
Capabilities required
in Singapore
HR Professionals
to remain relevant
and competitive
on the Global Stage

Recent months has seen much interest on the Singaporean core agenda leading to NTUC Sec Gen’s 
statement on ring fencing certain HR jobs in Singapore. The Singapore Human Resources Institute 
(SHRI) conducted a survey where almost 300 business and HR leaders across various industries were 
asked for their views and their take on what capabilities HR professionals in Singapore need to build.

This paper aims to explore and convey the sentiments and professional views of the HR ecosystem 
that SHRI represents. This paper details the findings of our survey and attempts to explain that rather 
than ringfencing jobs based on shared perceptions, the approach should be to consider talents based 
on how desirable their skill sets are for each role and taking into accounts the merits and demerits if 
HR roles should be ringfenced.

Survey Findings 

In May 2021, SHRI conducted a survey amongst local HR professionals and business leaders on their 
views regarding the topic of ringfencing HR positions in Singapore. Ringfencing here refers to the 
practice of reserving jobs for local Singaporeans. The participants were comprised of a wide spectrum 
of HR professionals and business leaders, including executives, HR managers, HR directors, CHROs 
and CEOs from various industries including Banking & Finance, IT, Professional Services, 
Manufacturing and Healthcare. 

The breakdown of participants’ profiles is as follows: 
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Other reasons/ opinions as to why HR jobs should NOT be limited to Singaporeans

Singaporeans are not skilled
enough/ lack the necessary
capabilities

Compensation levels are too
high to hire Singaporeans
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13%
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15%

77%

In general, 66.8% of participants agree that HR roles should be ringfenced for Singaporeans, while 
33.2% disagreed with that sentiment. Of those in favour of the ringfencing practice, shared opinions 
included safeguarding citizens first and believing that Singaporeans know the local regulations 
(Employment Act) and are more accustomed to the local working culture. This can also be 
substantiated by the fact that there are almost 4,000 certified HR professionals and SHRI has trained 
more than 1000 HR professionals in Singapore’s Employment Legislation.

Should HR jobs be limited to Singaporeans?

66.8%

33.2%

Yes

No

Further insights of the group disagreeing with ringfencing were also extracted. Of the participants 
that disagreed with ringfencing HR jobs, 61.54% of Senior Business Leaders and 63.41% Senior 
Managers, HR Specialists and Senior HRBPs cited anti-competition as the main reason and the rest 
cited lack of talent, cultural fit, overly high compensation and lack of capabilities.
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Fair Employment Practice)
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Lack of Talent in the
local market

Cultural fit Agree
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From the survey, the top reason attributed to disagreeing with the practice of ringfencing HR jobs in 
Singapore is anti-competition. Anti-competitive conduct in labour markets by companies and 
recruiters potentially disadvantages certain groups of workers, and respondents brought up the point 
of ringfencing jobs as xenophobic or discriminatory. Aside from that, they believe that diversity of 
thought and inclusion is key to organisational improvement and survival. Without diversity from 
various backgrounds, Singapore may be holding itself back from being globally competitive. By 
ringfencing HR positions in Singapore, companies may lose their edge of possessing a global 
perspective vital for succeeding in the global marketplace. Therefore, for Singapore to be globally 
competitive, CHROs need to possess a global perspective. 

On a parallel note, SHRI believes that the best approach to hiring is to search for talents that possess 
the right capabilities and fit for the organisation and by the same token, it is imperative for 
organisations to be able to transform and adopt an outside-in approach – after all, the future of work 
calls for agility and flexibility and if we ensure that Singaporeans equip themselves with the right skill 
sets, the ringfencing narrative would become irrelevant. In addition, based on SHRI’s membership 
database which consists of mainly HR Professionals, the data reflects that 80% of HR roles are held by 
Singaporeans. Is there a need to ringfence HR positions or should the focus be placed on capabilities 
and skills building? 

For HR professionals, this means that breadth of knowledge will become as important – if not more so 
– than deep expertise. The old adage that “a jack of all trades is a master of none, but oftentimes 
better than a master of one” holds true even in contemporary times. It is the generalist, not the 
specialist, who will be better poised to adapt to the workplace of the future. Essentially, the generalist 
is an individual who is able to draw on complex bodies of knowledge to solve specific problems. This 
multidisciplinary approach to problem-solving is critical because in today’s globalised economy, it has 
become commonplace for developments in a particular area to create ripple effects in a seemingly 
unrelated field. According to Lisa Stern Hayes, one of Google’s top recruiters, the company prizes 
problem solvers who possess a general cognitive ability over role-related knowledge. This is relevant 
because with digitalization and technological advancements, old roles are constantly being made 
redundant even as new ones emerge. With how quickly change occurs, companies need to be assured 
that they will be able to redeploy the person they hire to other functions, hence the need to recruit an 
individual with a versatile skill set. HR professionals must be able to look at issues from an outside-in 
approach and create a compelling HR strategy to meet to the business needs of the future. 

Discussion
While exploring the feasibility of implementing ringfencing of HR jobs in Singapore, SHRI also asked 
respondents to identify the top capabilities required for Local, Regional, and Global HR Roles. 
Respondents generally agreed that legislative knowledge, stakeholder engagement and analytics 
were the top competencies necessary for HR professionals in local roles. For regional roles, 
respondents indicated organisational culture development and organisational strategy development 
as key competencies in addition to possessing legislative knowledge and stakeholder engagement. 
For global roles, the competencies identified by respondents closely mirrored that of regional roles, 
however, emphasis was placed on business and financial acumen instead of regulatory knowledge.



Do Singaporeans possess
necessary skills to succeed
in a local HR Manager role? 

Do Singaporeans possess
necessary skills to succeed
in a Regional HR Director role? 

Do Singaporeans possess
necessary skills to succeed
in a Global CHRO role?
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Top capabilities and skills for the various HR roles:

For the Local HR Manager role, the top capabilities required are at level 5 competency and they are:

For the Regional HR Director role, the top capabilities required are at level 6 competency and they are:
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For the Global CHRO role, the top capabilities required are at level 6 competency and they are:
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Here's the 9 competencies used in the survey
• Business and Financial Acumen
• Employer Branding
• HR Analytics and Insights
• HR Policies and Legislation Framework Management
• Organisational Culture Development
• Organisational Strategy Development
• Skills Framework Adoption
• Stakeholder Engagement and Management
• Technology Integration

Capabilities and Skills Singaporeans Lack:
Local HR Role
• Lack of support from top management (hampers HR professionals from utilizing

the full extent of their capabilities: organisations need to change and pivot away
from the strict top-down approach)

• Stakeholder management (many local HR perform operational/ administrative activities)
• Organisational culture development/ strategy development
• Analytics skills

Regional HR Role
• Global/ regional exposure and global mindset (also, in terms of cross-culture experience and

policies/ regulations)
• Business and financial acumen and strategic insights (organisational strategy development)
• Analytics skills
• Flexibility to respond to shifts
• Stakeholder engagement

Global HR Role
• Global outlook/ mindset and exposure to different cultures and policies/ regulations (unable to 

drive culture development)
• Business and financial acumen and strategic insights
• Stakeholder engagement

Do take note that these capabilities and competencies are mapped to SkillsFuture Skills
Framework for HR

Interestingly, the data alludes that respondents perceive regional and global HR roles to require more 
strategic thinking, culture building activities and business acumen capabilities linked to higher levels 
of strategic decision making, while local HR roles are regarded as being administrative in nature and 
relegated to performing operational duties. The lack of emphasis on the strategic capabilities of HR 
professionals in local roles could explain why some experience difficulties transitioning to regional or 
global HR roles. 

Across the three roles, stakeholder management and engagement is stated as a common competency 
that Singaporeans lacked. Respondents also indicated that Singaporeans in regional and global HR 
roles lacked business and financial acumen and a global mindset. Lastly, rounding off the list of desired 
skills that Singaporean HRs lack is data analysis. Below SHRI explains why these skills are important.

Business and Financial Acumen
HR is a field that dedicates itself to bringing value to businesses and helping organisations compete 
effectively by proactively identifying and resolving business problems. As such, having business and 
financial acumen is a valuable, if not vital, skill for all HR professionals that helps bring about significant 
and measurable impact for their companies. Only by possessing a keen understanding of the business 
and the environment that it operates can HR professionals design and implement a successful people 
strategy that drives business outcomes and allows organisations to succeed in the marketplace. 
Concurrently, this facilitates conversation with business leaders about how HR can help the 
organisation pivot and transform in response to challenges. One way the HR team can do so is to 
engage in scenario planning, which involves envisioning multiple possibilities of the future for a more 
agile organisation and quicker response time.



The field of HR is not constrained to managing human resource. Instead, HR professionals need to be 
able to deliver economic value through the work that we perform. Through speaking to multiple 
business leaders, SHRI found a recurring vein of concern that emerged; business leaders often worry 
about the non-alignment of their organisation’s business strategies and their human resource 
initiatives. Fortunately, with a team of HR professionals with strong awareness and acuity in business 
and finance, these worries can be allayed. 

SHRI believes education is a two-way street, and that there is a need for business leaders to first have 
the intention to invest in the development of business acumen for their HR team. Ideally, the 
development of business and financial competencies would allow both teams of Business and HR 
professionals to be aligned with a common language, a lingua franca of business and financial acuity, 
that enables HR to work in synergy with the business team, ultimately, making essential contributions 
regarding strategic business decisions.

To polish their business and financial acumen, HR professionals must work towards being skilled in 
comprehending financial statements and understanding how their organisation’s business and 
financial systems work. In addition, HR professionals should also keep abreast of the latest business 
news pertinent to their organisation and interact with other key stakeholders to understand and align 
their perspectives of the business. Encouraging these habits would allow your HR team to grow to be 
more capable at delivering economic value.

Stakeholder Management
Stakeholder engagement and management is one of the most highly sought-after skill for HR 
professionals. This is because it is necessary to obtain buy-in from all key stakeholders in order to 
successfully execute a HR strategy or drive organisational change. Depending on your organisation, 
this might include meeting with people from all walks of life – from individuals holding top leadership 
positions, to essential middle management, to rank-and-file employees. While support from business 
leaders is undeniably essential in securing resources for HR initiatives, middle managers also play an 
important role when it comes to communicating and executing these initiatives to ground-level 
employees who ultimately determine whether the project succeeds or fails.

As new, disruptive technologies continue to emerge, HR professionals must work closely in tandem 
with business leaders to create a vision of the future organisational state and identity the job roles and 
capabilities that are needed. However, HR’s work does not stop there – HR professionals must identify 
the gaps between the current and desired state, and help the organisation move to the envisioned 
state by redesigning job roles, upskilling or reskilling employees, hiring more talents based on the skill 
sets identified to mend the gaps, all while managing the business’s financial bottom line. This 
Herculean effort begins with working closely with stakeholders to understand current capabilities 
within the organisation, obtaining strong commitment from all parties, and constantly ensuring that no 
one is out of sync with the business direction.

Data Analytics
How can HR professionals communicate effectively with senior management to advance their HR 
agenda? The answer is data. Data paints an accurate and convincing picture about what is happening 
within and outside the organisation and allows business leaders to make informed decisions that 
ultimately impact financial statements. By extracting employee data into useful insights, HR 
professionals will then be able to establish credibility and make a more compelling case for leveraging 
HR metrics to achieve business intelligence and ultimately, a stronger financial outcome. For instance, 
data analytics can help HR teams monitor employee performance and engagement levels to develop 
a more productive workforce and reduce turnover rates, as well as the associated costs of hiring and 
training someone new. Neglecting to analyse the organisation’s data might lead to missing out on 
trends that can help optimise performance or worse, overlooking shortcomings that are detrimental 
to the company.

Global Mindset
As globalisation and technology continue to transcend geographical barriers, and more companies 
compete to increase their global market share, HR professionals supporting companies must also 
evolve to adopt a global outlook to effectively manage a culturally diverse workforce. In particular, HR 
professionals in regional or global headquarter roles need to be aware of different cultural traditions 
and business norms, as well as keep themselves apprised of changes in regulatory environments in 
relevant jurisdictions. While policies are developed by headquarters (HQ), HR professionals have the 
power to impose flexibility in how they are implemented and must bear in mind that a one-size-fits-all 
solution may not be always ideal. Instead, HR must learn to put on different hats to analyse issues from 
local teams’ perspectives to work out how to best fit the company’s overall strategy into local office 
dynamics. 



To be an effective business partner, HR should also be cognizant of socio-political happenings and 
assess how these events may affect the business. An example of this is the global shift to remote 
working due to the ongoing pandemic. While remote working seems to be the preferred workplace 
model implemented by many companies, there are cross-border technology and regulatory pitfalls to 
this approach. Some countries, especially those with poorer internet infrastructure, are ill-equipped 
for remote working, while other countries saw a mandated lockdown with no exceptions to the rule. 
It is essential for HR professionals to have an awareness of each region’s restrictions to develop work 
arrangement policies and support remote workers.  Another area of concern is the growing need for 
diversity and inclusion policies in the workplace as evinced by social movements such as the Black 
Lives Matter (BLM) and LGBT+ rallies. With these socio-political happenings unfolding, it is clear that 
HR professionals need a global mindset to drive communication, collaboration and integration within 
the company.

Conclusion
The aforementioned capabilities, as detailed in the prior paragraphs, are the same qualities that are 
agreed to be vital for workplace success, and considering talents based on their nationality rather than 
the qualities they possess might limit the pool of talent that organisations have access to. In order to 
succeed in regional and global roles, HR professionals in Singapore would need to equip themselves 
with the necessary skillsets. It may therefore be beneficial to rethink the hiring process with these 
valuable competencies and qualities in mind.

Regardless of the political narrative, Singaporeans must come together in these unprecedented times 
to look beyond possibilities and not be compelled by the current narratives be it rightly or wrongly. 
What is important is the ability of us to be agile and pivot towards new norms to reimagine 
possibilities, reinvent jobs, refresh perspectives in order for us to thrive in a disruptive future.

References
Hermann, I. and Paris, C.M., “Digital Nomadism: the nexus of remote working and travel mobility”, Information 
Technology & Tourism 22, no. 1 (2020): 329–334
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40558-020-00188-w

Karianne Gomez, Tiffany Mawhinney and Kimberly Betts, “Welcome to Gen Z,” Deloitte, May 2019
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/consumer-business/welcome-to-gen-z.pdf

Olivier Meier, “Two Minutes to Understand and Prepare for the Rise of Expatriate Gig Workers,” Mercer, October 
12, 2020
https://mobilityexchange.mercer.com/insights/article/two-minutes-to-understand-and-prepare-for-the-rise-of-expat
riate-gig-workers

Armstrong, M. (2020, March 12). HR’s Secret Weapon? Business Acumen. Workforce Institute. 
https://workforceinstitute.org/hrs-secret-weapon-business-acumen/

Brown, S. (2019, August 16). Putting a Global-Local Mindset to Work. ChapmanCG. 
https://chapmancg.com/future-of-work/putting-a-global-local-mindset-to-work/

Jones, J. (2016, March 11). Business Acumen: More Than Just Business Knowledge. Society for Human Resource 
Management. 
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/organizational-and-employee-development/pages/business-acu
men-more-than-business-knowledge.aspx

Guide to the Downstream Impacts of Job Redesign on HR Processes. IHCI. 
https://ihci.sbf.org.sg/docs/default-source/application-guides/ag36-jr/app-guide-36_design_08_downstream-impac
ts-on-hr.pdf?sfvrsn=ba6746ab_2

https://mobilityexchange.mercer.com/insights/article/two-minutes-to-understand-and-prepare-for-the-rise-of-expatriate-gig-workers
https://ihci.sbf.org.sg/docs/default-source/application-guides/ag36-jr/app-guide-36_design_08_downstream-impacts-on-hr.pdf?sfvrsn=ba6746ab_2
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/organizational-and-employee-development/pages/business-acumen-more-than-business-knowledge.aspx



