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1. From Asia to Europe or Europe to Asia?1

Since the 1990s, Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD) countries have faced structural problems and unfavourable 
demographics. For instance, the European Union Commission’s Agenda 
for new skills and jobs estimates that by 2020 there will be a shortage of 
about one million professionals in the health sector. By 2015, shortages of 
information and communications technology practitioners might reach 
between 384,000 and 700,000 jobs.2 European (and OECD) countries have 
increasingly recruited high-skilled immigrants from outside Europe, in 
particular from Asia. To put this into context – Asia provides a large part 
of skilled migration to OECD countries (OECD 2012). Contrary to Eu-
rope’s ageing populations, Asia’s population is developing quickly which 
will allow the region to produce more skilled workers. While Europe is 
still recovering from the 2008 economic crisis, with GDP growth and job 
creation remaining weak, Asia has become ‘the motor of global economic 
growth’ in the last few years (OECD 2012: 158). At the same time, many 
Asian countries have or are implementing more highly-skilled immigrant 
friendly policies to attract and retain skilled workers for the region. These 

* The views expressed in this document are those of its author and should not be 
regarded as those representing the views of the OECD.

1 The authors would like to thank Axel Kreienbrink for helpful comments on this 
chapter, as well as the conference participants of ‘Migration of skilled labour from 
Asia to Germany and Europe’, Nürnberg, 24 June 2013, for their inputs. This chapter 
is part of our larger study on ‘Competing for talent in a globalised world’ (COMPETE) 
funded by Nanyang Assistant Professorship grant, Nanyang Technological Univer-
sity, Singapore.

2 Communication from the Commission on an agenda for new skills and jobs: A Euro-
pean contribution towards full employment, COM(2010) 682 final.
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developments point to an emerging competition between OECD and 
Asian countries for highly-skilled migrants. Who will be the winners and 
losers in this race for global talent?

This chapter contributes to addressing this question by comparing the 
relative attractiveness of German and Singaporean talent migration policy. 
We define attractiveness in terms of openness towards admitting highly-
skilled migrants. Our starting point is that instrument choice is not neu-
tral. Not only will the framing and legislative content of these instruments 
affect the actual numbers of foreign talent recruited, they also reflect the 
strategies that governments apply, and have access, to achieve set policy 
objectives. By focussing on mapping current programmatic elements of 
German and Singaporean talent migration policy, we are interested in 
studying the relationship between government technique, policy objective 
and programme contents. To do so, the chapter will proceed as follows. 
We begin with an overview of German and Singaporean talent migration 
policies to contextualise our analysis. Next, we present the Highly Skilled 
Immigration Index (HSII) and elaborate the indicators we use for compar-
ison. In Sections 4 and 5, we systematically compare German and Singa-
porean talent migration policies against the six indicators (numerical caps; 
labour market test; labour protection; employer portability; spouse’s work 
rights; and permanency of rights). In the final section we offer policy rec-
ommendations in light of our findings. 

2. German and Singaporean talent migration policies 
in contexts

Germany and Singapore are two gateway countries for foreign companies 
seeking to invest in the region. In 2013, for instance, Singapore has been 
ranked as the top country in the world for ‘doing business’ by the World 
Bank, while Germany ranked thirteenth among the OECD high income 
group (World Bank 2013a). In the 2012 edition of A.T. Kearney’s (2012) For-
eign Direct Investment Confidence Index, Germany was ranked fifth and 
Singapore seventh. In the most recent Global Competitiveness Index by 
the World Economic Forum (2013), Singapore scored second while Ger-
many placed sixth. These different rankings tell us that both are important 
countries for foreign investors and thus they rely on securing talent – ei-
ther through training of domestic workers or recruiting foreign ones – for 
their success. In this section we provide a brief overview of the political, 
economic, population and regional contexts that have shaped their talent 
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migration policies since the 1990s when ‘knowledge’ (its producers and 
carriers) became an economic currency (Yeoh/Eng 2008). This overview 
provides the basis for understanding current policies as well as for discuss-
ing likely future policy developments. Our main objective in this section 
is to describe developments in Germany and Singapore to highlight their 
similarities and differences.

2.1 Germany: the reluctant country now welcoming talent

Germany is characterised by high GDP (~$3,300 billion in 2012), improv-
ing GDP growth rate (3 % in 2011), stable political situation, in which the 
government is a coalition between Christian Democrats (with Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel) and the Liberal Democrats (FDP) (OECD 2013; World 
Bank 2013b). It is a country of immigration – in 2010, about 13 % of the 
population was foreign-born (OECD 2012). The country recruited many 
guest workers from mainly southern European states and Turkey in the 
1950s/1960s. But a labour recruitment ban was imposed after the first oil 
crisis in 1973 and remained in place despite some liberalisations in 1990 
and 1998. Major policy changes occurred in the 2000s.

Due to increasing labour market shortages especially in the information 
technology (IT) sector, an IT Green Card was implemented in 2000. How-
ever, this policy was not particularly open as the IT Green Card only al-
lowed for the immigration of 10,000 workers, which could be extended to 
20,000 upon re-evaluation and was strictly limited to five years with diffi-
cult family reunification and work permit procedures (Greifenstein 2001). 

In 2001, based on several key recommendations by the appointed Süss-
muth Commission in their Structuring Immigration, Fostering Integra-
tion report, then Minister of the Interior Otto Schily announced a propos-
al that would allow a set number of high-skilled immigrants to come to 
Germany each year, according to a quota and Canadian-style points sys-
tem3, but avoided specifying any number. They would be offered perma-
nent residence. After three years of negotiations and one failed attempt, 
the 2005 Immigration Act, liberalising (high-skilled) labour migration, was 
finally passed in the Bundestag and the Bundesrat. More specifically, the 

3 Canada was taken as an example because it had established a points system in 1967, 
which attributed points on different criteria (education, professional experience, age, 
language) and selected high-skilled immigrants for the long term. 
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proposed points system was eliminated, mainly due to the opposition by 
Christian Democratic Party members who supported the interests of na-
tive (high-skilled) workers. The IT Green Card was discontinued at the end 
of 2004 to make way for a broader immigration system in the 2005 Immi-
gration Act. 

The 2005 Immigration Act was evaluated in 2005/2006 and some sug-
gestions were presented by political parties and labour market organisa-
tions. Pressed by continuing labour shortages, employers and unions again 
lobbied the government for further liberalisation. As a result, another 
shift towards a more open high-skilled immigration policy took place in 
2009 with the Labour Migration Control Act which included a number 
of changes, such as facilitating the admission of high-skilled immigrants 
through, for instance, a decreased salary threshold from about €86,400/
year to €63,600/year. Politically, there was general consensus that the Ger-
man population is ageing and the country is suffering from labour short-
ages (‘Fachkräftemangel’) in sectors such as engineering, health care, and 
IT. However, political parties differ in their approach on how to deal with 
more open Highly-Skilled Immigration (HSI) policies, some politicians 
have argued that it is more important to encourage higher fertility (and 
more education/training of domestic workers) than to recruit immigrants.

The government adopted a 5-path strategy in 2011 called ‘Skilled Labour 
Concept’, which sought to sustain the supply of skilled workers by activat-
ing the domestic labour force and improving the labour market integra-
tion of migrants, as well as establishing a positive list of shortage occupa-
tions (OECD 2012). The Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (2012) 
has published a progress report in 2012, which highlights that progress has 
been made in all five paths but some challenges remain.

One of the paths in the Government’s Skilled Labour Concept concerns 
the integration and immigration of qualified personnel. In this regard, 
Germany implemented the EU Blue Card Directive4 in August 2012, which 
has made the immigration of high-skilled non-EU nationals easier. The 
Blue Card Directive, discussed below, has been incorporated into the 2012 

4 Council directive 2009/50/EC of 25 May 2009 on the conditions of entry and resi-
dence of third-country nationals for the purposes of highly qualified employment.
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Residence Act.5 Germany receives considerable EU-migration (14 percent 
growth from 2009 to 2010). Permanent (mostly high-skilled) labour migra-
tion from non-EU countries remains very limited, in comparative terms, 
at 20,000 in 2010, 2,000 more than in 2009 (OECD 2012: 232). In light of the 
projected highly-skilled workers needed in specific industries, as noted 
above, these figures appear to be low. 

2.2 Singapore: seeking to become the world’s ‘talent capital’

Singapore has had a steady GDP of $315-345 billion per annum since 2010 
with a 3.4 % GDP growth rate reported for 2012 (Ministry of Trade and 
Industry Singapore 2013). It has one of the most stable political systems 
in the world. The People’s Action Party (PAP) has been re-elected continu-
ously since the founding of Singapore in 1965; the strongest opposition 
party – Workers’ Party – has secured six of the 87 seats in Parliament, with 
PAP having 81, after the May 2011 general election. Immigration has al-
ways had a strong role in the social and economic development of Sin-
gapore (Hui 1997); indeed, it is at the heart of the modernisation agenda 
launched nearly fifty years ago that contributed to its rapid industrialisa-
tion. This is reflected in the composition of its resident population (i.e. citi-
zens plus permanent residents): Chinese (74.2 %), Malays (13.3 %), Indians 
(9.2 %), and 3.3 % Others (Department of Statistics 2012: 3). The share of 
non-resident workers in Singapore’s labour workforce has risen from 3 % 
to 28 % between 1970 and 2012, to reach the current estimate of 1.49 mil-
lion non-Singaporean workers (Department of Statistics 2012: 61). Highly-
skilled workers account for 22 % of the total share of non-resident work-
force – or about 6.2 % of the total population (Yeoh/Lin 2012).

Talent has always been at the core of the Government’s strategy to be glo-
bally competitive. Speaking in 2007, Lee Kuan Yew, Singapore’s Minister 
Mentor, calls the race to attract talent the ‘final contest’ (quoted in Yeoh/
Eng 2008: 238). The Employment of Foreign Manpower Act regulates 
the hiring of non-Singaporeans – both high- and low-skilled; it was last 

5 In the EU context, we should also mention the Scientific Visa package which aims 
to recruit highly-qualified foreign researchers to Europe (see Chou 2012). Germany 
has fully transposed the Directive (long-term stay) (Council Directive 2005/71/EC) 
and partially the Recommendation (short-term). Approved Research Organisations 
(Germany has 164 in 2011) issue Hosting Agreements to applicants – the basis of 
which admissions is granted. This instrument, however, has only recruited about 
7,000 non-EU researchers in 2011 (European Commission 2013), with Germany being 
one of six member states registering more than 200 recruited (ICMPD 2011). 
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amended in 2012, with further changes anticipated. For the highly-skilled, 
there are two ways to enter Singapore as a primary and first-time6 appli-
cant: through the Employment Pass (EP) system and the Entrepreneur 
Pass (EntrePass) scheme. Since their introduction in the late-1990s/mid-
2000s, both systems, which we discuss in details in the next section, have 
been reformed repeatedly to reflect changes in market performance and 
growing concerns towards absorbing more migrants in the already over-
crowded city-state. In the context of Singapore, it is important to point 
out that ‘work permits’ are authorisations issued to low-skilled foreign 
workers, while ‘employment passes’ are used to refer to those for the high-
ly-skilled. The Government has introduced the Foreign Worker Levy7 to 
regulate the ratio of foreign workers to national workers, but, for skilled 
migrants, it only applies to S pass holders which we exclude in our analysis 
(see Section 4.2 for clarification). 

Singapore can be said to be a country of immigration, but this issue has 
rarely made headlines internationally as in some EU countries such as the 
UK and Germany. This can be attributed to the Government’s consistent 
framing of its immigration policy as prioritising the recruitment of for-
eign talent (highly-skilled) rather than foreign labour (low- or non-skilled) 
(for distinction, see Yeoh/Lin 2012). But this has changed very recently. In 
February 2013, in an unprecedented public protest, thousands of Singapo-
rean gathered to rally against immigration. This occurred even after im-
migration reforms the Government introduced in 2012. Convened in re-
sponse to the White Paper on Population presented in January 2013, this 
largest ever public rally demonstrates native concerns about further im-
migration. In addition to possible job competition, Singaporean residents 

6 Singapore has a new system, introduced in 2007, called the Personalised Employ-
ment Pass (PEP). This pass allows Employment Pass holders who have worked in 
Singapore for at least 2-5 years and a annual salary of no less S$144,000 (€89,000) 
– increased in December 2012 from S$34,000 (€20,880) – to stay in the country for 
three years, be accompanied by immediate family members, and allowed to remain 
for up to 6 months if unemployed in between jobs.

7 A complex pricing system calibrated according to a ‘Dependency Ceiling’ (a quota 
system for respective and selective sectors) and worker category (skilled or unskilled). 
The aims are straightforward: to promote hiring of residents and ‘favour capital-
intensive and higher-productivity activities’ (OECD 2012: 183). The current fees, 
payable by employers of S pass holders, range from S$250 to S$390/month according 
to the company’s Dependency Ceiling and are scheduled to increase gradually start-
ing July 2013 until 2015 to a potential maximum of S$650/month. At the same time, 
there will be a lowering of the Dependency Ceiling from 20 % of the workforce to  
15 % from July 2013 onwards. Changes in the Levy scheme indicate that companies 
will hire less S pass holders while paying a higher fee per foreign employee. 
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argued that continual – increased – immigration will dramatically raise 
the already high population density in the country (Singapore is estimated 
to be at 7,252 people/km2 in 2010; this is thirty-fold the 235 people/km2 in 
Germany). 

According to the Population White Paper, more than 25 % of the current 
population will enter their ‘silver years’ between 2013 and 2030, with the 
number of working-age Singaporeans declining in comparison to reti-
rees from 2020 onwards (National Population and Talent Division 2013). 
To prevent population shrinkage and maintain economic prosperity, the 
Government calculates that the total population in 2030 would need to 
be 6.5-6.9 million; this is approximately a 30 % increase from the current 
population of 5.3 million (Department of Statistics 2012: 61). Of these,  
Singaporean citizens would be 3.6-3.8 million (~55 %), permanent resi-
dents around 0.6 million (~8.7 %), and non-residents about 2.3-2.5 million 
(~36.3 %). The White Paper emphasised that a key proposal is to ‘remain 
open to immigration’; the immigration rate is estimated to be around 
15,000-25,000 per annum. It remains to be seen how the Government 
would respond to the most recent public protest, but it is clear that, as an 
issue, even talent migration is not immune from potentially visceral pub-
lic debates in Singapore as migration in general has been debated else-
where in Europe through the last decades.8 In Table 1 we summarise the 
differences and similarities between Germany and Singapore. In light of 
these developments and those to come, we present the HSII next to pre-
pare for a comparative analysis of the relative openness of German and 
Singaporean talent migration policy.

8 Singapore is a member of the regional organisation known as the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Singapore receives many ASEAN workers in 
its territory, but not to the extent that Germany has received EU nationals. While 
ASEAN countries have expressed aspirations towards closer integration such as 
establishing the Asian Economic Community (AEC) by 2015, they are far from the 
depth and width of the EU model. At the time of writing, there is no equivalent of 
a Blue Card in the ASEAN region and permanent residence for ASEAN nationals in 
Singapore is entirely at the discretion of the Government even though talent circula-
tion is proclaimed to be part of the AEC agenda. 
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Table 1: Comparing German (DE) and Singaporean (SG) high-skilled immigration 
policies 

Source: author's own data

Similarities Differences

Both countries have a good proportion  
of foreigners in their population: 13 % DE, 
28 % SG

SG has bit more complex system than DE

Similar GDP growth rate: ~3 % SG has no quotas for the highly-skilled 
with exception of S pass holders 
(which apply to skilled individuals). DE 
experimented only once with quotas 
(with the 2000 Green Card) but abando-
ned the concept as the quota was not 
met. This indicates that DE handles 
sensitivity towards migration slightly 
differently – migration debate is far more 
developed in the public sphere than in SG, 
though changes are on the horizon

Immigration important politically; citizens 
are unhappy with prospects of increased 
immigration

Regional dimension is far more important 
for DE – even though EU instruments 
have not yet fully contributed to 
substantive increased employment 

Salary is an important threshold for talent 
migration policies

Repeated changes to talent migration 
policy driven by conflicting concerns: 
desire to maintain an attractive policy 
and the need to satisfy citizens and 
stakeholders with opposing desires

3. Highly-Skilled Immigration Index

Many attempts have been made to measure trade openness (Kee et al. 
2008), but only some scholars have tried to categorise the relative open-
ness/restrictiveness of immigration policies (Ortega/Peri 2009; Timmer/
Williamson 1998; Facchini/Mayda 2009). For instance, Timmer and Wil-
liamson (1998) created an index of immigration barriers in Argentina, 
Australia, Brazil, Canada and the US from 1850 to 1930, based on their im-
migration legislation. Ortega and Peri (2009) measured the restrictiveness 
of immigration laws of 14 OECD countries (1980-2005) for asylum and 
non-asylum immigration. Givens and Luedtke (2005: 10) coded the restric-
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tiveness of different immigration policy for France, Germany, and the UK 
(1990-2002) on two dimensions: control/integration and restrictiveness of 
law regarding immigrant rights. Few scholars have constructed indices for 
HSI policies (sometimes in combination with low-skilled immigration) for 
selected countries (Lowell 2005; Ruhs 2011). For example, Ruhs (2011) con-
structed an index (distinguishing between low, medium and high-skilled 
workers) to measure the openness of 100 labour immigration programmes 
for admitting migrant workers in 2009. As with all policies, changes re-
quire an update of these indices.

We created an index to compare German and Singaporean high-skilled 
immigration policies based on earlier work (for categories and coding, see 
Cerna 2008). This index, we argue, captures better the relative openness of 
talent migration policies because most of the indices mentioned above do 
not differentiate between skill levels, are outdated, or exclude Singapore 
(except for Ruhs 2011). Our index builds on Lowell’s (2005) index for tem-
porary and permanent HSI programmes in twelve countries. While we in-
clude only six indicators instead of Lowell’s seven and focus on temporary 
policies, we update his work with the most recent developments to parse 
out where Germany and Singapore stand in light of the economic crisis. 

The HSII analyses the openness of national talent migration policies and 
admission mechanisms via a ranking system (on HSII for 20 countries, see 
Cerna 2008, 2013). The degree of HSI competitiveness between countries 
depends on how liberalised their policies are and the restrictiveness of ad-
mission controls. Three categories are assigned to assess admission mech-
anisms (numerical caps, labour market tests, and labour protection) and 
three for work permit rights (employer portability, spouse’s work rights 
and permanent residency rights). We selected these indicators because 
we consider them most relevant for a parsimonious index while able to 
capture the openness dimension. Admission mechanisms are designed to 
match labour supply with demand in high-skilled sectors. Work permit 
rights measure the extent of entitlements given to migrants. We include 
this category because countries are competing for the ‘best and brightest’ 
by being an attractive destination for talent. 

Points are assigned from 3 (=highly restrictive), 2 (=moderately restric-
tive), 1 (=minimally restrictive) to 0 (=highly open). It operates on an equal 
weighting principle, which means that any two policy changes in a par-
ticular country that have an equal effect on the openness of policies have 
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an equal effect on the index. For example, one point change in ‘numeri-
cal caps’ has the same effect on the overall scores as one point change in 
‘spouse’s work rights’. All policies are ranked on the same criteria. In the 
end, the individual points for the six categories are added and converted 
into an index, where the most restrictive country receives a value of 100. 
The higher the overall score, the more restrictive we consider the country 
(Cerna 2013). Points are attributed in the following way:

Numerical caps: �  a high score (3 points) is given if admission num-
bers are fixed and small numbers permitted; declining points are 
given if numbers are fixed but generous; or there is an ability to 
periodically adjust numbers, or there are no caps at all (0 points).

Labour market test: �  a high ranking score (3 points) is given if there 
is a strong test of the labour market, i.e. a lack of available workers 
from a pre-determined labour pool; declining points are given if 
employers need only assert good faith, or the government awards 
points for skills, or applicants are streamlined through pre-deter-
mined shortage occupations, or there is no test at all (0 points).

Labour protection: �  refers to the protection of native workers vis-
à-vis foreign workers, a high score (3 points) is given if there are 
stringent requirements on wage-setting and other protections 
such as no lay-off provisions in place; declining points are given if 
there are fewer formal protections of native workers on the labour 
market (meaning foreign workers may have an equal opportunity 
in getting hired) or no immigrant-specific legal protection other 
than existing labour law (0 points).

Employer portability: �  a high score (3 points) is given if the foreign 
worker can work only for the original employer and in one place; 
declining points are given for the degree to which work authorisa-
tion is ‘portable’ between employers.

Spouse’s work rights: �  a high score (3 points) is given if the spouse 
is not permitted either to accompany the worker (or other de-
pendents) or to work; declining points are given if the spouse is 
permitted to obtain independent working rights, or the spouse has 
unlimited working rights (0 points).
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Permanent residency rights: �  a high score (3 points) is given if the 
temporary migrant is prohibited from transitioning to any perma-
nent status; declining points are given if transitions are relatively 
possible with clear pathways, or there is an additional transition to 
naturalised citizenship with short time frame (less than 3 years) (0 
points).

In the next two sections, we compare the talent migration policies of Ger-
many and Singapore against these indicators using existing documents 
and publicly accessible information. 

4. Comparing admission mechanisms:  
Germany vs. Singapore

We analyse the admission mechanisms for talent migration below using 
the three indicators sets out by the HSII: numerical caps, labour market 
tests, and labour protection.   

4.1 Germany: opening a protected domestic labour market 

Germany has two main national and one EU route for (high-) skilled im-
migrants. In the 2005 Immigration Act (revised by the 2009 Labour Migra-
tion Control Act and 2012 Residence Act incorporating the EU Blue Card 
provisions), Article 18(a) specifies that a residence permit for qualified pro-
fessionals can be granted if a specific job offer is available. This ensures that 
the requirement of the German economy and the situation on the labour 
market are taken into consideration. There is a distinction between oc-
cupations where the Federal Employment Agency has to grant approval; 
managers, academics, research and development personnel are exempted 
(BAMF 2013). 

Article 19 concerns highly-qualified persons who can receive an open-end-
ed settlement permit if they meet certain conditions. For instance, these 
are scientists with special technical knowledge, or teaching personnel and 
scientific personnel in prominent positions.9 Permit applicants need 

9 Until the 2012 Residence Act, this permit was also available to executive staff and 
specialists with ‘specific experience’ who earned at least €66,000/year (OECD 2013).
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to demonstrate that they will be well-integrated and be able to support 
themselves without state assistance (BAMF 2013).

The EU Blue Card (now § 19a) encourages the immigration of highly-
qualified workers under facilitated conditions. It specifies that applicants 
need proof of earnings of at least €46,400/year (up from €44,800/year in 
2012). Holders will receive a temporary residence permit, which could be 
turned into a permanent one after three years in a given job. For engineers 
and technicians in professions with severe skills shortages (such as IT, 
medicine, and engineering), the annual earnings threshold is lowered to 
€36,192/year (up from €34,900/year in 2012). Permit holders need to have 
a recognised diploma and/or five years of professional experience. We 
coded the German programmes as follows:

Numerical caps: 0 points �

There are no explicit quotas or numerical targets for the three permits. 

Labour market test: 2.33 points �

For all three permits, the following applies: applicants must obtain per-
mission of the federal labour authority (§39), or through an executive law 
order (§42), or through an intergovernmental regulation that allows the 
permit to be given without the authorisation of the federal labour au-
thority. The hiring of foreigners through each of the permit routes can-
not result in any adverse effect for the labour market, especially regarding 
employment structures, regions and branches of the economy. Put simply, 
there are no German or EU workers, or immigrant residing in Germany 
available, or can be made available, for the job concerned.

Qualified professional: 3 points
A permit can only be issued if a job offer is available. There is a difference 
between occupations where the Federal Employment Agency has to grant 
approval and those that are exempt (including managers, journalists or in-
dividuals from academia, research and development). Nonetheless, a new 
§18c specifies that a foreigner with a university degree can search for work 
in Germany for six months, but the title does not allow the foreigner to 
work and cannot be extended.
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Highly-qualified person and Blue Card: 2 point
The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs can establish a list of occupa-
tions for which no approval of the federal labour authority is required 
(usually shortage occupations).

Labour protection: 1.67 points �

Qualified professional: 2 points
Foreign employees can only be admitted if they match requirements of 
the Germany economy, according to considerations of the labour market 
situation and the need to fight unemployment. Wages and working condi-
tions need to be similar to German workers.

Highly-qualified person: 1 point
Despite no salary threshold, protections exist: potential worker has to be 
employed on equal terms as a German employee; employee has to have 
university degree or comparable qualification. Filling of the vacancy with 
foreign applicants needs to be justifiable in terms of labour market policy 
and integration aspects. Potential employers need to provide the Federal 
Employment Agency with information on pay, working hours and other 
employment conditions.

Blue Card: 2 points
Applicants need to evidence a minimum salary threshold of at least 
two-thirds of the German pension fund contribution ceiling – currently 
€46,400/year. For engineers and technicians in professions with severe 
shortages, the annual earnings threshold is lowered to €36,192/year. Arti-
cle 19 provisions about comparable working conditions, filling of the va-
cancy and employer reporting apply here. 

4.2 Singapore: open labour market with increased salary thresholds 
for entry

The Singaporean talent regime offers four entry routes into the city-state: 
as a professional with a P1, P2 or Q1 Employment Pass or as an entrepre-
neur through the Entrepreneur Pass (EntrePass). The EP system has two 
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categories for the highly-skilled – P and Q10 – each differentiated by the 
monthly salary threshold required for eligibility and a set of correspond-
ing entitlements (Ministry of Manpower of Singapore 2013). In the ‘P’ 
category, introduced in 1998, there is the P1 pass (for applicants evidenc-
ing a base salary of above S$8,00011/month) and P2 pass (between S$4,500 
and S$8,000/month12); the P2 salary threshold was increased in 2012 from 
S$4,000 (€2,470). Eligible applicants for P passes are those who possess 
tertiary degrees from reputable institutions, professional qualifications, or 
specialist skills and are applying for professional, executive or managerial 
positions. P passes are the most coveted because, as we shall describe be-
low, the corresponding rights and access to permanent residence and fam-
ily reunification are generous. The Q1 pass, also launched in 1998, are for 
highly-skilled foreigners with similar qualifications as P pass applicants, 
albeit with a lower monthly salary: between S$3,000 and S$4,500/month13 
(increased from S$2,800 and S$4,000 in 201114). To ease the transition to-
wards a higher salary threshold, the Government granted a one-off renew-
al of up to two-years for passes expiring on or after 1 January 2012. 

Launched in 2004, the Entrepreneur Pass (EntrePass) scheme is designed 
to welcome foreign entrepreneurs of at least 21-years of age interested in 
starting a business in Singapore. The following criteria are used to evalu-
ate the application: the company must be registered as a Private Limited 
Company (within 30 days of approval or less than six months old); the ap-
plicant must hold at least 30 % of the shares; the company must have at 
least S$50,000 (€30,900) in ‘paid up’ capital; the business must be legal and 

10 We exclude from this analysis the ‘S’ and ‘R’ passes because, while designed for 
‘skilled’ foreigners, they are not for the highly-skilled – the focus of our chapter. We 
acknowledge that what constitutes the ‘highly-skilled’ remains an open debate and 
have followed official policy formulation in our delineation. Introduced in 2004, the 
S pass is for the ‘mid-level skilled’ applicants who can fulfill a skill in demand from a 
list the Ministry of Manpower (2012) maintains. Applicants are assessed on a points 
system that takes into account several criteria: monthly salary threshold of no less 
than S$2,000 (S$2,200 from July 2013), diploma, years of relevant work experience 
and types of job secured. The R pass, which is a permit issued to skills qualified or 
unqualified non-Singaporean below the age of 50 (for non-Malaysians) or 59 (Malay-
sians) who earns a monthly salary of less than S$2,000 (~€1,236). They are not  enti-
tled to apply for Dependent passes (Yeoh/Lin 2012).

11 This is about €4,900/month or €58,000/year, which is a higher threshold than for the 
Blue Card.

12 This is €2,780-4,900/month, or €33,360-58,000/year.
13 This is €1,853-2,780/month, or €22,236-33,360/year.
14 This is €1,730-2,470/month, or €20,760-29,640/year.



138 Tilting the Talent Balance: from Europe to Asia – Germany and Singapore in Comparison

not belong to certain categories15. We include the EntrePass in our analy-
sis because these applicants are eligible to apply for EPs in cases where the 
company is more than six months old. The applicant must present a busi-
ness idea of no less than ten pages evidencing innovation with a strong 
potential for ‘good growth’ and creating local employment. ‘Routine’ busi-
ness ideas such as staffing agency and travel agencies are rejected for the 
EntrePass scheme. The pass is issued for 1-2 years, and renewal is depen-
dent on whether the entrepreneur has fulfilled the objectives set out in the 
business plan (for example, create at least 2 local jobs). We assess each pass 
as follows: 

Numerical caps: 0 points �

There are no official quotas for EPs and EntrePasses at this writing. The 
entry conditions are the primary determinants for admission. This may, 
however, change in the coming decades as the Government expects Sin-
gaporeans to upgrade their job skills to an extent that ‘two-thirds of Sin-
gaporeans will hold PMET jobs [Professional, Managerial, Executive and 
Technical]’ by 2030 (National Population and Talent Division 2013). The 
current proportion of Singaporeans in PMET positions is 50 %. As compe-
tition increases for these skilled positions, we anticipate growing pressure 
on the Government to limit the total numbers of foreign competitors for 
these jobs – numerical caps being one possible policy option. 

Labour market test: 0 points �

Officially there are no labour market tests for applicants of these four 
passes. The exception being, according to a recent study (Stahl 2011: 42), 
applicants for positions as intra-company transferees (which have to evi-
dence employment of no less than one year at the company). It is implied 
that EP applicants must have a job offer as the application is submitted 
by the employer; for the EntrePass, the assumption is that the applicant 
will establish a company in Singapore.16 The Government has developed 

15 They are: coffee shops, hawker centres, food courts; bars, night clubs, karaoke loung-
es; foot reflexology, massage parlours; acupuncture, traditional Chinese medicine, 
herbal dispensing; employment agencies and geomancy.

16 While there are no labour market tests, the Ministry of Manpower (2012) maintains 
the ‘strategic skills in demand’ list and regularly updates it according to labour mar-
ket trends. It identifies more than 90 occupations in six industries (manufacturing, 
construction, healthcare, finance, information communication and digital media, 
tourism and retail) and is used to evaluate applications for S passes.
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a ‘Self-Assessment Tool for Employment/S Pass’17 for potential employ-
ers to determine whether their future employees are likely to be approved. 
This test gives weight to the following criteria: country of origin; potential 
monthly salary; occupation type; years of working experience, and types 
of degrees; and age. According to the EP application form, education and 
qualifications are very important; the instruction states: ‘Please note that 
qualification is a key criterion in the assessment of the foreign employee’s 
eligibility for a work pass’ (emphasis added). The qualification recognition 
process is administered by the relevant Professional Body and Accredita-
tion Agency (e.g. applicants to be admitted and practise as doctors must 
obtain Support Letters from the Singapore Medical Council). Academic 
staffs are not given special treatment and their qualifications are vetted by 
the relevant ministry processing their applications.

Labour protection: 1.5 points �

Labour protection of resident workers is evidenced by the minimum 
monthly salary threshold EP and EntrePass holders must meet. Once em-
ployed, pass holders are protected by the Employment Act; the exception 
being those in managerial or executive positions, or professionals with 
tertiary education and specialised skills. The Employment Act stipulates 
the conditions such as leaves/holidays (annual, sick, maternity etc.), medi-
cal benefits and pensions (Central Providence Fund). 

P1 and P2: 2 points
The monthly salary thresholds: S$8,000 for P1 and S$4,500 for P2.

Q1 and EntrePass: 1 point
Monthly salary threshold for Q1 is S$3,000. EntrePass holders do not have 
a minimum salary threshold, but they must have a start-up capital of 
S$50,000.

5. Comparing work permit rights:  
Germany vs. Singapore

We compare the work permit rights for talent migrants here following the 
three indicators set out by the HSII: employer portability, spouse’s work 
rights, and permanent residency rights. 

17 This assessment is available at http://sat.mom.gov.sg/satservlet (02.05.13). 
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5.1 Germany: increasingly liberal and welcoming

Employer portability: 1.67 points  �

Qualified professional: 3 points
Change of employer is possible, but worker has to apply for a new permit. 

Highly-qualified person: 0 points
If unlimited residence permit is obtained, holder can change employers 
freely. Otherwise, a new work permit has to be obtained.

Blue Card: 2 points
In the first two years, the holder may change employer if it is approved 
by the federal labour authority. After two years, the Blue Card holder may 
change employer without prior authorisation, and only has to notify the 
authorities. The work permit is valid only for a specific job and in the dis-
trict in which it was issued (with the possibility of a regional extension), 
unlimited for specialists exempted from Federal Labour Agency approval.

Spouse’s work rights: 0.33 points �

Qualified professional: 1 point
Spouse is granted labour market access, upon approval by the Employ-
ment Agency which reviews whether employment meets minimum 
standards for wages and conditions. These restrictions are lifted after two 
years.

Highly-qualified person and Blue Card: 0 points
The spouse is allowed to work from the start, and no approval is needed.

Permanency rights: 0.33 points �

Qualified professional: 1 point
A residence permit can be issued for an indefinite period after five years of 
residence.

Highly-qualified person: 0 points
There is an unlimited residence title (permanent settlement permit - Nied-
erlassungserlaubnis) from the start, depending on certain conditions: (a) a 
specific job offer is available, (b) the integration of the foreigner into Ger-
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man society will be unproblematic, and (c) applicant can earn own liveli-
hood and support own family without relying on public assistance.

Blue Card: 0 points
Holders can become permanent residents after 33 months, if they have 
paid for the duration of the compulsory or voluntary contribution to the 
German social pension fund. The duration is decreased to 21 months if 
holders can demonstrate a good knowledge of German. 

5.2 Singapore: time-specific restrictions on generous rights

Employer portability: 2 points �

P1, P2 and Q1: 2 points
EP and its renewal are tied to the employer. This score must be read in 
light with the generous provisions (distinct for the three passes) to transi-
tion towards permanent residence (see below). Should the pass holders ap-
ply for permanent residence as soon as they have fulfilled the conditions, 
we may consider employer portability as a time-sensitive condition. 
EntrePass: 2 points

The EntrePass scheme is explicitly designed for qualified applicants to 
establish a business in Singapore and, hence, their residence is tied to the 
employer (i.e. themselves). Transitioning towards permanent residence 
is through the Global Investor Programme (GIP), which allows entrepre-
neurs permanent residence before arrival. This scoring must therefore also 
be read in conjunction of the more favourable provisions. 

Spouse’s work rights: 1 point �

All EP and EntrePass holders are allowed to bring their spouse and un-
married children under 21-years old to Singapore via the Dependent Pass 
scheme; Q1 pass holders must earn a minimum monthly salary of S$4,000 
(€2,470) to be eligible. P1 holders have more benefits such as applying for 
Long Term Visit Passes (LTVPs) for their parents in addition to common-
law spouses, handicapped children older than 21, and stepchildren under 
21 – as P2 holders are entitled. Holders of Dependent Passes valid for at 
least three months are allowed to seek work and start once their employ-
ers have obtained a Letter of Consent from the Government. The Letter 
of Consent is the Government’s way to monitor the numbers of foreign-
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ers working in Singapore, but it does not count towards the ‘Dependency 
Ceiling’ (quota) for the employers as stipulated by the Foreign Worker Levy 
Scheme. Accreditation is needed from respective Singaporean Councils for 
certain employment (e.g. doctors, lawyers).

Permanency rights: 0 points �

All Permanent Residents may apply to become a Singaporean citizen after 
two years of residence in the country as permanent residents.18 

P1, P2 and Q1: 0 points
EP holders are eligible to apply for permanent residence via the Profes-
sional/Technical Personnel and Skilled Workers Scheme (PTS) adminis-
tered by the Immigration & Checkpoints Authorities as soon as their pass-
es are issued. There are no formal mandatory ‘waiting periods’. Informally, 
however, there is a minimum waiting time of six months given that ap-
plicants need to show six-months of payslips (Immigration & Checkpoints 
Authority 2013). In the Singaporean context, applicants for permanent 
residence are encouraged to have a good relationship with their employ-
ers since they are to fill out part of the application (Annex A to Form 4A 
– ‘Information on Main Applicant’s Current Employment’). This is a verifi-
cation procedure rather than a formal sponsorship by the employers. Esti-
mated processing time is at least six months and applications are assessed 
using a points system based on the following criteria: type of work pass, 
duration of residence in Singapore, academic qualifications, basic monthly 
salary, age and kinship ties in the country. 

EntrePass: 0 points
EntrePass holders are qualified to apply for permanent residence through 
the GIP administered by the Singapore Economic Development Board. 
The GIP offers two routes for Entrepreneurs with at least a successful 
three-year track-record to become permanent residents: invest S$2.5 mil-
lion (€1.55 million) in (a) a new or existing business or (b) a GIP fund19. 
Such basic criteria allow potential EntrePass holders, with sufficient funds 

18 All male Permanent Residents and citizens are obliged to fulfil the National Service 
requirement; exception includes Permanent Residents applying through the PTS 
scheme, see http://ns.sg (04.05.13) for further details.

19 A list of eligible funds is updated here: http://www.contactsingapore.sg/GIP 
(04.05.13).
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to invest and a requisite business plan, to fast-track towards permanent 
residence even prior to their arrival in the country. Once the application is 
approved, applicants receive the ‘Approval-in-Principle Permanent Resi-
dence’ status and have six months to evidence depositing of the invest-
ment after which they will receive final approval of status.

Table 2: Results of the HSII for Germany and Singapore

Source: Author's own data.

Nume- 
rical  
limit

Labour 
market  

test

Labour 
protec- 

tion

Employer 
porta- 
bility

Spouse's 
work 
rights

Perma- 
nency 
rights

Total

Germany

Qualified professional 0 3 2 3 1 1 10

Highly qualified person 0 2 1 0 0 0 3

Blue Card holder 0 2 2 2 0 0 6

Singapore

P1 0 0 2 2 1 0 5

P2 0 0 2 2 1 0 5

Q 0 0 1 2 1 0 4

EntrePass 0 0 1 2 1 0 4

6. Tilting the talent balance: lessons for Germany

We set out to measure the relative openness of talent migration policies 
in Germany and Singapore in terms of how potential highly-skilled mi-
grants are admitted (admission mechanism) and rights to which they are 
entitled (work permit rights). Overall, we found that these governments 
apply different strategies to attract the ‘best and brightest’ from abroad by 
adjusting the provisions falling under these two dimensions – e.g. setting/
removing quotas, stipulating labour market tests as conditions for entry, 
restricting/liberalising spouse’s access to work – or, in the case of Germa-
ny, tapping into the regional dimension (Blue Card). These strategies have 
changed over time and, in the case of Singapore, are expected to continue 
to be adjusted in the coming months. While we do not have a time series 
for assessing how these legislative and administrative changes may have 
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affected migratory flows, we can comment on potential effects these ad-
justments may have had on the relative attractiveness of these policies. 
Our starting point is the assumption that the more liberal the talent mi-
gration regime the more attractive it appears to potential highly-skilled 
migrants. 

To compare German and Singaporean talent migration policies, we pro-
vide an index of the seven entry routes: three in Germany and four in Sin-
gapore. This index is based on the scores attributed to particular schemes 
discussed in Sections 4 and 5 (see Figure 1). As mentioned before, the in-
dividual scores were added and then converted into an index. The most 
restrictive scheme received a score of 100. Figure 1 suggests that the Ger-
man skilled professional programme is the most restrictive out of the sev-
en, which is perhaps not too surprising given that it targets skilled even 
though highly-skilled workers are also included in this scheme. The EU 
Blue Card and four Singaporean schemes follow, while the German highly-
qualified person programme is ranked as the most liberal. When we average 
the programme scores by country, Singapore on the whole is more open 
than Germany even though restrictions have been recently and are antici-
pated to be introduced in 2013.  

Figure 1: Index ranking talent migration schemes in Germany (DE) and  
Singapore (SG)

Source: Authors’ own data.
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Policy recommendation 1: German and European policymakers should 
consider Article 19 – for highly-qualified persons – as a model to emulate 
with the possibility of removing the labour market tests for an increased 
number of sectors or all sectors. Although it has ‘stringent conditions’ to 
qualify, Article 19 sets out attractive conditions for potential migrants be-
cause of its more liberal provisions.

At the same time, based on a recent OECD report (2013), Germany is al-
ready considered to  be an OECD country with the lowest hurdles for 
high-skilled migrants. But long-term labour migration has been low com-
pared to other countries. For example, the number of non-EU workers is 
estimated to be about 25,000/year (or about 0.02% of the population). This 
figure is five to ten times higher in Australia, Denmark, Canada and the 
United Kingdom. This tells us that open policies to attract high-skilled mi-
grants do not guarantee that talent will come. It is therefore essential to go 
beyond admissions and work rights to consider other aspects that contrib-
ute to making a country an attractive destination for talent. Here, the poli-
cies the Singaporean Government adopted can offer important lessons.

Families and networks are central to migrant’s decision to emigrate to a 
specific country or to remain in their country of origin. Most migration 
regimes have focussed on the reunification rights for immediate family 
members, often defined as married spouse and offspring under a certain 
age (usually age of consent). The Singaporean Government went one-step 
further and has instituted a programme for issuing Long Term Visit Passes 
to the extended families of P1 pass holders (parents) and their partners 
(common-law spouses). Policy recommendation 2: noting that family 
unity is at the heart of migratory decisions, German policymakers should 
consider introducing mobility rights for extended family members such 
as parents, parents-in-law and the common-law spouses of highly-skilled 
migrants. While the German legal definition of family is wider than the 
2003 European Union Directive on the right to family reunification and 
thus it is theoretically possible to include more favourable provisions, this 
might be politically challenging. The Singaporean case demonstrates that 
extended family reunification is an important component in the highly-
skilled foreign workers’ decisions to migrate. 

In addition to extensive double tax treaties with countries around the 
world (90 at last count), which prevents double taxation, Singapore ap-
plies a low progressive tax rate starting at incomes above S$20,000 (2 %) 
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up to 20 % for those earning above S$320,000 (€198,000).20 EP holders are 
voluntarily opted-out of the Central Provident Fund (national pension 
scheme) and potential employer contributions are then reimbursed (cur-
rent rate is 16 % and capped). In addition to a low direct personal tax, the 
Government has also set up a tax deduction regime for companies hiring 
citizens, permanent residents, and foreigners (P1, P2 pass holders) from 
overseas. The Overseas Talent Recruitment Scheme offers tax breaks on 
the recruitment and relocation costs for employees and their families 
(spouse, children). Providing tax breaks is a strong leverage the Singapo-
rean policymakers has over German ones. However, the new Employment 
Ordinance (Beschäftigungsverordnung) that entered into force in July 
2013 has eased labour market access for skilled workers and entry proce-
dures21 as well as increased the flexibility of employers of foreign work-
ers to improve the recruitment process due to approval of applications on 
the basis of a placement agreement for different sectors. There are several 
cases in which a labour market test is no longer required, thus the role of 
the Federal Government decreases. This includes high-skilled immigrants 
with a university degree or similar. Policy recommendation 3: German 
policymakers should encourage companies based in Germany to recruit 
overseas talent (Germans living abroad and non-nationals) by introduc-
ing attractive incentive packages including, for example, recruitment and 
relocation assistance. 

Germany has also made strides to attracting highly-skilled migrants re-
cently and these efforts should be highlighted and encouraged. For in-
stance, difficulties often arise when qualifications are not recognised by 
the host country. Germany has implemented the Government’s Recogni-
tion of Foreign Professional Qualifications Act in April 2012 in response. 
In so doing, it improves opportunities for individuals to have their for-
eign professional qualifications recognised in Germany and thus be able to 
practise their skills (Federal Ministry of Education and Research 2013). The 
first official statistics are scheduled to be published in mid-2013 and so far 
it appears that the Act has been successful in attracting applicants: over 

20 Please see rates here: http://www.iras.gov.sg/irashome/page04.aspx?id=1190 
(05.05.2013).

21 Foreign skilled workers with qualifications from abroad may generally be admitted 
to all regulated professions if admission is necessary to meet the demand. For prov-
ing that the qualifications provided is the equivalent of a skilled worker, a competent 
authority has to prove that the foreign qualifications obtained is of equal value (see § 
6 of the Employment Ordinance).
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30,000 applications have been submitted in the first year with about 12,000 
from the health sector. Policy recommendation 4: German policymakers 
should continue to remove barriers for highly-skilled migrants residing in 
the country to practise their profession by expediting the recognition of 
qualifications process.

Finally, countries wishing to attract talent are encouraged to adopt a wel-
coming strategy. In this regard, Germany has launched a ‘Welcome to Ger-
many’22 portal for qualified professionals. High-skilled migrants can find 
information concerning work permit routes, as well as moving, family, 
settling in and other related issues. The website highlights that it is not just 
an informational portal, but suggests that it is also an expression of ‘a cul-
ture of welcome’.23 In Singapore, the Government has established an agen-
cy – Contact Singapore – in 1997 for this same purpose; this agency has 
promoted Singapore as an attractive talent destination at key career fairs 
(Naturejobs Career Expo) and top universities (Oxbridge). Since January 
2013, Germany has launched pilot projects in Asia meant to support high-
skilled workers from India, Indonesia and Vietnam in their move to the 
country.24 Such initiatives are noteworthy because they demonstrate that 
Germany is serious about attracting foreign talent and is taking steps to-
wards achieving this goal. Policy recommendation 5: German policymak-
ers should continue to expand initiatives at key source emerging countries 
of talent. To conclude, the Singaporean case highlights that transparency 
and simplicity is key to recruiting top foreign talent and this, perhaps, is 
the most important lesson for Germany.

22 This is available at: http://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/home/ (03.05.2013).
23 See contribution of Steller in this volume. 
24 This is available at: http://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/the-initiative/pilot-

projects/ (02.09.2013).
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