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Note of Thanks 

 

This study would not have been possible without the generous contributions of the four South 

Central Community (SCC) member families interviewed and the kind facilitation of their Social 

Workers to secure these interviews. Thanks to the members’ graciousness of allowing access into 

their homes and their willingness to put aside time to share their stories, a rich base of primary data 

now informs this first effort to understand the relationship between debt and poverty.  

The centre is also privileged to have had the opportunity to learn from and place this effort in tandem 

with the ongoing study on debt conducted by the Social Service Research Centre (SSRC) at the 

National University of Singapore (NUS). Member families selected for this qualitative report were 

deliberately sampled from the same pool of participants involved in the SSRC quantitative study so 

as to build a collaborative knowledge base towards the common aim of a deeper understanding of 

low-income families’ struggle with debt. 
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List of Abbreviations 

 

BTO    Build To Order (HDB flat allocation system) 

CFC    FSC ComCare Fund 

CPF    Central Provident Fund (pension) 

FSC     Family Service Centre  

GOOD Program   ‘Getting-Out-Of-Debt’ Program 

HDB    Housing & Development Board 

HLE    Housing Loan Eligibility 

ITE    Institute of Technical Education 

KiFAS    Kindergarten Fee Assistance Scheme 

MCYS     Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports 

Mendaki Yayasan Mendaki – Council for the Development of 

Singapore Malay/Muslim Community 

MOE-FAS   Ministry of Education – Financial Assistance Scheme 

MSW    Medical Social Worker 

MWS    Methodist Welfare Services 

NS    National Service 

NUS-SSRC National University of Singapore – Social Service Research 

Centre 

‘O’ / ‘N’ Level Exam National exams to certify secondary education 

OT    Over-Time 

Pay-U    Pay-as-you-use Power Supply (prepared metering service) 

PSLE    Primary School Leaving Examination 

SINDA    Singapore Indian Development Association 

S&CC Service & Conservancy Charges (referred to as ‘Town 

Council’ charges as well) 

SCC    South Central Community (also referred to as ‘the centre’) 

SP    Singapore Power (utilities)  

SPMF    School Pocket Money Fund 

SSO    Social Service Office (refereed to on occasion as ‘CDC’) 

YMCA    Young Men’s Christian Association  
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1.1 Introduction 

This study is concerned with the relationship between debt and low-income families with respect to 
social mobility in Singapore. It aims to gain a deeper understanding of debt as causality or 
consequence of poverty, motivating a line of inquiry that therefore reasonably assumes an 
undeniable correlation between the two.  
 
The interest in exploring this relationship between debt and poverty stems from a broader context 
of seeking to understand the inter-play of indicators identified for the transformational outcome of 
low-income families. In this regard, the accrual of debt and its chronic occurrence could function as 
both a cause of poverty as well as an obstacle to breaking free of the poverty cycle.  
 
As a centre with a majority of members in rental housing, that is focused on community 
empowerment and ownership, where neighbours help neighbours, such understanding is vital to 
efforts invested in working with low-income families to overcome their obstacles. A qualitative 
inquiry via ethnographies would attempt to shed a more comprehensive light on the contextual 
factors in which low-income families’ relationship with debt is snugly embedded. To give an example, 
the following are a set of broad questions that motivate this study: 
 
 

 What are the circumstances that lead to accruing debt?  
 

 When in the family’s social history does debt surface?  
 

 How does the process of debt entrenchment occur? 
 

 How does debt affect the choices that low-income families make, and how does this then 
impact other areas of their lives?  

 
 How do low-income families manage debt with the resources available to them, and 

otherwise?  
 

The concerns highlighted above form the basis for theorizing the approach in the interview process 
as well as the analysis that follows each family’s case. This study uses the case study method, 
presented in this report as narratives, to utilize the power of story-telling and provide a closer 
reflection of the voices of the low-income community. As a result, what emerges is a more intimate 
view of the trajectories these families have been on. Each case is also accompanied by visuals that 
attempt to analyze the family’s story using the conceptual framework detailed in the section below. 
 

1.2 Conceptual Framework 

Conceptually, four main areas of inquiry are identified, as seen in the diagram below. These are:  
 

1. Life Events 
2. Financial Management 
3. Resources & Environment 
4. Strength, Motivation & Aspirations  
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The life events account of the families attempts to establish their background and understand the 
context and circumstances that may have triggered their debt(s). Decision-making by participants 
where their budgeting of income and prioritizing of certain expenses over others is concerned, details 
the second segment on financial management. Understanding how families rank and spend their 
money could help to shed light on the ground-level reality of how low-income households manage 
their finances on a day-to-day basis.  
 
Entwined with this notion of expenses is the families’ relations with various structural provisions 
and/or inhibitions that likely have bearing on their management of debt. Considering agency and 
structure hand-in-hand via an awareness of the access and limitations of formal and informal systems 
is therefore important in understanding their journeys.  
 
Finally, in line with the centre’s Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) model, the fourth 
quadrant enquires into the families’ source(s) of strength and motivation that keep them moving 
forward not just in spite of but also because of the adversities they face. The meaningfulness of their 
goals such as that of home ownership and savings is enhanced against the backdrop that paints their 
stories of struggle as well as resilience. 
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Together these four quadrants form the conceptual framework informing this qualitative inquiry on 

debt. The following section operationalizes this theory by detailing the research design and 

methodology adopted to carry out the interviews with the families. 

 

1.3  Research Design & Methodology 

In line with the broad questions raised and the conceptual framework outlined above, this study is 
therefore interested in a sociohistorical account of how debt features in the lives of low-income 
families. Such a design is fundamentally descriptive, where patterns or themes surfacing in analysis 
of the description point to preliminary social indicators such as those detailed in the final section of 
this report. These indicators then warrant a more specified set of follow-up questions for further 
investigation. 
 
At this stage however, the design prompts methodology that favours a largely uninhibited and safe 
space for communication out of recognition for the relative sensitivity of ‘debt’ as a subject of 
discussion. In this regard, qualitative methods via in-person interviews that are purposefully loosely-
structured, were thought to be best suited to nurture an environment conducive for such 
engagement.  
 
Understanding safety, respect and comfort in line with ‘space’ calls for more than just taking care of 
physical accommodation; it necessitates consideration of the following key elements that also 
potentially influence the quality of responses garnered or even the willingness to respond:  
 

 Place: meaningful choice of location for the interview (centre versus home, or elsewhere?) 
 

 Time: convenience in the time of day/date the interview is set up 
 

 Language: the medium of communication used, in line with maximum comfort and ability 
 

 Rapport (relationship): the role of the social worker as gatekeeper to facilitate the 
interview, due to familiarity and comfort-level shared with/by the family 

 
 
The primary target group for in-person interviews at this juncture consists of three low-income 
families that were randomly sampled from the pool of cases managed by SCC. A fourth (from the same 
pool) was interviewed as back-up and has been included in this report in order to tap on the wealth 
of information shared.  
 
Of the entire case load of over 500 families served by the centre, 153 were identified as experiencing 
debt issues in an outcome mapping exercise conducted in Feb/Mar 2015. 80 families, some with debt 
issues (a part of the 153) and others without, are participating in an on-going debt study driven by 
NUS-SSRC and of this 80, seven are currently involved in the GOOD Program – a debt-relief program 
initiated by Methodist Welfare Services (MWS) in 2015. In order to align this study with the NUS-
SSRC project as well as to allow for a comparison with/appreciation of debt-relief effects, the random 
sample was drawn from this same pool of 80 with a purposeful combination of two drawn from the 
subset with debt issues and one drawn out of the seven GOOD program participants. Including the 
fourth family, three are families identified as having debt issues and the fourth is representative of a 
family that has received debt relief via the GOOD program. 
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Keeping in mind the four key elements listed above, the families interviewed were first contacted and 
introduced to this study by their respective social worker and informed consent was acquired before 
the session was conducted. A sample of this consent form is attached in the ‘Appendices’ section of 
this report.  
 
In all but one case, the families were interviewed in the safe space and convenience of their homes 
for an average length of an hour to a maximum duration of an hour and a half. The one case 
interviewed at the centre was coordinated to follow the member’s pre-scheduled consult with his 
social worker so as to avoid an extra trip.  
 
The interview question guide (refer to ‘Appendices’ section of report) was devised in line with the 
conceptual framework outlined in section 1.2 – the four broad areas of inquiry supplemented by a 
subset of questions to ensure fair coverage for each segment of concern. The guide supported the 
interview process in semi-structured fashion in order to enable members to speak freely to a large 
extent while keeping to the desired track of inquiry. The following segment of the report reveals the 
stories that emerged from the families interviewed. 
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Preamble 

 

This segment of the report presents the ethnographies of the four families sampled and interviewed 

in person for this study. The families were contacted through the members registered with SCC and 

liaised with via their Social Worker. Each family’s journey is reflected here as a case story primarily 

using information provided by the member during the interview session and supplemented with 

material from secondary sources such as their case files. The case story is then followed by a ‘closer 

look’ section that analyzes the family’s journey in line with the theoretical framework of life events; 

financial management; resources and environment; and strengths, motivation and aspirations.  

In order to ensure anonymity and protect the confidence and identities of the families, the following 

pseudonyms – ‘Rashida’, ‘Ali’, ‘Vijayalakshmi’ and ‘Kaif’, have been used to refer to the members 

interviewed, and aliases given to their family members as well. 

The interviews were structured in line with members’ schedules and convenience, with only Kaif’s 

held at SCC’s premises, while the rest were held at their respective homes. Also, only in Ali’s case, his 

eldest child was a part of the interview as well and contributed significantly to the understanding of 

how her family’s financial circumstances have shaped her upbringing – giving an added dimension 

to the family’s journey through both parent and child’s views.  

As the content is based on a one-time session over an average of an hour-long interview for each 

family, the stories are by no means meant to be an all-encompassing life story nor an adequate 

juncture to attempt generalizations. Rather, this effort for qualitative depth into each family’s life 

affords but a glimpse – a snapshot – to begin one’s appreciation of the complexities involved in low-

income families’ relationship with debt.  
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2.1     Rashida’s Story 

 

A Homemaker with Financial Acumen 

Rashida and her family live in a one-room flat in Jalan Bukit Merah – a space she has rented for over 

10 years now, from the time she first moved out of her family home in 2005. A strong-willed woman 

in her early thirties with an astute sense of financial management, Rashida holds the responsibility 

of budgeting the family’s monthly household expenses even as she finds herself a hands-on full-time 

homemaker with four young children, all under the age of 12, to take care of.  

Rashida’s husband Idris, 40, is the family’s sole breadwinner; he recently gave up his job in March 

2016 as a full-time cleaner due to inconsistencies in his salary pay-outs and an undesirable work 

environment. He now works ad hoc as a mover in events management, earning $70 per day and 

oftentimes goes a week or more without work, leaving him and his family in an unstable income 

situation: “One week also there’s no job ah. If there is a job, there is a pay; no job, no pay. So if one 

week – two-three days; if one week sometimes also no job”.  

Rashida approximates an average monthly income of $600 – a return to similar earnings from the 

kind of part-time work taken on when the couple was first married, and a drastic drop from Idris’ 

full-time salary of $1,400. As such, with a family of four young dependents now, their $26/month rent 

fee is a challenge to meet on occasion and in fact, on the very day interviewed, Rashida faced an 

eviction notice from the HDB. The letter prompted panic and pressure to pay; they currently have an 

estimated $700 in arrears for house rent, having cleared past arrears in rent and utilities of over 

$1,000 for which they had had to take a loan. 

When asked when she first felt the weight of debt on her family, Rashida pegs the outstanding bills 

accumulation to three years ago and their inability to manage constant payments on a part-time 

salary. Of her predicament she states:  

 

… his pay is only $70; I got a lot of things to settle – I think it’s not enough…. We loan 

this thing; we takes time to pay, that’s the problem. We think that we can solve the 

problem but I don’t think so la – it become more, more, more because we need to 

settle this loan and we need to re-do again la, same; every month pay bill; pay bill, 

pay loan, pay bill, pay loan; I think it’s never end ah; so until he get full job; 

permanent… He manage to pay the loan then we start again new. 

 

With no intention to study further and a current formal education till primary level, Idris – according 

to Rashida – plans to continue on in the cleaning line and is currently awaiting the second round of 

his interview in July, at Singapore Turf Club, for a position to oversee the maintenance of horses. Even 

as she’s highlighted the importance of Idris getting back to full-time work in the quote above, Rashida 

receives the job offer with mixed feelings, worrying that the salary rise to $2,000 will trigger an 

increase in monthly rent charge and entrench their financial hardship in spite of – or as seems to be 

the case, because of – better pay: “… I scared that because of his salary my rental all will go up”.    
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Rashida’s Early Years & History of Independence 

Rashida’s personal history reveals an independence brought on much earlier on in life. She recalls 

having stopped her education after completing her ‘N’ Level exam, when her father passed away. His 

demise effected significant change in family dynamics as her oldest sibling – her sister – and her 

brother-in-law then sold the family’s three-room flat in Clementi to buy an even bigger place for them 

to all live together. Rashida, together with her mother, older and younger brothers, moved in and 

Rashida became financially dependent on her sister and brother-in-law to support her study at the 

ITE; “Siblings, money, change right? So change lah. We have to take care of ourself, then our sibling 

relationship not that good”. Her closeness to her younger brother also suffered subsequently when 

he became imprisoned. 

She stopped receiving financial support from her family when she dropped out of her course after six 

months. She then found herself securing part-time factory work for self-sustenance, eventually 

landing a full-time position as a clerk at an import-export operation in Tuas, sometime in 2001. As a 

clerk she earned $1,200 and was able to contribute to the household on top of managing her own 

expenses. Her brief mention of having secured the job via a recommendation from then MCYS due to 

being “under probation” for having “some problem”, implies the possibility of having faced legal 

trouble.  

 

A Committed Mother & Teacher 

By 2005, Rashida moved out to her current rental flat. She quit her job and soon after had her first 

child. Her marriage to Idris at the age of 21 in 2006, followed closely after. Their wedding was the 

second one for Idris – after a difficult past relationship with his first wife, with whom he has three 

children. He received custody of his children but they were taken care of and brought up by his 

grandmother and now live with their mother: “When they are in school time, they never stay with 

the mother… they staying with their [great-] grandmother”. Idris’ past also reflects run-ins with the 

law for drug consumption, which led to more than one occasion of incarceration. It was during his 

imprisonment that his first wife found a new partner and had asked for the divorce. Things appear 

to have improved significantly, as according to Rashida, Idris’ last release was in 2003 and he has not 

been back in since – a testimony once again, of her positive influence and strength in keeping her 

family on a progressive track.  

Idris’ insistence to take care of their children – their second child being born in the same year as the 

first – as well as his disapproval for her to continue working, grounds Rashida at home. Her 

commitment as a mother to her children – the older two both in Primary 5 this year and the younger 

two in Primary 1 and Primary 2 – is indisputable. She sees her commitment as an investment in a 

bright future for her children; this comes through strongly when asked whether she expects the 

children to be able to help out later on: “I hope so. That’s why I am a full-time housewife; I am a full-

time teacher – so I will make sure that they study well. Not for me lah, for them lah; a better life… I 

don’t want them to taste the taste that I have already taste… I want them to have a better life”. For 

now though, Rashida remains clear about wanting her children to focus only on studying, with the 

financial burden – in her view – to be solely and rightfully borne by their father.  
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She firmly expresses her need to see to her children’s care with no intention in the immediate future 

to return to work herself; her choice is further bound by her husband’s lack of trust in the ability of 

child-care facilities or informal resources to provide adequate supervision. Even with all four 

children attending the same school – Blangah Rise Primary School – Rashida’s day goes in waiting 

out the different times her children end their lessons, ranging from 1.30pm to 5pm. With them not 

getting placement at a school closer by, Rashida has to take two buses to and fro with her children 

that adds to her monthly transport cost, which she says a monthly school assistance1 of $10 per 

child’s EZ link transport card does not sufficiently cover.  

 

Rationing for her Children’s Future 

Rashida’s routine gets disrupted by frequent visits by her in-laws for their medical check-ups – their 

stay likely compounding both basic household expenses such as food and transport, as well as stress 

levels in having to cope. She approached SCC for help in 2013, largely for her children’s educational 

needs and food rations. Her wisdom and commitment towards ensuring sustainability for her 

children’s education is clear when she took her Social Worker’s advice to ration the 24-month cap on 

SPMF allowance; as a child in primary school is assisted with $60/month while one in secondary 

school receives $95/month, Rashida’s rationing means that her younger two children who are still 

eligible to receive SPMF allowance, will have their assistance come to a stop in the interim in order 

for a possible resumption later and with greater assistance amounts, once they enter secondary 

school. When asked how she uses the SPMF, she says it is used for the children’s extra classes2 and 
that the fund has enabled her to cater to her children’s simple desires of wanting to eat “a little bit 

nice food like McDonald’s [or] KFC” on occasion – it is a modest allowance that importantly secures 

her ability to provide for her children.  

Her intention to see her children through their educational journeys is further supported by her 

intention to start saving for their future – the latter emerging with her idea to get a bank book: “I 

need it [the bank book] because [of] some purpose – people need to transfer or what… and I need to 

save for my kids…”. What has kept her from doing so is the minimum deposit of $500 required to 

open the account.  

 

A Monthly Struggle to Survive 

On being asked for a rough breakdown on how she would budget the $1,400 salary initially brought 

home by Idris, Rashida reveals that he would receive it in two parts on the 5th and 20th of the month, 

with the first $700 steeply reduced to $300-$400 after CPF-cut. Working with this amount in hand, 

she proceeds to provide the following detailed description: 

 

Okay, so I have to take some – I pay a little bit; I can’t pay full amount of the bill. So if 

rental $26, I got outstanding balance $300 or $200 plus, I’ll pay $52 for 2 months. 

Okay then I’ll take another $50 for SP, then I will take $50 for Town Council; I will 

                                                           
1 Rashida’s children are covered under the MOE-FAS. 
2 The children are enrolled in classes held by Mendaki on Saturdays.  
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take $30 for top-up PayU electric. Okay, then a balance I go and buy food for my kids. 

Then expenses go to school; top-up EZ link. Okay then I have to wait for the 20th – I’m 

struggle also la. On the 20th a bit full $700, there’s no CPF-cut so if he do OT, he will 

bring back $800 plus. That’s the time when I can release my stress ah. But not so 

much la – release stress. I have to take some of it to pay again end of the month, rent. 

Like that la, that’s the routine I’m doing. 

 

Rashida’s management of expenses in her extensive breakdown is apparent. Her strategy to 

pay rent for two months reflects an effort to clear the family’s $700 in arrears – bills that 

may have accumulated when the couple strategized to prioritize the repayment of loans 

they had taken from licensed moneylenders that amounted to $3,000. This is evident in 

Rashida’s response to how they manage money shortage: “I have to skip rented house, skip 

the SP, just to pay the loan because if I never pay the loan, I will pay interest”.  

The steep interest rate of the loans ranged from 80% to 150%, explaining why there was 

great pressure to clear this debt above any other payment. Ironically, the loan had been 

taken to facilitate clearance of past arrears in rent, utilities and Town Council service 

maintenance charges but in the process of loan repayment, new arrears have accumulated, 

leaving the family still in debt. An application in May 2016 to the FCF for an emergency $200 

in assistance to avoid a cut-off in power supply and water reduction reveals the family’s on-

going financial woes to stay on par with household bills. Even so, with Rashida’s monthly 
budgeting and due diligence to set money aside to repay the loan, the family cleared a 

significant sum by August 2015. She illuminates her partnership with her husband when 

revealing, “before he take the loan, he will discuss with me because I’m the one who take 

care of the money management”.  

On her part, Rashida maintains the role of accountability for how the hard-earned money is 

budgeted and spent, so that no quarrels arise between the couple due to money matters: 

“when you get pay, I am the one who pay the bill so [that] I can see; I am the one paying. I 

will show him the receipt – I did pay this, pay this, pay this. So the next step, the next 

payment – salary, we have to do the same thing so we never add up outstanding balance 

again”. It is Rashida as well, who has been at the forefront of negotiations to repay the 

family’s arrears in manageable instalments and continues to budget Idris’ part-time income 

staying firm on an unchanged principle: “my first priority is the kids”. 

 

A Mindset for the Future 

As her children grow, new kinds of demands replace the expenses once incurred by milk 

and pampers: “they ask me for new bags; they ask me for new shoe[s] – I said okay can, wait; 

I’m trying my best but you wait”. Yet, even so, when asked if she would approach any other 

agencies for help, Rashida’s response is telling of her attitude: “No la, I’m not that greedy… 

one [agency’s assistance] is enough… there’s more people that need help, more than me, so 

it’s okay; just have one is enough for me”. She maintains a similar attitude of independent-

thinking when it comes to tapping on informal networks for help: “I don’t like to burden no 

matter they are my own family… they got their life, they got their kids, they got their things 
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to do la. So I don’t like to burden them like ask them to look after my kids… I take care of my 

kids myself”.  

Rashida looks up to her mother, who passed away in 2011, as her role model, and echoes 

the following sentiment when asked about her: “She’s a very soft-hearted lady… she never 

easily get angry ah. She look after the kids; she can cook for us… She is the one that 

encourage me whenever I got problem…”. Her mother took on part-time factory work after 

her father’s retirement and Rashida seems to have taken on the same resourcefulness and 
will-power to keep her family going, as well as a far-sighted recognition of the patience and 

resilience it requires for their goal of home ownership to be met: “my kids are growing up – 

I think they also need privacy; they need their own rooms… I am trying my hard, my best; 

my husband also doing his best to provide us [with a] suitable and comfortable life… but it 

[will] have to wait lah… slowly slowly…”. What keeps her going? – “When I feel the pain as 

a mother, when I get my first daughter; when I see my daughter sleeping on the floor 

without mat… I have to be strong ah, until now…”.  

 

A Closer Look at Rashida’s Journey 
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Rashida’s life journey is one of an indomitable spirit: a powerful woman firmly in control of her 

family’s finances as she manages four young children and strives to ensure her family keeps 

progressing even as she faces constant financial setbacks. Rashida holds her family together; her 

positive influence on her husband is clear from his clean criminal record from the time of their 

marriage. Her life-events chart unravels an early onset of financial independence and overcoming the 

challenges of a record herself to secure full-time employment. She then sees herself through the 
hardships of losing both her parents – her mother being a strong influence on her life – and her 

younger brother getting imprisoned yet she holds a steadfast resolve to take care of her children and 

see to their education as a full-time homemaker and teacher. Rashida’s need for assistance purely for 

her children’s educational needs further substantiates her intent to invest fully in her children’s 

future. It is a cause that inspires her to open a bank account for their savings despite discouragement 

and questioning from her husband on the need for a housewife to own a bank book, and against the 

odds of putting down a $500 deposit for it.  

Her family’s story is captured in the four quadrants of the theoretical framework here below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 
 

i. Implications of Role as Primary Care-Giver 

 

Rashida’s role as a primary care-giver for her children effectively means she is unable to 

work. Her lack of interest to return to work cemented by her commitment to see to her 

children’s needs presents a case for the family having to survive on a single source of 

income indefinitely. What makes her family’s situation even more fragile is Idris’ recent 

quitting of his full-time job to work part-time, with a drastic reduction and no stability in 

pay.  Rashida’s young children, all under 12 years old, also means that they are heavily 

dependent on her in terms of their daily requirements for food, transportation and 

educational supervision as well as their growing needs for additional wants as they 

transition into adolescence. Rashida’s need to provide for her children – to cater to their 

simple desires of eating out on occasion and wants for items like bags and shoes, is 

obvious and her nurturing of patience in her children shows the cultivation of maturity 

stemming from challenging circumstances.  

 

Even so, the couple’s insistence on not placing their children in any child-care centre due 

to a lack of trust in both formal and informal resources to provide adequate supervision, 

renders them hard-pressed to supplement their income in spite of Rashida’s history in 

having had a job as well as her asset in managing resources – in this instance, the family’s 

finances.  
 

ii. Loans to Clear Arrears; Debt to Clear Loan 

 

Rashida and Idris’ debt repayment strategy was one that sought to first clear a private 

loan with steep interest rates that would have hurt them on much greater scale otherwise. 

Unfortunately, while they were diligent in their painstaking effort to slowly clear this loan 

– one taken to facilitate payment of past arrears ironically – the time lag created in the 

interim meant that new arrears accumulated in the process. The family therefore 

continues to struggle with debt in arrears for rent and utilities.  

 

The management and clearance of debt with respect to length of time required, 

singularity of one-debt-clearance at a time and the inability to stay on top of current 

household expenses while clearing debt, surfaces clearly in Rashida’s case. Her strategy 

to alternate rent payment every other month reflects her effort and awareness of keeping 

up with debt clearance even as she faces eviction notices and a threat to cut off her 

utilities. Her appeal for emergency assistance at this juncture therefore becomes critical 

for her family’s ability to keep moving forward rather than be left daunted by the 

implications of official measures that would stricken their already minimalist daily life 

routine. 

 

iii. Children as the Future 

 

Rashida conceives of her full-time commitment to her children as an investment in their 

future and sees their hardship as her reason to keep being strong. Her role as primary 

care-giver while weighing heavily in its implications for income, works just as effectively 

as a source of motivation to see her family emerge from debt and move towards home 
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ownership. Her consistency in prioritizing her children regardless of circumstance comes 

through in all four quadrants of theoretical analysis – her precedence for their expenses 

over and above other payments; her reliance on official assistance for her children’s 

education and their food, as well as rationing the SPMF allowance for future eligibility; 

and finally her goal for home ownership to give her children a better life and the privacy 

they would need as they grow older.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

Rashida’s story reveals a situation marked by gendered division of labour – one that both works for 

the family’s regular functioning as well as may not be ideal in supporting their urgent need to boost 

their income. Rashida’s multiple roles as mother, teacher, finance-manager and overall care-giver for 

her family and in-laws, reflects her abilities in being able to provide for her family yet bound by hard-

pressed circumstances and a belief-system that contains this provision within restricted measure.  

The family’s fragility in finances leaves them constantly on edge and in great anxiety to meet their 

payments regularly. Their resilience in this regard to not only clear past debt but press on to clear 

outstanding bills is highly laudable; its sustenance equally dependent on both continued financial 

assistance as well as official recognition and support for charges such as rent to be kept at bay for a 

critical grace period that would facilitate the family’s transition out of poverty and encourage their 

goals for better livelihood.  
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2.2      Ali’s Story 

 

From Business-Owner to Sudden Bankruptcy & a Hefty Bank Loan  

Ali is a single-parent, now 55 years of age, with severe visual impairment after contracting Steven-

Johnsons disease in his mid-twenties. His condition leaves him home-bound, unable to return to 

regular formal employment and indefinitely dependent on official assistance. In spite of these odds, 
he has raised three children – Aminah (21); Hussein (19); and Suriani (17), all currently pursuing 

their tertiary education and determined to meet their goals for the future. Their appreciation for the 

importance of education as a means to a better life is one nurtured steadfastly by their father over 

the years.  

Ali was once a self-employed contractor with a few businesses of his own. He talks candidly about his 

career standing of the time: “I was a contractor that time – I lead a business la, you know… I had a 

shop that time in Geylang, I had two shops… [The contractor business was in] renovations and 

construction. Then I also had a souvenir shop…”.  

Ali got married around the same time that he had the aforementioned establishments and lived with 

his family in an executive flat in Bukit Batok before being badly hit by the global recession in 1999. 

He lost many of his businesses and incurred a bank loan debt of $200,000 which he was not able to 

pay up. He was taken to court by the bank and by the year 2000 was declared bankrupt. He began to 

repay the loan slowly, with a few hundred dollars every month; it is a payment he would 
conscientiously make across a lengthy span of 15 years only to clear half his debt, before finally being 

released from the charge.  

With no income and limited savings, Ali returned to his old job as a full-time technician – a “kind of 

work expose[d] to many dust, things like that”. On the one hand, the job gave him a pay of around 

$2,000/month, with a bulk of it going to his children’s schooling expenses at the time. Ali recalls the 

income being “barely enough” and details spending on things like “private tuition… [and] buying 

textbooks” more so than the $500 on food and subsequently $150 on rent. On the other hand 

however, his dusty work environment led to his eyesight deteriorating even further.  

 

Losing his Wife, their Flat and his Share – A Shift to Rental Housing  

Ali used his savings to continue paying the mortgage on his Bukit Batok flat. After his funds depleted, 

he decided to rent out his flat in order to keep up the payments and moved into his sister’s house 

temporarily, for a year. His wife left him around this point and filed for divorce in 2003. The 

proceedings took five years before being finalized and won Ali full custody of his children so that he 

could reassuringly raise them as Muslim: “… she [his ex-wife] was a convert; after that [the divorce], 

she reconvert so if I let her to bring my children then the standing of my children’s religious issue 

would be very very huge… I prefer them to stay Muslim so I have to take the custody”. At this juncture 

of the split, Ali’s children were young and impressionable; his eldest child – Aminah – recalls being 

11 years old and in Primary 5 at the time. Gaining sole custody then meant a significant challenge of 

parental care, supervision and being able to adequately provide for his children.   
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With his eyesight getting worse however, Ali was forced to stop working soon after the divorce and 

calls this sudden loss of income “a big challenge”, more so than single-parenthood: “[being a] single-

parent, actually it wasn’t much a problem because I can cope but sudden loss of income – that was a 

challenge”. But Aminah reveals that it was not that easy even otherwise: “there were three young 

kids so it was quite difficult for a single father to raise… take care of us”. On his employment she says: 

“he was the only breadwinner at that time… from then on [i.e. six-seven years ago when he stopped 
working], he’s [just] got no ability to work ‘cause he can’t see”. Ali’s helplessness on account of his 

disability is a subject that evoked emotions in both father and daughter during the interview.   

Ali’s challenges grew when soon after paying off the mortgage for his flat – a year later, from his 

memory –, his ex-wife makes the decision to sell it. Due to his bankruptcy charge, Ali’s share of the 

sale is held by his Official Assignee – a frustrating protocol that does not allow him to utilize the 

money for his needs. At this point, Ali puts in an application for a rental flat and moves into his sister’s 

house again for about a year as he waits for the application to come through – he has lived in the 

same two-room rental flat in Lengkok Bahru ever since.  

 

A Single-Parent with Young Children and a Growing Disability  

His children, now into their adolescence, had growing demands and Ali, even without work and a 

disability, was determined to provide for them – to, “make it as usual – usual business”, regardless of 

whether he had “enough or not”. He explains his rationale for taking care of his children’s wants: 

 

… you know kids nowadays, what they want is gadget, they want things like whatever 

other children have. I didn’t want them to succumb to peer pressure so whatever 

other children have I will try to give them. So that was the challenge. I had to find for 

every each of them hand-phone, pay their bills; I try to buy gifts; I bought for them 

computer games… so whatever my condition, I try to give them the usual 

environment… if we can stay at home, they wouldn’t wander around… actually now, 

my children like to stay at home because they have everything at home; that was my 

plan at that time – make them feel at home… 

 

Ali went on to describe how all “those new things, trendy things” costed him a fair bit at the time. He 

prioritized his children’s heavy school expenses in line with his thinking to see them through to 

studying as far as possible. Aminah pays testament to her father’s efforts when she recollects the 

conditions of her upbringing: “when I was growing up… I don’t feel that I’m lacking anything in terms 

of financial because my father supported me like normally so I don’t feel any change”. Under the MOE-

FAS, Aminah’s school fees was covered and so “everything was all paid for”, leading her to “feel [that] 

there was no difference”. She also received coupons to redeem a meal a day and while in primary 

school, had received pocket money too. Her younger two siblings are currently receiving assistance 

through the SPMF, facilitated via their Social Worker at SCC.  
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Ali recollects these years of grave hardships, coming one after another – the recession and loss of his 

business, bankruptcy, debt, deteriorating eyesight and his divorce and sale of home – as being the 

most challenging of his life; in his words, “the point where my family broke down”. Moreover, with 

three young children to raise, including two young daughters, and no permanent presence of a 

maternal figure in the house, he faced a particularly difficult and delicate situation at hand.  

As the oldest child, Aminah’s hastened maturity in the face of such adversity is evident in her 

frugality, her value for savings and a general cautiousness and wisdom with which she approaches 
her life compared to her younger two siblings. Her support for her father was perhaps the most 

obvious through her presence by his side throughout this interview. She highlighted the important 

role played by her aunt– Ali’s younger sister – to fill in the absence of a mother in her and her siblings’ 

lives: “She actually play a very important role, like a mother’s role, to nurture us – ‘cause we were 

girls right; we cannot share things that we don’t talk [about], it’s quite awkward to share. So she plays 

the role of a mother to me and my younger sister, at that point when we were young… my 

grandmother also”. She recalls how when they were younger, their aunt’s home became a refuge 

when Ali would not be able to manage; the children frequenting her place every other week to spend 

the nights there and enjoy spending time there while they were being taken care of.  

Ali’s ailing 80-year-old mother moved in with them two years ago. Prior to living with Ali and his 

children, his mother lived with his younger sister. His sister supplements Ali with $100-$200/month 

to support their mother’s expenses and her health-care bills are subsumed under Ali’s coverage. Even 

though Aminah appreciates her grandmother’s presence in the house in her reference to her 

grandmother as another important maternal figure, her stay also presents the family with a new set 

of challenges. “Last year was the biggest challenge we had because my mother had a mysterious 

sickness”, says Ali. Unable to pin down what exactly this “sickness” is, Aminah finally labels it as 

“supernatural” and shares the difficulty they faced in restraining her grandmother who would “refuse 

to stay at home” and would “shout every night”. This went on for a while, from a period beginning 

October 2015 up till February 2016. The family sought traditional forms of help that added 

significantly to their expenses and also saw her through an operation. While her condition appears 

to be much better at the moment, Ali and Aminah claim that “she still feels sick; last week she started 

again –she start crying… she feels pain but how can we help?” The family’s helplessness is apparent 

in a situation where they say that nothing “scientific” can be done to resolve the issue.  

 

Reliance on Official Assistance to Survive  

Where financial issues are concerned, although he earned some money from “part-time work here 

and there” by helping out his friends and sister, Ali’s unemployment six to seven years ago triggered 
the urgency of financial assistance for basic needs. With a load of expenses to take care of, Ali stopped 

making regular payments of $500/month to clear his bank loan debt, saying it gradually dropped to 

$300 and then to $100 before he refused to pay. With his disability rendering him unable to work 

and earn an income, and by agreeing to let the remainder $20, 000 of his share of his house sale 

proceeds be distributed amongst his creditors, Ali managed a successful appeal to clear his name and 

be discharged from bankruptcy by 2015.   

He currently receives assistance from the SSO that facilitates full coverage of his house rent for the 

past two years now and provides him with a cash grant of $700/month. Additionally, his disability 

qualified an early release of his CPF retirement fund. He first received these funds partly as a lump 
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sum of $5,000 which he spent carefully, extending its coverage for as long as he could, and then partly 

as a monthly payout of $570, which he receives to date. Ali’s medical bills for his eye condition are 

covered fully by Medifund through his MSW. He briefly mentions an $80,000 entitlement in insurance 

which falls through inexplicably.  

The family is aware of their heavy reliance on official assistance that, amounting to “$1,000 plus a 

month”, is not enough and remains frugal with their spending by trimming expenses on recreational 

activities such as eating out. Says Aminah, “…nowadays we just eat at home. Then we usually have a 
family day like which we go [for an] outing or for example, go ice-skating – at that time la, when we 

were kids. But now… we just stay at home… watch TV.” Aminah’s maturity and value for money is no 

clearer than when she voices firmly on her family’s behalf: “we don’t unnecessarily spend our money; 

we only use it when we need it, like for basic needs”. 

The fragility of the family’s financial situation came to surface when, due to a change in form of 

assistance where the SSO began giving out cash instead of directly overseeing rent payment, Ali 

ended up accumulating arrears in rent over a period of six to seven months. Though he claims that 

the HDB authorities never informed him that his rent was no longer being covered, he later retracts 

this and holds himself accountable for being indifferent and taking for granted the automatic 

coverage. With SSO handing out just $100 and their outstanding arrears to account for, Ali owes a 

balance monthly figure of around $150 to HDB. Additionally, he has chalked up bills in Service & 

Conservancy Charges and under SingTel, all of which leave the family in over $2,000 worth of debt.  

 

A Resilience to Clear Debt & Save for the Future 

In order to clear this debt, Ali signed a long-term contract with the authorities to pay, without fail, 

the monthly sum of $150. He officially began these payments in September 2015 and has another 

four-five months to go before he clears his arrears. Aminah vouches for the family’s unwavering aim 

when probed how they could afford to enter such an agreement when official assistance itself has 

been insufficient: “the only money we have is your assistance money; so from then [on], the main 

priority is to pay off the debts then after that whatever amount is left then we just spend within… we 

control the money… so the basic necessities we spend first… then the entertainment is not really 

important – we don’t need that”. Aminah’s care with spending is a habit cultivated, or in her words 

“trained” since young. In the course of the interview, she gives an illustration of how she would 

budget money “set out [for] transportation” and where food is concerned she says, “most of the time 

I would save that money then eat at home”. Additional expenses would simply be for school; “Other 

than that I just save my money”. 

While his daughter attempts to save her pocket money, Ali was blunt in his declaration that on a 

household level “nothing can be saved [as] by end of the month everything gets used up”. But this 

does not deter him. He takes it upon himself to be helpful within the community, looking out for work 

as he does so. Aminah speaks of the dual benefit her father gets when interacting within the 

neighbourhood such as with his friends at the coffee-shop – firstly, by affording him opportunities 

through friends to earn “kopi money” (akin to pocket money) when they “lepak” (“hang-out”) 

together; and secondly, the outing allows him to “relax his eyes and walk around”, giving him respite 

from boredom and the tendency of depression from staying home alone for long stretches of time. 

Furthermore, Ali expresses a willingness to work in spite of his condition and recognizes the need 

for “savings in case of emergency”. It would appear that his history of life events, in particular his 
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bankruptcy and medical condition, have left an impact in terms of creating an awareness to be ready, 

prepared, for possibilities of similar nature in the future: “if I had the opportunity to save, I would 

like to save especially for medical reason [and] for my children[‘s] studies”. 

His objective is as simple as it is challenging for the family to achieve: “make them [his children] 

independent”. He goes on to explain his plan of action and hits at the heart of the matter – the 

importance of education, come what may: “My logic is simple. If you don’t have proper education, you 

wouldn’t get a proper job; if you don’t get a proper job, you don’t get a proper income, so you cannot 
be independent. So that’s why I insist them to get the best education, preferably tertiary, even if I 

have to, you know, go CDC [SSO] and ask, or go FSC and ask.” It should be noted that Ali himself has a 

diploma in Mechanical Engineering from Singapore Poly and had been covered by the Singapore 

Armed Forces for whom he then served a 6-yr bond and managed to get further education under as 

well. 

 

Perseverance, Resourceful Children and Big Hearts to Pay it Forward 

Aminah carries forward her father’s desire for his children; her determination is evident in her 

resourcefulness to secure funding for her tertiary education. She is currently enrolled in a course on 

international business at Kaplan Singapore and has a year left to complete her degree. Her studies 

are co-funded by Project AGAPE – where she has been an active volunteer – and a scholarship from 

the MILK Fund Singapore. Aminah had pro-actively sourced for and approached these agencies, 

thereafter convincing them to support her through her show of drive and commitment towards her 

educational goals. With an interest in the Korean Pop or ‘K-Pop’ industry which she recognizes as 

being in vogue world-wide, Aminah aspires to initiate a partnership with people in Korea “either in 

the food and beverage business or in fashion”. Her progressive attitude is further substantiated by 

her effort to spend wisely and save – skills, as mentioned previously, that have been cultivated in the 

course of observing her father’s struggle.  

As Ali looks ahead, he realizes the imminent need to financially support his younger two children, 

both now in Millennia Institute, for their aspirations for a university education: “… I got two more 

children – I assume they will continue their study… I am not prepared for this at all. So if I got 

opportunity to save, I would like to save money for their education, especially Hussein – he told me 

after pre-U he go to NS then after that he actually ask me… [if he could go to] Germany for further 

study”. Hussein’s keenness in pursuing a degree in technical engineering at a university in Germany 

came about through exposure he got while on a programme there that had been recommended by 

SCC. Ali’s encouragement and recognition of his son’s desire to study abroad strongly motivates his 

thought to start saving. Recognizing the importance SCC has played in supporting him and his family, 
Ali expresses his gratitude as well as will to keep up his efforts – “If I alone ah, I think I won’t be able 

to provide this la but whatever I can I try to support… maybe next year I will start to do some saving 

– maybe one month $100?”  

Ali’s goal to ensure his children remained dedicated and singularly focused on studying while in 

school, meant that he never expected and in fact discouraged them from taking on part-time work. 

Now however, as they are older, he hopes they could start contributing financially so that the family 

could go on a holiday. With his release from bankruptcy charge coming through last year, he is now 

free to travel and wants to take his family to England to visit the country of his favourite football team 
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– Manchester United. Aminah cautions him that London is “very expensive” but Ali presses on to say 

“Maybe we will stay there for one month”, to which Aminah replies, “That is why it’s called a dream”. 

The family hopes to purchase their own flat – a three- or four-room home that would give the young 

adults their privacy. “That’s our dream”, says Aminah – “to one day purchase a house, just a two-room 

[or] three-room flat, so the male and female got separate rooms, so we have our own privacy”. When 

asked if the assistance money they received could be saved for this purpose, Ali laments, highlighting 

a limitation in the system as he does so: “even if I able to give them what they want but the system 
doesn’t allow me unless I have income. So… even if I save up, I wouldn’t get to move into… to buy a 

flat ‘cause I need income proof to pay for the loan”. His children’s independence and income-earning 

capability then become the way forward for eligibility on a housing loan.  

As the interview came to an end, Ali’s generosity to share his story without any qualms about his 

name being revealed reflected the family’s appreciation for the assistance they have received to face 

challenging times: “… if I can help other people I don’t mind… I get from people then must pass back 

to the community also”. 

 

A Closer Look at Ali’s Journey 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



26 
 

Ali’s journey reflects the vulnerability of even a seemingly financially secure household, to the larger 

socio-economic environment and uncontrollable global forces; it shows how the suddenness of large-

scale loss in livelihood within a recessive climate, plummets a family from stable self-sustenance into 

debt and breakdown. A series of unfortunate factors, primarily Ali’s crippling eye condition but also 

his marital strife and divorce, bankruptcy on account of a hefty bank loan and the sale of his flat, leave 

him grappling with three young dependents to raise amidst displaced living arrangements and a new 

and unavoidable reliance on official aid. One sees the drastic drop in the family’s stability in the 

steepness of their line of life-events in the chart above, with assistance as well as Ali’s diligence in 

slowly paying back his loan, then gradually lightening the weight of debt on his family.  

His challenges have been multifold, in close succession and with no quick or easy solution in sight – 

his eye condition incurable; his home now in rental housing; and his children so young and 

impressionable, still schooling – greatly tested his resilience.  

 

i. Health as Disability & Source of Unemployment 

 

Perhaps Ali’s greatest woe and source of helplessness to get his family out of financial 

debt and dependence is his incurable eye disease – his health. From his story, one sees 

him having to forcefully stop work as a technician due to his worsening sight and 

therefore unable to bring in any source of stable or sufficient income to keep his family 

afloat. His condition in fact leaves him in great difficulty to even walk about independently 

and so keeps him home-bound and prone to depression from being alone and indoors 

most of the time.  

 

The link here between health as disability, leading to unemployability, and poverty 

entrenchment, surfaces strongly. For one, it renders the individual physically unable to 

work; and secondly, with a condition like Ali’s that affects a basic sensory tool such as 

eyesight, there is also undoubtedly a greater implication of psychological well-being at 

stake – one that may likely influence decision-making ability and place the family at 

greater risk of turmoil and a downward spiral.  

 

In this light, Ali’s clarity of focus in putting his children through school, prioritizing their 

needs to prevent and protect them from negative peer influence, and his perseverance to 

clear his debts, cannot be downplayed as determined progressive action in spite of the 

odds. Furthermore, he strengthened resolve to keep moving is evident in his self-drive 

and initiative to go out and interact with friends within the neighbourhood and hold alive 

his dream to take his children abroad for a holiday someday – once more, the significance 

of these points cannot be belittled for their importance in maintaining an individual’s self-

concept and daily functioning.  

 

ii. Priorities in Budgeting 

 

The pyramid in the blue quadrant (seen in the framework on the following page) clearly 

reflects the family’s priorities in managing their assistance money: giving precedence to 

clearing their debts and basic needs, and thereafter ensuring sufficient coverage of 



27 
 

schooling expenses. Any other unforeseen expense such as that incurred by Aminah’s 

grandmother’s illness or the family overlooking the SSO’s change in assistance format, 

has a heavy implication on their ability to manage. Such fragility in finances leads, on 

occasion, to a build up of outstanding payments, dragging on the family’s debt trap and 

delaying their overall emergence from poverty.  

 

The critical value and intervention of official assistance becomes paramount in this 

instance. The green quadrant reveals just how greatly reliant Ali’s family is, on a 

multitude of formal aid sources, on account of his disability and his children’s educational 

needs. The breadth of their dependence on formal agents appears greater than that on 

Ali’s sister and neighbours – the informal resources and support system. Even so, 

considering the great significance of her home as a place of safety and love and her role 

as maternal figure to young children at a time of crucial need, it would be inaccurate to 

undermine the value of Ali’s sister. Similarly, while in terms of financial help, Ali’s 

earnings from ad hoc jobs sourced through friends may not be much – just “kopi money” 

– the meaningfulness underlying his continued socialization and interactions within the 

community significantly enrich his well-being. 
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iii. Adversity as a means to Advance 

Ali’s children – particularly Aminah – are the greatest reflection of how the same 

environment of adversity can cultivate a hotbed of reasons to advance and overcome the 

challenges faced. Aminah’s frugality, her consistent attempts to save her money, her 

supportiveness towards her father and her drive to succeed by sourcing out funding for 

her education, showcase a range of life skills and attributes honed because of her humble 

means of existence. The family’s strength as a unit appears to be as great, if not their 
greatest – source of support, as their dependence on monetary assistance. Ali’s goal to 

educate his children as far as possible is carried forward through his children’s desire to 

now achieve that same ambition of earning degrees in their respective fields of interest. 

In doing so, they move closer to the aim of independence through job security and stable 

income. As Ali’s drive once did, now his children’s drive does, to motivate him to save, 

even the smallest amount, to support their ambitions of a university education. The spiral 

of adversities that once tragically destabilized the family may be contextualized as a 

current that today regularly stimulates the family’s dreams and desires in pursuit of a 

better life for the coming future.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

Ali’s life journey adds value to this report by unravelling events over the longest stretch – about 25 

years – out of all four case stories. As a result, one observes the painstakingly slow process of 

emerging from debt and poverty after a sudden series of life-events lands a stable family in terribly 

dire circumstances. The mark of growing and worsening disability leaves a lasting implication on the 

family’s now severely compromised state towards financial independence and draws in its turn, an 

unavoidable relationship between health and financial sustainability. It is important to note that not 

only does poor health render an outcome of unemployability but compounds the loss of income with 

a burden of medical expenses. The effect of health on financial stability is therefore doubly heavy.  

On the other hand, the longevity of Ali and his family’s struggle has also revealed a remarkable 

resilience and success to beat the odds of financial and other forms of hardship. With Ali’s children 

all successfully in pursuit of their tertiary education and fired up by ambition to further their studies, 

Ali’s plan for their independence is well under way. His perseverance to see them through is now a 

sustained strength to save for the future. The family’s appreciation of their circumstances is reflected 

in their generosity to help others through their story rather than be held back by the soreness of their 

difficulties and sensitivity of financial issues. Their attitude suggests the dual nature of trying times 

and the ability to retain control through one’s perception of making the most out of the situation, 

even when it seems like all hope is lost.   
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2.3      Vijayalakshmi’s Story 

 

All in the Family 

Vijayalakshmi and her husband Leonard are a young Anglo-Indian couple in their mid-thirties, living 

with their three young children and pet dog in a 2-room rental flat with a monthly rental fee of $250 

in Lengkok Bahru, which they have occupied for almost 2 years now. Prior to rental housing, they 
lived with Leonard’s parents. The couple are both formally educated till Secondary 4, without having 

completed their ‘O’ Level exam. 

Their children are all below 12 years of age, with their eldest – son Siva, 7, having just entered 

Primary 1 this year (2016). Siva is Vijayalakshmi’s son from a past relationship and has recently been 

legally adopted by Leonard in March 2016; Leonard and Siva share a close and healthy relationship, 

and the former felt strongly for the adoption so that Siva could have a father’s name on his official 

documents. The adoption coming through this year was a huge milestone for the couple.  

 

The Cost of Child-Care 

Their two daughters Leena, aged 2, and Latika, 3, are currently in Arts Junior Montessori – a child-

care centre in the vicinity, about 600m away from their home. The centre’s strict policy of timely 

pick-up means that Vijayalakshmi must rush by taxi from picking up Siva from his student care centre 

at 6.30pm to reach her daughters by 7pm, or incur a late penalty of $1/minute; she mentions an 

incident where she had once been “half an hour late” and told to “pay hundred dollars”! Thankfully, 

the charge was waived on account of being a first-time occurrence but the resultant pressure to 

ensure punctual pick-up has left Vijayalakshmi without much option but to pay for costly taxi fares. 

Both girls suffer from asthma and Leena requires special milk formula due to allergies. The cost of 

one tin of Step 3 milk formula is $82 and lasts a week with both girls drinking it; in effect, with two 

sets of 4 tins required for the month – one set for the house and the other to be supplied to the child-

care centre –, the girls’ milk alone chalks up a hefty $656 bill on the list of monthly household 

expenses. This is excluding pair-sets of other basic routine necessities such as pampers ($17/pack) 

and lotion. 

With three young dependents, the couple’s expenses revolve heavily around their children’s needs, 

compounded by the medical conditions of their daughters, with more expensive formula and greater 

need for all-round supervision and care due to the possibility of emergency situations pertaining to 

health-scares. As a result, Vijayalakshmi finds it neither possible to work full-time nor consistently 

able to commit to her part-time work as a cleaner without having to reschedule appointments, much 

to her employer’s annoyance. She ends up losing jobs in her critical need to rush to her children’s 

care. After a hand fracture suffered in November 2015 and residual back-pain from the epidural 

taken for her child’s delivery, Vijayalakshmi’s work ability is severely compromised, allowing her to 

earn a maximum of $400 monthly – half the amount she used to bring in.  
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A Further Hit on Income & Onset of Financial Distress 

The couple’s financial hardships were aggravated when Leonard’s driving license was revoked for a 

year in May, just when he was about to be promoted to supervisor and had also been offered a full-

time position as a school bus driver with a monthly salary of $2,500. Without a license, he had to be 

discharged from his employment as a delivery driver, which had raked in a gross pay of 

$1,630/month. His switch to part-time work as a 12-hour-shift security guard has meant an unstable 

monthly household income of approximately $800 – again, just like his wife’s case, half his former 
pay. Together, the couple’s part-time work brings in $1,200, rendering them hard-pressed to cover 

their monthly expenses, what with medical emergencies through the private A & E channel at the 

hospital and forced urgent travel by cab. They have, therefore, had to rely substantially on various 

forms of official assistance to get by and remain in constant anxiety about paying their bills with 

overdue arrears in rent payments, outstanding medical bills at KK Women’s and Children’s Hospital, 

and SingTel bills amounting to $3,000.  

 

Nursing… a Work-Family Balance? 

Vijayalakshmi began her interview by highlighting how her struggle to look after her daughters had 

led to her having to quit her full-time job as a nurse at then Alexandra Hospital – a position that 

earned her $1,200 and a substantial welfare package. Having “no one to look after them”, she had had 

to quit immediately and fork out a month’s salary in lieu of advance notice. She speaks fondly of the 

times when she worked as a nurse, expressing great fulfillment from the “peace [and] happiness” she 

would get as the one responsible for a “patient [who] is okay”. She recalls her first job as a healthcare 

assistant at Tan Tock Seng Hospital ten years ago, in 2006, before she had her son out of wedlock – a 

situation she sums up regretfully when she says: “I had love for [a] guy and he play me all and I got a 

kid”. Even then she said she had managed with her salary and had been able to continue working full-

time with her mother taking care of her son. After her marriage to Leonard in 2012, she moved in 

with her in-laws and placed Siva in child-care at the YMCA. Latika’s birth in 2013 sees her quit her 

job with no similar child-minding help as before and brings on the pressure of having to pay a month’s 

salary all of a sudden. Leena’s arrival within the span of a year heightens the couple’s financial 

distress, and as they move into rental housing, the rental fee of $250/monthly places an additional 

burden that motivates Leonard to not only secure his full-time post as delivery driver by August 2014 

but also take on part-time work in the security line.  

 

Securing Child-Care through SCC 

Vijayalakshmi’s case opened at SCC in January 2015 and has centrally involved recommendation via 

their Social Worker to get placement for all three of her children at Arts Junior Montessori; with two 

children initially further away at Eager Beaver Schoolhouse, it had been difficult for Leonard to reach 

work on time with two drop-off stops, causing him to get reprimanded for his tardiness. Through 

SCC, she also secures minimal co-payment for the child-care centre fees – fluctuating between $5 and 

$25 per child, over the course of their admission. With her children enrolled, Vijayalakshmi took on 

work as a full-time cleaner at executive apartments at $15/hour, to supplement Leonard’s earnings 

for their expenses. However, she soon found herself unable to keep up with her job when her 

daughters’ health conditions surfaced and she would get called in on emergent situations of them 



31 
 

becoming breathless. Though she makes mention of receiving assistance for temporary medical 

coverage for her children at the polyclinic or government hospitals, having had to rush to A & E meant 

going through a private channel and having to pay – these payments remain outstanding. She lost out 

on work opportunities with these sudden cancellations and her employer(s) unhappy about her 

unreliability. After fracturing her hand, she is further limited in the extent of how many cleaning jobs 

she can attend to daily.  

 

Debt Management with Official Assistance 

Vijayalakshmi and Leonard’s assistance extends to monthly cash grants from the SSO, ranging from 

$300/month initially to $900/month after Leonard’s license revocation. At present their rent of 

$250/month is fully covered by SSO and so is 50% of their utility bills. When Leonard secured full-

time work, the couple strategized by prioritizing debt repayments, which has engendered a two-fold 

outcome. On the one hand, their opting to clear Leonard’s past charge of bankruptcy led to a 

successful official release in October 2015; they also chose to pay off a $300 summons to ensure his 

job security as a driver and avoid being taken to court by the Traffic Police. Furthermore, their 

outstanding electricity bills reflect a drop from $350 in January 2015 to $140 in May 2015. Yet on the 

other hand, the time lag produced in paying off these debts has meant falling behind on current bills; 

with the fragility of their financial situation exacerbated by high medical and transport costs, the 

couple had been unable to keep on par with rent payments in between, and even with SSO assistance, 

have chalked up arrears of a few hundred dollars. Vijayalakshmi’s effort to clear her SingTel bill 
comes through in her attempt through an installment plan but unfortunately she could not manage 

to keep up with regular payments and had to stop. 

 

Family Resilience & Planning for the Future 

The resilience of the couple in wanting to provide the best quality service for their children with their 

choice of child-care, in wanting to work together as a strong family unit in securing legal adoption, in 

attempting to clear past debts and the weight of bankruptcy, and now in wanting to make the most 

of their current situation, is clear. As he waits out the one year term of his license revocation, Leonard 

was quick to secure shift work as a security guard and desires to expand his knowledge of the delivery 

business he was once a part of by studying the logistics of the business, and is being offered 

sponsorship for his study by his former boss. As her husband’s classes will be in the day, 

Vijayalakshmi has registered herself for evening courses beginning January 2017, with the aim to sit 

for her ‘O’ Level exam through the Ministry of Education’s Workforce Development Agency, using her 

credentials from the Workplace Literacy & Numeracy test, and eventually return to the nursing line.  

Vijayalakshmi’s self-awareness for the critical need to be financially stable comes through in both her 

recognition of the limited extent and duration of official assistance: “… now I am managing how to 

survive because I also cannot depend all the while with CDC [SSO] help”; as well as when she 

recognizes that Leonard getting his license back “is more valuable” than external aid, for their long-

term sustenance. A third angle of her appreciation for official assistance emerged when she 

illuminated the dire need for specific help to reduce rent charges more than any other form of aid: “If 

you reduce the amount it would be more helpful to me; less burden” but even while saying so, she 

helplessly expressed that “because my husband[‘s] pay is $1,200, the rental is $250”; interestingly, 
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Leonard being new in his current security position does not actually earn $1,200 yet – he currently 

brings home $800.  

Vijayalakshmi’s resilience in wanting to make it on her own extends to her steadfast choice to not 

“trouble” her siblings, implying that they have their own families to manage. Indeed, while the 

couple’s informal network of support appears minimal, with Vijayalakshmi mentioning more than 

once: “I really don’t have anybody to help take care of my kids”, she does make significant mention 

of her oldest sister as a source of great positive influence on her decision to return to school in order 
to help her family “come up”. When asked why she looks to this sister, who works at a “higher level” 

in a court, as her role model, this is what she had to say: 

 

… Because she study hard, she had the plan, she never immediately got a child. She 

graduated, then after that she took her license, after that she plan her life; she got a 

match-making, she got married and she also immediately she married she never 

immediately give birth; she plan, she bought a house, then now she pregnant. 

 

Her admiration for her sister echoes the regret of not having invested in family planning herself, not 

just with Siva’s birth but her youngest Leena’s as well, which she calls a “coincident” and a juncture 

she pinpoints as the start of her and Leonard’s difficulty in managing their expenses. 

She goes on to highlight the family’s current inability to save, lamenting on how the money they 

receive – be it by earnings or through assistance – “comes then it just goes like that”. She states how 
their life events trigger unforeseen expenses and leave them perpetually in tight circumstances: 

“Actually [whenever] I want to save there’s something go off”. She also stresses on their precaution 

in spending by cooking at home rather than eating “outside food”. It is a task she finds difficult to 

manage alongside her part-time work and herself in a forced position to buy take-out on occasion. 

Her motivation to save is clear – for her children; particularly for emergencies but mostly for their 

education. The couple aspires to purchase their own flat someday in order to give their children “a 

stable life”, and see their resumption of study as a means of achieving their goals.  

 

Children as Source of Strength 

She smiles as she relays Siva’s dream to be a lawyer and worries about his poor English reading 

ability in spite of attending classes at SINDA; for his math, she says, “he got 47 out of 50 which is 

good”. Her children are undoubtedly her source of motivation and keep her strong, she says, and she 

“want[s] them to become somebody; I don’t want them to go through what I’m going through now. I 

want them to have a better life”.  

As the interview closed, she shared how her family’s circumstances have created opportunities for 

her children to take care of themselves and help out with house chores; of her youngest – two-year-

old Leena, she proudly says: 
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… She’s still young but when I take the clothes also she will help me to carry... Yeah, 

they [her children] care. And even her own shoe because [at] the Montessori they 

teach them how to do their own things… she can bathe herself but I[‘m] still there, 

after that I will put the towel, she will just wipe the towel, take care of herself. Then 

even the shoe she will take off and put inside the box… very responsible… 

 

A Closer Look at Vijayalakshmi’s Journey 

 

The visual below captures Vijayalakshmi’s life events as detailed in her case story above. The timeline 

spanning the last 10 years of her life reflects multiple factors that build up her struggle with financial 

management. Across the decade, she goes from being a single-mother yet stable full-time nurse with 

child-minding resource, through to marriage and subsequent deliveries of her daughters a year apart, 

as well as a shift into rental housing and lack of help to look after her children that forces her to stop 

working. Compounding factors of expenses for her young dependents and their medical concerns as 

well as mishaps with her hand fracture and husband’s license revocation leave the family unable to 

cope without official assistance. 
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i. Health Factors as a Trigger of Financial Distress 

 

A significant stressor in Vijayalakshmi’s life events appears to be health or medical-

related concerns plaguing both her children and herself. Her daughters’ asthmatic 

conditions have a snowball effect on the family’s expenses on multiple fronts:  

 

a. emergency consultations at the hospital through a private channel 

b. emergency transport costs of cab fares to rush the children to the hospital 

c. special and more costly formula milk 

d. greater need for supervision  lack of child-minding resource  Vijayalakshmi’s 

need to be available on short notice  unable to secure full-time work 

With her own health conditions of a fractured hand and back pain, Vijayalakshmi’s work 

ability is seen to be compromised and her income drastically reduced as a result. There 

is therefore both the pressure to ensure her daughters’ health needs are met and the 

concurrent challenge to meet these needs  with severely hampered conditions for stable, 

full-time employment. The family’s monthly priorities in budgeting reflect this significant 

allowance for their children – as seen in the blue quadrant below.  
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The result of this unavoidable need, coupled with Leonard’s switch to part-time work, 

implies an accumulation of household bills in the interim that keeps the family in debt. 

The intervention of official assistance in this regard becomes invaluable for the family 

and the extent of help received is evident in the green quadrant – where rent, utilities, 

healthcare and child-care centre subsidies are amongst the areas for which aid is 

provided. Furthermore, the relative dependence on formal sources of aid as compared to 

the family’s reliance on informal networks is clearly greater – shown in the diagram 

through the varying widths of the concentric circles surrounding the family’s nucleus.  

In line with the family’s case story however, what emerges as critical is the timely nature 

of these resources becoming available and accessible. The following point highlights the 

impact of timely official assistance on two fronts with respect to Vijayalakshmi’s story. 

 

ii. Critical Impact of Resource Availability 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The first example shown in the diagram above, reveals how with official assistance 

coming to an end, the family becomes desperate to get their children into a child-care 

centre in close proximity to their residence so that Vijayalakshmi can take on work to 

supplement her husband’s income and make-up for the money that had been coming in 

through the SSO. The urgency for access to a nearby facility was crucial for the family and 
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a big relief when they received placement for all three of their children through the help 

of their Social Worker’s recommendation letter. The high fees of the child-care centre also 

proved to be a challenge for the family to meet and was thankfully subsized to minimal 

co-payment upon official recommendation as well. That the children were in two 

different centres also left Leonard in a difficult situation with respect to reaching his place 

of work on time. The diagram below illustrates the second instance of the snowball effect 

and extent of impact such a predicament could have, considering the fragility of the 

family’s finances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leonard’s lateness to work on several occasions landed him in an unfavourable position 

with his employer which weighed heavily in terms of being framed as a threat to his job 

security. As mentioned, the fragility of the family’s financial situation meant that 

rectifying this issue became paramount. The monetary implications of this extend to 

having to drive greater distances and therefore more spent on petrol as well. Leonard’s 

inability to drop off his children would have meant that Vijayalakshmi would have to 

spend on transport to take her children to and fro their child-care centres – also adding 

to the family’s financial burden. Their successful transition and placement in one facility 
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and within walking distance from their residence has mattered significantly and avoided 

aggravated circumstances of frustration played out in marital disputes and a potential 

effect on parenting. 

 

iii. Shortcomings as Strengths 

The family’s intent to stay strong as a unit is apparent right from their committed fight to 

secure Siva’s legal adoption to the couple’s plans to further their education. As indicated 
in the blue quadrant of their financial management pyramid, Vijayalakshmi sees her 

return to school to complete her ‘O’ Level exam as a means of eventually resuming her 

career track of nursing – it forms the underlying support for long-term financial 

sustainability that will give the family independence in taking care of their expenses. 

Leonard’s use of his time in the interim to expand his knowledge base of the delivery line 

highlights a progressive attitude taken on by the couple and one that seeks to make the 

most of even dire circumstances such as losing his license at a pivotal point in his career.  

Moreover, recognizing her son’s strength in Math and wanting to get him help to improve 

his English ability, is telling of Vijayalakshmi’s concern for her children’s education and 

the importance of investing in their future. She echoes the same sentiment when 

explaining the need to not only enroll her daughters in a child-care centre so that they 

could make more useful use of their time but to also enroll them in a centre of quality. Her 

efforts in appealing for their admission to Arts Junior Montessori appears to be paying off 

what with her youngest child’s sense of maturity and self-awareness to clean up after 

herself to help her mother. A seemingly strange unravelling of the costliness borne by 

such a family with young dependents is that Vijayalakshmi’s children are her very source 

of strength and motivation to keep moving forward in life – these feelings most clearly 

expressed in the quotations of the framework’s orange quadrant.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

The family’s trying circumstances appear to have nurtured an environment of self-help and 

stimulated the motivation to keep trying. Vijayalakshmi and Leonard’s efforts to clear their debts 

come through in Leonard’s successful release from bankruptcy as well as the drop in their 

outstanding electricity bill over a short span of six months. The gradual lightening of the shades 

across Vijayalakshmi’s timeline of debt occurrence and management reflects the initial easing up of 

debt before subsequent events trigger a re-darkening of their financial distress. With the family now 

heavily reliant on official assistance, their inability to manage more than a single debt at a time nor 

handle the clearance of this one debt while maintaining monthly expenses, results in an accumulation 

of arrears in the interim. This necessitates the critical intervention of timely official assistance both 

in terms of financial help as well as resource accessibility, in order to support the family’s efforts to 

overcome their debt entrenchment altogether. 
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2.4      Kaif’s Story 

 

A Humble Existence – The Kampong Life 

Kaif’s story reflects the long-lasting impact of past decision-making on one’s life. His story takes us 

back to his upbringing in the ’80s in what he calls a “kampong house” in Nee Soon. He recalls having 

come from a poor family where his father, who Kaif calls an “alcoholic”, worked as a stable man, living 
at the stable quarters and coming home only once a month and his mother earned $7-$8/day as a 

kitchen-helper. His siblings had to stop school because of financial constraints and begin work to 

support the family; his two sisters would bring home around $300/month by doing factory work. 

Kaif claims not really knowing how the family managed their finances, saying that while there was 

not much debt, it had been difficult to survive. He does however, vividly remember the luxury it was 

to get to eat meat like chicken – “today you can eat chicken every day but when you’re at kampong, 

you can’t; once a month, like when your sister gets the salary, that’s the only thing they can see – 

chicken and meat... other than that you can only eat fish… I can still remember that kind of life we 

used to have… that’s why I said I don’t want my children to suffer, like what I saw during my younger 

days”. 

 

Work or Study? – Realizing the Importance of Education for Livelihood 

Kaif himself started working in his early teens, while in Secondary 1. His first place of work – the old 

A&W outlet at Thompson Road. He worked part-time while schooling, earning 80 cents/hour and a 

mandatory five-hour work stretch getting him a hard-earned $4. Receiving his very first pay of $100 

at the end of the month at the age of 13-14, Kaif described feeling like “you are a king in your school”. 

$30-$40 would go to supporting his mother. As he did more and more shifts at work and earned 

more, he recalls having “become greedy”. He struck jackpot when at age 16, through a friend he 

secured work as a waiter at a hotel and gained a monthly income of around $1000. He recalls skipping 

school and sleeping in the classroom, as well as paying classmates $10 to cover his homework. After 

a month-long absence from school, his teacher paid him a visit at home and tried to encourage him 

to return, reminding him of his academic potential. Kaif was given two chances to reform but he had 

made up his mind and was firm in his decision – it is something he wishes for in the present “to have 

that back-to-the-future car” to alter, he says: “And then, in front of the teacher… I told the teacher 

that I want to stop schooling… that was a stupid decision that I made, until now I feel the regret is 

there”. 

Kaif since recognizes the value of education, realizing the difference rather acutely when his juniors 

in the hotel industry rise through the ranks much quicker – “progress is fast” – on account of their 

qualifications and good grasp of the English language. He details how it took him five years to get 

promoted to senior captain and how his lack of computer skills hindered his ability to rise any further 

and become assistant manager in the restaurant. By contrast, at a younger age of 22 or 24, his 

colleagues were making it to front-office manager and senior captain within a couple of years, leaving 

him behind to have to take orders from his juniors: “People who come in with ‘O’ Level, they catch up 

very fast… [so to] climb up fast, you have to have this kind of education”. His salary at the time was 

also capped in line with his Secondary 3 level of formal education, at $1,600/month, for which he 

feels grateful: “Based on my education, I should say thank you to the salary that I get”. 
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Relationships Past & Present 

Today, Kaif works in maintenance for a condominium estate, overseeing the security and cleaning, 

amongst other maintenance concerns. He brings home around $2000/month, as the sole 

breadwinner to a family of five young dependents – all 12 years old and below – as well as his spouse, 

and has the additional responsibility of supporting his oldest child from his first marriage – now 18 

years of age – with monthly maintenance of $250. Of his oldest child he says: “… right now she is in 

the ITE… Actually she can survive on her own already but the thing is my ex-wife – she still wants me 
to give the money”. Kaif reveals that legally, he is bound to continue providing maintenance support 

until his daughter is 21 years of age. His first marriage is another past decision that has haunted him 

for a long time, having been dragged to court on numerable occasions by his ex-wife and losing his 

job more than once because of his multiple court appointments. 

Kaif first got married at 23 – sometime in the mid ’90s, and attributes his nonchalance to his 

playfulness at the time. The couple only knew each other for three-four months before getting 

married, and his wife then was seven years Kaif’s senior and her marriage to Kaif was her second. In 

Kaif’s words, she was “more experienced in handling all this”. His wife cheated on him and Kaif 

implies having been made use of when, as husband and wife, they had purchased a flat together that 

he then lost in the course of the divorce about five years later. At the time, the couple also had a one-

and-a-half year old baby and his ex-wife won sole custody of their child. As he recounts his first 

marriage, Kaif ends off bitterly with “I was left with nothing”. Without a home, he moved out 

temporarily to his father and brother’s place – a two-room flat – that he left shortly thereafter, citing 

reasons such as his brother being married – suggesting possibly the need for privacy.  

 

Years of Great Struggle 

With his ex-wife dragging him to court repeatedly, he had lost his position at the hotel, and it became 

difficult for him to “get a proper job after that point”. Out of work, his maintenance bills for his young 

daughter began to pile up – leaving him in a vicious cycle of getting taken to court for lack of 

maintenance support by his former spouse. It was only on the judge’s realization that without being 

given any opportunity to work, there was no way Kaif could meet these maintenance payments, that 

he was given the allowance of time to find work and gain a stable income.  

His next few years – three to four years by his count – were a great struggle for Kaif. He was without 

shelter and lived at his work premises across his twelve-hour shifts in security for apartment 

maintenance, where he had finally found employment. He worked round the clock and recalls going 

to “more switch[ed]-off condo[s]… [to] rest and shower…”. 

It was in the course of his struggle, homelessness and 24-hr job that Kaif met his current wife. He 

speaks fondly of his in-laws as being kind, understanding and accepting of him and his circumstances. 

After what he calls “a simple wedding ceremony… simple marriage”, he moved in with his in-laws 

before finally moving into his two-room rental flat at Jalan Bukit Ho Swee, where he and his family 

have been for the past 10 years. 
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Maturity with Young Dependents 

Kaif’s children from his current marriage are 1, 5, 7, 11 and 12 years of age – the older four girls and 

the youngest a boy. As a family with five young dependents born in close succession, the financial 

management of their needs weighs heavily on Kaif. His older three children are currently in primary 

school, with the oldest about to sit for her PSLE at the end of the year. Kaif says he is “struggling but 

surviving” and feels a “choking… by somewhere in the mid-month” when his funds start to run out. 

When asked how he manages, he says that he calls up his friends asking around for part-time work. 
He speaks also about the futility of budgeting or trimming expenses because his salary is a “hello and 

goodbye” situation, i.e. no matter which way he were to budget or trim, it would not make a difference 

to the fact that his salary is inadequate to cover all his bills.  

Kaif talks about a change in his playful behaviour, becoming more mature and realizing his role as a 

father, after the birth of his second child. The timing seems to coincide with his shift into rental 

housing as well. He has held a stable job and income for the past four years that sees him working 

from 9am to 5pm daily. Last year, and likely in order to manage expenses after the birth of his 

youngest child, Kaif took on part-time work after his day work hours, working from 6pm to 11pm in 

hotel security to cover his daily expenses that cannot be covered by his day job.  

 

A Heart Attack at 44 

In February this year, just over two months before the interview and at a young age of 44, Kaif 

suffered a heart attack. Stress from work and his unhealthy cholesterol levels as well as an old blood 

clot travelling from his leg to his lung were reasons given to account for the attack. It landed him in 

the hospital for 10 days and a Balloon Angioplasty procedure. While his surgery and stay were 

covered by his insurance under Prudential, Medisave and his current company, he complains about 

“another burden” being on his head where his medication is concerned, as he it costs him over $1000 

for a supply of medicines every six months.  

He acknowledges that he has a huge responsibility to “start off with a big family with children… [with] 

the more children, the more expense” – citing necessities such as “milk, diapers, all these things are 

not cheap”. While his school-going children are under the MOE-FAS and he does not have to worry 

about pocket money or meal coupons, “because they have extra class… [he] still need[s] to give them 

like two dollars” which when tabulated for three children for a month’s worth, comes up to “another 

$100 over”. He speaks of having to withdraw his five-year-old daughter from kindergarten (K1) 

because there was no one to see to dropping and picking her up: “no one to look after her… no one to 

send her to school because [of] the timing”. He plans for his 12-year-old to “just teach her at home” 

before he enrolls her into K2 next year. The couple face this resource challenge even with Kaif’s wife 

being a full-time homemaker; as she has to take care of all the children, do house chores and see to 

the older children returning from school by 1pm, and with his full-time commitment to work, it 

becomes impossible to take his five-year-old to school and return to work on time within his lunch 

hour.  
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A Cloud of Debt & Thunderous Will to Survive 

When asked whether it was possible for his wife to work so that they could supplement their monthly 

income, Kaif expressed an unwillingness to leave his children to anyone else: “I don’t trust child-care; 

maid; even though I’m struggling but I still prefer my children to have mother[‘s] love… I don’t trust 

outsiders to look after my kids”. He also reveals that his wife “is not also that high[ly] educated… [and 

so it would] not [be] easy for her to find a suitable job”. The family survives by strategizing on their 

payments, as observed in Kaif’s elaboration: “…how I survive is like I have to skip one bill. For my 
personal things I have to skip maybe this month, I don’t pay my house [rent], so I use that for my daily 

expense. The next month I will pay my house [rent] so I have to skip my electricity bill. That’s how I 

roll the money…”. Because of his money-rolling, Kaif has a few months of rent in arrears as well as a 

few hundred dollars outstanding for his power supply bill. When asked to put a figure to his debt size, 

he estimates a “few thousand”. Additionally, he has a sizeable sum of $4,700 in credit card loans with 

Citibank and DBS. He speaks candidly about being “pissed off” and not wanting to look at how much 

debt he needs to clear: “I just don’t care anymore. What you want to do, just, whatever come, I just 

take it; I cannot be too stress[ed]”. He expresses bitterness at being harassed by bill collectors and a 

steep administrative and interest charge that reduces his pay-back amount of the principle sum of 

$3,000 considerably and leaves him with a perpetual balance of still owing in the thousands – “I still 

can hear let’s say like $3,500, $3,200… I can still hear that thousand”. He explains that even if he were 

to pay back $100, the administrative fee is $80 with only $20 going to his principle amount.  

Not wanting to let the matter hang any longer, Kaif met up with a bank officer to figure out a plan to 

clear his loan. He managed to receive an offer of a $500/month pay-back instalment plan to clear his 

principle sum with the interest charges waived. But as much as he is grateful for this offer: “I don’t 

want to waste this opportunity because normally the bank won’t be so kind”, he finds himself 

struggling to make the commitment. His hesitation is due to his monthly expense coverage becoming 

even more challenging to meet with the recent health-care having forced him to quit his part-time 

night job. “I really have to think it over before I commit”, he says; “I mean, if I were to, every pinch I 

can feel”. In order to sign on this agreement, Kaif would have to, minimally, not just return to his part-

time job, but take it on for five days instead of the four days he had worked previously. He gives a 

gripping reality check for his plight: “if I were to commit myself for another six months… how am I 

going to survive? Even though it’s not a big amount but it’s still big for me, you know. Because for me, 

like, my family, I mean, every cent counts”. 

Kaif holds himself entirely accountable for his situation and comes across fiercely independent in his 

attitude towards providing for his family without asking for help, particularly from informal 

resources:  

 

I don’t like to borrow money from friends or relatives because sometimes, because of 

money… it can kill your relationship. I would rather struggle by myself; I would rather 

borrow money from the bank or even I don’t mind to… make myself thick-skin[ned] – 

go and ask for financial help like this… rather than asking from friends or 

relationships because… if you get from someone – your relative, family, or your 

friends… you owe them something… you don’t have a free life…” 
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Regardless, he refuses to compromise on providing for his children, stating firmly and repeatedly 

throughout the interview that “I don’t blame the kids… I blame myself”. He wants his children to “lead 

a normal life” and not have to know or be affected by his pile-up of bills. So he takes them out once a 

month to “eat outside together” and takes on the load of financial hardship alone: “For me… now my 

family comes first… my mindset is I cannot be hang[ed]… what I want is my family to be happy”. 

When probed if he would consider official assistance, he replies, “I wish I can have but I also want to 

learn to be survivor… [I want] to taste how is struggle then I settle it myself”.  

Kaif’s family had been a recipient of the GOOD Program – a debt relief initiative helmed by MWS in 

2015 in celebration of Singapore’s 50th birthday. In order to ease the burden of debt on 388 

beneficiaries – recommended by their Social Workers, direct payments were paid from agency to 

debtor of up to $5,000. Kaif’s family received a relief of over $2,000, which partly cleared their arrears 

in power supply and house rent bills. When asked what he felt about the relief, Kaif expresses 

gratitude for the timeliness of their help: “You feel sleepy like someone just give you a pillow!” – and 

while he wishes for more of the same kind of help, he does not appear to have anything further to 

comment nor seems to hold a reliance on additional assistance coming through. 

 

The Miracle of a Son – A Large Family as both Big Expense & Bountiful Blessings  

Kaif gave a breakdown of his monthly bills, revealing that a major portion goes to marketing for 

household things like food, milk and diapers as well as the children’s schooling expenses. Otherwise, 

he puts aside $100-$200 for a monthly family outing, $165 for rent, maintenance charges cost $20-

$30 and about $150 for utilities. He also gives his wife $400 as pocket money for her personal 

expenses. He reiterates the importance of providing for his spouse as well as his children: “Even 

though I’m in debt or I’m in bad shape, I don’t want my family to suffer”.  

Kaif reveals that when his wife’s fifth pregnancy came to light, the couple were certain to go ahead 

with an abortion so as not to add to their financial responsibilities that would come with another 

addition to the family. They had a change of heart however, when the doctor revealed that after four 

girls, they were about to have a boy. When detailing his account of finding out about the good news, 

Kaif likened his resilience as a provider to never giving up until he “get a boy”. He calls the birth of 

his son “a miracle” and expresses the same hope with respect to his financial situation. He alluded to 

the cultural importance of having a boy in the family to share his sporty interests with and to carry 

on the family line: “I just want to feel like… how it’s nice to have a son”.  

 

A Wish upon a House 

Kaif’s heart attack experience deters him from over-planning for the future but making the most of 
his time at present instead. He dismisses advice to take it easy with work stress and continues to 

source for ad hoc opportunities, working as a bouncer at clubs on occasion. One aspiration he does 

hold on to, with his children growing up, is the desire to purchase his own flat. He details a cramped 

scenario of three of his older daughters sharing the one bedroom and the couple sleeping “outside” 

with their younger two children. He also shares how his children do not have a proper room to study 

and do their homework, resorting on occasion to sitting at the block’s staircase to finish up their work 

when they are not able to stay back in school. Says Kaif, “sometimes I cry when I look at their 

situation”.  
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He reveals that he had applied for a four-room BTO flat three and a half years ago, to a disappointing 

outcome of rejection in March this year when he was told he could not meet the financial 

requirements as the HLE amount was insufficient. He explains that he had used his CPF to make the 

10% down-payment on the $330,000 flat but as his HLE could only cover $270,000, he had to fork 

out another $50,000-$60,000 which he finds impossible for him to do. As a result, the flat had to be 

let go of while an alternative flat is sourced for that works within his budget. “The whole family was 

quite disappointed”, Kaif says; “we were waiting for three and a half years for this moment… instead 

of getting a good news, we get a bad news”. 

Kaif has not given up. With great determination he proclaims, “even though, one day, if I end my life 

also, I want to see my children in a big house, that’s my wish.” 

 

A Closer Look at Kaif’s Journey 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kaif’s journey reflects a hard struggle and equally strong will-power of a young man and father to 

ensure not only that his past mistakes do not affect his family but also that he ensures his role as man 
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of the house – as provider, for both his wife and children. Not only does he remain committed to them 

in caring for their needs and wants, he does so by taking on the load of financial responsibility with 

minimal help from informal and official forms of support. And he internalizes the emotional and 

psychological weight of his financial burden to a point that it has near-fatal consequences on his 

health. The effect since then has been an even more determined mindset to give his family a house 

they deserve despite the huge disappointment of having lost out on his BTO flat. Kaif’s defiance of 

official obligations must be contextualized as a necessarily dismissive attitude to safeguard his health 

and is simultaneously tempered by both his gratitude and intent to figure a way forward for debt 

clearance. 

The fluctuations in his life journey as depicted in the chart above, showcase the extent and prolonged 

nature of his challenges – a steep decline following his decision to marry at a young age and an over-

eager attitude to earn that caps his income at a much lower ceiling than it could have been had he 

chosen to study further. His large family of young dependents keep him heavily burdened with 

household expenses that even a secure full-time day job and part-time work in the evenings barely 

relieve. Barring a slight improvement with his employment and the relief provided by the GOOD 

program, Kaif remains in debt (the largely dark shading reflecting this weight) and plagued by 

challenges of having to support his family, his health now an additional factor compounding his 

struggle. 

 

i. Cultural Importance of Children 
 

Kaif’s story reflects a potential conflict between cultural symbolism and financial reality. 

In his case, it comes through with the decision to have a fifth child because it means he 

will finally have a son who he could relate more closely to and who will carry on the family 

line. The concurrent reality however, is that with an addition to the family comes greater 

expense in basic necessities which Kaif himself has outlined as being costly.  

 

The couple’s recognition of a heavier burden with a new baby was clear in their decision 

to abort the pregnancy yet on receiving the unexpected news, they change their minds. 

Such a contradictory circumstance cannot be ignored. Other than the importance of a son, 

Kaif also alludes to his children as “blessings” and his source of “luck” when after their 

arrival, he is finally able to secure employment after having faced great difficulty.  

 

The cultural importance of a large family is in this manner an important consideration for 

the financial management (or lack thereof) of a low-income family. Their priority of 

provisions for household expenses tops the chart of their budgeting pyramid – as 

depicted in the blue quadrant in the chart on the following page. These household 

expenses are heavily centered on provisions for their children’s needs. In order to meet 

these expenses, arrears accumulate as Kaif strategizes to alternate his rent and utility 

payments, pushing this category of expenditure down the order of priority.  
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ii. Resistance to Rely on Informal Network – Social Reputation & Identity as Provider 

Kaif’s determination to maintain normalcy at home adds another layer to the meaning 

behind being an able provider – a father – for his children. While this reflects the 

importance to project the appropriate identity internally, within the household, his 

resistance to rely on external sources of support, particularly the notion of approaching 

relatives and friends, sheds light on the social cost of financial dependence. For the latter 

scenario then, the importance arises to protect one’s social reputation in society as well, 

so that, interestingly, even with an existing weight of financial struggle, one can live freely. 

Even though he admits to having to approach the FSC for help, Kaif’s relative lack of 

dependence even on official assistance further corroborates with this importance that he 

places on maintaining a reputable social identity. One can observe this visually in the 

green quadrant in the chart above, where Kaif’s independence in the size of his family 

nucleus circle predominates, with a barely visible middle ring of dependence on informal 

sources besides his occasional tapping on friends, and a slim outer-most ring of limited 

reliance on official assistance. 

This resistance towards external support however, has a significant effect on Kaif and his 

family. For one and most obviously, the stress of his load resulted in a heart attack at a 
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relatively young age, and has an extended implication on his work-ability on account of 

health-care. Without part-time work, Kaif is back to struggling with just his day job 

income. He also finds himself further anguished by the prospect of entrenched debt 

without being able to take advantage of the bank’s offer for a generous interest-waiver 

that would considerably reduce his debt size from $4,700 to $3,000.  

Moreover, one could also classify Kaif’s lack of trust in “outsiders” for child-care as a form 

of resistance for outsourcing his needs. With his wife home-bound to take care of their 
children and pre-occupied with the large number of dependents and house chores, her 

potential to supplement her husband’s income is left untapped even as Kaif considers it a 

“possibility”. It also means his youngest daughter loses out on formal education at a 

foundational level. Furthermore, his oldest daughter, who faces a critical year as she 

prepares to sit for her PSLE, is tasked with ensuring her younger sibling gets adequately 

tutored at home for a successful re-enrollment into K2 in 2017. The snowball effect here 

is unmistakable.  

 

iii. The Importance of Education for Livelihood & Family Planning 

 

Kaif’s past reveals unwise decisions that have had a lasting implication on his family’s 

financial health – a struggle he continues to manage at present. His choice to drop out of 

school to work in his mid-teens, having been enticed by his earnings in the hotel line may 
have given him work experience but that only ended up serving him in limited fashion; 

his experience, as he realized, could only get him so far where his comparison with 

younger and more highly educated colleagues was concerned. The draw to money may 

be traced further back to Kaif’s humble origins of a kampong life and the 

impressionability emerging from exposure to his immediate surroundings. Kaif mentions 

that his siblings too had dropped out of school to work and support the family financially; 

Kaif himself contributed almost half his monthly earnings to his mother. The influence of 

one’s household conditions and the effect of trajectories taken by one’s loved ones could 

potentially be factored into the motivation for Kaif’s choice of work over study. 

 

A related point that emerges from Kaif’s story is his lack of family planning, be it his 

decision to get married at a young age after knowing his partner for just a few months or 

having a large family of young dependents that now leaves him responsible for the well-

being of not five but six children and his spouse. His recognition for the importance of 

education comes through for both his career prospects as well as the alternative 

trajectory higher qualifications in terms of a better pay would have meant for family 

planning and provision. His determination to give his family a bigger house so that his 

children can get their privacy and focus for their studies, is now his means to rectify his 

past decisions and reinstate that path of a brighter future for posterity.  
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Concluding Remarks 

In spite of having been a recipient of the GOOD program for debt relief, Kaif’s situation appears not 

much different from other families with young children and in debt. His debt having been partially 

cleared was undoubtedly helpful but has not eased the constraints he faces on a daily basis with 

having to care for a large family and their needs, on top of having remaining debt to clear. Official 

assistance in terms of an interest-fee waiver and a seemingly manageable instalment plan is one that 

Kaif is still unable to realistically commit to as he faces great anxiety over losing what he considers 

to be a precious opportunity.  

His struggle to provide independently for his children and do what he can even beyond his health 

capacity shows Kaif’s great devotion and commitment to not let his mistakes affect his family’s quality 

of life nor have his children be exposed to trying conditions that may place the family in a category 

of inter-generational poverty entrenchment. The quotes in the orange quadrant for his aspirations 

reflect this steadfast goal to not let his family suffer or feel deprived in any way. Yet Kaif’s over-

exertion with multiple jobs leaves him at great risk for a relapse and brings to surface yet again the 

two-way impact of health and poverty amongst low-income families.   
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Part III 

Key Insights  
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3. 1 Key Points of Analysis 

Holding consistent the conceptual framework of four areas of inquiry, analysis across the four 

families revealed the following key points of analysis: 

 

 

 

Life Events 

In the course of the families’ life events, health unmistakably played a major role in crippling each 

family’s ability to sustain livelihood. This featured as a health condition pertaining to the 

breadwinner directly as observed in Ali’s case with his deteriorating eyesight, Vijayalakshmi with her 

hand fracture and back pain, and Kaif with his heart attack. Alternatively or additionally, the quality 

of health and resulting healthcare expenditure of the breadwinner’s family added to the burden of 

medical expenses that the family then has to cover. The latter was observed as a significant expense 

for Vijayalakshmi’s family with respect to her children’s asthma and allergies requiring special 

formula, and in Rashida’s case with regards to her in-laws’ medical check-ups. The impact of 

compromised health then, is that it not only stunts the work-ability of the individual, reducing 

income, but also builds on the family’s household bills where medical coverage is not provided for. 
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Ali’s mother’s requirement of traditional forms of medicine is one such example of medical expenses 

beyond official assistance. 

The woman’s role as primary caregiver as seen in all three cases of married couples, also means that 

she is not able to work full-time or at all, creating a direct impact on the family’s income size. For 

Vijayalakshmi this meant having to quit her promising position as a nurse within 24 hours to tend to 

her children. Elsewhere, Idris and Kaif’s common lack of trust in external facilities to adequately care 

for their children has meant that their wives are home-bound as full-time homemakers overseeing 
young dependents, whose needs require constant supervision.  

Breakdowns in the family unit like the effect of divorce on Ali and Kaif, and maintenance for 

dependents from previous relationships as seen in Kaif’s case, also have a bearing, both 

psychologically and financially, on the family. It must be noted that the impact is sustained in the 

long-term such as through the absence of a maternal figure for Ali’s children and the legally-binding 

maintenance support of $250/month Kaif’s daughter from his first marriage, until she turns 21 years 

old. For Kaif, it was also observed how a difficult past relationship affected his ability to hold on to 

his job on two occasions as he kept getting dragged to court by his ex-wife. In Vijayalakshmi’s case 

however, Leonard’s closeness with her son Siva from her first relationship, led to a binding force for 

the family as they fought to secure Leonard’s legal adoption of Siva. The situation become a rallying 

point for the family to come together.  

In this vein, it was observed that the families’ adversities also became a stimulant for the nurturing 

of life skills and a determination to keep moving forward. In Ali’s case, this came through in his oldest 
daughter Aminah’s maturity and resourcefulness to spend wisely and save as much as possible as 

well as source independently for funding for her tertiary education. Where Vijayalakshmi’s children 

are concerned, her youngest – only two years old, is already seen to be helping her mother with house 

chores and cleaning up after herself.  

 

Financial Management 

The families all appeared to largely budget for basic needs and prioritized family, particularly the 

children’s schooling expenses, over and above other payments. Such ranking was reasoned as 

wanting to provide for the families – the children especially, giving them as normal a life as possible 

without the effects of financial hardship affecting their everyday life. The financial burden in this 

respect is held solely by the provider – in all instances the father or husband – with the intent being 

that the children should focus on their education rather than contribute to the household. Education 

in fact, was the top motivation for the members to want to save money had they the capacity to do 

so, which in Rashida and Ali’s cases, are further reflected in their respective action plans to open a 

bank account and start saving $100/month.  

In the meanwhile however, the families struggle to make ends meet with their combination of 

earnings and assistance, with more than one family showing the same strategy of alternating on 

payments such as rent fees and utilities, leading to the build-up of arrears as the most common type 

of debt incurred. 

Where families did attempt to clear off a past debt, their financial fragility did not allow them to be 

on par with current payments, leading to a time lag wherein new debts got incurred in the process. 

This was observed in Rashida’s case when the family prioritized paying off a bank loan to avoid the 



51 
 

steep interest rate from accumulating, and chalked up arrears in the process; as well as in Ali’s case 

where the obligation to repay the bank loan that landed him in bankruptcy meant lesser funds in 

assistance money to clear his arrears in house rent. For Vijayalakshmi, clearing off Leonard’s 

summons to secure his job and loans to release him from bankruptcy has meant an accumulation of 

arrears in rent, utilities as well as medical and SingTel bills.  

Even so, the families were observed to be aware rather than indifferent towards their debts with a 

desire to find a way to relieve themselves of the load – while for Ali this has resulted in a thus-far 
successful monthly payment to HDB to clear his rent charges, and for Rashida and Idris a clearance 

of $3,000 in loans from licensed moneylenders, for Vijayalakshmi and Kaif it has been a challenge to 

either keep to or commit at all to an instalment plan without their basic necessities left in jeopardy. 

 

Resources & Environment 

A critical observation made within this area of inquiry pertains to both limitations and flexibilities of 

the official system in line with the families’ needs.  

i. Limitations 

Where structural loopholes are concerned, an outstanding point is that where families are on the 

brink of earning better livelihood, they are equally deterred by the automatic rise in rent charge that 

accompanies a higher pay. Rashida for example, expressed her fear for this increase should Idris get 

the job at Singapore Turf Club, for it would leave her family entrenched in arrears rather than give 

them greater bandwidth with the higher salary to come out of their debt. 

Furthermore, there appears to be a futility of saving assistance money for home ownership if one is 

not earning any income. Ali for instance, lamented on the lack of utility of any attempt to save towards 

a loan for home ownership as the system would not allow for it without proof of income. Moreover, 

while serving his bankruptcy term, his share of his sold flat was held back and his overseas travel to 

source for alternative forms of eye treatment that could have improved his condition was prohibited 

– both restrictions meant sealing potential options to help himself meet payments and improve his 

work-ability.  

Means-testing and the red-tape involved in official approvals coming through further stretch the 

bandwidth of low-income families and create the critical time lag that allows for a build-up of bills 

and the pressing need for resources. For example, in Ali’s case, a year for rental housing to come 

through necessitated alternative accommodation in the interim; for Vijayalakshmi, delay in childcare 

subsidy approval meant extended period of child-minding and by extension her delayed return to 

work that costed the family supplementary income.  

Matching low-income family needs with basic infrastructure in the vicinity surfaces as a crucial 

measure of non-financial support that could have real results on improved finances for the family. 

Apt illustrations here are the provision of child-care centres and schools as well as job opportunities 

that are in proximity to low-income housing, both of which may actualize work-life balance and the 

greater likelihood of dual-income earning families amongst low-income households. All three 

families with young children – Rashida, Vijayalakshmi and Kaif – lamented on either the difficulty of 

getting their children to school on time to be punctual for work or the costliness of the distance they 

had to travel for their children’s schools.  The impact of lack of access to such infrastructure therefore 
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has a cascading effect on other expenses like time and transport, as well as resource management 

like child-minding, and ultimately affect the family’s potential earnings.  

ii.   Flexibilities 

On the other hand, there were flexibilities noted as well. The extent of assistance provided was one 

such instance – Vijayalakshmi’s cash grants from the SSO for example, varied over the years in 

accordance with her needs, with the latest figure rising to $900/month in light of Leonard’s 

revocation of license and loss of full-time income.  

The offer of more manageable instalment plans such as Kaif’s interest-fee waiver with the bank and 

Ali’s agreement with HDB, also show occasions of flexibility with official bodies that could potentially 

encourage a quicker clearance of debt.  

Official assistance appears critical for families like Ali’s and Vijayalakshmi’s and appear as timely 

interventions to support the family’s basic needs to a large extent. While this cannot be generalized 

across low-income families altogether, the relative importance of formal over informal support 

appears consistent amongst the four families interviewed. This was mainly on account of the social 

cost of informal dependence, and by contrast a greater willingness to submit to needing help where 

official agencies are concerned. In all four cases, the families remained acutely aware and grateful for 

the assistance received and more so weary of the limited extent of external help – this appears to 

have kept them grounded in their determination to ease off their reliance and eventually support 

themselves independently.  

 

Strength, Motivation & Aspirations 

Families were unanimously motivated to persevere because of their children; they hold on to their 

goal to buy a flat and the main reason given for it was their children’s privacy. This was apparent in 

both families with young dependents as well as Ali’s family of older children. Privacy remained a 

common reason regardless, whether on account of gender privacy or a more conducive environment 

to study. In line with the latter is the other major aspiration and motivation to keep going – the 

children’s education, which the families see as a means to a better future. Where home ownership is 

concerned then, debt and financial challenges in general seem to delay but not deter these families 

from their dream to attain a purchased flat – even for Kaif, whose attempt to buy the BTO unit fell 

through. 

Finally, aspirations that make these families no different from any other but for whom it is so much 

more challenging to achieve and meaningful to receive – things like going for a holiday together, 

buying new apparel for Hari Raya or simply eating out more often, some of which in their current 

situation, remain but a dream. 

 

3. 2 Preliminary Insights 

Preliminary insights gleaned from the points of analysis detailed above indicate the following key 

points: 
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1. Multiple Sources of Debt 

All four families show cases of debt in at least two if not more areas. Of the types of debt involved, 

arrears in house rent and utilities prevail. Other types include medical bills, child-care expenses, 

phone bills and loans from either credit card companies, licensed moneylenders or banks.  

The multiplicity of debts appears to arise due to the time lag created in the attempt to clear one debt 

over other payments, and the fragility of finances that lands the family in new debt, again mainly in 

arrears, that get chalked up in the process. Major stressors that impact the family’s ability to manage 

their finances are caregiving responsibilities and health-care or medical expenses, particularly child-

care (milk and pampers mentioned as particularly costly) but also elderly medical care such as for 

Rashida’s in-laws and Ali’s mother. Furthermore, with one parent being home-bound, the potential 

household income is capped at a single- rather than dual-earning capacity. Health factors reduce this 

capacity even more. In this regard, family structure of a large number of dependents – both young 

and elderly, as well as health and income size are factors that significantly affect financial 

management. 

Debt management therefore seems critical but also dauntingly impossible for the families to practice, 

for debt in real-time clearly is not neatly sequential in when it surfaces. Paying off multiple debts 

concurrently and somehow staying on par with on-going household expenses remains a constant 

challenge that leaves low-income families in debt. It also explains their need to strategize, leading to 

the second point that follows below. 

 

2. Debt Repayment Strategies 

In terms of strategies to repay debt, there seems to be the ability to handle only one debt at a time 

and so debt repayment strategy is reflected by priority in paying off more financially burdensome 

debts or priority debts over others. Examples of the two include private loan repayment due to steep 

interest-rate accumulation like in Rashida’s case, or loans that will clear bankruptcy charge such as 

in Ali’s case, or a summons to reinstate job security where Vijayalakshmi’s husband was concerned.  

In order to manage the size of their arrears and keep from getting evicted or their power supply cut 

off, other than assistance, the families alternated their payments of rent and utilities. Official 

intervention in the form of the ‘pink slip’ or warning notice appeared to work in effectively 

pressurizing the families enough to pay up every now and then.  

 

3. Motivated to Clear Debt 

That they have indeed made attempts to clear some of their debt suggests that there is a resilience to 

repay debt. This was seen through the families entering into non-negotiable official agreements to 

pay on monthly basis, in spite of their hard-pressed circumstances; or at the very least approaching 

agencies to determine a way forward for debt relief even if they could not commit to the plan in the 

end.  

The fact that some debts have been cleared and new ones incurred in the process of that clearance 

due to financial fragility and time lag, calls for a need to distinguish between older and newer debts 

rather than a conception of debt as singular, i.e. as outstanding payment that has never been cleared, 
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which disregards any effort to pay back. This fact is substantiated by the fluctuations of the family’s 

life events rather than an uninterrupted downward spiral. 

 

4. Delayed but not Deterred Goal of Home Ownership 

The families remain steadfast in their goal of home ownership and in some ways, one could say, their 

motivation to clear their debts is work towards achieving this goal. Timely assistance and allowance 

by official agencies surfaces as critical in this regard as time lag is noted to be costly for low-income 

families. A critical period of sustained official assistance or hold on any rent charge increase after a 

salary raise could also enable progress and encourage the families to seek upward social mobility. In 

similar vein, official resistance to provide assistance because of implied rise in financial capability 

with a higher salary is at odds with a tandem increase in rent with salary and in fact leaves the family 

in a prolonged period of debt. More than assistance provision alone then, timely assistance is crucial 

to potentially curb the build-up of multiple sources or categories of debt and support the families’ 

goal of home ownership for a better future.  

   

3.3 Concluding Remarks 

This study affords but preliminary insight into the complexities of the debt-poverty relationship 
amongst four low-income households in Singapore. Through a case study approach framed by four 
main areas of inquiry – the families’ life events, management of finances, their interactions with 
formal and informal social structures and their aspirations – this baseline effort attempted to provide 
context to each family’s unique circumstances as well as sieve out common early indicators of what 
could trigger and entrench a low-income family in debt.  
 
The study reveals the significance of factors such as health, gender roles, budgeting priorities, and 
systemic loopholes that restrict and compromise on the families’ ability to earn or help themselves 
out of debt. Yet simultaneously, official offers and flexibility in assistance, the resilience through 
repeated attempts at debt clearance and the families’ undeterred goal of home ownership, reveal a 
side to the debt struggle as one that can, in due time and with due support, be cleared. The latter has 
also unmistakably shown the flip side of adversity as a stimulant for advancement and the honing of 
life skills in the younger generation. 
 
Most promisingly, this study brings to light the importance placed on education by every one of the 
four families interviewed. Be it the recognition of unwise past decisions to forego schooling for work, 
the unwavering determination to put his children through school even with a crippling disability, or 
the commitment to fight for a quality child-care centre or wait out the entire day to pick up her 
children at various times, the investment to ensure that their children focus on studying and gain a 
solid education is tied to the impact that education has on employability and ultimately stable 
income. 
 
Taking this study forward is a potential second-tier of investigation. Insights found in this report 
could now form the platform for dialogue to address further inquiry within a setting for focused 
group discussion. This could be conducted either amongst the families already interviewed, or by 
widening the primary sample size by extending the opportunity to other low-income families in debt. 
The aim remains to build on understanding that would inform practices and empower these families 
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for a transformative outcome that sees them both debt-free and far removed from the cycle of 
poverty. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

End of Report 
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Appendix 1 
 

 
Case Stories of Debt among Low-Income Families in Singapore:  
A Qualitative Study  
 
Interview Question Guide 
 
16 May 2016 
 

 
Participants to be duly informed of the following and thereafter requested to sign their consent before 
the interview commences: 
 

i. Motivation of the interview – purpose & value of contribution 
ii. Scope of information sharing – in what capacity will the details be revealed and used 
iii. Assurance of anonymity for confidentiality purpose – pseudonyms to be used 
iv. Audio-recording of the interview – strictly for internal reference 
v. Check on time allowance – 1.5/2hrs ok? Keep time accordingly 

 
Interviews are slated to run for an hour to hour and half at longest, with a possible one-time follow-up if 
necessary. 
 
Additional/alternative questions for participants in the GOOD program are in bold font. 
 

1. Background/Context: Life-Span & Life-Events  
 
i. Tell me about yourself and your family  

Marital status, children, dependents, occupation, monthly income, education level, life goals 

 
ii. Pick up on background points that could indicate a switch in life-stage development and 

trigger/create a stressor for the family  
E.g. elderly parents moving in/out [no more source of child-minding]; large/small gap between 
birth of children/eldest child moving out, getting married etc. 
*TOOL: draw out a life graph with member if milestones pop up in chat 

 
iii. What sort of challenges would you say you (and your family) have faced?  

Lead-on question to get into topic of debt/debt as one of the challenges faced 
Financial challenges? What sort? 
 

iv. When do you recall first having debt?  
What sort of debt was it? I.e. medical, loan, arrears – utilities, rent, credit card, etc. 
How did it come about/can you recount what happened that led to a debt situation?  
How, if so, did you handle it or, how has it persisted? Has the type of debt changed/multiplied 
over time? Size of debt? 
 

v. Have things changed since you’ve had to settle debt(s)? Such as at home with your 
family, with work, health or otherwise?  
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How/in what ways have they changed or, alternatively, how have you managed to maintain your 
household/work/health etc. despite having debt(s)? Which part of your life has been most 
affected by debt? 

 
Have things changed since you’ve received debt relief through the GOOD program?  
How have they changed? Where has the impact been the greatest? 

 
 

2. Symbolism: participant’s point-of-view of ‘debt’ 
 
i. In your life/family/household, who’s view matters most to you? 

If that person is here, what would they say about your debt situation? 
Would you agree with them? What would/wouldn’t you agree with? 
 
Looking Glass Self Theory of self-perceptions being derived by interactions with significant others 
(at home and in society) 

  
ii. What would you call a ‘debt’? 

How would you identify ‘debt’?  

 
iii. What does ‘debt’ mean you? 

What meanings are attached to ‘debt’; how is ‘debt’ interpreted 
 

iv. Is having debt normal? Why, if so? 
On debt culture – socio-cultural significance of debt 

 
 

3. Cognitive: Behaviour, Attitudes, Strengths-Based Approach 
 

i. When you get your salary, what’s the first thing you do with it?  
Re-trace routine behaviour to draw out whether there’s a concept of budgeting 
*TOOL: Use FA form as guide: rent, utilities, food, children’s school expenses, transport – 
monthly household expenditure, savings (personal, CPF) 
 

ii. Do you find yourself running out of cash before the next salary comes in? 
 

iii. What you go through sounds challenging, what would you say gives you the strength to 
go through these challenges? 

 
iv. What actions have you taken to help settle your debt(s)? 

How would you free yourself of your debt? Links to debt repayment strategy (size of debt vs. 
interest rate) point in SSRC study 
 

What actions have you taken/are you taking since receiving debt relief, to avoid 
accumulating new debt?   
Have you since accumulated new debt? How did this happen? 
 

v. How do you feel about having debt(s)? 
 

vi. Do you feel able to overcome your debt(s)?  
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On self-efficacy – how have you managed or, alternatively, what has come in your way? 
 

How do you feel having cleared your debt(s)? 
 
Do you feel better able to manage your finances now that you have debt relief?  
 

vii. Has debt affected your ability to accomplish your life goals? If so, how?  
Possible interrelation between debt and poverty entrenchment 

 
viii. Have you learnt anything from having to manage debt? 

 
 

ix. Do you manage to save?  
 
Are you able to save with no debt issue now? Is this any different from savings in the 
past when you had debts to settle? On average, how much would you say that you 
save in a month? 

 
x. Is saving important for your children? What else would you save for? 

 
xi. If you were given a dollar to match every dollar you save, would you save? What would 

you save for? 
 
 

4. Resources: Person-in-Environment (interactions with formal & informal systems) 
 

i. Have you received/do you receive any kind of help to manage your debt?  
What sort of help received? Who/where has the help come from? Family, friends, social service 
agencies, etc.? 
 
Depending on answer, how have relations with family/friends/relatives changed as a result? 
 

Before the GOOD program, were you receiving any kind of help to manage your debt? 
 

ii. How has this resource/have these resources helped you with your debt(s)? 
 
What do you think of the GOOD program? Was it a timely and useful solution to your 
debt issue?  

 
iii. What in your view could be helpful in terms of managing debt or avoiding debt 

altogether? 
For instance, is a crisis loan helpful? If so, how should it be disbursed – at a go? In instalments? 
On availability/limitations of current resources – not just resources directly related to debt relief 
but also ancillary resources in the vicinity like child-care and full-time employment opportunities 
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Appendix 2 
 

 

 

Case Stories of Debt among Low-Income Families in Singapore:  
A Qualitative Study 
 

Consent to Participate in Interview Sessions with Audio-Recording 

 

Dear                                , 

South Central Community (SCC) would like to learn more from you about how you manage your 
financial challenges, especially those linked to debt, so that we can better support you in your 
journey of aspiration to come out of poverty. You are our resource of knowledge and so with your 
full consent, we would like to have an interview chat with you to gather your story. Do support 
us by completing this acknowledgement form of your willingness to participate and of your 
awareness that the interview will be audio-recorded for purpose of accuracy in analysis. We 
greatly value your time and contribution to our study. 
 
Thank you. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

I/ We (the person(s) name(s) below), confirm that _________________ (Name of Interviewer) has 

explained to me/ us the purpose of audio recording with me/us. 

 

I/ We understand that: 

 

1. This recording is strictly for the purpose of understanding and analysing my/our situation and is 
an important part of the research study to understand the relationship between debt and poverty 

2. I/ We can review this recording after the session if we desire by informing the staff of our 
intention; 

3. The Management and staff of this agency have undertaken to maintain strict confidentiality about 
my/our situation and this recording 

4. This recording belongs to the Agency solely and I/ we have no right to demand that this recording 
be given to me/ us 
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5. My/ our written consent will be sought if the recording is to be used for purposes other than for 
internal analysis and presentation 

 

On the basis of the above, I am/ we are therefore appending my/ our signature(s) below as 

endorsement of my/ our consent to audio recording. 

Name of Member(s)/ Parent/ Guardian* Signature Date 

   

   

   

 

*Parent/ Guardian is to provide consent to the recording if the client is below 18 years of age 

 

 

AGENCY’S UNDERTAKING 

 

I confirm that I have explained to the person(s) above of the purpose(s) of the informed consent for audio 

recording of the interview session(s).  I undertake to observe the strict confidentiality required of me in 

accordance to my professional code of ethics and I shall observe all the above representations made to 

the client(s). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Name of Interviewer Signature Date 

 

 


