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Quality of degree matters more

In the third of a four-part If I were 18 again...
series on the future of

education, social economist

Professor Phillip Brown start-
ed his working life as an ap-

Phillip Brown cautions that a
university degree may not
deliver the good life any more

SandraDavie
Senior Education
Correspondent

Social economist Phillip Brown is a
great admirer of the Singapore mod-
el of economic development, espe-
cially the commitment to produc-
ing an educated and skilled work-
force.

“Beginning with low-skilled jobs
in manufacturing, Singapore has
now established itself as a node for
research, financial services and
high-end manufacturing,” says the
distinguished research professor
from the School of Social Sciences
at Cardiff University.

But he cautions: “It is not so
straightforward any more.”

Singapore’s success has height-
ened expectations of what an educa-
tion can deliver in terms of income
and the good life. This has led to
public demand for a further expan-
sion of university places.

Having made periodic visits to
Singapore since the mid-1990s
when researching the rise of the
Asian Tiger economies, he is well
versed with Singapore’s plan to al-
low up to 40 per cent of each age
group to attend university here.

“Itis tempting to conclude that as
long as Singapore continues to in-
vest in education and skills develop-
ment, it will continue to deliver ris-
ing prosperity and a competitive
economy,” says the 59-year-old
who currently teaches a master’s
course on skills and workforce de-
velopment here.

He refers to the research he had
conducted with two other British
academics, Prof Hugh Lauder and
Prof David Ashton, which resulted
in the 2011 book The Global Auc-
tion: The Broken Promises Of Edu-
cation, Jobs And Incomes.

As laid out in the book, he and his
co-researchers uncovered major
economic trends which call into
question the common belief that a
university education will deliver a
“graduate premium”.

One trend that stood out is the ex-
plosion in the supply of universi-
ty-educated workers in both afflu-
ent and emerging economies,
fuelled especially by the staggering
number of graduates being pro-
duced by Chinese universities.

In 2009, there were about 98 mil-
lion graduates in the Chinese work-
force, Prof Brown points out. By
2020, this figure is expected to rise
t0 195 million. And similar dramatic
growth in university enrolment is
evidentin India.

But why should this concern Sin-
gaporeans? He explains that in-
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creasingly, graduates here are not
just competing with their local
peers, but those in the region, and
even from around the world.

“Companies now have the capaci-
ty to integrate webs of high-skilled
labour across global operations.
They now cast a wider net for the
cheapest workers with the skills
they need, turning the contest for
graduate-level jobs into a ‘global
auction’,” he explains.

He recalls a visit to a carmaker in
the engineering heartland of
Baden-Wiirttemberg in Germany
inthelate 1990s.

When asked if the firm could pro-
duce its luxury models elsewhere in
the world, the response was an em-
phatic “no” then. The official ex-
plained that the quality of engineer-
ing required in the production of its
luxury models meant that they
could onlybe produced in Germany.

When he and his co-researchers
returned several years later and
posed the same question to the
same executive, the answer was
“yes”. “The company was not only
building its entire product range
outside Germany, but also in an
emerging economy,” says Prof
Brown. “We found the same story
inmany companies.”

While employees want to in-
crease the value of their labour and
earn higher wages, companies
want to maximise profits and aim
tolower theirlabour costs.

“So they will go where they can
find workers with the skills they
need, but who are prepared to ac-
cept more modest wages.”

Add to this, the rise of “Digital
Taylorism”. Taylorism refers to the
large-scale, assembly-line manufac-
turing principles laid down by US in-
dustrial engineer Frederick Taylor.
Digital Taylorism occurs when
white-collar work is broken down
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into elements. The elements are
standardised and computerised
such that they can be delivered by
low-skilled, low- wage labour.

Analysing X-rays, drawing up le-
gal contracts and processing tax re-
turns are examples of skilled jobs
going offshore.

He says: “In many other coun-
tries, including Singapore, students
heading to university want to study
business or economics in the hope
oflanding the lucrative jobs in the fi-
nance industry. But even bank jobs
are not protected.

“Consultants to banks foresee the
arrival of the ‘financial services
factory’, as banks and insurance
companies continue to break down
tasks into a series of procedures
that can be digitalised.”

Another trend to grapple with -
class distinctions among graduate
workers, which will further widen
income inequality.

“Even though companies increas-
ingly look for cheap graduate man-
power, they will still want a cadre of
thinkers and decision-makers at the
top - perhaps 10 per cent or 15 per
cent of the total. They are the ones
given ‘permission to think’ in order
to lead innovation, drive perform-
anceand develop business strategy.

“The ‘thinkers’ or ‘developers’ are
highly qualified, expected to work
on international engagements and
are typically recruited from global
elite universities.

“But the mass of employees, in-

cluding those with garden-variety
university degrees, will be the do-
ers, who perform routine functions
for modest wages.”

He cautions that in Britain this
trend has left about a third of gradu-
ates with outstanding education
loans from as far back as 1998 high
and dry - they have not even
reached the required modest
re-payment salary level.

He says that even as the Govern-
ment expands university places
and increases investments in hu-
man capital, policymakers have to
consider how a much better educat-
ed workforce in Singapore would re-
spond to work that does not fulfil
their expectations.

Given its size, strategic position
and lack of natural resources, he
and his co-researchers had written
a paper recommending that Singa-
pore respond in two ways. The first
concerns talent.

He stresses that Singapore needs
to nurture local talent that MNCs
will find attractive, and who will
help anchor their presence here.

The second concerns nurturing
the small- and medium-sized enter-
prises. This will grant Singapore a de-
gree of economic autonomy within
a context of MNCs constantly seek-
ing to cut costs through relocation.

He is well aware that Singapore is
already making advances on sever-
al of these fronts, including grow-
ing its indigenous companies. He es-
pecially applauds the SkillsFuture
movement that aims to provide Sin-
gaporeans with the opportunities
to develop to their fullest potential
so that they canride the new econo-
my. What policymakers here need
to think of is how this can be
achieved in the light of the “global
auction for talents”.
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Prof Brown
says
companies
now cast a
wider net for
the cheapest
workers with
the skills they
need, turning
the contest
for graduate-
level jobs into
a “global
auction”.
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prentice at the British Leyland
car factory in Oxford before go-
ing to college to study Sociolo-
gy. His PhD thesis dealt with
social class, education and the
transition to employment.

His academic career took
him to Cambridge University
and the University of Kent at
Canterbury before he joined
Cardiff University in1997.

He is a visiting professor at
the University of British Co-
lumbia, Sciences Po in Paris
and the Institute of Adult
Learningin Singapore.

QHowdid yougo from being an
apprenticeinacar factory to
studying sociology in
university?

A1 took up the apprenticeship
after leaving school with just
one O level, in metalwork.

But afterawhile Iwas not sat-
isfied with working in a facto-
ry and wanted to move up. I
went to retake my O levels,
then the As, which got me in-
terested in studying sociology.

QIfyouwere 18 again, would
youstillwant to go to university
and would you still want to
study sociology?

A Yes, because I have a genu-
ine interest in the field. I was
lucky to have found the oppor-
tunity to discover what it is
that I trulylove.

When I entered university, it
wasavoyage of discovery.Iwas
excited about what I was learn-
ing. That has remained. I still
feel like a student of the sub-
ject. Thereisstillalot tolearn.

But if I was starting over, I
would like to have studied the
othersocial sciences as well.

A more integrated social sci-
ences approach is better, to
have more breadth and depth.

Q What advice do you give your
children withregards to
university education?

A Two of my children are still
in university but one has
dropped out because he
couldn’t see where he was go-
ing. He wants to do electrical
apprenticeship; it’s something
he wants. It’s not a status sym-
bol for me; it’s his life. My only
advice to him was to choose an
area where there is progres-
sion.

It’s what I tell all students.
Follow your passion but also
ask the hard questions. Think
about why you want a degree
and if pursuing one will help
youland the job youwant.

I also tell them not to think
of university education as sim-
ply ameal ticket, but an oppor-
tunity for them to study the
things that they find exciting.

they were very well or
well prepared in oral

communication
and presentation skills

upon graduation

of our graduates

DEVATHAS SATHIANATHAN, Alumnus
Associate, Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP
Multiple moot competition award-winner

A promise made. The commitment continuesN

In 2000, we launched a different kind of education. One that would educate the whole person with hard knowledge, soft people skills and a heart of empathy and compassion. As the first-mover in the Singapore education landscape
to introduce an interactive pedagogy, we encourage students to hone their communication, leadership and team-building skills. Our students graduate as critical thinkers who are bold, confident and articulate communicators
capable of engaging and value-adding to business and society. Transform Yourself. Discover A Different U.
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