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GRADUATES will continue to
command a salary premium
but a tight labour market is
making employers raise the
pay and job prospects of their
non-graduate hires.

Employers and human re-
source experts say the time tak-
en for a top diploma hire to
close the pay gap with his grad-
uate counterpart has shortened
significantly.

Fresh poly graduates are typ-
ically paid around $500 less a
month compared with new uni-
versity graduates. A degree
holder earns about $2,600 a
month while a diploma holder
draws about $2,100.

But after about two years on
the job, top performing diplo-
ma holders can see their pay
rise to match their graduate col-
leagues’ salaries at the same

level. Up until about five years
ago, poly graduates had to
work for about four years be-
fore their salaries caught up
with those of graduates.

“If you don’t pay better,
you won’t be able to find peo-
ple to do the job,” said Mr
David Ang, a director at train-
ing and consultancy provider
Human Capital Singapore.

Some companies, however,
continue to have two separate
career tracks for graduates and
non-graduates but human re-
source experts are hoping this
will change after the latest
push by the Government to get
firms to recognise skills instead
of paper qualifications.

On Monday, the Education
Ministry announced that it was
working with schools and firms
t o p r o v i d e s t r u c t u r e d
on-the-job training for poly-
technic and Institute of Techni-
cal Education (ITE) graduates

to help them progress in their
careers.

In fact, many firms simply
do not have enough manpow-
er, a situation exacerbated by
foreign manpower curbs, said
Mr David Leong, managing
director of recruitment firm
PeopleWorldwide.

“ B e i n g a g r a d u a t e o r
non-graduate is not important.
If you are local, bosses won’t
mind hiring you,” Mr Leong
said.

The graduate and non-grad-
uate divide is narrowing even
more rapidly in sectors such as
manufacturing, aerospace and
construction which cannot at-

tract enough university gradu-
ates, said human resource ex-
perts.

Firms in these industries
have opened up engineering
jobs – which were traditionally
for degree holders – to diploma
holders with the relevant expe-
rience, said Human Capital’s
Mr Ang.

Mr Tay Cheng Hoo, human
resource director of German
electronics firm Rohde &
Schwarz, agrees.

“I just can’t find enough en-
gineers. Rather than simply pa-
per qualifications, it is more
useful to look at experience
and skills,” he said.

Mr Tay hopes to hire about 40
diploma and degree holders to
work as engineers this year.

Similarly, at Singapore Power
(SP), fresh diploma holders start
at lower salaries than their gradu-
ate colleagues.

But they can progress to the en-
gineering track, which is offered
to graduates, if “they display the
ability and aptitude for the job”,
said a company spokesman.

SP pays fresh diploma holders
annual salaries of $40,000 com-
pared with their graduate col-
leagues who earn about $58,000.

Still, many polytechnic gradu-
ates prefer to go for a degree first
rather than working to gain experi-
ence.

Mr Tong Yek Meng, the learn-
ing and development manager of
logistics company YCH Group,
said: “Most of our poly interns
say they want to go to university .
They think a degree is necessary
to get a good job.

“If this mindset doesn’t
change, it will be hard for employ-
ers to attract diploma holders.”
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EVEN as employers and human re-
source experts paint a more posi-
tive picture, non-graduates them-
selves are not fully convinced.

They say their work prospects
are dimmer than those of their
peers who hold degrees, even
when they have similar job respon-
sibilities.

Non-graduates say employers,
especially the civil service, tend to
favour degree holders with higher
starting salaries, speedier promo-
tions and more opportunities.

This may soon change.
The Public Service Division

said on Tuesday that non-degree
holders will soon have better ca-
reer progression in terms of faster
promotions and higher pay.

It is also looking at how to
merge graduate and non-graduate
schemes to give all officers a
chance to progress based on their
performance and potential.

Non-graduates say they now
lose out to graduates right from
the start.

A 26-year-old polytechnic

graduate who worked at an airline
for five years said: “Degree hold-
ers were my bosses. They had ti-
tles like supervisor and team lead-
er, even though some came in lat-
er and were younger than me.

“They had a lot more attention
to build up their career, like over-
seas postings and job rotations.”

She went for a part-time de-
gree course by the Royal Mel-
bourne Institute of Technology of-
fered via the Singapore Institute
of Management, hoping she could
cross over to the graduate track.

“Even after that, it was still so
difficult to transfer. I was asked
what my grade point average was
and whether my degree had hon-
ours,” she said.

She quit this year and joined an
American firm as a business ana-
lyst. “It’s much better, I’m earn-
ing more and they’re not so hung
up on certificates,” she said.

A 25-year-old aerospace avion-
ics polytechnic graduate left the
civil service this year for a bank af-
ter he saw how promotions were
hard to come by.

“Fresh degree holders come in
three ranks higher than us, and
the highest rank a poly graduate
can reach is usually still lower
than a degree holder,” he said,
adding that it would take at least
eight years to attain that level.

“You have to put in more effort
to be recognised.”

Another polytechnic graduate
working in a ministry said:
“Those with degrees do the same
job as we do. But I’m an execu-
tive, and they come in straight as
manager or assistant manager.”

The 25-year-old is starting a

part-time Murdoch University de-
gree course offered by Kaplan
next month as she felt pressured
to get a degree to level up.

A non-graduate former second-
ary school art teacher said she
was promoted once in three years,
but degree holders got “almost au-
tomatic promotion” every year.

“The school said it would fully
support me if I wanted to get a de-
gree so that I could have better
prospects,” said the 26-year-old.

The distinction between
non-graduates and graduates
seems less evident outside the
civil service, employees said.

Mr Patrick Chan, 37, who
holds a fine arts diploma from La-
salle College of the Arts, said he
did not feel disadvantaged in his
last 10 years of working experi-
ence. He was a project manager in
a design firm for four years before
taking up his current marketing
executive position in a Dutch mul-
tinational company. These two
companies, he said, focused more
on skills than on credentials.

“I had applied to government
agencies and private firms but the
response wasn’t great,” he said.
“It’s fairer if everyone is assessed
based on abilities, but non-gradu-
ates may still have to work harder
to prove their worth.”
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Non-grads say they lose out even
with similar job responsibilities

Firms raising salaries of non-grad
hires due to tight labour market

Nanyang Poly students at their Yio Chu Kang campus. Employers and HR
experts say the time taken for a top diploma hire to close the pay gap
with his graduate counterpart has shortened. ST PHOTO: STEPHANIE YEOW

Degree holders ‘have
an edge from the get-go’

Poly, uni
grads’ pay
gap closing
faster

TOUGHER WITHOUT A DEGREE

It’s fairer if everyone is assessed based on abilities, but
non-graduates may still have to work harder to prove their worth.

– Mr Patrick Chan, 37, who holds a fine arts diploma from
Lasalle College of the Arts
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