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THE LISTENING LIVING LABS: OUR STORYTHE LISTENING LIVING LABS: OUR STORY

Through these conversations, we realised
that we need to rethink the way we look at
issues affecting migrant workers because
they are more complex than we realize as
they...

In Feb 2020, our Founding Chairperson
Anthea and changemaker member Abhishek
gathered several changemakers in the
migrant worker space to produce a set of
graphics encouraging employers to take
proactive steps to support their domestic
workers during COVID-19. 

As infection clusters broke out in migrant
worker dormitories in Mar 2020, the group
transformed into an emergency response
collective, coordinating with each other and
the Migrant Workers' Centre (MWC) to
deliver masks, food and other essentials to
workers stuck in dormitories across
Singapore.

It was the first time that NGOs and ground-
up movements in the migrant worker
community came together to collaborate at
such a large and wide scale.

While masks and food were helpful in
providing immediate relief, they seemed like
short-term fixes for the longer term issues
that affect a worker's well-being in
Singapore. 

Many of these issues have persisted for
years, despite the best intentions of many
people who've been trying to help. Beyond
providing aid in the short-term to help, we
wondered:

What more can we do to significantly
improve the well-being of our migrant
workers, that we cannot do alone?

Over 9 months from Nov 2020 - Oct 2021,
we read different research reports that
examined issues faced by migrant workers,
from folks like the National Volunteer
Philanthropy Centre (NVPC), the Majurity
Trust, Asia Philanthropy Circle, etc. We
conducted Focus Group Discussions with
members and changemakers within the
migrant community and also consulted with
11 leaders - from dorm operators,
academics, doctors, NGOs, employers and
migrant workers.

May be difficult to frame due to
competing perspectives

May have inter-connected root
causes

May require inter-dependent
responses from different
stakeholders
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THE LISTENING LIVING LABS: OUR VISIONTHE LISTENING LIVING LABS: OUR VISION  

This document is a compilation of all the
listening we have done in the past 9 months.
Through our listening, we discovered 4 key
issues that migrant workers face that persist
because they are complex. 

Not only do we need to rethink the way we
look at these issues, we also realized that no
single organization or person can address
these complex issues alone. A diverse group
of people need to work together.

Listen
From "either, or" to "yes, and"

Stretch
From reactive problem-solving
to systems change

Collective Action
From act alone to act together

We are implementing these mindset shifts
through the Listening Living Labs (L3), an
independent, multi-year initiative that
gathers diverse active citizens to listen,
stretch and act collectively to improve the
well-being of migrant workers in Singapore.

Interested to contribute to change with
migrant worker communities? Visit our

L3 website here!

bit.ly/AGSMWL3LP

   Listening Living Labs with Migrant Worker CommunitiesListening Living Labs with Migrant Worker CommunitiesListening Living Labs with Migrant Worker Communities    
pg 4 of 63pg 4 of 63pg 4 of 63



THE LISTENING LIVING LABS:THE LISTENING LIVING LABS:  
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"I didn’t get to buy anything for myself in
the last five years. I sent back every

dollar to my family to pay all my debt."



"It took the 33-year-old construction
worker five years to pay off his debt of

$12,000, having to spend only S$2 a meal
and travelling by foot most of the time."



Source: https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/rights-group-urges-slashing-

recruitment-fees-burden-migrant-workers-years-proposes-online






Migrant workers rely on a myriad
of middlemen and agents based in
their home countries, who charge

fees for recruiting, training and
transportation to land jobs in

Singapore. 



HOW DO WORKERS INCUR DEBT?HOW DO WORKERS INCUR DEBT?
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5000 to 150005000 to 150005000 to 15000

Workers are less
likely to resist

exploitative
demands of

employers, for
fear of losing

their jobs, which
they need to pay

their debts. 

Debt burden
could be one of
the root causes
for the mental

health struggles
faced by migrant

workers. 

THE DEBT INCURRED CAN RANGETHE DEBT INCURRED CAN RANGE
FROMFROM

It erodes
workers’

remittances, the
money available
for workers’ daily
living costs and
their savings.




THIS DEBT BURDEN ISTHIS DEBT BURDEN IS
PROBLEMATIC BECAUSE:PROBLEMATIC BECAUSE:
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By law, recruitment agents in Singapore cannot
collect more than two months' salary from an

employee. 



However, Singapore has no control over the fees
paid to agents based in source countries as there

have been no bilateral agreements on the
maximum fees agents can charge workers.



Source: https://www.home.org.sg/statements/migrant-workers-recruitment-fees-a-brief-primer

THERE IS ALSO NO REGULATION OFTHERE IS ALSO NO REGULATION OF
AGENT FEES TO LIMIT DEBT:AGENT FEES TO LIMIT DEBT:
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TWO TYPES OF INITIATIVES ARETWO TYPES OF INITIATIVES ARE
BEING DONE TO ADDRESS HIGHBEING DONE TO ADDRESS HIGH

RECRUITMENT DEBT:RECRUITMENT DEBT:

EnsuringEnsuring
employersemployers

recruit workersrecruit workers
ethicallyethically  

Asia Philanthropy Circle is exploring
the usage of the Employer

Certification Scheme (ECS). It
comprises of ethical recruitment

practices in the private sector that are
based on labour standards decided

by actors in the supply chain.

CreatingCreating
alternativealternative
systemssystems
that bypassthat bypass
middlemenmiddlemen  

Sama is an online recruitment platform that
gets companies to bear the recruitment fee,
rather than the migrant worker and workers

are matched with companies. 



Cappella Hotel Group hires workers
directly from source countries without going

through middlemen. 

11

22
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In order to to understand the recruitmentIn order to to understand the recruitment
process better and find out if these currentprocess better and find out if these current
initiatives are indeed effective, we spoke toinitiatives are indeed effective, we spoke to

leaders who comprise of employers,leaders who comprise of employers,
migrant workers, academics who havemigrant workers, academics who have

researched about the recruitment processresearched about the recruitment process
and leaders who are part of companiesand leaders who are part of companies

which have tried out alternativewhich have tried out alternative
recruitment processes.recruitment processes.  

The following pages highlightThe following pages highlight
some key insights they sharedsome key insights they shared
from their own experiences.from their own experiences.
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EXPLOITATIVE RECRUITMENT PRACTICESEXPLOITATIVE RECRUITMENT PRACTICES
MAY PERSIST DUE TO THESE FACTORS:MAY PERSIST DUE TO THESE FACTORS:

Agents and
middlemen are

often backed by
government

officials in source
countries 

Migration is an
instrument of

economic
development in
source countries 

Easily available credit
for migration in workers'
home countries due to
popular imagination of

making it big abroad

Agents can be anyone from
family, friends, neighbours,
former and current migrant
workers to formal recruiters
in the manpower business. 

 Kickbacks, which are
often crucial for small
companies employing

migrant workers to survive
in Singapore, can be

arranged by employers 

Workers might have to fulfil certain social
obligations when they seek agents' help due to

the informal social ties between agents and
workers. Hence, workers may not be able to

refuse paying agents the high recruitment fees.

Who are these "agents"?Who are these "agents"?
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THE ENTIRE RECRUITMENT PROCESSTHE ENTIRE RECRUITMENT PROCESS
MAY NOT BE DOCUMENTEDMAY NOT BE DOCUMENTED

ADEQUATELY:ADEQUATELY:

Some leaders who have studied the
recruitment process do believe that

the complex social networks and cash
flows have not been documented
extensively enough. This prevents
us from knowing exactly where to

intervene.

THE EXACT FUNCTION OF THETHE EXACT FUNCTION OF THE
MIDDLEMAN IS UNCLEAR:MIDDLEMAN IS UNCLEAR:

What role does the agent perform
when selecting workers? 



Does the agent help sort out the

skilled workers from the rest or just
select workers who can pay the

highest fees? 
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There may be issues with
accessibility and digital literacy
for migrant workers. At the same
time, we should not assume that

migrant workers will not know
how to use such technology. 

The root causes of human greed
and corruption may be difficult to

address through technology.
Agents can still capitalise on the
technology and prevent migrant

workers from accessing it. 



USING TECHNOLOGY MAY NOTUSING TECHNOLOGY MAY NOT
ADDRESS THE ROOT CAUSES:ADDRESS THE ROOT CAUSES:

WORKERS MAY NOT KNOW HOWWORKERS MAY NOT KNOW HOW
TO USE THE TECHNOLOGY:TO USE THE TECHNOLOGY:
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HIRING WORKERS FROM SOURCEHIRING WORKERS FROM SOURCE
COUNTRIES MAY BE UNSUSTAINABLE:COUNTRIES MAY BE UNSUSTAINABLE:

BUT IS HIGH RECRUITMENT DEBT ANBUT IS HIGH RECRUITMENT DEBT AN
URGENT ISSUE TO TACKLE RIGHT NOW?URGENT ISSUE TO TACKLE RIGHT NOW?

Migrant workers are currently in higher
demand amidst global labour shortages

due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 



The bargaining power is shifting to workers
from employers and companies now are
starting to bear some recruitment costs

instead of workers. 

Hiring from source countries directly
may only be sustainable if workers
are treated as employees who are
part of a company with employee

benefits, instead of being treated in a
temporary contractual manner. 
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BUT WILL HIGHBUT WILL HIGH
RECRUITMENT DEBTRECRUITMENT DEBT  

REMAIN A PROBLEM AFTERREMAIN A PROBLEM AFTER
THE PANDEMIC?THE PANDEMIC?  

We may not know if recruitment debt
will still remain a big problem to tackle. 



However, documenting the complex
recruitment process will prepare us

to intervene in case recruitment debt
does become an urgent problem in

the future.
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Barriers of AccessBarriers of Access
to Healthcareto Healthcare
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The cost of medicines and
treatment in Singapore is

higher than in migrant
workers’ home countries. 

Migrant workers may not want to seek
help from the formal healthcare

system in Singapore due to
differences in cultural

understanding of healthcare between
their countries and Singapore. 

They prefer to self-medicate and seek
help from friends or family before

visiting formal healthcare providers for
non-injury related health issues.  

MIGRANT WORKERS OFTEN FACE FIVEMIGRANT WORKERS OFTEN FACE FIVE
MAIN BARRIERS WHEN ACCESSINGMAIN BARRIERS WHEN ACCESSING

HEALTHCARE IN SINGAPORE:HEALTHCARE IN SINGAPORE:

HighHigh  
CostCost  

11
CulturalCultural
DifferencesDifferences

22

Language barriers may also make it
challenging for migrant workers to

navigate Singapore’s complex medical
system, especially when trying to

communicate with healthcare
professionals in consultations.
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Workers may also view the
current healthcare system in
Singapore to be under the

influence of their employers. 

Lack ofLack of
TrustTrust33

Migrant workers often lack trust in the
healthcare system due to the fear of

losing their jobs if employers find out
about their health problems through

formal diagnosis.

They need to report the number of workers
with health issues in their productivity

reports and these reports affect their ability
to win new contracts. Employers may hence

try to influence the healthcare system. 

Employers have practical
concerns about the

productivity of their workers
so that their business survives. 

For example, a supervisor may act as a
translator in the medical consultation

room but workers may feel threatened
by their presence as they may

safeguard the employers’ interests. 
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Key personnels like doctors may be
unaware of migrant worker health

policies and what healthcare provisions
workers are entitled to in Singapore, as

seen from a survey of doctors published in
the Singapore Medical Journal. 

It can be socially stigmatising for
migrant workers to seek help if they

will be formally labelled as ill with a
medical diagnosis. This is especially so

for mental health issues as workers
may fear being seen as weak. 

HealthcareHealthcare
Providers'Providers'

Lack ofLack of
AwarenessAwareness

44

SocialSocial
StigmaStigma

55
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“Today’s approach for migrant
worker healthcare is largely reactive,

focusing on episodic treatment of
acute conditions such as injuries and
infections with minimal attention to

preventive health.”

Source: https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/migrant-workers-covid-19-
welfare-healthcare-needs-1991841

To sum up, there is room forTo sum up, there is room for
healthcare of migrant workershealthcare of migrant workers

to be addressed moreto be addressed more
holistically.holistically.
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THESE ARE SOME INITIATIVES BEINGTHESE ARE SOME INITIATIVES BEINGTHESE ARE SOME INITIATIVES BEING
DONE CURRENTLY TO IMPROVE MIGRANTDONE CURRENTLY TO IMPROVE MIGRANTDONE CURRENTLY TO IMPROVE MIGRANT

WORKERS' ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE:WORKERS' ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE:WORKERS' ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE:   

MOM is rolling out a new healthcare system
to provide primary healthcare for migrant

workers in six geographical sectors in
Singapore. This includes the establishment of

medical centres in three large dormitories.

Government-led effortsGovernment-led efforts

Healthserve operates volunteer-run clinics
in three locations where migrant workers are

able to afford healthcare at a flat fee of $8,
with fees being waived for Special Pass

holders and referrals.

Non-profit effortsNon-profit efforts

Websites containing bilingual translations
of healthcare-related terms have been

created by volunteers to be used by migrant
workers and healthcare professionals

during healthcare consultations. 

Ground-up effortsGround-up efforts  
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From our chats with healthcareFrom our chats with healthcare

providers who treat migrantproviders who treat migrant
workers, we discovered thatworkers, we discovered that

migrant workers with chronicmigrant workers with chronic
health conditions have specifichealth conditions have specific

issues when navigating theissues when navigating the
healthcare system.healthcare system.  
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HERE ARE SOME BARRIERS TO SEEKINGHERE ARE SOME BARRIERS TO SEEKING
HEALTHCARE FOR MIGRANT WORKERSHEALTHCARE FOR MIGRANT WORKERS
WITH CHRONIC HEALTHCARE NEEDS:WITH CHRONIC HEALTHCARE NEEDS:

Lack ofLack of
InsuranceInsurance
CoverageCoverage




Migrant workers might resort to
alternative forms of treatment like

self-medication instead of seeking help
from healthcare providers. 

Healthcare insurance paid by
employers only covers injuries or

acute conditions, but does not
cover chronic conditions like

diabetes, hypertension and mental
health issues.

11
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There is a lack of continuity of care
for chronic health conditions

between workers' home
countries and Singapore.

Healthcare providers in Singapore have no
knowledge of migrant workers’ medical

treatment back in their home country. This makes
it difficult to treat workers when they run out of
medication or when their symptoms worsen. 

There is a lack of continuity of
care for chronic health conditions 

in between health checkups
when workers are in Singapore.

Lack of
continuity
of care 

Workers often stop taking their prescribed
medications issued by local doctors when they feel
better but their chronic conditions are then left

uncontrolled for long periods of time between
health checkups. The conditions in dormitories and

worksites may also not be conducive for the
treatment of chronic conditions.

22
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Migrant workers may feel
uncomfortable declaring that
they have chronic health issues
when they arrive in Singapore.

Fear of
Declaring

Chronic Health
Conditions

Workers fear repatriation if employers find out about
their health issues. 




Employers have very practical concerns about the
productivity of workers and workers with chronic health

conditions may not be the most productive workers.

33
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Struggles withStruggles with
DormitoryDormitory
ExperienceExperience
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LIVING CONDITIONS IN SOME MIGRANTLIVING CONDITIONS IN SOME MIGRANT
WORKER DORMITORIES HAVE BEEN CASTWORKER DORMITORIES HAVE BEEN CAST
INTO THE SPOTLIGHT DUE TO COVID-19:INTO THE SPOTLIGHT DUE TO COVID-19:  
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Up to 20 workers can be
housed in a space the
size of a 4-room HDB
flat. There is often no

proper ventilation
leading to some workers

preferring to sleep
outside. 

Common areas like
corridors, toilets

and kitchens can be
unsanitary and one
can find pests like

cockroaches around
the areas. 

Images Sources: 
https://coconuts.co/singapore/news/filthy-cramped-dorms-come-to-light-as-virus-afflicts-singapores-migrant-workers/
https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/dirty-communal-kitchen-punggol-dormitory-due-shortage-cleaning-crew-mom-dorm-operator
https://www.ricemedia.co/current-affairs-opinion-covid-19-migrant-worker-dorms-delay-inexcusable/
Jason See/Facebook
Residents of Cochrane Lodge
Resident of PP1TB Dormitory
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“...there are many cockroaches in the
kitchen and also in our rooms. The

urinals in the toilets are overflowing
with urine and the workers step on the
urine and then walk into their rooms…

Today one cleaner went to the toilet
and just sprayed water and left” 



Source: https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/manpower/workers-describe-

crowded-cramped-living-conditions.
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PURPOSE BUILT DORMITORIES (PBD)PURPOSE BUILT DORMITORIES (PBD)  
Dormitories that are specially

designed and built with amenities,
services and recreational facilities. 



200,000 living in 43 PBDs 

pre-COVID-19

FACTORY CONVERTED DORMITORIES (FCD)FACTORY CONVERTED DORMITORIES (FCD)

Industrial or warehouse developments which have been
partially converted to dormitories. Ancillary FCDs house
workers who are employed by the owner of the factory

or who work on site at the factory. Single employer-
operated secondary FCDs house an employer's own

workers, with a maximum permissible occupancy of 300.



95,000 living in 1,200 FCDs pre-COVID-19

DIFFERENT TYPES OF DORMSDIFFERENT TYPES OF DORMS
IN SINGAPOREIN SINGAPORE

Sources: 
https://www.mom.gov.sg/passes-and-permits/work-permit-for-foreign-worker/housing/various-types-of-housing
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/coronavirus-covid-19-foreign-workers-big-read-dormitories-936961 
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CONSTRUCTION TEMPORARY QUARTERS (CTQ)CONSTRUCTION TEMPORARY QUARTERS (CTQ)
 Any structure within a construction site

used for housing migrant workers working
at that particular construction project. This
has a maximum permissible occupancy of

300 and will eventually be removed.



20,000 living in CTQs pre-COVID-19

 Either HDB flats or private properties such as
condominiums, landed residential properties,

terrace houses, semi-detached houses,
bungalows, residential units in shop houses, etc.



85,000 living in such arrangements 

pre-COVID-19

OTHERSOTHERS

DIFFERENT TYPES OF DORMSDIFFERENT TYPES OF DORMS
IN SINGAPOREIN SINGAPORE

Sources: 
https://www.mom.gov.sg/passes-and-permits/work-permit-for-foreign-worker/housing/various-types-of-housing
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/coronavirus-covid-19-foreign-workers-big-read-dormitories-936961 
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Up to 10 residents per room, previously typically 12 - 16



En-suite toilet facilities per 6 residents, previously per 15 



Living space per resident at 4.2 sq m, up from the previous
3.5 sq m (excluding shared facilities)




WiFi in common areas and dorm rooms



Source: https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/improved-standards-for-new-
migrant-worker-dormitories 

CHANGES MADE BY MINISTRY OFCHANGES MADE BY MINISTRY OF
MANPOWER (MOM)MANPOWER (MOM)

THERE HAVE BEEN SOME STEPSTHERE HAVE BEEN SOME STEPS
TAKEN BY THE STATE TO IMPROVETAKEN BY THE STATE TO IMPROVE

DORMITORIES:DORMITORIES:

With MOM taking these steps, are there still any
gaps that these efforts may not address? 



We spoke to some leaders like migrant workers,

dorm operators, non-profit organisation
representatives and employers to find out more.
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While the latest steps to build additional
dormitories with higher standards were

welcomed, some leaders we spoke to said
that these efforts seemed to be focused on
making the living conditions less cramped

for migrant workers in order to curb future
virus outbreaks. 

Some leaders felt there is space for
more efforts to look into the

emotional needs of migrant workers
in dormitories. The following are
some key insights they shared. 
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Workers might feel they do not have
enough privacy within their crowded
dorm rooms to call their loved ones so
having more open spaces away from

dorm rooms was suggested. 

Having facilities for
self-expression and
development  

22
Some workers believe that the

dormitory should not just be a space
for rest but a holistic environment for
them to engage in hobbies and develop
themselves. Facilities like study tables,

music rooms, reading rooms, gyms and
computer labs were suggested. 

MIGRANT WORKERS SEEM TO HAVE 4MIGRANT WORKERS SEEM TO HAVE 4
MAIN EMOTIONAL NEEDS:MAIN EMOTIONAL NEEDS:

Having a
private

space to call
home

11
 “Sometimes I have private
things to discuss with my
family, not good to do in
the dorm room. I come

down from Level 4 to Level
1 to call, after work, very

tired, no energy.”
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Feeling a sense
of community 

Some leaders acknowledged that facilities have been
built in some dormitories but workers seldom use them.

Other leaders mentioned that a sense of community
needs to be fostered in the dormitory before workers can

feel comfortable to use these facilities. 



This seems to be an important emotional need but it is
unclear whether this responsibility of community

building should fall to the dormitory operator or the
workers themselves.

"If I don’t know anybody in
the dormitory, don’t know

what their hobbies are,
why I must go to the

reading room alone?”  

33
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Some workers shared how security personnel and shop
cashiers in their dormitories may speak to them in a

rude manner. 



Some leaders believed this lack of respect could be due
to a lack of cultural understanding between dormitory

staff and workers and expressed a need to cultivate a
culture of mutual respect within the dormitory

environment, perhaps by bridging this cultural gap.

44Being treated
with respect
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For example, dormitory operators are often held
accountable when workers’ living environments and

toilets are unclean, but they believe that workers
should also have a personal responsibility for the

upkeep of their living environments and that it cannot
be the sole responsibility of the dormitory staff. 

Some leaders shared that employers, external
stakeholders and migrant workers may seem to
expect dormitory operators to be responsible

for issues beyond providing lodging. 



It is unclear what matters should fall under the
purview of employers, dormitory operators, the

workers or the government. 



Other issues such as conflict management

amongst workers living in the same dormitory
were also raised. 



Whose responsibility should it be to mediate

these conflicts?



SOMETIMES IT IS UNCLEAR WHOSOMETIMES IT IS UNCLEAR WHO
SHOULD BE RESPONSIBLE FORSHOULD BE RESPONSIBLE FOR
WHAT IN THE DORMITORIES:WHAT IN THE DORMITORIES:
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Are migrant workers treated as
‘workers’ in their dormitories 

or as ‘residents’? 

What might change if workers were treated as residents
and the dormitory could be more than a place where

the worker comes back to sleep at each night? 



Some leaders also noted that workers, although are the
clients of dorm operators, are not actually the ones

paying them. 



Dormitory operators therefore do not need to make
workers happy and can treat them as workers instead

of residents. Dorm operators only need to satisfy
employers who are the actual paymasters.

WE UNCOVERED A KEY TENSION FROMWE UNCOVERED A KEY TENSION FROM
THE VARIOUS PERSPECTIVES SHARED:THE VARIOUS PERSPECTIVES SHARED:  
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THESE ARE SOME CURRENT EFFORTSTHESE ARE SOME CURRENT EFFORTS
TO IMPROVE THE EMOTIONALTO IMPROVE THE EMOTIONAL

EXPERIENCE OF WORKERS:EXPERIENCE OF WORKERS:

Some dormitory operators are working with several
government agencies to create a prototype of what the
dormitory of the future might look like. Some are also
trying to produce a handbook for its staff containing

cultural information of migrant workers from different
countries.

Dormitory-led effortsDormitory-led efforts

Dorm Moms is a group of volunteers who
help to bring in donated carpets, couches

and computers to dormitories to spruce up
rest corners so as to create a cosy and
homely environment for the workers. 

Community-led effortsCommunity-led efforts



 One Bag One Book, is an initiative started in 2015 by

Bangladeshi migrant poet Zakir Hossain Khokan to distribute
books in English and native languages for migrant workers to
read in their dormitories. This has helped to foster a sense of

community amongst migrant workers living in the same
dormitory. These informal reading circles have now expanded to

almost 79 dormitories across Singapore. 



Migrant-led effortsMigrant-led efforts  
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Social Exclusion ofSocial Exclusion of
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WHAT IS SOCIAL INCLUSION?WHAT IS SOCIAL INCLUSION?  

Social Inclusion is the improvement of the
terms for individuals and groups to fully

take part in all aspects of society including
civic, social, economic and political

domains, as well as decision-making
activities regarding their own welfare. 



Sources: https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/social-inclusion#1

https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/rwss/2016/chapter1.pdf








Migrant workers are socially excluded
in Singapore as they are unable to

fully and actively take part in various
aspects of Singapore society. 
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Migrant workers have few opportunities to
represent themselves and voice out their own
concerns about their welfare. They are unable
to ensure that their lived experiences and their

voices are included in an accurate manner. 

They live in their own parallel systems
and networks, with few connections to

mainstream Singapore society.

MIGRANT WORKERS ARE UNABLE TO
CONNECT WITH THE REST OF SOCIETY:

MIGRANT WORKERS ARE UNABLE
TO HAVE THEIR VOICES HEARD:
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It leads to a lack of trust for migrant
workers in the rest of Singapore society as

they don't feel included. They may
therefore not want to seek help if they face

any problems while they are employed. 

THE SOCIAL EXCLUSION OF MIGRANT
WORKERS HAS TWO CONSEQUENCES:

It could lead to the solutions created by
other stakeholders for the issues faced by

migrant workers to be misaligned with what
migrant workers actually want and need.

11

22
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The distant housing locations of
migrant workers away from residential

estates and neighbourhoods.

The perpetuation of negative
stereotypes and misrepresentations

of migrant workers in 
public discourse.

The transient nature of low-wage
migrant workers and their labour.

There is no common understanding
amongst different stakeholders about

what the level of social inclusion of
migrant workers in Singapore should be.22

THERE ARE SOME BARRIERS TO THETHERE ARE SOME BARRIERS TO THE
SOCIAL INCLUSION OF MIGRANTSOCIAL INCLUSION OF MIGRANT

WORKERS IN SINGAPORE:WORKERS IN SINGAPORE:

11

33
44
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"Whilst these claims at times have a basis, the

feelings of unease over sharing space with such
foreigners also arise from feelings of mistrust and

prejudice that are often unfounded."
(Rahman, 2010, p.209)









"This is illustrated in the uproar over plans to convert a"This is illustrated in the uproar over plans to convert a

disused school in Serangoon Gardens, a privatedisused school in Serangoon Gardens, a private
residential estate, into a dormitory to house theseresidential estate, into a dormitory to house these

workers.workers.  




In addition to concerns over logistical matters such asIn addition to concerns over logistical matters such as
congestion on roads and existing facilities, congestion on roads and existing facilities, negativenegative

stereotypes of foreign workers as criminals and thievesstereotypes of foreign workers as criminals and thieves
also dominate the views and opinions of residents of thealso dominate the views and opinions of residents of the
estate who vehemently protested against the plans, citingestate who vehemently protested against the plans, citing

security concerns."security concerns."    (Rahman, 2010, p.209)(Rahman, 2010, p.209)
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These initiatives attempt to increase opportunities for
migrant workers and the rest of Singapore society to interact

with each other. 



Some examples of current initiatives include COVID-19
Migrant Support Coalition (CMSC), Sama Sama, WIMBY

and Migrant X Me.

Efforts to encourage bondingEfforts to encourage bonding

These initiatives aim to showcase the talents, skills and
unique lives of migrant workers. 



Some examples of current initiatives include the various
activities carried out by Migrant Writers of Singapore,

Sama Sama and WIMBY. 

Efforts to improve representationEfforts to improve representation  

THESE ARE SOME INITIATIVES BEINGTHESE ARE SOME INITIATIVES BEING
DONE FOR THE SOCIAL INCLUSION OFDONE FOR THE SOCIAL INCLUSION OF

MIGRANT WORKERS:MIGRANT WORKERS:  

Images Source: WIMBY
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Initiatives like the Friends of ACE Volunteer Network allow for
migrant workers to be a bridge between fellow workers in dormitories

and authorities. 



The migrant worker volunteers partner with ACE officers to share and
explain official information to their fellow workers, highlight issues

raised with the state, boost the state’s outreach efforts in dorms and
help rally fellow workers to participate in social activities. 

Government-led effortsGovernment-led efforts

Some migrant workers who are community leaders and
have a large following on social media also do have

some direct personal connections with government
officials. They use these channels to voice out their

concerns and the concerns of fellow workers.

Migrant leaders' effortsMigrant leaders' efforts
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HOWEVER, THERE ARE SOME GAPS INHOWEVER, THERE ARE SOME GAPS IN
THE CURRENT EFFORTS:THE CURRENT EFFORTS:

Community-led initiatives and
ground-up initiatives may only

reach the same niche
demographics of migrant

workers and other participants.

Could we therefore explore the
possibility of allowing workers to
speak up for themselves and have
their voices heard and included?

There seems to be no
consolidated effort between

different ground-up and
community initiatives leading to a
saturation of efforts in this space

but no sustainable solutions. 

Heterogenous voices and
experiences of migrant workers

may not be accurately reflected
in community leaders’ or Friends of

ACE volunteers’ concerns and
experiences. 

11
22

33
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In order to find out more about how
we can address the gaps in the

current initiatives and how we can
begin to include the voices of

migrant workers’ at all touch points
of society, we spoke to some leaders
like migrant workers, academics and

non-profit representatives.

The following pages highlight someThe following pages highlight some
key insights they shared about theirkey insights they shared about their
vision for a more inclusive Singaporevision for a more inclusive Singapore

for migrant workers.for migrant workers.
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Instead of having other stakeholders speak on their
behalf, could migrant workers co-create research

projects with other stakeholders to find out about the
needs of their own community? 

Can we ensure that migrant workers
can represent themselves at all levels

of research, advocacy efforts and
policymaking instead of other

stakeholders like researchers or non-
profit groups speaking on their behalf? 11

WE NEED TO INCLUDE MIGRANTWE NEED TO INCLUDE MIGRANT
WORKERS' VOICES:WORKERS' VOICES:
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An organisation that is modelled after
community clubs or chambers of

commerce run by expatriates in Singapore.

Singaporean and former migrantSingaporean and former migrant
worker support may be required to helpworker support may be required to help

kickstart the organisation.kickstart the organisation.  

Migrant worker community leaders are
nominated by the migrant worker

community to lead the organisation.

WE NEED TO INCLUDE MIGRANTWE NEED TO INCLUDE MIGRANT
WORKERS' VOICES:WORKERS' VOICES:

Can we set up an organisation for
migrant workers to voice out their

needs while being mindful that they
don't have rights to self-organize in

Singapore? 



How can this be practically achieved?
 22
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Migrant workers need to first be
more accepted at all regular day-to-
day touch points in the community.

33

WE NEED TO ACCEPT MIGRANTWE NEED TO ACCEPT MIGRANT
WORKERS AT ALL TOUCH POINTS:WORKERS AT ALL TOUCH POINTS:

There needs to be more efforts made to
bring migrant workers' physical presence
into touch points within neighbourhoods.

There needs to be more efforts made to
improve the representation of migrant

workers in public discourse. 

There needs to be more institutionalised
efforts to engage and interact with migrant

workers in spaces such as schools.
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THEN YOU MIGHTTHEN YOU MIGHT
BE JUST THEBE JUST THE

PERSON WE’REPERSON WE’RE
LOOKING FOR!LOOKING FOR!




brimming with innovative solution ideasbrimming with innovative solution ideas

for these issues?for these issues?    

ARE YOU...ARE YOU...

find working in a collaborativefind working in a collaborative
environment with others exciting?environment with others exciting?  

DO YOU...DO YOU...

ARE YOU...ARE YOU...


a visionary with a passion for bringinga visionary with a passion for bringing
social impact initiatives to life?social impact initiatives to life?
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To find out more and express your
interest in the Listening Living

Labs with Migrant Worker
Communities, visit
bit.ly/AGSMWL3LP
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