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Introduction to Skills-First Framework for Action 

 
The Skills-First Framework for Action (FfA) sets out a roadmap to advance Skills-First 
practices in Singapore. Skills-First places greater emphasis on skills – alongside qualifications 
– in how individuals navigate their careers and how enterprises hire, develop and deploy talent, 
redesign jobs and transform their workforce.  

 

The Framework is timely as technology, changing business needs and demographic shifts are 
reshaping jobs and the skills they require. While Singapore has made significant progress in 
lifelong learning and skills development, the next step is to ensure that skills are more 
consistently identified, developed, applied and recognised across careers and workplaces.  

 

The Framework represents the culmination of two years of research and engagement, building 
on five earlier Skills-First Working Papers and corresponding roundtables that examined 
different aspects of Skills-First practices. More than 1,000 participants from across 
government, industry, labour, education and the workforce were consulted in developing the 
body of work that led to the Framework  

 

Spearheaded by IAL’s Centre for Skills-First Practices (CSFP), five national partners – the 
Skills and Workforce Development Agency (SWDA), National Trades Union Congress (NTUC), 
Singapore Business Federation (SBF), Singapore National Employers Federation (SNEF) and 
Singapore University of Social Sciences (SUSS) – convened to co-author the Framework, 
which translates two years of research and stakeholder engagement into practical ideas for 
action. 

 



 

 

3 
 

Skills-First Framework for Action: Co-authors’ Quotes 

 

 

 
 
Dilys Boey 
Chief Executive 
Skills and Workforce Development Agency 

“Over the years, Singapore has built strong foundations for workforce development through 
the SkillsFuture movement and the Career Health initiative. We have nurtured a culture of 
lifelong learning and skills development, enabling individuals to fulfil their career goals and 
businesses to grow with a skilled workforce. The Skills-First Framework for Action builds on 
this by shifting our focus from ‘enabling access’ to ‘embedding in practice’, making ‘skills-first’ 
an instinct in how individuals plan their careers and how businesses make workforce 
decisions. As AI and economic restructuring continue to reshape jobs and skills needs, this 
Framework provides a shared direction and provides practical pathways to help the workforce 
navigate transitions with greater confidence.  SWDA is committed to working with our partners 
to turn these pilot ideas into scalable practices that strengthen career resilience for individuals 
and enable enterprise growth across Singapore. ” 

 

 
 
Professor Tan Tai Yong 
President  
Singapore University of Social Sciences 

“As careers become longer and more dynamic, learning must extend well beyond a person’s 
first job and remain closely connected to the changing needs of work. The Skills-First 
Framework for Action highlights the importance to equip HR professionals, career coaches 
and adult educators to help individuals make informed learning and career decisions. It also 
enables enterprises to identify, develop and recognise capabilities through real workplace 
challenges. By connecting learning, work and career development more closely, we can help 
individuals build relevant skills while supporting enterprises through transformation.” 
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Caryn Lim 
Assistant Secretary-General and Chief Job Security, 
National Trades Union Congress 

“AI and technology continue to reshape jobs. Workers will need to continually upskill and 
remain adaptable throughout their careers. The Skills-First Framework for Action is about 
ensuring that workers can access opportunities beyond their official qualifications. This 
includes enabling them to review their transferable skills and career plans, proactively identify 
new pathways, and take concrete steps before disruption occurs. NTUC welcomes the 
Framework as an important step to strengthen workers’ career resilience and empower them 
to take charge of their learning and career development. These efforts are complemented by 
NTUC’s AI-Ready SG initiative to equip workers with the capabilities, confidence and 
opportunities to thrive in an evolving job market.” 

 

 
 
Mark Lee 
Chairman 
Singapore Business Federation 

“Great companies don't spot talent by accident – they recognise and grow it systematically. 

Skills-First should be a routine part of how business works, not a special one-off initiative. 

Most employers already believe skills matter; our goal is to make acting on that belief the 

default. And when one company discovers what works, others should be able to build on it – 

we make faster progress when we share. SBF stands with businesses on this journey. 

Together, we can put Skills-First practices into action to build the workforce our enterprises 

need, unlock competitive advantage, and develop firms ready for the future.” 

 

 

 
 
Tan Hwee Bin 
Vice President  
Singapore National Employers Federation 

“As employers seek to attract, deploy and develop talent amid rapid technological change 

and evolving skills needs, the Skills-First Framework for Action provides practical ways to 

integrate skills into hiring, deployment and workforce development decisions. By making 

better use of skills and capabilities alongside qualifications and experience, employers can 

widen access to talent pool, strengthen internal mobility and build more competitive 

businesses and future-ready workforces.” 
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Skills-First Framework for Action: Pilot Ideas 
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1 The areas reflect the primary focus of action: enabling employers, supporting individuals and strengthening system-wide infrastructure. They are not intended as discrete categories, as individual pilot ideas may contribute to outcomes across more than one area. 

2 Continuing Education and Training (CET) refers to structured learning and professional development programmes designed for adults to upskill, reskill, and stay career-resilient. 

3 Labour Movement: Labour Movement refers to the National Trades Union Congress, Employment and Employability Institute (e2i), and its affiliated unions and associations. 

4 Trade Associations and Chambers (TACs): Refers broadly to trade associations, chambers and apex employer organisations, including the Singapore Business Federation (SBF) and Singapore National Employers Federation (SNEF), that represent and support 

enterprises across sectors 



 

Individual Skills-First Journey  
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Enterprise Skills-First Journey 
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Media Profile: 
Building from within: HSC Pipeline Engineering's Skills-First journey  

 

 

 
 

HSC Pipeline Engineering Pte. Ltd. is a Singapore-based civil engineering company with over 

30 years of experience in pipeline infrastructure and related engineering services for the gas, 

water, telecommunications and energy sectors. It employs about 344 people, of whom 313 

are site-based and 31 office-based.  

HSC’s Skills-First journey grew out of its digitalisation and workflow transformation. The 

company began digitalising around 2018, using low-code and no-code tools such as Power 

Apps to replace paper-based reporting and documentation. Around 2021, it introduced utility 

mapping using technologies such as ground-penetrating radar.  

These changes created skills needs for which there was no direct, ready-made qualification 

pathway. HSC responded by training existing staff and hiring from adjacent or non-traditional 

backgrounds, recognising their transferable skills, relevant experience, the ability to learn and 

attitude alongside formal qualifications.  

For existing employees, HSC redesigned roles around emerging business needs, mapped 

competency gaps and supported staff to build the skills those roles required.  

For the company, the returns have shown in two areas:  

• Since 2024, 11 roles were filled through role or job redesign. 

• HSC estimates that it has been able to avoid about 30% of the trial holes that would 

otherwise have needed to excavate and saved an estimated 400 hours of hours saved 

on reporting monthly. The time and manpower saved can then be redirected to 

productive, billable work. 

https://www.hscpe.com/
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Nelson Lai - from Project Coordinator to Assistant Project Manager 

Nelson Lai Wei Chieh, 33, joined HSC in December 2019 as a Project Coordinator, coming 

from a business management background. The role was mostly site-based, coordinating 

underground pipe-laying works.  

As HSC introduced utility mapping, ground-penetrating radar and more data-driven planning 

workflows, Nelson was consistently among the early adopters of new approaches. Managing 

Director Shane Shi said Nelson was often one of the first to take up a change and demonstrate 

that it could work in practice.  

HSC subsequently promoted him to Assistant Project Manager, an uncommon progression 

from Project Coordinator within the company as he did not come from an engineering 

background. He now manages four to five engineers and oversees distribution projects 

involving more than 20 km of pipeline a year.  

As his role evolved, Nelson built new skills in utility mapping and data-informed project 

planning. His work shifted from frequent site visits towards more desktop-based planning, 

using utility mapping data and trial-hole information to plan pipe routes and reduce 

unnecessary, loss-making trial holes. Trial holes are small excavations made to confirm the 

location and depth of underground utilities before construction begins. 

Nelson has progressed in an engineering environment through construction-related training 

courses and by demonstrating initiative, adaptability and the ability to apply new workflows. 

 

 

Ruby Lew - from Procurement Executive to Business Process Analyst 

Ruby Lew Xin Jie, 29, joined HSC in June 2022 as a Procurement Executive, bringing earlier 

experience working with data and databases. While she was in procurement, HSC identified 

strengths in her systematic thinking and ability to work with data that could be applied beyond 

her original role.  

Rather than hire externally, the company redesigned her role and moved her into a Business 

Process Analyst function. She is now developing a web-based internal platform intended to 

connect data across safety, procurement, inventory, HR timesheets, project data and quantity 

surveying, which currently sits across different spreadsheets or systems. The platform is 

designed to reduce repeated data entry and support automated report generation, while 

retaining checkpoints for relevant staff to review and adjust information. The system is 

currently in the testing phase.  

Ruby uses AI tools including ChatGPT, Claude and Cursor to help conceptualise and build 

the platform. 

Her move illustrates HSC's approach of identifying transferable strengths in an existing 

employee, building new capabilities around them and redeploying the employee into a role 

aligned with the company's digital transformation needs. 
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Quote by Shane Shi, Managing Director, HSC  

“For us, Skills-First has two parts. One is hiring people for their relevant skills and experience 

instead of just their qualifications. The other is looking at what our existing staff have already 

been doing and putting more effort into the areas where they show strength, so we can help 

them grow into new roles. It helps us put our effort in the right places, matching people's 

strengths to what the company needs so we can stay competitive in this market.” 
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Media Profile: 

Unlocking Potential Through Skills-Based Hiring and Development: 

DLM's Skills-First journey 

 

 

DLM Pte. Ltd. is a Singapore-based mechanical and electrical (M&E) contractor delivering 

integrated ACMV (Air Conditioning and Mechanical Ventilation), electrical engineering and 

installation works, data centre solutions and support mission-critical facilities. The firm 

employs close to 300 employees. 

Faced with manpower constraints and a limited pool of specialised talent in the Built 

Environment sector, DLM recognised that qualifications alone would not meet its growing 

workforce needs. This was particularly relevant in highly technical areas such as air-

conditioning and heat transfer, where there is no dedicated formal academic pathway in 

Singapore, and building information modelling (BIM), where local talent is limited. As the 

company grew, DLM increasingly adopted a skills-first approach to attract, develop and 

redeploy people based on their competencies, potential and ability to learn.  

For new hires, DLM trained its hiring managers to assess demonstrated competencies, 

transferable skills and relevant experience rather than academic credentials. It also 

redesigned roles including Project Engineer and Project Manager around the capabilities 

required for the work. Where the skilled worker is limited in supply, DLM tapped on career 

conversion support from WSG, now SWDA, to bring in mid-career entrants from other sectors 

or re-skill employees from within. 

To meet changing business needs, DLM redesigned roles and identifies staff whose existing 

skills and potential could be developed for new or expanded responsibilities. The company 

also places a strong emphasis on continuous workplace learning. To encourage attendance, 

the company changed its learning and development workflow, where employees now take 

https://www.dlm.com.sg/
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ownership of their own training opportunities rather than having the management assign 

courses to them. This raised the attendance rate by roughly 15 to 20%. 

For the company, the returns have shown up in four places: 

• Skills-based assessment and career conversion widened the pool beyond candidates 

holding qualifications.  

• The skills-first approach has also enhanced internal mobility by creating opportunities for 

employees to transition into new roles and career pathways based on their capabilities 

and interests.  

• Job redesign and skills development have enabled employees to take on new capabilities, 

including the application of AI to improve work processes. AI-powered visual intelligence 

solution is already in use, while an in-house engineering chatbot and automated 

workflows is due to launch later this year. Project managers now spend 5 to 6.5 hours a 

week on project monitoring, down from 6 to 8 hours, while project engineers have cut 

daily site walks and manual updating of photographs and notes from 2 to 3 hours to 1.5 

to 2 hours. 

• The approach has helped DLM meet growing workforce needs as the business expanded, 

with revenue more than doubling over the past five years. 

 

Xavier Lim - from Senior Project Manager to Head of Engineering 

Lim Sian Wee, Xavier, 45, was a Senior Project Manager at DLM when the company’s job 

redesign exercise identified him as having high potential to grow into a broader role. 

He combined a strong technical base with a keen interest in AI and took ownership of 

developing his capabilities further. He attended AI training, using his own SkillsFuture Credit, 

with DLM supporting his learning journey. At work, he draws on DLM’s senior engineering 

leaders, including a mechanical professional engineer, a Green Mark expert and supported 

by a senior engineering master trained at Tsinghua University. Managing Director Joseph Goh 

said Xavier was able to absorb knowledge from across that group and consolidate it well. 

DLM subsequently promoted Xavier to Head of Engineering and empowered him to lead the 

company’s adoption of AI applications. He now leads DLM’s workflow automation work and is 

due to launch its in-house chatbot later this year. He is also passing on what he has learnt, 

training managers and engineers to use an AI-powered visual intelligence solution to monitor 

and manage worksites. 
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Javen Wong - from Senior Engineer to Assistant Project Manager 

Wong Ven Jie, Jayven, 31, joined DLM as an engineer and was working as a Senior Engineer 

when he was identified for job redesign. 

As DLM implemented new project management tools, including Microsoft Project, Javen 

picked up the management skills the tools supported rather than treating them as 

administration. He also built AI capability such as implementing the AI-powered visual 

intelligence solution in the project that he is in-charged by learning directly from Xavier, the 

Head of Engineering. 

He was promoted to Assistant Project Manager at the middle of the job redesign process, 

since he demonstrated managerial capability and has attended the Career Aspiration 

Navigation Program in March and Front-line coaching training in April 2025.  

 

Quote by Er. Joseph Goh, Managing Director, DLM 

“While a skills-first approach is not a silver bullet, it has proven effective in expanding access 

to talent, reducing hiring effort and improving retention. This is particularly important in the 

built environment sector, where talent shortages require organisations to look beyond 

traditional qualifications and focus on the skills and potential that candidates bring.” 
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LIST OF CHINESE TRANSLATIONS 

 

ENGLISH TERMS CHINESE TRANSLATION 

Associate Professor (Practice) Terence Ho 
Executive Director  
Institute for Adult Learning 

何伟伦副教授 

成人学习学院院长 

Mr Edwin Tan 
Director  
Centre for Skills-First Practices 

陈俊中  

实践技能优先中心司长 

Associate Professor (Practice) Gog Soon Joo 
Senior Director 
Centre for Skills-First Practices 

吴纯瑜副教授 

实践技能优先中心高级司长 

 

Institute for Adult Learning 成人学习学院 

Centre for Skills-First Practices 实践技能优先中心 

Skills-First 技能优先 

Framework for action 行动框架 

Skills profile 技能履历 

Work-integrated learning 在职学习 

 
 
 
 


