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Picture two workers in Singapore.
Both spend decades at their jobs,
clocking long hours and juggling
family responsibilities.
One reaches retirement

overweight, diabetic, and
exhausted, having skipped
regular check-ups and carried
years of stress. The other leaves
the workforce healthier than
when they started, having
benefitted from regular health
screenings at work, subsidised
healthy meals in the canteen,
access to mental health support,
and a workplace culture that
valued rest and balance.
The difference between these

two stories is not luck or genetics,
but whether the workplace was
intentionally designed to promote
health and well-being.
This is precisely the

opportunity before us. At the
National Day Rally, Prime
Minister Lawrence Wong declared
that Singapore must aspire to be a
“we-first” society, where
institutions, businesses and
communities pursue success
together in ways that help all
Singaporeans thrive. This vision
reframes public policy around
collective well-being as a core
national priority.
In practice, this ethos already

underpins several recent
initiatives.
Age Well SG was launched as a

coordinated strategy led by the
Ministry of Health (MOH)
alongside the ministries of
National Development and
Transport. It rethinks
neighbourhoods, transport, and
home environments through a
whole-of-society lens that lets
seniors live independently, stay
socially connected, and receive
care in the community.
Grow Well SG likewise brings

together MOH with the ministries
of Education and Social and
Family Development to build
healthy habits in children and
adolescents, mobilising schools,
pre-schools, health providers, and
community partners.
Together with Healthier SG,

these initiatives sketch a life
course approach to health
promotion and disease
prevention, from the earliest
years to the sunset years.
But the life course remains

incomplete if the decades spent
in the workplace are left out of
this national reimagination of
health.

WHY THE WORKPLACE MATTERS

After all, the workplace is where
most adults spend the majority of
their waking lives. Consider the
maths: The average Singaporean
lives to 85. With retirement at 65,
that amounts to about 40 years
spent working. Assuming 16
waking hours a day, with half of
those hours at work, nearly a
third of one’s waking life would
have been spent in the
workplace.
That fraction reveals a huge

untapped opportunity.
If health promotion and disease

prevention are to be core
foundations of Singapore’s health

policy, then the workplace is in
fact one of the most influential
environments in shaping
long-term well-being.
Singapore actually recognised

this a decade ago.
In 2014, the Total Workplace

Safety and Health (Total WSH)
programme was introduced,
jointly spearheaded by MOH and
the Ministry of Manpower. As a
tripartite movement between
government, employers and
workers, it marked an important
step beyond accident prevention
to address chronic disease,
smoking, weight management,

and vaccination.
But today, as the population

ages, chronic disease patterns
evolve, and health promotion
paradigms shift, it is time to
refresh and reimagine that
movement into a whole-of-
society vision, Work Well SG.
Total WSH was fundamentally

about protection, guarding
workers against injury,
occupational hazards, and
lifestyle risks that threatened
safety. Work Well SG, by contrast,
must be about promotion,
designing the workplace as a
positive, proactive environment

that strengthens well-being,
fosters healthier habits, and
builds resilience over time. This is
not simply a continuation of
where we started, but an
evolution in ambition.

WHAT WORK WELL SG
COULD LOOK LIKE

The rationale is straightforward.
The workplace is one of the few
environments where adults can
be systematically reached. It is
structured, bounded, and
governed by rules, and these very
features create unique

opportunities to embed health
into daily routines, all of which
fall into three broad pillars.
The first is around health access

and prevention, covering
screenings, vaccinations, and
preventive services.
Health screenings are a core

pillar of Healthier SG, yet uptake
is often held back by inertia and
inconvenience. Offering
screenings for blood pressure,
cholesterol, glucose, and body
mass index at the workplace
would sharply increase
participation. Coupled with
referral pathways to general

practitioners (GPs), this would
translate early detection into
early management.
Vaccination is another clear

opportunity. Every flu season
imposes real productivity costs
through absenteeism and
presenteeism. Employers could
organise subsidised or even free
vaccination drives onsite,
extending not just to influenza
but also to other recommended
vaccines like pneumococcal or
hepatitis B, depending on age and
occupational risk.
At the Saw Swee Hock School of

Public Health, we bring clinical
operators to the school premises
each year so staff can receive free
influenza vaccinations, and the
uptake has been consistently
strong.
Even preventive dental care,

often overlooked, could be folded
in through subsidised cleanings
and oral health education.
Together, these measures would
make prevention routine, not
optional.
The second pillar is healthy

environments, shaping the daily
choices that accumulate over a
working life.
Food and nutrition matter: Staff

canteens, pantries and vending
machines shape daily dietary
choices. The Health Promotion
Board already provides clear
dietary guidelines, portion control
standards, and “Healthier Choice”
labels. Employers who adopt
these standards, subsidise
healthier options, or integrate
them into food contracts will
make healthier choices accessible,
convenient and affordable.
Beyond diet, physical activity

can also be built into the workday
through active design of offices,
flexible breaks, or partnerships
with fitness providers. A healthy
workplace environment is one
that nudges and normalises better
choices.
The third pillar is workplace

culture and mental well-being.
Stress, burnout, and mental
health conditions are rising
globally, and Singapore is no
exception. A Work Well SG vision
must embed practices that value
rest, encourage realistic
workloads, and treat seeking help
as a mark of responsibility rather
than weakness.
Confidential counselling

services, regular workload
reviews, and visible leadership
support can help build a culture
where mental health is treated on
a par with physical health. This is
critical to sustaining a resilient
and productive workforce.
One of the strongest arguments

for Work Well SG is how the
workplace reaches populations
often missed by national
campaigns.
Healthier SG deliberately

targets those aged 40 and above,
relying on GP enrolment and
community touchpoints. But
workplaces include younger
adults, contract staff, and even gig
workers, many of whom may be
disengaged from formal health
outreach.
By broadening workplace

offerings to cover all employees, a
Work Well SG approach can close
gaps and capture the

Your office could be
Singapore’s next big
health intervention

The vision of a Singapore where decades of work do not leave people burned out and diabetic, but healthier, fitter, andmore resilient may sound radical, even quixotic.
But Singapore has a track record of defying sceptics by building policy architectures that are both visionary and implementable, says thewriter. PHOTO: LIANHEZAOBAO

Helping people become healthier when they work should be
the next priority for Singapore public health.
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For years, buying a home
overseas was seen as the domain
of the ultra-wealthy – an
indulgence tied to luxury
lifestyles or high-yielding
property portfolios. But that
profile is changing.
Today, more

upper-middle-income
Singaporeans are entering
international markets – not to flip
homes or chase speculative gains,
but to plan for their children’s
education, retirement, or
long-term lifestyle flexibility.
Some also see it as a hedge
against inflation or currency
devaluation. While the
motivations have matured, the
risks remain. So too does the
need for realistic planning.

A NEW WAVE OF
OVERSEAS BUYERS

We’re seeing growing interest
from professionals, business
owners and families who aren’t
just buying for investment, but
for practical, life-stage reasons. In
some cases, parents are
purchasing properties near
universities abroad to support
their children’s multi-year studies.
Others are looking at seasonal
homes or retirement bases, drawn
by lifestyle familiarity and
healthcare access in cities like
Melbourne, Perth, Sydney or
London. Some view overseas
property as a hedge – a way to
diversify beyond Singapore’s
tightly regulated market.
Who are these Singaporeans?

They are not tycoons but
relatively well-off, from
households earning anything
upward of $14,000 a month. We
see them looking for properties
ranging between $800,000 and
$1.5 million.
More of them are property

hunting overseas and this shift is
backed by market data. According
to UK-based mortgage publication
Introducer Today, Singaporeans
ranked among the top five foreign
nationalities purchasing UK
property in 2024, underscoring
how overseas real estate is
increasingly viewed as part of
mainstream financial and lifestyle
planning. Similarly, Singapore
buyers remain consistently active
in the Australian residential

KEY CONSIDERATIONS BEFORE
TAKING THE PLUNGE

Before committing to an overseas
property, buyers should start with
a clear objective: is it for their
children’s education, retirement,
future mobility, or generating
income? That clarity helps guide
the right questions – and avoid
missteps.
Next comes understanding the

legal framework: What ownership
rights do foreigners have? Are
there limitations on resale or
leasing? What taxes apply – not
just at purchase, but annually and
upon disposal?
Due diligence is critical. This

includes understanding financing
options, exchange rate exposure,
and ongoing maintenance costs.
In uncertain markets, liquidity
matters. An overseas home may
take far longer to sell than one in
Singapore.
One also needs to be aware of

foreign ownership laws. A
Singaporean mother, for example,
wanted to buy a property that
was still being built and then
transfer it to her son who was
going to study in the UK. She
amended her plan after
discussions with us.
Had she bought it under a trust,

she would not have been eligible
for a loan. So she bought it in her
own name with the intention of
transferring it to her son when he
reached legal age, before the
property was completed. And
since stamp duty in the UK is
typically paid only when the
property is delivered, there was
no double taxation.

NOT A LUXURY, BUT
A PLANNING TOOL

The rising interest in overseas
homes by upper-middle-income
Singaporeans signals a broader
shift. These are no longer trophy
assets, but planning tools tailored
to specific life stages, needs and
aspirations.
At the same time, they’re not

without risk. The strong
Singapore dollar may make
foreign property more affordable
today, but exchange rates,
regulations and macroeconomic
uncertainty can quickly change
the equation. In other words, if
the Singapore dollar continues to
strengthen against the foreign
currency, any capital gains could
get eroded. That is why we
usually advocate financing in the
local currency to hedge against
exchange rate risk.
Ultimately, while owning

overseas property can offer
flexibility, diversification and a
nice quality of life, the decision
should be grounded in clear
purpose and realistic budgeting,
and undertaken only after
rigorous due diligence.
Can you continue to service the

mortgages? Are you prepared for
periods of vacancy such as the
one brought on by the recent
pandemic, which saw an exodus
of tenants?
Once you have asked yourself

these questions – and answered
them – then owning a piece of
property in a foreign land is an
option worth considering.

•Ruben Koh is senior director and
head of International Residential
Sales at Savills Singapore.

Popular destinations such as
the UK and Australia remain
favoured not just for lifestyle, but
for their legal clarity, transparent
markets, and perceived stability.
Some are also exploring
opportunities in Japan and
Europe, though often with
professional advice to navigate
differing property laws and
financing structures.
For example, a young couple

with disposable income to invest,
were seeking to improve their
cash flow amid low returns from
traditional savings options. With
guidance, they explored
Minpaku-licensed properties in
Osaka – short-term rental units
that can generate higher yields
compared with standard leases.
Tourism in Osaka reached 37

million in 2024, with projections
climbing to 60 million by 2030,
spurred by major developments
such as the upcoming integrated
resort. The couple saw this as a
viable way to diversify and
enhance returns, but only after
understanding the associated
legal and operational
responsibilities.

eroding the buyer’s capital gains.
There are also lessons to be

learnt from the past. In the early
2010s, some Singaporeans
invested in overseas
developments that either stalled
or failed to deliver promised
returns – including land banking
schemes or projects marketed
aggressively with little regulatory
oversight. These cases are
reminders of the risk that can
arise when decisions are driven
by emotion or slick marketing,
rather than due diligence.

WHAT SMART BUYERS ARE
DOING DIFFERENTLY

Today’s overseas buyers are
typically more cautious and
informed. Many are first-time
international purchasers who ask
detailed questions about
developer reputation, property
management, and exit strategy.
Increasingly, we see buyers
requesting legal reviews of
contracts or asking about leasing
viability, indicating a shift
towards more structured
decision-making.

Singaporean buyers are
increasingly buying overseas
properties for their proximity to
schools, medical facilities or
transport networks, not just
capital appreciation.
However, international property

ownership is not without its
challenges. Foreign exchange
volatility, evolving tax policies,
and complex legal structures can
affect both affordability and
resale value. For example, capital
gains tax can significantly reduce
profits upon exit, and stamp
duties for foreign buyers in some
markets have risen sharply in
recent years.
One buyer decided to save on

interest costs by financing his
foreign property with a Singapore
dollar-denominated loan instead
of the British pound. At the time
of financing, the pound stood at
1.9 Singapore dollars. But
following Brexit, the exchange
rate fell to around 1.68. On a
£200,000 loan (initially worth
about S$380,000), the currency
swing led to a shortfall of
$44,000 when it came time to
redeem the loan – effectively

market, favouring cities with
stable governance, strong
infrastructure, and
family-friendly amenities.
One couple in their 40s

recently purchased a
two-bedroom apartment in
Sydney, initially intended for their
daughter’s education. Their
thinking was: instead of paying
rent and relying on landlords,
why not invest in a secure,
well-located property? With
interest rates on local savings low,
and the Singapore dollar strong
against the Australian dollar, the
investment also served as a
potential seasonal retirement
base. If their daughter decides to
stay on and work in Australia
after her graduation, the property
can continue serving its purpose.
Over time, they expect the
property to retain or even
appreciate in value, offering a
potential buffer against inflation.

THE BENEFITS AND THE CAVEATS

These purchases aren’t always
about yield but are made with an
eye on the long term. Many

Ruben Koh

More upper-middle-income Singaporeans are interested in purchasing homes overseas, but international property ownership is not without its challenges. Foreign
exchange volatility, evolving tax policies, and complex legal structures can affect both affordability and resale value, cautions the writer. PHOTO: ISTOCKPHOTO

That home outside Singapore?
Good idea, but watch your step
Many Singaporeans
are buying property
overseas. This has its
upsides but also
carries risks. Do your
homework.
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“unconverted and unmotivated”
who might otherwise slip through
the cracks.

MAKING WORK WELL SG WORK
ACROSS DIVERSE WORKPLACES

As compelling as the vision is,
implementing Work Well SG will
not be straightforward.
The first barrier is

heterogeneity. While I have used
the phrases work and workplace
above in a generic sense, the
reality is that not all work and
workplaces are the same.
The wellness needs of an

office-bound professional differ
vastly from those of a
construction worker exposed to
physical hazards. Large
multinationals with HR teams
and in-house canteens can

implement sophisticated
programmes, while small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
with 10 employees may struggle.
Full-time employees have
different entitlements and time
availability from contract,
part-time, or gig workers.
Beyond operational differences,

there is also variation in employer
incentives and capacity.
Many employers face tight

margins and uncertain returns on
preventive health investment,
particularly when employees
frequently change jobs. For SMEs,
wellness programmes may look
like discretionary expenses, while
employers of gig workers may feel
no obligation to invest at all.
There are real privacy and trust

barriers too. Employees may fear
that health data collected at the
workplace could influence career
progression. Without strict data

governance, transparency, and
clear separation of health records
from personnel decisions, such
programmes risk being perceived
as surveillance rather than care.
Moreover, small employers

often lack the expertise to design
programmes or the bargaining
power to negotiate with
providers. Pilots that look
successful in well-resourced firms
may be hard to replicate in
micro-enterprises without
subsidies, shared services, or
sectoral intermediaries.
These structural hurdles mean

that policy must think not only
about what an ideal Work Well SG
looks like, but how to make it
implementable across an
economy of diverse workplaces.

NEXT STEPS

Achieving this vision will require
many steps to be taken. First,
Work Well SG can enrol
employers into a national
compact, similar to Healthier SG’s
enrolment of residents and GPs.
Companies could commit to a

basic set of services across the
three pillars, with tiered

recognition for those who go
further. Because companies
investing in workplace health are
directly advancing Healthier SG’s
objectives, the Government could
consider co-funding efforts
through matching grants,
subsidies, and tax deductions, or
provide technical assistance.
A tiered co-funding model,

scaled by the level of employer
investment, would embody a
principle of shared responsibility
and shared benefits, ensuring the
costs of prevention are not borne
by employers alone while the
wider savings in healthcare costs
and productivity accrue to society
as a whole.
Insurers can also be drawn in.

Corporate insurers and group
health underwriters benefit
directly from healthier insured
pools, and can be incentivised to
offer premium discounts, rebates,
or value-added services for
employers who meet Work Well
SG benchmarks. In turn, claims
data can identify which
interventions reduce absenteeism
and medical costs, creating a
virtuous circle of value-driven
and evidence-based investments.

Implementation must also be
modular to account for
heterogeneity. Sector-specific
playbooks can tailor standards for
industries as varied as F&B,
logistics, office work,
construction, healthcare, and
SME contexts. Shared service
models involving community
health provider networks could
offer pooled screening for SMEs,
or national mobile vaccination
fleets could be provided for shift
workers, which can reduce costs
and increase access.
Above all, data governance

must be safeguarded with clear
rules on how health data will be
used, and the assurance that only
aggregated, anonymised metrics
are shared with employers. Clear
legislative and contractual
protections will be needed,
especially when incentives from
insurers or public agencies are
tied to outcomes.

AN AMBITIOUS VISION

The vision may sound radical,
even quixotic: a Singapore where
decades of work do not leave
people burned out and diabetic,

but healthier, fitter, and more
resilient. Yet Singapore has a
track record of defying sceptics
by building policy architectures
that are both visionary and
implementable.
We have already extended this

ethos into health and well-being
through Healthier SG, Age Well
SG, and Grow Well SG. Extending
this to Work Well SG completes
the life course approach.
The challenges of formulating

Work Well SG are formidable, but
as the White Paper on Singapore’s
response to Covid-19 reminded us,
we should not let perfect be the
enemy of good. Policy ambition
should not be paralysed by
concerns about uneven
implementation or enforcement.
If Singapore succeeds here, we

may become the first country in
the world to show that the
workplace is not only a place for
wealth creation, but also for
health creation.

• Teo Yik Ying is vice-president for
global health and dean of the Saw
Swee Hock School of Public Health
at the National University of
Singapore.
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