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How a Singaporean
got a job at Google
without a degree

In this first of a
four-part series on
building a sustainable
and resilient future
for Singaporeans,
Sandra Davie talks
to Google’s Tom
Dewaele on what the
leading technology
company looks for
when hiring for the
new economy,
including the green
economy
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His ‘growth mindset’ is among key qualities
the tech giant looks out for in its employees

Singaporean Edwin Toh, 36, has an
interesting story to tell about how
he ended up working for one of the
world’s leading technology compa-
nies.

Mr Toh works as a user experi-
ence engineer for Google in New
York. And no, he does not have a
first-class honours degree from a
top university. In fact, he does not
have a degree at all.

Instead, realising that he learns
best through work, he decided not
to head to university after complet-
ing his diploma studies at Nanyang
Polytechnic. He joined an advertis-
ing agency in Singapore and, after
a few years, applied for a job in
New York City.

Even though the firm would hire
him only as an intern, he took up
the position as it enabled him to
get his foot in the door and notch
up valuable experience building
websites for big brand names.
Within five months, he was offered
a permanent job.

In 2019, after having gained sev-
eral years of experience, he applied
for ajob at Google and landed a po-
sition as a user experience engi-
neer. He takes pains to explain that
itis a hybrid role combining what a
user experience designer and a
front-end engineer does, and it in-
volves translating concepts into
prototypes to deliver a good expe-
rience for Google product users.

He is thriving in his work and has
been rotated among four different
teams at Google - Search, Re-
search, X: the Moonshot Factory,
where audacious breakthrough
ideas are worked on, and Labs,
where he is currently.

He says one of the things he loves
about his job at Google is that he
gets to work on new projects and is
constantly learning. Another big
plus: He is surrounded by peers
who are smart, curious and pas-
sionate about their work.

“Sure, everyone is impressed by
the perks we have at Google - the
amazing cafes and restaurants, the
haircuts, the laundry service. It is
nice to have these perks - it makes
my life a lot easier. But for me, one
of the best things about working in
Google is that you get to work with
some really smart and creative
people”

Mr Tom Dewaele, Google’s global
head of people experience, says Mr
Toh is exactly the kind of person
the tech firm is on the lookout for.

“He has what I call the growth
mindset, and that is one of the
most valuable qualities that we
look for in our employees,” he said
in the exclusive interview with The
Straits Times in December 2022.

He goes on to explain why the
tech titan prizes “growth mindset”
and other attributes such as team-
work skills in its hires for diverse
roles, including sustainability jobs.

Q Google receives millions of
applicants a year. What do you
look for to pick the right people for
Google?

A Google continues to win many
best employer awards around the
world, including the one by The
Straits Times and global data firm
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Statista, which we won for the sec-
ond year running last year. It
means a lot to us.

We are always asking ourselves:
What would make Google an
amazing place to work in? Because
if we are able to provide that, then
we will get the best work from our
employees.

We get millions of applications
every year, so, we look for a mix of
skill sets, values and attributes to
find the right fit.

One of the most important is the
“growth mindset”.

This is something we have
backed up with research. A growth
mindset is a common characteris-
tic among our best staff, and the
ability to continually learn, espe-
cially from mistakes. It is one of the
biggest drivers of good perfor-
mance and results.

It is about curiosity. And it is the
biggest driver of innovation. If you
look at how Google has evolved in-
to the great company that it is to-
day, that is something that we look
for in our people - that they con-
tinue to be curious and continue to
learn.

And we encourage them to re-
main curious and keep learning by
getting our people to move on to
new roles and join new teams.

We also allow them to spend 20
per cent of their time on something
else, outside of their main area of
work. This is where Googlers can
dedicate 20 per cent of their time
to work on a different project or
team, which allows them to set
aside time to explore ideas that in-
terest them and, in the process,
learn new skills.

And if Googlers want to go deep-
er on a particular project or role,
we also offer short-term assign-
ments called “Bungees”, where
they are able to take on a new role
for six to nine months to experi-
ence a different role.

Roles at Google are constantly
evolving and changing, and we be-
lieve that for employees to stay
agile, we have to create the right
environment where they are given
the resources, opportunities for
growth and autonomy to drive
change.

Q ! hear a sizeable number of your
employees, like Mr Toh do not have
a degree. Does that matter?

A At Google, a four-year degree is
not required for almost any role at
the company - and a computer sci-
ence degree isn’t required for most
software engineering or product
manager positions.

Our focus is on demonstrated
skills and experience, and this can
come through degrees or it can
come through relevant experience.

So to answer your question, we
do look at education qualifications,
but it does not have to be a formal
university degree. We also look at
micro-credentials, certificates in-
cluding Google Career Certificates,
which show evidence of having
gained skills in fields such as data
analytics, digital marketing and e-
commerce and UX design.

We are continuing to add the
Google Career Certificates as a
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Mr Edwin Toh works as a user experience engineer for Google in New York.

He says one of the things he loves about his job is

that he gets to work on new projects and is constantly learning. Another big plus: He is surrounded by peers who are smart,
curious and passionate about their work. PHOTO: GOOGLE

About Tom Dewaele

Mr Tom Dewaele is global head
of people experience at Google, a
role he started in April 2022. In
this role, he oversees all human
resources teams, including those
responsible for recruitment and
employee experience.

Before Google, Mr Dewaele
was with Unilever for over 1l
years, where he sat on both the
HR and operations leadership
teams, and was global head of
employee experience, leading a
team in delivering services that
impacted the everyday experi-
ences of Unilever employees.

ReWork magazine, which cov-
ers work trends, named him its
employee experience leader of
the year in 2021, and he has been
featured in international HR
case studies, podcasts, articles
and panels.

He is based in London and en-
joys running, cycling, spending
time with his family and watch-
ing all kinds of sports.

qualification for more roles at Goo-
gle. This means access to jobs for
people who may not have a degree
but do have relevant experience
and skills.

Q What about character traits and
attributes such as the growth
mindset and the ability to work
well in teams. How does Google
ascertain that someone has these
skills and mindsets?

A Teamwork skills such as active
listening, supporting teammates
and working for the good of the
group as a whole, are essential for
Googlers. Innovation happens
when teams of people from diverse
communities, cultures and disci-
plines come together, challenging
one another to spark even better
ideas.

So, how do we look for these
skills and traits? We ask our poten-
tial hires hypothetical and beha-
vioural questions during the inter-
view process, to help understand
how they might solve complex
problems, anticipate issues, or ex-
plain their collaboration skills.

But we are looking not just for
skills, but also for an applicant’s
passion, motivations and unique
experiences.

Join us today in advancing the frontiers of sustainability through research.

Mr Tom Dewaele says Google looks
for a mix of skill sets, values and
attributes to find the right fit when
hiring employees. PHOTO: GOOGLE
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He has what I call the
growth mindset, and
that is one of the
most valuable
qualities that we look
for in our employees.
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MR TOM DEWAELE, Google’s global
head of people experience, on how
Mr Edwin Toh is exactly the kind of
person the tech company wants.

If we hire you based on your
skills, we will get a skilled em-
ployee. If we hire you based on
your skills, and your enduring pas-
sions, and your distinct experienc-
es and perspectives, we will get a
Googler. That is what we want.
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Q Google has multi-pronged
sustainability efforts - from
decarbonising its operations to
using its technology to enable
businesses to calculate their
carbon footprints and help

¢ s make inabl
choices. Are there specific
“green-collar jobs” within Google?
What skills do they require?

A We do have global teams looking
after sustainability specifically
who work cross-functionally to
bring our initiatives together with
experts from all over the world, in-
cluding in the Asia-Pacific. Howev-
er, we don't consider these the only
sustainability jobs.

At Google, sustainability is part
of everything we do, and as such,
sustainability is built into existing
product areas and roles to ensure it
is everyone’s job.

For example, a marketing lead
could be working on various cam-
paigns, including sustainability,
while our engineering teams can
also be looking at ways to incorpo-
rate eco-friendly features, in addi-
tion to other helpful features, into
our products.

Q Does Google think that
upholding its core value of
sustainability is the responsibility
of all its staff at Google?

A We know that many Googlers, in
Singapore and across the region,
are passionate about sustainabili-
ty, and are looking and finding
ways to get more involved in pro-
jects and initiatives that can help
build a more sustainable planet for
everyone.

We have seen many of our Goo-
glers stretching themselves and
taking on new challenges on top of
their current responsibilities, to
take on a 20 per cent project in sus-
tainability-related projects. They
could be starting a grassroots com-
munity to volunteer with non-
profits and start-ups invested in
this space in the region, or even de-
veloping internal resources and
materials to help other Googlers
build greater awareness of sustain-
ability.

If you give people freedom, they
will amaze you, so we want to em-
power our Googlers to shape our
culture. It is not just some top-
down agenda. It is the interconnec-
tedness of passion, people and pro-
grammes that allows Google’s cul-
ture to flourish.
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