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Disruptive change and
the Singapore dilemma

The future of work, universities and the economy was discussed yesterday at The Straits Times Education Forum 2017,
which was organised in partnership with Singapore Management University (SMU). It saw spirited exchanges

over issues in higher education, including how universities should evolve to ride the disruption wave, and which skills
they need to impart to students to keep them employable. Below are excerpts of the forum’s keynote address

by Ho Kwon Ping, chairman of SMU’s board of trustees and executive chairman of Banyan Tree Holdings.

We all know by now that disruption
has become the new normal in vari-
ous industries where computerisa-
tion, robotics and artificial intelli-
gence will make many traditional,
even highly skilled but repetitive,
jobs redundant.

Everyone — your teachers, politi-
cal leaders, social media pundits —
all talk so much of digital disruption
that it has become a cliche. And, of
course, the danger of cliches is that
they stifle deeper questioning; be-
yond being told that disruption has
hit us and that flexibility is the only
way to survive, most people don’t
have much else to say.

By asserting that we don’t know
what new jobs will replace dis-
placed ones, we can avoid the igno-
miny of being wrong in our specula-
tion. But while this is a comfortably
safe and ostensibly wise position, it
isalsoa cop out.

Universities, as thought leaders,
should have the courage, indeed
the audacity, not so much to predict
what jobs might disappear, but by
drawing upon the lessons of the
past to see into the future, to specu-
late what new jobs might emerge.
Furthermore, we need to walk the
talk by training students in fields of
study which can dovetail with jobs
which still do not exist today.

That is the challenge we embrace
at the Singapore Management Uni-
versity. We may get it wrong, but at
least we try to get it.. we do not
feign helplessness in the face of dis-
ruptive change. Like the proverbial
surfer, we want to catch the wave
before it cascades over us, so that
we can ride the wave rather than be
crushed beneath it.

Butitisn’t easy.

And one big impediment is a

In his keynote address, Mr Ho says that one big impediment in adapting to disruptive change is the glaring contradiction between Singapore’s numerous scholastic achievements on the
one hand and its lack of innovative capabilities on the other. In the audience are (from right) The Straits Times' (ST) senior education correspondent Sandra Davie; Ms Nandini Jayaram,
Google Asia-Pacific's human resources lead for South-east Asia; SMU president Arnoud De Meyer; Mr Warren Fernandez, ST editor and editor-in-chief of Singapore Press Holdings'

uniquely Singaporean dilemma.
That s the glaring contradiction be-
tween our numerous scholastic
achievements on one hand, versus
our lack of innovative capabilities
ontheother.

Singapore high-school students
have been regularly acing interna-
tional benchmarking tests, topping
the world in reading, mathematics
and science scores. To list the vari-
ous different indices would border
onboastfulness. But it is interesting
to note that the Programme for In-
ternational Student Assessment, fa-
mous for its acronym Pisa, has
ranked Singapore students the high-
est amongst 70 developed coun-
tries, not just in scholastic achieve-
ments, but also in using their know-
ledge and skills to solve real-world
problems.

That’s the good news. The not so
sterling news is how these achieve-
ments translate into practical mea-
sures of innovation and entrepre-
neurship. While we’re being ranked
No. 1 in the Global Entrepreneur-
ship Index for the ease of doing busi-
ness, Singapore ranks a lowly 24th
in displaying innovation and entre-
preneurship.

Worse, although Singapore is
ranked sixth in the world according
to a Cornell-Insead 2016 report for
encouraging innovation, we are
placed at 78th in the world in terms
of actually achieving innovation ef-
ficiency - the ability to increase pro-
ductivity via innovation.

What does this say? Something
which we all already knew in our
heart of hearts. And that is quite
simply that our schools teach the
basics extremely well and their aca-
demic rigour is second to none, but
beyond that, we have not been
able to convert these academic
achievements into real-life innova-
tions which promote entrepreneur-
ship or productivity. Our students
rank the top globally in science
scores, but probably amongst the
lowest in improving the proverbial
mouse trap.

For most of us involved in educa-
tion, this is not breaking news. We
have long worried that our ac-
claimed academic rigour is turning
into rigidity; that our focus onjusta
few measures of achievement may
turn into intellectual inflexibility.
But when the world was rapidly glo-
balising along well-defined, predict-
able trajectories, Singapore soared
along with the trends.

Now, however, in an age of disrup-
tive change, our much focused disci-
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pline can become an archaic imped-
iment. It can produce the contradic-
tions I'highlighted just now, and de-
ter our ability to adapt to disrup-
tion. Like great business brands
which failed to innovate and adapt
fast enough - Kodak, Xerox, Nokia,
just to mention a few - will Singa-
pore Incjoin their ranks?

GLOBALISATION OF TALENT

For the jobseekers, there are two
burning questions: How do I dis-
cern which jobs will survive and
which will disappear, and what
skills do I need to protect myself
against redundancy? For policy-
makers, how can the state protect
against job loss and promote job
creation?

Partly because the boom years of
globalisation, which certainly saw a
lot of creative destruction, created
unprecedentedly enormous ine-
qualities of wealth, and political elit-
es ignored the voiceless, disenfran-
chised masses, a political backlash
inrecent years has favoured job pro-
tectionism rather than job creation.
The trade-off, however, is that the
protection of jobs which are no long-
er economically sustainable will de-
lay the rise of new industries with
more creative and productive jobs.

Ironically, however, while job pro-
tectionism is an increasingly loud
clarion call for populist politicians,
society is moving the other way.
Not only is technology rendering
previously safe jobs redundant, but
the existence of lucrative, regulat-
ed professions — the most elite form
of job protectionism - is being chal-
lenged by the globalisation of tal-
ent.

Doctors, lawyers, accountants
are not just smart people because of
the nature of their work. They’re
smart because they’ve created and
maintained very effective barriers
to entry by outsiders, even those
with even the same or even higher
skills than them. The celebrated in-
vestor Warren Buffett once said

that he’d invest in industries with
natural moats - the water bodies
surrounding mediaeval castles and
serving as barriers to entry. In jobs,
doctors and lawyers have natural
moats, because of the certification
required to keep outsiders at bay.
But the moats are drying up.

There are pressures to allow doc-
tors and lawyers trained anywhere
in the world to practise in Singa-
pore so long as they pass the requi-
site competency exams. In New
Zealand, anyone can be an archi-
tect without going to architectural
school, if you can demonstrate
knowledge of the information re-
quired to prevent your buildings
from collapsing.

In other words, genuinely merito-
cratic, skills-based certification will
replace elite job protectionism. The
globalisation of talent is finally erod-
ing the last bastions of job protec-
tionism - the elite professions.

Because of demographic trends,
there will likely always be a short-
age of doctors for a long time to
come. But for lawyers? I'm not so
sure, because just as fintech is re-
placing hundreds, and soon thou-
sands, of financial analysts, hun-
dreds of young lawyers doing legal
research will be easily replaced by
the most advanced search engines
and artificial intelligence algo-
rithms.

Rapidly advancing technologies
in data science will replace medical
and legal researchers and assist-
ants, leaving only the most creative,
adaptive, and forward-thinking pro-
fessionals in these fields safe. This
is not to discourage you from join-
ing our law school, far from it. But it
is true that in virtually every profes-
sion, from accountancy to law to en-
gineering to medicine, the highly
complex but routinised work will
eventually be replaced.

What other jobs may disappear
by the wayside?

INTERDISCIPLINARY KNOWLEDGE
If we look closer to home, what
does this mean for education in Sin-
gapore?

SMU has recognised that innova-
tions and solutions often emerge at
the intersection of disciplines. In
2015, SMU introduced SMU-X
courses to give students real-world,
hands-on experience through a
structured pedagogical approach
that involves working collaborative-

ly in groups and solving actual,
interdisciplinary problems faced
by companies and organisations,
under the guidance and mentor-
ship of faculty and practitioners.

Through SMU-X, the university
aims to train its undergraduates to
“learn how to learn”, and nurture
skills set to prepare them for the vol-
atile working world. SMU-X also
serves to create amindset for collab-
oration across disciplines, as well as
with external stakeholders from di-
verse fields.

Increasingly, undergraduates will
be able to create their own combina-
tion of courses to fit their own aspi-
rations. The intersection of disci-
plines will be where new jobs will
be created. Biology and engineer-
ing was one combination already
emerging during my time as a stu-
dent, with the exciting new field of
bio-mechanics. Add to that compu-
ter science and the just emerging
field of bio-robotics suddenly
emerges...

Starting August this year, SMU

The future of work will
require individuals to
prepare for different
careers, which will entail
continuouslearning and
education throughout
one'sworking life. To this
end, SMU has established
the SMU Academy, which
allows for continuous
learning through taking
stackable courses starting
from a certificate course,
todiploma, and working
your way to afull
postgraduate programme,
or taking short executive
development courses,
whilst you are working.

will offer another new interdiscipli-
nary major, this time in Smart-City
Management and Technology,
which aims to nurture graduates
who innovate solutions to urbanisa-
tion challenges through application
of interdisciplinary knowledge
across technology, social sciences
and management.

The future of work will require in-
dividuals to prepare for different ca-
reers, which will entail continuous
learning and education throughout
one’s working life. To this end, SMU
has established the SMU Academy,
which allows for continuous learn-
ing through taking stackable cours-
es starting from a certificate
course, to diploma, and working
your way to a full postgraduate pro-
gramme, or taking short executive
development courses, whilst you
are working.

To serve the growing learning
and training needs of SMU alumni,
we have designed an enhanced Pro-
fessional Development Series.
Aside from existing offerings of pro-
fessional development talks, work-
shops, and fireside chats, graduates
will need to be versatile and mul-
ti-talented, with key competencies
and skills.

They require the ability to work
across departments, take on ex-
panded roles, nurture an entrepre-
neurial mindset, and be empow-
ered to take on greater responsibili-
ty. They should also have intellectu-
al curiosity, be able to work effec-
tively on group projects, creative
and self-directed.

Additionally, to be able to work
across boundaries, graduates will
require skills in strategy, negotia-
tion, cross-cultural appreciation
and communication, and problem
solving.

Sounds pretty heavy — and it
won’t be easy to balance the need to
sharpen one’s competency in these
areas while holding down a
full-time job, getting married, form-
ing a family, and so forth. But it is
the role of universities to continue
helping our alumni long after they
graduate.

I would like to conclude by en-
couraging our students in the audi-
ence to embrace change, to adopt a
positive and self-reliant attitude so
as to ride the waves of disruption.
Or better yet, be a disruptor your-
selfand create new jobs for yourself
and for others.
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