
The Government is well on track to 
make  good  on  the  promise  that  
Prime  Minister  Lee  Hsien  Loong  
made  to  young  Singaporeans  in  
2012 – that 40 per cent of every age 
group will have a shot at education 
in the local universities.

Back  when  PM  Lee  made  the  
pledge, only 27 per cent of each co-
hort landed a place in the local uni-
versities. 

It now appears that even the 40 
per cent mark falls far short of the 
aspirations  of  school  leavers  and  
polytechnic graduates.

Of  the  1,056  19-year-olds  sur-
veyed in the ST-SUSS survey, 27 per 
cent were already pursuing a de-
gree or already had a place in univer-
sity. Of the others, 91 per cent said 

they wanted a degree. The reason 
for their hunger for degrees – to 
earn  higher  salaries,  to  better  
compete in the job market and ac-
cess the careers they want. Only 

37 per cent said it was for the sta-
tus of being a degree holder.

A dozen 19-year-olds – from 
the junior  colleges,  polytech-
nics and Institute of Technical 
Education – were interviewed 

further about their higher education 
plans. All said they hope to eventu-
ally head to university. Among this 
group are national shooter Martina 
Veloso and School of the Arts gradu-
ate Nicholas Papayoanou.

Ms  Veloso,  who  won  two  gold  
medals  at  the  Commonwealth  
Games in Brisbane, Australia, last 
year, wants to be a full-time athlete 
while Mr Papayoanou, who played 

young Simba in the Disney Theatri-
cal Productions musical Lion King 
when he was just 12 years old, is set 
on becoming an actor.

They admit that although they do 
not need a degree to access the ca-
reers they want, they are consider-
ing various university options.

Ms Veloso, who recently gradu-
ated  from  polytechnic  with  a  
diploma in sports and wellness man-
agement, said: “I definitely want to 
be a full-time athlete but what do I 
do later on in life? Having a degree 
is a back-up plan... It will give me 
more opportunities.”

Mr Papayoanou, a full-time Na-
tional Serviceman, plans to pursue 
a degree in acting or theatre, say-
ing:  “I  do  see  the  importance.  It  
gives casting directors trust in your 
work,  they  know  you  have  been  
trained and are capable of carrying 
the workload.”

He said having a degree means 
“you  are  higher  up  in  the  food  
chain”  and  you will  get  a  higher  
salary and climb the ladder faster.

Singapore University of Social Sci-
ences president Cheong Hee Kiat 
said it is good for the young to have 
high  aspirations,  adding:  “How-
ever,  what  may  be  missing  from  
their view is how to get what they 
desire, the many pathways that ex-
ist, the right time to do it, and in-
deed,  if  success  can  be  assured,  
only through getting a degree.

“At SUSS, many have found that 
they can go out, be successful, then 
come back to  finish their  degree 
and, in fact, be able to do it better be-
cause of their experience, maturity 
and clarity about what discipline or 
area of work they wish to pursue.” 

He noted the “very high” figure of 
91 per cent aspiring towards a de-
gree, when the government is plan-
ning on raising it  to 40 per cent 
next year, and added: “There is a 
need to create more pathways for 
advancement, and help young peo-
ple see that success can be achieved 
without a degree or (getting one) at 
a later stage in life. That’s what I can 
see is being done and in time, the 
culture will shift.” 

SUSS labour economist Randolph 
Tan said the survey results  show 
that young Singaporeans are con-
cerned about  their  long-term job 
market prospects.

“In other words, there is a sense 
that they want a degree for what it 
enables them to achieve. From the 
perspective of labour market perfor-
mance, this evokes an image of prag-
matism that we might have thought 
the younger generation had lost.”

Asked if the Singapore economy 
can support such a high percentage 
of graduates, he said there is defi-
nitely a greater need in Singapore 
for  workers  to  keep  up  with the  
frontiers of knowledge work. 

But he pointed out that it is a two-
way street. “How an economy does 
also depends on how the graduates 
perform in their jobs. A workforce 
with deep and  broad  capabilities  
can produce the opportunities for 
expanding  high-skilled  employ-
ment,” he said. 

Sandra Davie

Young  people  want  jobs  with  
meaning, and they will even put 
purpose over pay cheques. 

A  survey  conducted  by  The  
Straits Times in partnership with 
the Singapore University of Social 
Sciences  (SUSS)  found  that  the  
most important factor in choosing 
a job for them was how meaning-
ful it was. 

The study examined the views of 
more than a thousand 19-year-old 
Singaporeans. 

Nearly 42 per cent said the job 
must  hold  some  meaning  for  
them. This was more than twice as 
popular as the next highest rank-
ing  factor  of  good  salary  
prospects, which 17 per cent of the 
respondents agreed with.

They also said other considera-
tions,  such as work-life  balance,  
how related the job is to one’s field 
of  study and the opportunity to 
progress in the career, would not 
affect their job choice. 

However, fewer of the respon-
dents from the Institute of Techni-
cal Education (ITE) – 32 per cent – 
felt that a meaningful job was im-
portant,  in  contrast  with 42 per 
cent for those from polytechnics 
and 45 per cent from junior col-
leges (JCs). 

The survey also showed that ITE 
students had more practical con-
siderations. More of them said fac-
tors such as salary and how related 
the  job  is  to  their  discipline  of  
study would influence their deci-
sion to take it up. 

Those from JCs also had higher 
salary expectations than their poly-
technic and ITE peers. 

The  desired  starting  pay  for  
young people on the JC route was 
$3,905, compared with $3,312 and 
$3,247 for those from polytechnic 
and ITE. 

Labour  economist  Randolph  
Tan, who led the ST-SUSS study, 
said:  “Young  people  value  their  
freedom and have greater confi-
dence in their own abilities than 
the generations before them, and 
do not believe in serving merely as 
a cog in the system.” 

The  SUSS  associate  professor  
noted that there is a difference in 
socio-economic  status  between  
students from ITE and JC, suggest-
ing that this plays a role in shaping 
their career outlook. 

Temasek  Polytechnic  student  
Charmaine  Goh,  who  hopes  to  
take up a job which can benefit 
others, said: “It goes back to what 
you want to do in your life and 
how your career fits in with that, 
and how it helps you achieve that 
purpose.” 

The third-year communications 
and media management student  
said there is a “clear shift” in think-

ing between her parents and her 
generation today. 

“In the past, it was about find-
ing a  job that  you could stay in 
for a  long  time,  and  work  and  
life were  two  separate  things,”  
she said.

“Today,  the  lines  are  blurred.  
My friends and I would like jobs 
that we would personally enjoy, 
something that can benefit other 
people.” 

SUSS first-year  marketing  stu-
dent Victoria Wong said that while 
pay is important, finding passion 
in a job is still the most essential. 

“If you’re doing something you 
don’t  enjoy,  it  will  be  draining,  
tedious  and  not  good  for  your  
physical and mental health in the 
long run.” 

She added:  “Young people to-
day also want to work in an envi-
ronment that is open, that will al-
low them to apply what they’ve 
learnt  in  school  and  challenge  
themselves to come up with inno-
vative ideas.

“This sort of work process will 
eventually help you to grow as a 
person, instead of just taking in-
structions from others.”

Amelia Teng

Education Minister Ong Ye Kung 
recently announced that the Nor-
mal-Express stream divide will be 
done  away  with  in  secondary  
schools. By 2024, streaming will be 
replaced with  a  system that  lets  
students study subjects at differ-
ent levels.

Many people,  including parents 
and educators, cheered the move. 
They hope the change will reduce 
the  stigmatisation  of  students  in  
the slower Normal streams.

However,  surprisingly,  when  
19-year-olds  were  asked  about  
streaming in the ST-SUSS survey, 
60 per cent felt it was appropriate 
for students to be routed into the 
Special,  Express  and  Normal  
streams in secondary school.

A closer look at the figures reveals 
a more complex picture. Those from 
the junior colleges and Integrated 
Programme (IP)  schools  favoured 
streaming more strongly than those 
from the polytechnics and Institute 
of Technical Education.

Similarly, eight in 10 of the respon-
dents complained that the Primary 
School  Leaving  Examination  cre-
ates a lot of stress for students, but 
at the same time, 73 per cent said 
the exam should stay.

When asked about these findings 
during the focus group discussions 
with two groups, it emerged that it 
was their parents who are stressed 
out  over  exams  and  streaming.  
They,  themselves,  saw  examina-
tions  as  an  appropriate  way  to  
stream students.

There have been complaints from 
parents about the IP being the pre-
serve of the academically strong.

But again,  most  of  the 19-year-
olds say the six-year programme, 
which allows students to skip the 
O-levels, should indeed be for the 
academically strong.

Another interesting insight was 
that more than half of those from IP 
schools said they had aimed for this 
since primary school. And about 60 
per cent said they chose the IP so 
that  they could skip  the O-levels  
and get into a top school.

Singapore  Polytechnic  student  
Liang Ge Song echoed the senti-
ments of many of his peers when 
he  said  he  did  not  mind  being  
routed  into  the  Normal  (Aca-
demic) stream.

“I  realised  in  secondary  school  
that I learn best by doing – by apply-
ing what I learn. So after secondary 
school, I was happy to go to poly-
technic where learning is hands-on 
and you get to do a lot of projects,” 
said the human resource manage-
ment student.

National  Institute  of  Education  
Associate Professor Jason Tan was 
not surprised at the findings.

“Their  views  on  streaming,  ex-
ams, and reasons for wanting a de-
gree, all show that they are a very 
pragmatic lot.  I  am not surprised 
that they support streaming and ex-
ams – they probably see exams as a 
fair, objective way to sort students,” 
he said.

“And  when  you  have  been  
through an exam, however stress-
ful,  it  doesn’t  seem  bad in  hind-
sight.  Especially,  if  you  came  
through it well.”

Sandra Davie

Despite  years  of  talk  about  
gender equality,  not  only  is  
there still a gender pay gap, 
but young women also expect 
to be paid less than men. 

The results  of  a  survey  of  
over one thousand 19-year-old 
Singaporeans last  year show 
gender is a key factor that influ-
ences salary aspirations.

Of the respondents, 28 per 
cent expected a monthly pay 
of $2,500 to $3,000. 

But 68 per cent of females 
desired salaries of  less than 
$3,000,  compared  with  50  
per cent of men. In contrast, 
49 per cent of males expected 
to  be  paid  between  $3,000 
and $5,000, compared with 
just 32 per cent of females. 

According to the Ministry 
of  Manpower’s  latest  statis-
tics,  the  median  monthly  
salary of a woman in full-time 
work was 9 per cent less than 
a man in full-time work. 

Associate  Professor  Ran-
dolph Tan, noting that there 
is scant research on salary ex-
pectations in Singapore and 
almost none that he is aware 
of on salary expectations of 
those who have not yet joined 
the labour force, said: “In gen-
eral, we would expect prior ex-
pectations  about  asking  
salaries to be directly linked 
to  future  asking  salaries.  
Where a gap already exists at 
the point where expectations 
are formed, it makes it more 
likely  for  the  actual  gender  
salary gap to persist.” 

“The fact that 19-year-olds 
display such a gender-based 
gap suggests  that  difference 
arises  even  before  actual  
labour  market  experience,  
and are therefore not formed 
through first-hand experience 
of workplace discrimination,” 
he said, adding that more re-
search can be done to see if 
there are other cultural or so-
cio-economic factors at work. 

Randstad Singapore manag-
ing director Jaya Dass said the 
results  were  not  a  surprise,  
given that  on  average,  men 
around the world still earn 20 
per cent more than women. 

She said:  “Salary  expecta-
tions are references to salary 

benchmarks that are mainly 
based  on  historical  data  
which takes into account past 
traditional values where men 
were  commonly  the  bread-
winners  and  women  were  
homemakers.

“Furthermore, men tend to 
gravitate  towards  science,  
technology, engineering and 
mathematics  careers  which  
command  a  higher  average  
salary  as  the  jobs  require  
highly  technical  and  niche  
skills.” 

She  also  said  females  are  
drawn to careers in soft skills, 
such as people management 
and communication. 

First-year  Singapore  Uni-
versity of Social Sciences mar-
keting student Victoria Wong 
said: “Perhaps cultural expec-
tations make men think that 
it’s their responsibility to be 
the  main  provider  for  their  
family and earn more.

“Gender  shouldn’t  be  the  
defining  factor  in  deciding  
pay.  If  you’re  working hard 
and performing,  you should 
be  rewarded  accordingly,  
whether  you’re  male  or  fe-
male.” 

Said Ms Dass: “Those born 
in 1999 will soon be interview-
ing for their first job and it is 
critical to set a fair salary yard-
stick  for  themselves  during  
the salary negotiation process.

“If  we  want  to  move  to-
wards equal pay, it is critical 
for females’ expectations and 
aspirations to change. It is ev-
eryone’s  responsibility  –  
men’s  and  women’s  –  to  
break social norms by creat-
ing greater awareness and act-
ing on them.” 

Amelia Teng

First-year SUSS marketing 
student Victoria Wong says 
that perhaps cultural 
expectations make men think 
they have to earn more. 
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A degree? 
Yes, please

Ms Martina Veloso views a degree as a back-up plan while Mr Nicholas Papayoanou says it means “you are higher up in the food chain”. ST PHOTOS: KELVIN CHNG

Streaming, exams are OK

Sandra Davie
Senior Education 
Correspondent

By one definition, the 19-year-olds 
born in 1999 are the last cohort of 
the  millennial  generation.  By  an-
other  definition,  they  are  already  
part of Generation Z, aka,  iGen – 
those born between 1996 and 2010 – 
because  the  Internet  and  smart-
phones have defined many of their 
experiences thus far.

The generation coming up after 
Gen Z is already being referred to by 

some as Generation Alpha.
The Straits Times and Singapore 

University of Social Sciences (SUSS) 
decided to study 19-year-olds to un-
derstand who they are,  how they 
view the world and what they want 
out of life. While some of this infor-
mation  could  have  been  gleaned  
from snap polls done by marketeers, 
we decided to ask this group to char-
acterise themselves and share their 
thoughts, for a more nuanced and 
complete picture. We held two focus 
group  discussions  to  understand  
some of the findings further.

The survey, carried out between 

August  and  November  last  year,  
had 1,056 respondents. They were 
either about to enter first year in 
university, or were final-year poly-
technic or Institute of Technical Ed-
ucation  students.  Some  of  the  
males  were  serving  national  ser-
vice. A small number were working. 

As the majority were in post-sec-
ondary institutions and looking to 
further their education at the uni-
versities, we asked them about the 
education  system  they  had  been  
through and what their educational 
and career aspirations were.

The 19-year-olds belong to a gen-

eration shaped by the smartphone 
and the concomitant rise of social 
media. They were asked about their 
usage  of  mobile  phones,  laptops  
and various forms of media. The ear-
lier millennial cohorts grew up with 
the Web as well, but it was not ever-
present in their lives, at hand at all 
times, day and night. 

We  also  sought  to  understand  
their views on issues, including polit-
ical ones – from Section 377A, the 
law  that  criminalises  gay  sex,  to  
whether the race of a prime minister 
should matter. Their responses give 
us a window into their views, and 

provide some clues about where this 
generation might be headed.

Many of them shared views and 
values consistent with the generali-
sations often trotted out about mil-
lennials and iGen. That said, some 
stereotypes were also debunked.

This study examines the charac-
teristics of this age group through 
the lens of their differences, as well 
as  through  aspects  which  distin-
guish them from other groups.

Some differences are discernible 
across gender, education pathways, 
as well as socioeconomic status. Oth-
ers are based on formed habits, such 

as extent of mobile phone use, or 
reading preferences. Still others are 
based on how they relate to techno-
logical developments.

The Straits Times and SUSS have 
attempted to distil the key findings 
of this survey, in the context of what 
these young people have seen, heard 
or experienced by way of  history 
and culture since their birth.

SUSS president Cheong Hee Kiat 
said the university and The Straits 
Times share an interest in studying 
youth, adding that it is important to 
understand the worldview and aspi-
rations of younger Singaporeans as 

it will influence how the country’s 
future society will be like and will 
function.

SUSS is  developing expertise in 
various critical areas such as early 
childhood development, life and ca-
reer development in adulthood and 
senior citizenry.

Mr  Warren  Fernandez,  Straits  
Times editor and editor-in-chief of 
Singapore Press Holdings’ English/ 
Malay/Tamil Media Group, said re-
porting on the issues that matter to 
young Singaporeans would help ST 
stay relevant to them.

“ST has served generations of Sin-

gaporeans through the years and 
we want to continue doing so for a 
long time to come. The best way to 
do  so is  to  be  in  touch  with  our  
young, understand them and what 
moves  them.  If  they  read  about  
themselves and the issues they care 
about in ST, they are more likely to 
stay engaged with us.”

sandra@sph.com.sg
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work and life were two 
separate things... 
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’’MS CHARMAINE GOH, a third-year 
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Jolene Ang

For many young people, the first 
thing  they  reach  for  when  they  
wake up, and the last thing they 
see before going to bed, is their mo-
bile phone.

In fact, nine in 10 of them do just 
that, according to a survey recently 
conducted by The Straits Times in 
partnership with the Singapore Uni-
versity of Social Sciences (SUSS) of 
a  group of  19-year-olds,  or  those 
born in 1999.

The survey also found that most 
of  the  respondents  use  their  
phones for five to six hours a day; 
with the women spending close to 
one hour more than men. 

National footballer Ikhsan Fandi, 
who falls in that age group, is just 
like his peers in that regard – when 
he is not on the pitch, he is on his 
phone, he said. He likes being con-
nected to his  friends and family,  
from whom he lives apart. 

“Life without my phone would be 
really hard... I think I could survive 
without my phone only on the con-
dition that all my friends don’t have 
their phones too, so I don’t feel dis-
connected,” he said in a recent inter-
view with ST from Raufoss, Nor-
way, where he is based.

Mr Ikhsan, who turned 20 last 
month, is the second son of local 
football legend Fandi Ahmad. He 
relocated  earlier  this  year  after  
signing a two-year contract with 
Norwegian football team Raufoss.

He  said:  “I’m  always  on  my  
phone – I check for updates on so-
cial media every few minutes.”

He does not ever switch off his 
iPhone XS. Even if it is before a big 
game, he uses it to listen to music.

And he prefers texting to calling, 
just like others his age. The survey 
found  the  most  frequently  used  
phone function was messaging, fol-
lowed by social media, the alarm 
clock, phone calls and music.

The footballer often chats with 

his siblings on social  media,  like 
when they post pictures on Insta-
gram, for example. The photo-shar-
ing app is his top app, followed by 
Snapchat and WhatsApp.

Mr Ikhsan has more than 72,000 
followers on Instagram, and can be 
called an influencer, or a personal-
ity who has been able to monetise 
his popularity on social media.

According to the survey, three in 

five respondents follow social me-
dia influencers.

About  20  per  cent  of  respon-
dents also said they prefer inter-
acting  through  social  media  
rather than face-to-face, while a 
third said they would feel lost if 
they had no access to social media 
for a day.

SUSS’ School of Humanities and 
Behavioural  Sciences  senior  lec-
turer  Razwana  Begum  Abdul  
Rahim  said  mobile  phones  may  
have become a symbol of social sta-
tus for the younger generation.

“They view the mobile phone as 
an investment and a symbolic rep-
resentation of self... From their per-
spective,  the  appearance,  acces-
sories and features of the phone in-
crease their social status.”

Phones are no longer just another 
technology invention,  she added,  
they also serve as a tool to organise 
and maintain social networks. 

But she cautioned against depen-
dency on and overuse of phones, 
which  “intrude  into  family  time  
and take away intimate moments 
to bond and connect”. 

jolenezl@sph.com.sg

National footballer Ikhsan Fandi never turns 
off his phone, not even before a big game

Mr Ikhsan Fandi, who is based in Norway, says he checks for updates on social 
media every few minutes and often chats with his siblings on social media, like 
when they post pictures on Instagram. PHOTO: IKHSAN FANDI/INSTAGRAM
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The Singapore Government frets 
about young people delaying mar-
riage and having children but, go-
ing by the findings of a recent sur-
vey,  it  may  have  less  to  worry  
about than thought. 

Nearly 90 per cent of the respon-
dents  hope  to  get  married,  and  
86 per cent would like to have chil-
dren, according to the survey con-
ducted by The Straits Times in part-
nership with the Singapore Univer-
sity of Social Sciences (SUSS). 

The study sought the views of 
more than one thousand 19-year-
old  Singaporeans  last  year  and  
what they thought about various 
topics,  including  marriage  and  
family.  For  many  of  them,  the  
ideal age to achieve both – find a 
life partner and start a family – is 
by the time they turn 30. 

In general, women preferred to 
get  married  almost  a  year  
younger,  or  11  months  earlier,  
than  men.  Females  from  the  
junior  college  (JC)  route  said  
27 years old was the ideal age to 
marry, while their male peers said 
28 years old was the right time. 

Females in polytechnics and the 
Institute of Technical Education 
(ITE) said 27 and 26 respectively 
would be their preferred age to 
get married. Their male counter-
parts indicated they wanted to set-
tle down a year later. 

Similarly, on average, female re-
spondents hoped to have their first 
child 16 months earlier than males. 

But  both  males  and  females  
from JCs preferred to start a fam-
ily at a later age compared with 
those from polytechnics and ITE. 

The survey also found that most 
of the respondents, or 65 per cent 
of them, said their ideal partner 
should have similar interests and 
hobbies as them. More than half 
of them also hoped their partner 
would have the same race,  reli-
gious beliefs and education level 
as them, while about a sixth or less 
(13 per cent to 16 per cent) said it 
did not matter. 

These findings come even as the 
Government announced recently 
that it wants to hear from Singa-
poreans on what they think about 
marriage  and  parenthood,  and  
how young families can be better 
supported. 

Singapore’s  total  fertility  rate  
(TFR) dipped from 1.16 in 2017 to 
1.14 last year, as young people take 
longer to find the right  partner 
and start families later.

More  women  are  also  getting  
married later. According to the Sta-
tistics On Marriages And Divorces 
2017 report,  the median age for  
first-time brides was 28.4 years in 
2017, up from 27.2 years in 2007.

Associate  Professor  Randolph  

Tan, who led the ST-SUSS study, 
said its results suggest “a very dif-
ferent future trajectory for mar-
riage rates and TFR of this group”.

But he also noted the respon-
dents raised concerns about the 
costs  of  bringing  up  children.  
“There is a strong possibility that 
these concerns begin building up 
as young people approach their  
‘ideal’ marriage ages,” he said.

Dr Charles Sim, head of SUSS’ 
master  of  counselling  pro-
gramme, said the findings are not 
surprising, given that the respon-
dents are in their pre-adulthood 
years, and a sense of identity and 
belonging is important to them at 
this stage of their lives. 

“Their views may change over 
the next five to 10 years, after hav-
ing experienced the demands and 
challenges of working life, and be-
ing involved in intimate relation-
ships,” he said. 

Institute of Policy Studies senior 
research fellow Mathew Mathews 
said: “While TFR has dropped and 
people marry later, it doesn’t mean 
that Singaporeans don’t believe in 
marriage or parenthood.

“In fact, surveys show that this 
is  an  important  aspiration  for  
many young Singaporeans – the 
only issue is how to achieve this, 
given the pressures of work and 
the  social  expectations  people  
have about what is needed before 
they marry and have children.” 

Temasek  Polytechnic  student  
Charmaine Goh said she hopes to 
get married between the ages of 
26 and 28, and have children be-
fore 30, so that there is some “buf-
fer time” to enjoy as a couple. 

The third-year communications 
and media management student 
said getting married earlier would 
not be possible as she wants to be 
financially stable first. 

“I definitely know I want kids, 
but it’s when I have more security 
in terms of finances and career. 
There are bills to pay and the cost 
of buying a house, raising a child, 
education, is high.”

Similarly,  Mr  Nicholas  Pa-
payoanou, who is serving national 
service, said 27 to 28 would be a 
good age to marry, and he hopes 
to be a father by the age of 30. 

“Financial stability is definitely 
crucial to me. I feel like I can only 
start a family when I’m 100 per 
cent sure I can do it; that I’m capa-
ble of taking on a so-called ‘new 
life’ with new responsibilities.

“Without  a  stable  job  and  in-
come, I don’t think I’d have that 
confidence.  I  must  make  sure  
both my partner and I are ready, 
that we have somewhere to live, 
that we have enough money, that 
we’ve  thought  everything  
through and we know we can jug-
gle everything,” he said.

ateng@sph.com.sg

Open
to tying 
the knot 

To say that  young people do not  
read newspapers is,  quite simply, 
not true.

A  survey  of  more  than  1,000  
19-year-olds  showed  that  more  
than half of them read newspapers. 

Nearly one-third of respondents 
said they read e-newspapers, while 
a fifth said they read print versions. 

About 48 per cent said they read 

fiction books. And, between them, 
those who read books and newspa-
pers  are  more  likely  to  hold  
stronger opinions on domestic and 
international issues, the survey by 
The Straits  Times,  in partnership 
with the Singapore University of So-
cial Sciences, found. 

Those from the junior college, In-
tegrated Programme and Interna-

tional Baccalaureate track reported 
significantly  higher  readership  of  
fiction  and  non-fiction  books,  e-
books and e-newspapers, blogs and 
online reviews, than their peers. 

Asked about whether laws should 
be changed – such as those on gay 
rights and enlistment – they were 
also the ones more likely to say yes. 

The  most  significant  effect  of  
reading habits  on  personal  views  
was seen with those who reported 
reading  e-newspapers.  Temasek  
Polytechnic mass communications 
student Kieran Desker, who plans a 
career making films, reads newspa-
pers online every day.

“I hop through several news sites 
though the day reading stories on 
topics that interest me,” he said. 

“It is an easy way to keep yourself 
up to date with what’s happening 
around the world.”

Assistant  Professor  Saifuddin  
Ahmed from Nanyang Technologi-
cal  University’s  Wee  Kim  Wee  
School of Communication and Infor-
mation said there is a link between 
being informed and opinionated.

“Acquiring  information  either  
through mass media or through our 
social networks – friends, family, ac-
quaintances – increases our knowl-
edge about civic issues,  which in 

turn increases the likelihood to ex-
press our opinions,” said Prof Sai-
fuddin,  whose academic interests  
include civic engagement and pub-
lic opinion. 

He  added  that  many  younger  
adults  are  moving  online  to  get  
their news, with empirical evidence 
in the last few years suggesting that 
using online platforms and social  
media for  news consumption en-
courages expressive behaviour.

He said: “The new online informa-
tion environment facilitates  a  di-
verse  information  atmosphere  
which can encourage civic and polit-
ical discussions.”

Mr Warren Fernandez, editor of 
The  Straits  Times  and  editor-in-
chief of Singapore Press Holdings’ 
English/Malay/Tamil Media Group, 
said: “It’s often said,  loosely,  that  
young people don’t read the news-
papers. Frankly, that’s a bit of fake 
news. Our own data shows that our 
audience on our website, app and so-
cial media is mostly under 30. 

“Our digital  readership contin-
ues  to  grow.  And  with  our  new  
multimedia efforts,  we are work-
ing  hard  to  keep  engaging  this  
younger audience.”

Jolene Ang

A survey of more than 1,000 
people born in 1999 found that 
those from  lower  socio-eco-
nomic  status  (SES)  families  
spend at least an hour more a 
day  on  their  phones  than  
those from higher SES back-
grounds.

Overall mobile phone usage 
patterns  suggested  overuse  
could be associated with disad-
vantaged segments.

A 19-year-old Temasek Poly-
technic student, who declined 
to be named and whose par-
ents  are  divorced,  said  she  
spends about seven to eight  
hours on her phone each day.

She lives with her father, sis-
ter,  grandmother  and  great-
grandmother, and her family 
is considered to be of a lower 
SES. “When I’m home, I’m on 
my phone scrolling through so-
cial media or watching videos, 
so those contribute a lot to my 
screen time,” she said. 

“My family and I tend to stay 
in  our  individual  rooms  so  
there’s not much interaction.”

Dr Brian  Lee,  head  of  the  
communication  programme  
at SUSS’ School of Humanities 
and Behavioural Sciences, said 
such behaviour has been seen 
in American households. 

A 2015 study in the US sug-
gested  lower-income  house-
holds  “use  the  most  media  
across traditional and emerg-
ing  media”  despite  high-in-
come families owning more de-
vices. 

Dr Lee suggested this trend 
could be due to parents from 
lower SES families being less 
aware of the dangers of exces-
sive digital media usage. 

Assistant Professor Saifud-
din Ahmed of the Wee Kim 
Wee  School  of  Communica-
tion  and  Information  at  
Nanyang  Technological  Uni-
versity also said the findings 
were not surprising.

He  said  individuals  of  a  
higher SES, especially younger 
adults, “usually display a sense 
of disinterest towards the rela-
tional aspect of social media... 
probably  because  they  have  
other social resources”.

Jolene Ang

Poll shows nearly 90 per cent hoping to get 
married, 86 per cent wanting to have kids

My phone,
my world

Young people do read 
newspapers, and books too

More consultative govt, please
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A new law should be made 
to control dissemination of 

fake news

Views on local issues of interest

70% 7%22%

The law on alcohol (no 
purchase or consumption 

in public after 10.30pm) 
should be abolished

35% 42%23%

The law on gay sex is 
outdated 51% 17%32%

Premarital sex is morally 
acceptable 50% 22%28%

Chewing gum ban should 
be lifted 50% 24%26%

Gay marriage should be 
allowed 49% 24%27%

The law allowing abortion 
should be abolished 18% 51%31%

Human euthanasia (ending 
the life of a person who 

has a terminal illness) 
should be legal

55% 14%32%

Agree/Strongly agree Neutral Disagree/Strongly disagree

Social background 
and phone usage

They got their first phones 
at age 11 and their first 
laptop at 13, just as they 
entered secondary school. 
Females tend to get their 
phones earlier, while for 
males it is laptops. 

Three out of five follow 
social media influencers.

Sandra Davie
Senior Education 
Correspondent

When  newly  appointed  Deputy  
Prime Minister Heng Swee Keat at-
tended a youth forum in March, 
he was asked whether Singapore-
ans  were  ready  to  embrace  a  
prime minister of a minority race.

He said that views across the vot-
ing population differ by “age and 
life experience”, although young 
people today seem “quite comfort-
able” with having a non-Chinese 
prime minister.

His perception of young Singa-
poreans has been backed up by a 
survey of 19-year-olds carried out 
by The Straits Times and Singa-
pore University of Social Sciences 
(SUSS).

More than half of respondents – 
51 per cent – said the prime minis-
ter’s race “does not matter at all”, 

while another 21 per cent said it 
was only “slightly important”. 

Ms Aneesha Moneesh Khanna, 
19, who is taking sociology and eco-
nomics at the Singapore Institute 
of Management, echoed the senti-
ments  of  many  people  her  age  
when she said: “Surely it should be 
the best person for the job. Some-
one  who  we  are  confident  will  
take Singapore through the next 
phase of growth. Why does it mat-
ter whether they are Chinese, In-
dian or Malay?”

Those polled were also asked if 
they would prefer a paternalistic 
or consultative government, and 
more than 81 per cent said they 
would prefer the latter. 

When asked if there should be al-
ternative voices in Parliament, 77 
per cent said yes.

SUSS  student  Victoria  Wong  
hopes the Government will con-
sult the people more before formu-
lating  policies.  “People  will  be  

much more receptive and accepting 
of policies if they are consulted and 
there  is  concensus-building,”  she  
said. Ms Khanna said she does not 
expect the Government to consult 
the people on all policies: “For exam-
ple, when it comes to economic or fi-
nancial policies, I expect the Gov-
ernment would know best.”

Participants were also polled on is-
sues such as Section 377A, the law 
that  criminalises  gay  sex,  and  
whether there was a need for a fake 
news law.

About  half  of  the  respondents  
said the gay sex law was outdated 
and the same proportion said gay 
marriage should be allowed.

Seven in 10 said a new law should 
be made to control the dissemina-
tion of fake news.

SUSS lecturer in social work, Dr 
Grace Chee,  said  increased expo-
sure to other perspectives through 
social  media  has  given  rise  to  a  
youth population that is more open 
and accepting  of  diversity.  “With  
globalisation, youth are becoming 
more aware of perspectives that ex-
tend beyond Singapore,” she said.

sandra@sph.com.sg

Temasek 
Polytechnic 
mass 
communications 
student Kieran 
Desker, who 
plans a career 
making films, 
says he reads 
newspapers 
online every day. 
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Like 51 per 
cent of the 
respondents, 
Ms Aneesha 
Moneesh 
Khanna, who is 
studying 
sociology and 
economics at 
the Singapore 
Institute of 
Management, 
says the prime 
minister’s race 
does not 
matter at all. 
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Last of the millennials
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