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Interview:  SC: Ok so I am here with professor Mohan and so give me an outlook on the poor in Singapore. 
 
MH: So what I am going to share with you are some of the basis of the ongoing project that we have of 
the poor in Singapore. This is the fourth year of the project, we have interviewed by now about 200 
participants and we have surveyed over five hundred participants. So when you talk about the 
experience of the poor in Singapore, there seem to be two elements that really stand out: one is the 
sense of invisibility, of not being noticed or recognized or represented in spaces that they think would be 
meaningful for them to be recognized and represented. Second is the idea of not knowing where to go, 
what to do, how to solve the issue one is experiencing. For instance there are lots of great policies that 
are available currently in terms of addressing needs of low income families. but for someone that is 
poor. By the way, one thing I'm going to do is switch between poor and low income because the official 
rhetoric is that low income is for people that go through that experience they define that as poverty as 
experiences of poverty. So for people that sees themselves as poor they often feel that they don't know 
where to go to or who to talk to address the kinds of barrier that they are facing. 
 
SC: So when you talk about these two things that you have discovered one is invisibility and the other 
one is not knowing where to go to or who to talk to. Can you give us a rough sense of who are these 
people, what are they doing, have the been low income for a long time? 
 
MH: That’s a great question. So there is a wide range of who these people are. So what we go by is this, 
there is this line in terms of Singapore dollars 1500 for a 4 person household or less. So it translate to 
roughly 375 dollars per person. So if you think about who falls in that category, we have in our sample, a 
range of participants sort of from one end people that have retired and are now struggling. On sort of 
the very other end are young families, people that are working right now, doing multiple jobs but unable 
to meet the needs of the family with children. So that is sort of the range, in terms of the kinds of 
poverty, you do have people who have had chronic experiences of poverty, in terms of having been 
being poor for an extensive period of time. You also have people who have temporary experience 
poverty, so a life event, a job loss for instance, leading to poverty and then getting out of it or struggling 
to get out of it. But even in those temporal context, so what you see someone might come out of 
poverty, find something and go back into it. So within the Singapore context, one way in which you can 
sort of identify the poor is to go through rental housing. You know where sort of people who are 
struggling financially live. So if you go the rental housing, you really see this wide range be represented, 
yet another theme that seems quite consistent in our data is related to people who have had an illness 
or a health episode and that led to becoming poor. Again that seems to be a theme that emerges time 
and again particularly in terms of not being able to work which is that it might have to use your CPF or 
health resources that are subsidized to be able to take care of your health but in terms of your ability to 
work, if that is seriously impeded, that’s a factor that comes out quite often. The other part is in terms 
of, sort of in the first instance I explained that poor health causes the cycle of poverty, the other is being 
in poverty impacting health in terms of inability to access preventive care, difficulties in accessing 
healthcare when the need arises. So you see both of these in the picture as well. 
 
SC: I understand that you have done your research on poverty not just in Singapore but in the region as 
well. So in the context of Singapore, what do you think the government has done right and what do you 
think Singapore could have done more in terms of the poor in Singapore.  
 
MH: So in terms of what’s done right. there are excellent policies and policies that are fairly 
comprehensive. For example in terms of housing, that is an example of progressive policy that is very 
sensitized to take care of the needs of the poor. Similarly you have a healthcare policy that is pretty 
good in terms of having the basics covered. Similarly in terms of education, we have fairly well laid out 
policies that creates good points of structural access to education. So in that sense Singapore is a leader 
and I think there are many examples. In terms of what could be done better or opportunities, I would 
say one of the opportunity areas is this notion of access to communication and making sure that these 
communicative space are accessible to the poor. So one of the things I have seen in my work in 
Bangladesh or India, is the availability of social networks or networks of support that also becomes 
networks on which the poor can access various structures. So that is an area where I think could be done 
within the context of Singapore more in ensuring that those forms and proxies of access are available to 
the poor. 
 
SC: So do you think that poverty is a growing problem in Singapore? 
 
MH: So you know I mean we have been look at this over the last four year period. I wouldn’t say that is it 
a growing problem. At least I don't have the data to say that it is a growing problem but what I can say 
is that it is a problem. It is a problem that is quite present in that you would have the experiences of the 
people we have worked with. 
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SC: Because just now you also said that it is also invisible. So invisible in the sense that does this cause 
social problems, does this cause problems on one end, because if its invisible then the general 
population doesn't really know about it right? 
 
MH: That’s a great point. So in that sense you see invisibility is a communicative act right? When you 
are invisible that means that you are not seeing. So part of then means if you are not seeing, how would 
someone have empathy for you, how would someone relate to you, or more importantly as a 
communications scholar I’ll say how would someone step into your shoes. So you know an experience 
that seems quite consistent in many of our interviews is the idea that no one understands what the 
circumstance are with experience. This also relates to service providers for instance volunteers that 
might have a disconnect with the experience of the poor. What will lead to that then is also this sense of 
stigma, that I’m not good enough.  
 
SC: So their self-esteem is probably low 
 
MH: Yes. 
 
SC: So I know that your research is based on a family of four, so it means that they have two children in 
the family. 
 
MH: So thats a good point, so we cover a wide range in different phase of research. So the 1500dollars 
per four, we translated that into 375 per individual and we have interviewed say the elderly that would 
fall into that category. But now we are shifting focus to family of four earning 1500.  
 
SC: So can you share with us some of the cases in particular to the children. How do these children cope 
with their lives? with an income that is low for Singapore standards. 
 
MH: So there are 3 things that we are now learning. On a positive note, the children will have access to 
education and that is so different from other context that we have studied. But in terms of their life 
experiences, the children often have limited access to for instance technology or supporting materials or 
access to things that might be needed in an educational context. So then it becomes something that is 
quite evident in terms of lack of access. The other is in terms of these families, sometimes to get healthy 
and nutritious food for the children is a struggle. Particularly in terms of say fruits or ensuring that they 
have adequate vegetables those are struggles. So say a mother who is struggling and she is doing two 
jobs to keep the family going, she will just cook Maggie Mee and feed the children. So if you think about 
the question of quality of food, that I do think becomes an issue.  
 
SC: So, you also mention that there is a social stigma in the general population of Singapore, and so 
what do you think are some of the myths that you feel that are not true that you have found about in 
poor income families. 
 
MH: This is where it’s quite interesting that I see a lot of commonalities whether it is Singapore, India, or 
the US in terms of the myths say for instance among the middle classes. Let’s take one myth which is 
poor are lazy. That is a myth that is often circulated in public discourse, certainly in the media discourse. 
So, the idea often is that if you put people on welfare, they are going to be the welfare mom, right you 
know the welfare mom image. That is not pronounced at all in most of our data, most of the families 
for instance when you think about low income families with children, parents are working hard, often 
they are working multiple jobs to pay the rent, pay the utilities to make sure there is adequate food for 
the family.  
 
SC: Can you give a specific example.  
 
MH: Ya sure, for the sake of participant anonymity I am not going to share the names, but say we have 
this Indian woman and her husband, they have 2 children. She has been in and out of jobs, and each 
time she is out of job, the family goes into a situation where they really struggle for rent, and then when 
she gets a job, they will somewhat coping with both of their salaries. But irrespectively of her being in 
and out of jobs, she doesn’t find enough options in terms of cooking proper food for her children. so, she 
is really aware that cooking Maggie everyday is not good. It’s not healthy for her children but she says 
that sometimes it’s the only option that she has in terms of two things, firstly the resources that she has 
economically, secondly in terms of time. 
 
SC: So, the myth of poor are lazy you previously mention, you said that it’s not true, so most of them 
work very hard. then what do you think is the solution, because if they work very hard but yet they are 
paid very little then is there any way to get out of this system or do they hope that their children study 
hard enough and lift them out of that hole? 
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MH: In terms of what is a solution i think one of the solution is that we need to cultivate greater 
empathy among people like us, among the privileged, that’s where I think a project like yours is very 
important as we need more communication but communication that is immersed in the life experience 
of the poor so that we listen to their voices and be witness to their life experience. I think a lot of this, I 
think in terms of the stereotypes that we form come out of our own ignorance. I sometimes do these 
boot camps for policy makers, people that do programming for the poor, the first thing I tell them is to 
forget the thing you learn from a text book and spend maybe a day or two days going in a poor 
community and try to experience it or witness it. Because one of the things that i am often struck by is 
how  often those of us who sit in these elite spaces are completely clueless about the lives of those that 
we form policies about. So in that sense I think we need more communication. the second thing is that 
we need to have in terms of citizen participation, dialogue, more spaces where the poor can participate 
and articulate their voices and their issues so that they can actually have a say in the kind of solutions 
that are being developed and in that sense the solutions are being evaluated by the people that are 
experiencing the hardships.  So I think those are two very important things, but beyond that we can talk 
about creating policy solutions such that families have the opportunities to move up, addressing issues 
of inequality, creating polices that directly address the issue of housing, healthcare, food. Food I think is 
a big issue that needs direct policy intervention in some ways and which is also there where I think there 
are limited interventions that are available at a global scale. But I think all of these second order things 
can be solved if globally we can create infrastructure on listening to the voices of the poor. 
 
SC: and back to the myths.  
 
MH: We talked about laziness, the other is in terms of this idea that the poor love ripping the system. 
The notion that, oh if you give a freebie, they will just come and take it and they will cheat you, so we 
often have this notion that if you create something for the poor they will come and cheat. But first of all 
I want to give a disclaimer that surely in any context you will find some examples of some people that 
try to use the system to their advantage. I think in some ways that is also human, but beyond that, 
there are large numbers of people who in spite of existing services, will not access them because of 
stigma. Because the sense of face, you know who wants to lose their face? I have seen examples of 
people whom we have interviewed and their in tears through the whole interview just explaining the 
dehumanizing process of going through this experience and they do not want to go and stand in line 
and fill up a form and be mistreated and then go back and get supporting documents. So what happens 
often is, you know I have been saying this since i recognize that, you know social workers are often under 
high demand because of the numbers they have to meet and the context in which they are working. But 
say you go to social worker and they are rude to you in that first instance and says, you don’t even know 
how to fill out this paperwork, go fill it out at home properly and bring this this document. I am poor, I 
have that one experience and I decide that I am not going to go back again because I have lost my face. 
So I have seen many accounts like this where sort of it becomes very apparent that people that are poor 
have their sense of dignity and we sometimes forget that, we think that these are people that don't 
have any shame, they are going to rip on the system, cheat the system. but it is quite the opposite 
when we actually look at people’s life experiences.  
 
The third and last point in terms of myth is you know this myth that we often have, both in policy 
context but also does of us that do this kind of work which is the myth of altruism. Which is betting that 
there is this sort of make believe world we create where we are lifting the burden of the soul of the poor 
people, that I am doing so much and I feel good about helping the poor. And I again say that’s a myth 
because one of the things that my work makes me realize is the limit of how much we are able to do. So 
if anything, that humbles me to recognize that rather than doing anything to help someone in a very 
top down way, I'm actually in some ways ashamed, but privileged at the same time, of the access that 
this gives me. I think when we don't question that privilege we can go about in this life and this is 
particularly true for those of us that work in volunteer organizations and policy settings and think going 
about believing that we are actually doing people a favor by doing the jobs that we are doing and that 
attitude itself works as a barrier to having empathy, having a heart, to communicate.  
 

 


