an expectancy-value lens,
particularly from a task choice and subjective task value perspective. In essence, if Sam is
contemplating taking up a course, his actual participation will be predicted by the subjective
task value attributions that he assigns to his task choice. Sam will have to answer questions
such as “do | want to do this?”, “what does doing this, and doing it well, mean to me?” and
“how will doing this help me in this certain aspect of my life?”. As such, the value attributions
to each of the subjective task values versus the task choice, result in a cost-benefit analysis.
As Gorges (2016) summarizes, “The concept of STV may be useful to explain both adults’
participation and non-participation in education” (p.26). This was one of the considerations
that | had when | was attempting to look for an appropriate framework to use. | shall discuss

this further in the theoretical frameworks section further below.

2.5.2 External factors affecting participation

Circumstances/
External

AVAVAVAVAVAY 4

Time / Events / Lifecourse

Fig. 2.9: Author’s own model of participation — External factors
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According to Blair, McPake and Munn (1995), “participation, therefore, has been seen to be
the product of individual motivation and a function of social structure - one often to the
exclusion of the other” (p.637). This, and my mentioning of time and circumstances in the
preceding section bring us to the second part of my diagram, which is the recognition that
events (good or bad) along a person’s life may result in circumstances — within or beyond
someone’s control — that may affect a person’s decision to participate (i.e. weighing cost and
benefits). As | had mentioned, while my diagram might be unique, my postulations are not
because they are derived from various sources. For example, Schlossberg, Lynch, and
Chickering’s (1991) ecological concept suggests that participation is a result of a “continuous
interaction” (p.23) between an individual and the environment. Similarly, the lifecourse
perspective (Elder and Giele, 2009) recognizes that cumulative life experiences, embedded in
social contexts, can impact major life decisions. My participants, being between 42 and 55
years of age are approximately within what Schuller and Watson (2009) classify as the “rush
hour” phase of the lifecourse, where people would be focused on careers and raising
families. | believe that this is important to keep in mind when understanding the whys and
why nots of participation of this demographic. Aslanian and Bricknell (1980) also highlight
seven types of “life transition” events where each may provide reasons for participation. Of
note, they found that 56% of events that triggered learning had to do with career issues.
Their results were supported by other studies done which also identified job and career
related motives for participation in adult education (Henry and Basile, 1994; Valentine, 1997,
Darkenwald, Kim and Stowe, 1998). Circling back to Elder and Giele’s lifecourse perspective,
Evans, Schoon, and Weale (2013) echoes this by not only acknowledging cumulative life
experience and social contexts but further recognizes institutional and labor market
structures which have influence over individual decision making. Their acknowledgement of
these structures is also supported by Blair, McPake and Munn’s (1995) whose model | give

credit to when | was composing my own diagram:

Participation

Conditions < » Goals

Fig 2.10. A model of adult participation in education.
Source: Blair, McPake, and Munn (1995), p.639
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Their model essentially states that participation is influenced by an interplay of both goals
and conditions. The way they define goals bears much similarity to Houle’s original
orientations in that they could be “qualifications or skills to secure a better job; enjoyment;
learning for its own sake; getting out of the house; making new friends” (p.638). For
conditions, this is split into “supply” and “demand” aspects. The latter pertains to an
individual’s personal circumstances which can affects goals and participatory decisions, and
the former pertains to education policy, information, and ancillary support structures such as
grants and loans which may encourage participation. While there are similarities, Blair,
McPake and Munn’s (1995) model explicitly acknowledges policy and the role of institutions,
whereas | did not initially think of such a distinction in my own diagram. | did —and do —
however believe that the concept of time is an important aspect to be included because
goals and conditions may change through the passage of time. Finally, where their model
refers to education as a means of reaching a goal, mine regards education participation as

the goal itself.

2.5.3 “Bounded” and Multi-layered models of participation

According to psychologist James Moore (2016), “When we make voluntary actions we tend
not to feel as though they simply happen to us, instead we feel as though we are in charge.
The sense of agency refers to this feeling of being in the driving seat when it comes to our
actions” (p.1). While Houle (1961) may have provided us with motivational orientations of an
individual, in my day-to-day work, the diagram | drew up, and models like Blair, McPake, and
Munn’s (1995) show us the boundedness of an individual’s agency. According to Evans
(2007), “bounded agency is socially situated agency, influenced but not determined by
environments and emphasizing internalized frames of reference as well as external actions”
(p.93). Beyond Blair, McPake and Munn’s model, there have been others, from which | would
like to discuss three that —to me - represent comprehensiveness as well as real world
relatability. | chose to highlight Evans’s (2007), Rubenson and Desjardin’s (2009), and
Boeren’s (2017) work because they also represent the entirety of my professional
experience. When | first began coaching, | was working with university students, | then
broadened my scope to work with a more mature population of people who would already
have had some years of working experience. During the years | spent working with this

population, | started to concertedly explore what schemes and support structures were
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available to help people reskill, or upskill if their jobs were eliminated, or rapidly turning
obsolete. And now, | work with mid to late careerists, and while understanding available
schemes and policies are important, the organization that | work for also curates and

endorses employability courses by training institutions.

Karen Evans’ (2007) research on how young adults (under 25 years of age) navigate
transitions in education, work, unemployment, and personal life. Her work emphasizes the
concept of bounded agency as a critical lens for understanding these experiences. In her
research, she investigated the beliefs, perspectives, and behaviours of young people as they
moved through various life stages, under different structural and cultural conditions. Her
research aimed to understand the interplay between individual agency and the structural
constraints imposed by society, education systems, and the labour market by mapping the
journey of young adults through critical life transitions, focusing on their behaviours, the
influence of their environments, and their perceptions of control and agency. She identifies a
spectrum of transition behaviours — from strategic planning and step-by-step progression to
taking chances and adopting a wait-and-see approach — that young people deploy in pursuit
of their goals. These strategies are deeply influenced by the structures and supports of the
education and labour markets within their countries, revealing a stark contrast between
young adults in deregulated labour markets, like England, who lean mo