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Higher starting pay for university graduates, more in freelance work: Survey 
 

 
Nearly nine in 10 graduates, or 88.9 per cent, found jobs within six months of their final examinations, 
down from 89.5 per cent in 2016.PHOTO: ST FILE 
 
SINGAPORE - Fresh university graduates earned a higher starting pay last year (2017), with some 
getting as much as $4,000 to $5,000 in areas of business and computing. 
 
They took home a median monthly salary of $3,400, up from $3,300 in 2016, according to results of a 
joint graduate employment survey released on Monday (Feb 26). 
 
The starting pay is also the highest since 2012, the first year of the annual survey of graduates from 
National University of Singapore (NUS), Nanyang Technological University (NTU) and Singapore 
Management University (SMU). 
 
Fresh graduates with degrees in business, economics and computing saw the biggest pay jumps. For 
instance, NUS business administration graduates earned $3,500 last year, up from $3,100 in 2016.  
Those with a double degree in business and computing from NTU earned  $5,000, compared to $4,600 
in 2016.  
 
The survey also found that nearly nine in 10 graduates, or 88.9 per cent, found jobs within six months 
of their final examinations, a slight dip from 89.5 per cent in 2016. This refers to the number of graduates 
in full-time, part-time, temporary or freelance work.  
  
Another 3 per cent of graduates had accepted job offers, but had yet to start work at the time of the 
survey, compared to 2 per cent the year before.  
  
But the proportion of graduates who secured full-time permanent employment fell from 79.9 per cent in 
2016 to 78.4 per cent last year.  
  
More went into freelance work – 2.4 per cent compared to 1.7 per cent in 2016. The proportion of 
graduates in part-time or temporary jobs remained at about 8 per cent.  
  
The survey, which was conducted last November, polled 11,628 fresh graduates of full-time courses 
from NUS, NTU and SMU.   
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Human resource experts said the dip in full-time permanent employment rate for fresh graduates is not 
a cause for concern as they have other priorities besides full-time work. 
  
Mr David Leong, managing director of recruitment firm PeopleWorldwide Consulting, said: “Many will 
choose either to further their education or go for a long overdue holiday before working.” 
  
They also have other options such as freelance work and being an entrepreneur, he said, adding that 
these give them “better control of time and worklife balance”.  
  
Mr Ronald Lee, managing director of Primestaff Management Services, added: “Some graduates are 
very specific about what they want in full-time jobs. Some of them are more open to venture into small 
businesses. 
  
“Freelance or contract projects are also well-remunerated; their returns can be higher and faster.”  
  
Overall, wages are also moving up because of the tight labour market and a more positive economic 
outlook in the last one to two years, said HR experts.  
  
According to preliminary figures in January from the Ministry of Manpower, real median incomes for 
Singaporeans in full-time work rose by 5.3 per cent year-on-year as of June last year. This was higher 
than the 1.3 per cent growth in the previous year. 
  
“The median pay of $3,400 for fresh graduates will edge up over time and this is unlikely to be a one-
off peak,” said Mr Leong.   
 
Companies are also paying more for skills that are in demand such as computing and engineering.  
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Said Mr Lee: “Graduates with degrees in not just computing but areas like economics and analytics are 
very relevant today because of the emphasis on big data, artificial intelligence, and innovation. 
  
“Computers generate a lot of data, and you need people who can translate all of it into useful information 
for companies,” he added.   
  
NTU graduate Li Chuqiao, who graduated in May last year with a double degree in business and 
computing, has been a business analyst with Deutsche Bank since July.  
  
“The combination of both areas – which are in high demand by industry – makes it easier to find a job. 
I also have both technical skills and knowledge in business, finance and computing,” said the 22-year-
old who works on projects to develop applications that support the bank’s business operations.  
  
The survey shows that SMU graduates fared the best, with 93.9 per cent of them getting employed 
within six months of their final exams. At NUS and NTU, the figure was about 90 per cent.  
  
NTU and NUS graduates earned median gross monthly salaries of $3,487 and $3,500 respectively, up 
by 1.8 per cent to 2.9 per cent. SMU graduates were paid $3,500, the same as the previous year. 
  
For NUS, its pioneer cohorts in business analytics and Yale-NUS College did well with high employment 
rates of more than 90 per cent. Fresh graduates from its business analytics course – which comes 
under the School of Computing – recorded an employment rate of 97.6 per cent and earned a median 
pay of $4,000.  
  
Yale–NUS’ first batch of graduates had an employment rate of 93.3 per cent, with an overall median 
pay of $3,500. 


