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Stay adaptable
to stay ahead,
students urged

Chan Chun Sing highlights trait Singaporeans must have

Rachel Au-Yong

Minister Chan Chun Sing last night
set students a challenge: Get out of
their comfort zone and pursue
something that is not narrowly tied
to their academic subject.

A broad range of knowledge and
interests will help them stay ahead
in the new economy, where adapt-
ability and versatility are key.

Indeed, in an interactive poll that
Mr Chan did during the dialogue at
Nanyang Technological University
(NTU), many among the 400 stu-
dents felt adaptability was the most
important skill they would get from
university to face future challenges.

Adaptability, said the Minister in
the Prime Minister’s Office and la-
bour chief, will be the mostimport-
ant trait that Singaporeans must
have to survive in an evolving eco-
nomy shaped by technological ad-
vancements and changing busi-
ness models.

“If you can adapt, you won't lose
out,” he added.

But he is also concerned that one
thing that holds people back from
beingadaptable is complacency.

Mr Chan noted that unlike the
pioneer generation, Singaporeans
today have far more choices, thanks
to better education and a greater
amount of resources. But, he said:
“Will choices make us complacent?
If it does, then we will not do even
aswell as our forefathers.”

He urged students to be “worldly
wise, and know what is happening
beyond your books”, saying this
will give them the edge that many
emploversare lookine for.

to thrive in new economy, cautions against complacency

He cited his own experience as an
undergraduate in Cambridge Uni-
versity, where he majored in eco-
nomics, but also read biology and
philosophy in his spare time.

“All that gave me a broad base to
cross-pollinate ideas. Did it help me
withmy exam? Not much,” he said.

He cited the example of Israel,
which has been dubbed a “start-up
nation” for its prowess in innova-
tionand knack for adaptability.

Where most armed forces train
with a set of drills, its defence force
exposes officers to a variety of situ-
ations, because the threat they face
is continually evolving, he noted.

And instead of learning drills for
one particular response, there are
many data points to adapt to, be-
cause the one that evolves fastest is
the one that survives.

Likewise, Israeli parents do not
ask their children what answers they
gave in school, but what questions
they asked. Mr Chan said: “If we get
the questions right, we will get the
answers. But if we have the answers,
and the questions are wrong, we are
completelyirrelevant.”

Inreply toa student’s question on
how one can serve the community
in a changing economy, he told the
students that they — and those who
are successful — have a duty to take
care of the less well-off in society.

“Remember that it is not enough
to be successful individually,” he
said. “Your success is also because
of the support of your families.
When you remember that, you give
back something, you lend your
shoulders (for others) to stand
taller and see farther... Then, we
have everv confidence Singapore

At the NTU dialogue last mght, Mr Chan Chun Sing encouraged students to "know what is happemng beyond your books and remlnded them of
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willalso be successful.”

Mr Channoted that slower growth
today posesa challenge to many soci-
eties, especially where wages of
those in the middle stagnate.

One concern is when those who
are better off start questioning the
need to support the broad middle
too, he said.

So far, the Government has man-
aged its Budget carefully and built
up its reserves, but to ensure that
each generation does not burden
the next, the workforce must think
bigger than just the country and be
“globally competitive”, he said.

Mr Chan is optimistic on this
front. Noting that many multination-
als set up shop here not just torun a
local operation, but also aregional or
global headquarters, he said: “We
have to ask ourselves if we have the
multi-cultural skillsets to run those
operations,and to get the topjob.”

“We need to compete in high-
growth sectors. You have every
chance tobe successful,” he added.

“We have to keep evolving and
learning from the rest of the world,
build our own unique business
model, products and services... and
we will getthere.”
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IMPORTANCE OF GROWTH

Our philosophy is very simple:
We ask the top third to do their
best to help the bottom third,
financially, taxes and what not to
equaliseit. Thatis with the
assumption the middle third will
take care of themselves...

Today, many countries in the
West face the same challenge: The
people in the middle find their real
wages stagnating... Everybody
panicsand goes out todemand
more for himself.

What this means s that the poor
will get even less because now
there are more to distribute to.
And the rich will start to question
whether they should continue to
support the two-thirds — and that
becomes unsustainable.
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MR CHAN CHUN SING, Minister in the
Prime Minister’s Office,on the importance
of continued economic growth.
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MASTERING TECHNOLOGY

Technology is neutral. Whoever
masters it, whoever has abetter
business model, whoever can keep
up with the new skillsets required,
whoever can use technology to
complement them better and
evolve their business model, wins.
The same technology, ifnot
well applied, will cause us to be
fearfulabout our jobs, because
indeed somebody might steal our
lunch over the Internet. Butifwe
master it, we will take other
people’s lunch.
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MRCHAN, on the need tokeep abreast of
technological changes to stay competitive.



