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In Conversation with

Dr Irene Ng
Dr Irene Ng is an Associate Professor of Social Work and 

Director of the Social Service Research Centre in 

the National University of Singapore. She holds a 

joint Ph.D. in Social Work and Economics from 

the University of Michigan. Her research areas 

include poverty and inequality, intergenerational 

mobility, youth crime, and social welfare policy. 

Her research projects include an evaluation of a 

national Work Support programme; National 

Youth Surveys 2010, 2013 and 2016; a study 

of low-income households with debt; and an 

evaluation of Social Service Offices. She is 

active in the community, serving or having 

served in committees in the Ministry of Social and Family Development, National Council of Social 

Service, Ministry of Manpower, and various voluntary welfare organisations. Her teaching areas include 

poverty, policy, welfare economics, youth work, and program planning. Economics & Society caught up 

with her to find out her insights on inequality and intergenerational immobility in Singapore.

Let’s start with your graduate studies. 

You have a joint Ph.D. in Social Work 

and Economics. These two seem to be 

very different disciplines. Why did you 

choose to do a joint Ph.D. in these two 

disciplines?

Initially, I did not think the two were that 

different. In my undergraduate studies 

in Economics, I learnt public finance, 

which involved analysing government 

revenue and expenditure and the 

allocation of a government’s resources. 

The latter naturally overlapped with 

social policy and social interventions. I 

later discovered that the two can be quite 
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different, e.g., social case work is very 

different from macroeconomic theory. 

However, my decision was not driven 

by how similar or dissimilar the two 

disciplines were. Interest and passion 

were the greater considerations. Doing 

something that involved both Economics 

and Social Work appealed to me as I 

enjoyed the rigour of Economics and 

was also very interested in working with 

youths from low-income families. So, 

when I came across the joint Economics 

and Social Work programme offered by 

Michigan, it seemed like an ideal choice 

as it blended well my interest in poverty 

and Economics.
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You’re currently the Director of the 

Social Services Research Centre in 

NUS. How has your training in both 

Social Work and Economics been 

useful to your current work?

Social  ser vice research is  multi-

disciplinary, and I adopt multidisciplinary 

thinking due to my training. For 

example, in the Michigan programme 

that I underwent, the training borrowed 

freely from many social science theories. 

These included theories from Sociology, 

Anthropology, Political Science, and of 

course, Economics. Also, my social work 

teaching and community service give me 

the natural professional linkages to social 

services, whereas my economic theories 

give me a rigorous framework to assess 

what’s happening in the sector. In terms 

of research skills, my social work training 

grounds me in programme evaluation 

and my econometrics training grounds 

me in solid quantitative analysis. The two 

are complementary. The former involves 

understanding programme designs and 

how programmes are supposed to work 

(also known as the programme logic) in 

order to find out what data ought to be 

collected and at which stage. The latter 

is used to analyse the collected data to 

determine whether the programmes’ 

outcomes were achieved. It also helps 

that I understand the language of both 

disciplines.

Your research areas include inequality 

and intergenerational mobility. Could 

you share how the level of inequality 

and intergenerational mobility in our 

society has changed over time?

Let us start with intergenerational 

mobility, which refers to how easily 

younger generations can move beyond 

their parents’ social class. Through 

analysing a limited data set and drawing 

links to larger trends, I was able to 

infer that intergenerational mobility 

has worsened over time. I think this 

inference should be quite accurate as I 

have presented the findings and found 

Doing something that involved both 

Economics and Social Work appealed to 

me as I enjoyed the rigour of Economics 

and was also very interested in working with 

youths from low-income families.
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that there was consensus with others 

who have worked on it. As for inequality, 

I think it is no secret that inequality 

is wide in Singapore. A widening 

inequality trend is similarly felt in other 

developed countries, with more and 

more redistribution required from policy 

to reverse the trend. The difference is that 

Singapore bears the brunt of inequality 

problems because of our rapid pace of 

development. Things got especially bad 

in the 2000s, which necessitated stronger 

policies such as the Workfare Income 

Supplement (WIS) and the Progressive 

Wage Model to alleviate the problem. 

This helped to partially reverse the 

trend. But, compared to other developed 

countries, Singapore’s inequality is 

still high. Singapore is currently quite 

stratified. This explains the worsening 

intergenerational mobility because 

greater gaps between social classes mean 

that the barriers to entering a higher 

social class are higher. A graduate and 

a non-graduate are in very different 

social classes. So, in a nutshell, income 

inequality has worsened. This, together 

with other factors of widening gaps 

in social classes, has contributed to 

Singapore’s lower intergenerational 

mobility compared to the past. Today, it 

is harder to cross class boundaries even 

in our basic institutions of education 

and housing.

What are some factors that have 

caused these trends?

It is a mix of factors. Major ones include 

rapid economic growth, globalisation, 

skills-biased technological development, 

and pro-market government policies that 

overemphasise individual performance 

and underemphasise social protection. 

And these factors interact. For example, 

the  rapid economic growth and 

globalisation make for a more volatile job 

environment as workers become more 

easily and readily replaced. This pushes 

more people into low-wage jobs. In such 

an environment, when policies do not 

sufficiently protect low-income earners, 

the negative effects on income inequality 

are magnified. And as explained earlier, 

higher inequality causes worsened 

intergenerational immobility. By policies 

A widening inequality trend is similarly felt in 

other developed countries, with more and 

more redistribution required from policy to 

reverse the trend.
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that do not protect low-income earners 

enough, I mean policies that simply 

“top up” incomes to a subsistence level. 

This is in contrast to policies that enable 

low-income earners to find ways to 

improve their situation (e.g., afford 

the time and space to learn new skills) 

and to help their next generation. Our 

current policies are generally designed 

to help families during short-term 

periods of financial distress and belong 

more to the former. That is a factor 

behind the rising inequality. The other 

part of the equation is that skills-biased 

technological development has increased 

the incomes of those at the top. In 

fact, a lot of the inequality is driven by 

higher incomes at the top besides falling 

incomes at the bottom.

Going forward, in response to 

the worsening inequality and 

intergenerational mobility, must the 

role of the government increase?

We have seen great benefits from 

an open, capitalist economic system 

compared to the system before which 

was closed. Incomes rose originally 

and welfare improved. However, as the 

system matures we have also seen how 

it worsens inequality in the absence 

of strong government institutions. 

With technological disruption and 

rapid market transformations, our 

current legislation and means-tested 

programmes have difficulty keeping 

pace. The role of government must 

definitely increase. One role is to rethink 

our rules and test them for ill effects on 

the bottom in our society. Community 

self-help is sometimes thought of as an 

alternative solution but community self-

help lacks the necessary infrastructure 

and resources to do so effectively. 

Thank you for sharing your insights. 

The final question is on a lighter  

note — what advice would you give to 

students who have just started to learn 

Economics?

Keep empathy and feel your heart even as 

you learn this “dismal science”. The Father 

of Modern Economics Adam Smith was 

a moral philosopher. He advocated for 

market systems because the former 

mercantilist system oppressed the poor. 

Today, market systems are failing the 

poor. Remember the heart of Economics 

and use our Economics for social good, 

not individual financial gain. 


