
 
 

SINGAPORE POLICY JOURNAL 
AT THE HARVARD KENNEDY SCHOOL 

 
2015-00-02 

JULY 5 2015 

	  
 

MUHAMMAD FAROUQ OSMAN 
NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE 
 
 

BEYOND AN INDIVIDUAL EDUCATION AND  
SKILLS FOCUS IN COMMUNITY UPLIFTMENT:   

INSIGHTS FROM SOCIAL CAPITAL THEORY 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The Singapore government has long emphasized the importance of education and skills 
development not only as means to support a dynamic economy but also, as policy tools to ensure 
social cohesion (Ministry of Education, 2011; National Population and Talent Division, 2013). 
Nevertheless, in striving to bridge the income gap and give low-skilled workers a leg up, the 
government’s focus on improving individual human capital inputs – namely one’s “knowledge, skills, 
capabilities and experience” (Bresman, 2014) – may not be enough. Equally important is the need 
for students and workers to build social capital, defined as “embedded” (Granovetter, 1985) 
resources affecting “action outcomes” (Lin, 2000) that can be accessed through one’s network of 
social relations or contacts (Bresman, 2014). Such resources can be used to gain both instrumental 
and expressive returns, for example, finding a well-paying job or getting socio-emotional support. 
The theory of social capital is especially pertinent for Malay/Muslim families – who are mainly 
concentrated in the lower socioeconomic rungs of Singapore society (Alatas, 2002; Mutalib, 2012) – 
as it offers potential directions to transcending their disadvantaged position. Indeed, social networks 
can act as a conduit for the transmission of cultural competencies and better informational resources 
required for academic success or career advancement.  
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Preamble 
 
The Singapore government has long emphasized the importance of education and skills 
development not only as means to support a dynamic economy but also, as policy tools to ensure 
social cohesion. In a Parliamentary speech, then Education Minister Dr Ng Eng Hen held 
Singapore’s education system as a social leveler, noting that it has created opportunities for all 
students to realise their maximum potential, regardless of socioeconomic background or which 
school they come from (Ministry of Education, 2011). In a similar vein, exhortations for Singapore 
workers – especially those belonging to the lower income strata – to upgrade their skills have 
become a leitmotif in government discourse about social mobility. For example, then Acting Social 
and Family Development Minister Chan Chun Sing stressed that in promoting social mobility, the 
government is committed to creating good jobs and investing in skills upgrading for our workers 
(Ministry of Social and Family Development, 2013). More recently, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
underlined skills upgrading and generating economic growth as part of the solution to inequality 
(Channel NewsAsia, 20 Sep 2014).  
 
Indeed, to this end, the government has implemented the Workfare Training Support (WTS) 
scheme, administered by the Workforce Development Agency (WDA) in which generous incentives 
are given to encourage low-wage workers to go for skills upgrading, so that they can improve their 
employability and get better pay (National Population and Talent Division, 2013). These measures, 
by and large, are illustrative of a proactive government with a keen eye on preempting future 
challenges that may affect Singapore’s workforce, such as globalisation and technological change. 
Nevertheless, in striving to bridge the income gap and give low-skilled workers a leg up, the 
government’s focus on improving individual human capital inputs – namely one’s “knowledge, skills, 
capabilities and experience” (Bresman, 2014) – may not be enough. 
 
Inequality and the Social Capital Perspective 
 
Equally important is the need for students and workers to build social capital, defined as 
“embedded” (Granovetter, 1985) resources affecting “action outcomes” (Lin, 2000) that can be 
accessed through one’s network of social relations or contacts (Bresman, 2014). Such resources can 
be used to gain both instrumental and expressive returns: examples of the former include finding a 
well-paying job and devising the best strategies to prepare one’s child for examinations or school 
admissions; whereas for the latter, socioemotional, psychological and caregiving support count 
among possible benefits (Lin, 2000). The theory of social capital is especially pertinent for 
Malay/Muslim families – who are mainly concentrated in the lower socioeconomic rungs of 
Singapore society (Alatas, 2002; Mutalib, 2012) – as it offers potential directions to transcending 
their disadvantaged position. While the community has made tremendous socioeconomic progress 
in absolute terms, the latest official figures show that Malays still trail their ethnic counterparts in 
performance at various national examinations, whereas Malay workers continue to be 
overrepresented among the unskilled and semi-skilled occupational niches (Ministry of Education, 
2014; Department of Statistics, 2011). The same pattern can be gleaned from income level: the 
median income for Malay households stood at $3844 in 2010, compared to the national figure of 
$5000 in the same year (Department of Statistics, 2011). 
 
As National University of Singapore (NUS) sociologist Vincent Chua (2014) argues, the seemingly 
routine but fundamental everyday micro social interactions within and beyond the family 
environment constitute an important platform for the “amplification and attenuation” of 
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inequalities. In reality, these interactions give rise to social networks which can act as a conduit for 
the transmission of cultural competencies and better informational resources required for academic 
success or career advancement. Yet, despite the pivotal role of social capital, the concept has not 
featured prominently in government pronouncements on inequality. A case in point: while laudable, 
the government’s latest efforts at improving the educational and career prospects of Singaporeans as 
set out in the recommendations of the Applied Study in Polytechnics and Institute of Technical 
Education [ITE] Review (ASPIRE) Committee make no direct mention of the need to build social 
relations and expand one’s contacts (Ministry of Education, 2014). The report of the 
aforementioned committee mainly focuses on encouraging Polytechnic and ITE graduates to master 
deep, relevant skills and eschew the chasing of paper qualifications for the sake of it (Ministry of 
Education, 2014). In light of this development, it is not too far-fetched to suggest that 
Malay/Muslim families are arguably “less equipped” (Jason Tan quoted in Straits Times, 1 Apr 2014) 
to navigate the new and undoubtedly, complex educational and employment landscapes now 
emerging, due to their material circumstances. How then does the theory of social capital figure in 
efforts to uplift the community? 
 
This paper holds the view that the aggregate poor socioeconomic attainment of Singapore’s 
Malay/Muslim community is linked to the prevalence of low social capital in Malay families (Chua & 
Ng quoted in Sunday Times, 10 Mar 2013). Without discounting the significance of skills acquisition 
and increasing one’s education level, this paper accords social networks a central place in explaining 
the “mechanisms” (Bourdieu, 1977) underlying how inequalities are created and perpetuated in the 
social milieu. It goes without saying that it behooves policy practitioners to pay more attention to 
the social capital deficit of Singapore Malays. As a corollary, it is hoped too that by adopting a social 
capital perspective, some light can be shed on the way forward for the community. Social capital 
theorists have long postulated that individuals with diverse and extensive social networks have 
greater access to those resources that can be mobilised to improve their life chances. This is because 
highly networked individuals are able to tap on a wider and richer pool of social ties through which 
novel information and varied perspectives flow, augmenting one’s ‘competency toolkit’ in dealing 
with problems in different contexts (Erickson, 1996). 
 
In contrast, compared to their Chinese counterparts, Malays in Singapore have “less social capital” 
(Chua & Ng quoted in Sunday Times, 10 Mar 2013) as reflected in their possessing fewer contacts 
who are university graduates. Chua further posits that job seekers from minority ethnic groups such 
as Malays are more likely to land a high-skilled job if they are referred by a Chinese person (Sunday 
Times, 10 Mar 2013). In Singapore’s context, forging connections beyond ethnic lines and 
facilitating “cross-group ties” (Lin, 2000) is therefore one way for Malays beset by their “minority” 
(Amersfoort, 1978) status to transcend their disadvantaged position and access “better resources and 
better outcomes” (Lin, 2000). This is what former top civil servant and Yayasan MENDAKI’s first 
Chief Executive Officer the late Mr Ridzwan Dzafir was probably hinting at when he said in an 
interview that a big portion of his life was spent “not with the Malay community but with the 
Singapore community” (quoted in Rahman, 2002): as a child, he grew up in an area among people of 
mostly Chinese and Indian backgrounds. As it is however, such beneficial interethnic connections 
are few and far between. This paper will now go on to examine the application of the theory of 
social capital – both ‘within’ (Coleman, 1988) and ‘outside’ (Lin, 2000) the family milieu – which is 
lacking in existing studies about Malay socioeconomic under-attainment. 
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Social Capital Within the Family 
 
Scholars (Kellaghan et al, 1993; Rahim, 1998) have found family environment at home to be a 
“powerful factor” (Kellaghan et al, 1993 quoted in Quah et al, 1997) influencing the academic 
performance of children and their motivation in learning. Likewise, PM Lee echoes those views, 
contending during a dialogue session with Malay/Muslim community leaders that “the family’s 
influence on the child is equally, if not, more important than (the school environment)” as well as 
highlighting the need for a “nurturing, enriching environment at home (so as to give the child) the 
best start in life” (Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts, 2010). Without probably 
realising it, the PM was alluding to the intra-family conception of social capital: this is where there 
are “strong relations between children and parents” as underscored by the “physical presence” of, 
and “attention given” by the parents to the child (Coleman, 1988). It is this strong bond between 
parent and child that functions as a channel for the transmission of “cultural capital” (Bourdieu, 
1977) or “endowments such as cultural and linguistic competence” (quoted in Abercrombie et al, 
2000) vital for success in school. In other words, families with a high level of social capital are likely 
able to provide their children a home environment conducive to high academic performance. Giving 
the example of Asian immigrant families in the US, Coleman (1988) finds that the parents managed 
to help their children succeed in school by purchasing “two copies of each textbook needed by the 
child” so that the mother could use the second book to study herself and assist her child.  
 
On the other hand, research linking Malay family environment and academic performance in 
Singapore is sparse but a study by Hamid and colleagues (1995) reveals that “parental supervision” 
and “home environment” are correlated with the poorer “learning performances” of Malay students 
(quoted in Chang, 2002). A newer study by Chua and Ng (forthcoming) seems to confirm the latter’s 
findings, noting that having an educated parent “boosts educational attainment more for Chinese 
than Malays”, and that parental resources “trickle down less” for Malays (quoted in Sunday Times, 
10 Mar 2013). What could explain the effects of the Malay family environment on the child? It is 
hard to attribute any single dominant factor in relation to the above but one should not ignore 
ethnic differences in child rearing. Kang (2005) observes that compared to Chinese parents who 
view education as a means to achieve high social status, Malay parents may encourage their children 
to “avoid the bottom” rather than “aiming for the top”. This is because Malay parents tend to 
adhere to the philosophy of the Malay “adat” (Kang, 2005), emphasising holistic character building 
for the child and eschewing the single-minded pursuit of attaining top position in school. However, 
the former is not necessarily a bad thing, and could in fact be seen as a key strength of the 
community, in the context of assessing achievement in life from a broader child developmental 
perspective.  
 
In low-income Malay families, socioeconomic status plays a defining role in influencing the impact 
of home environment on the child’s learning ability. A 2013 international study involving researchers 
from Harvard, Princeton and Warwick universities, among others, revealed that the experience and 
stress related to poverty could limit the “mental bandwidth” (quoted in TODAY, 30 Aug 2013) of 
poor people and cost them up to 13 IQ (intelligence quotient) points. As a result, the latter could 
become more prone to making “bad decisions that amplify and perpetuate their financial woes”, 
translating into using “less preventive healthcare” and becoming “less attentive parents”, for 
example (quoted in TODAY, 30 Aug 2013; The Guardian, 29 Aug 2013).  It is not too much of a 
stretch of the imagination to suggest that low-income Malay parents here face similar stories. Such 
families are also less likely to practice “concerted cultivation” in childrearing, which involves parents 
enrolling “their children in numerous age-specific organised activities (seen as) transmitting 
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important life skills to children” (Lareau, 2003: 648). Furthermore, in concerted cultivation, the daily 
lives of children are structured by a semblance of a household schedule which must be strictly 
adhered to. In Singapore’s context, the practice is evident when parents send their children to 
private tuition for academic subjects or enrichment courses: pursuits chiefly the preserve of the 
middle class.  
 
Social Capital Beyond the Family 
 
The forging of social networks – by both parents and children – beyond the family milieu represents 
a potential antidote in attenuating existing inequalities plaguing the Malay/Muslim community. It is 
something worth exploring if Malays want to position themselves to ensure that their children “get 
the right kind of education” and “take advantage of new emerging (professional, managerial, 
executive and technical [PMET]) jobs”, in the words of Minister-in-charge of Muslim Affairs Dr 
Yaacob Ibrahim (Straits Times, 9 Mar 2013). Social capital theorists (Lin, 2000; Granovetter, 1985) 
recommend the cultivation of “weak ties” (Granovetter, 1985) to gain instrumental or expressive 
returns, that is, forming relationships with contacts outside one’s own social circle. The latter 
typically encompasses close family members and friends: people who fall under the category of 
‘strong ties’. In terms of job search for example, it is argued that weak ties are more likely to serve as 
sources of “unique and uncontested” (Bresman, 2014) opportunities, thereby increasing a 
jobseeker’s possibility of landing one. In fact, this is what former dean of the Harvard Kennedy 
School of Government Professor Robert Putnam was pointing at when he proposed the concept of 
“bridging social capital” (Putnam, 2000 quoted in Field, 2008): fostering connections across different 
social groups, usually beyond one’s ethnic, educational or class background. The benefits that can be 
gained from expanding one’s network do not stop at finding a job, however.  
 
Specific to parents, such social resources represent channels of durable and novel information 
necessary to navigate through frequent changes in the education landscape. For example, National 
Institute of Education (NIE) academic Associate Professor Jason Tan posited during an Association 
of Muslim Professionals (AMP) seminar on education that middle class parents are able to “tap a 
strong social network and devise strategies (for their children) such as polishing extra-curricular 
talents and preparing impressive portfolios” (quoted in Straits Times, 1 Apr 2014), thereby giving 
the latter an edge in school admissions based on the new non-academic criteria. For Malay parents, 
cultivating a similar network will no doubt prove useful in keeping themselves updated on emerging 
opportunities for their children, arising from the government’s implementation of the ASPIRE 
recommendations. Herein lies a concern: the distribution of social capital resources tends to mimic 
existing inequalities in society where the former can be “hoarded” (Chua, 2014) along gender, 
familial, class or ethnic lines. This is because as the principle of “homophily” (McPherson et al, 
2001) posits, people of similar ethnic, educational and class background tend to cluster together. 
Indeed, Putnam (2011) further argues that against the background of a widening income gap 
coupled with the “economic segregation” that comes with it, opportunities for “bridging social 
capital” between the haves and the less well-off may be lost if nothing is done, policy-wise (quoted 
in Straits Times, 31 Mar 2011). The challenge for Singapore’s political leadership, policy practitioners 
and community leaders from all ethnic backgrounds therefore would be to facilitate more 
opportunities for interethnic and interclass mixing in the public sphere. For Malay parents and 
students, this is all the more urgent as such networks offer potential pathways to transcending their 
disadvantaged status and accessing higher-quality information and resources. 
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Implications on the Community and Government Policy 
 
In the preceding paragraphs, I have shown how the theory of social capital can be used as a lens 
from which to better examine the socioeconomic issues affecting Malay/Muslim families. This paper 
will now look at some of the existing policies and their implications on the prospects of improving 
the level of social capital within the community. Chua (2014) argues that the practice of academic 
streaming, especially at younger ages, represents the reproduction of inequalities because, not only 
does it sort students according to academic performance, it concomitantly segregates them 
according to socioeconomic status as well: as mentioned previously, financially well-heeled middle 
class families are able to practice concerted cultivation at home, thereby giving their children a head 
start in the educational race. What this means is that opportunities for bridging social capital among 
Malay students – who are overrepresented in the Normal streams in secondary school (Association 
of Muslim Professionals, 2010) – may be limited. Perhaps, schools should pilot a programme where 
students from the faster track stream are given the opportunity to help out their Normal stream 
peers in the latter’s academic assignments. Not only would this initiative encourage intermixing, it 
could potentially improve the performance of the academically less-inclined students too. Pulitzer 
Prize-winning journalist Tina Rosenberg in her book gives a compelling example of the power of 
peer pressure in how collaborative study groups in the University of California (Berkeley) helped to 
drastically increase calculus pass rates for African-American and Hispanic students in the 1970s 
(Rosenberg, 2011). As for Malay parents, joining the parent support group in their child’s school 
could help cultivate a social network useful for keeping oneself abreast of developments in the 
education system. They also have the option of joining Yayasan MENDAKI’s Family Excellence 
Circle, a social support network for parents to “interact, exchange ideas (and) share best practices on 
how to cope with daily challenges and embrace lifelong learning” (Yayasan MENDAKI, 2014). The 
latter reflects the Malay/Muslim self-help group’s increasing cognisance of the potential of the social 
capital framework in strengthening the Malay family unit, as articulated during the 2010 Community 
Leaders’ Forum (CLF) Forward Planning Exercise (Yayasan MENDAKI, 2010). 
 
At this juncture, the author would like to address an attendant issue: would not the organising of 
social assistance along ethnic lines – as is the case with Singapore’s self-help group scheme – 
encourage ethnic segregation and therefore reduce opportunity for bridging social capital? Well, it is 
not necessarily so. To begin with, Singapore’s nationhood experience is quite different from that in 
certain countries, like the US, where cultural differences were being eliminated in favour of a 
homogenous American identity: the ‘melting pot’ model. Conversely, Singapore’s model of 
multiculturalism seeks to respect and celebrate those differences, while banking on cultural 
familiarity as it endeavours to find specific ways to deal with the unique issues faced by 
disadvantaged groups. This is an idea endorsed by Putnam (2011) who postulated that “it’s 
important that people be able to have special ties with other people like them. That’s completely 
normal (quoted in Straits Times, 31 Mar 2011).” Moving forward, our self-help groups can become 
platforms for greater interethnic interaction through more collaborative education or family 
programmes involving Singaporeans across all ethnic groups. Those Singaporeans who are more 
comfortable seeking help from their ethnic brethren in the first instance can then avail themselves to 
the wider and richer resources that an expanded social network has to offer.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
This paper has been an exposition on how the aggregate poor socioeconomic attainment of 
Singapore’s Malay/Muslim community, vis-à-vis the other ethnic groups, is linked to the prevalence 
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of low social capital in Malay families. Indeed, the application of the theory of social capital in 
Singapore’s context holds great implications for government policy in terms of uplifting that section 
of society where Malays tend to be overrepresented: a mere focus on improving individual education 
and skills level is not enough. Equally imperative is the need for Malay students and workers to build 
social relations or contacts with people outside their social circle which can then be used to access 
instrumental or expressive returns. As explained at length in the paper, social capital concept offers 
potential directions for Malays to transcend their disadvantaged position. 
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