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President’s
Foreword
2022 is a remarkable year for PPIS as we commemorate 70 years of effort and commitment
to inspiring women and strengthening families. PPIS, just like the women we serve, has
indeed come a long way since our 22 founders banded together to uplift and champion the
rights of vulnerable women. Our foremothers were ahead of their time in smashing glass
ceilings and eradicating stereotypes, prejudices and numerous other obstacles to achieve
their dreams and aspirations, and that of their daughters and granddaughters. They
persevered despite the odds and paved the way for future generations of women to dream big,
aim high, and reach for the stars. PPIS founders rise by lifting others and this is a legacy PPIS
must continue.
When I first joined PPIS as a member of the Advocacy Think-Tank (ATT) committee, the vision
was for PPIS to form a dedicated team to better understand the women we serve through
research and engagement. With empirical data, PPIS can fine-tune programmes and improve
our services to keep abreast with the evolving needs of women.
The establishment of the Research and Engagement Department (RED) in 2016 was a much
celebrated milestone. RED’s first order of business was to form deeper connections with
Muslim Women in Singapore and to commission a research on women’s aspirations as
Singapore’s societal landscape evolves rapidly.
The release of this first-ever research publication on the Aspirations of Singapore Muslim
Women is a long time coming. It is important for us to be aware of the lived realities of Muslim
Women in Singapore, so we can better support one another and achieving our goals no longer
becomes an exception, but the rule.
Through an improved understanding of the archetypes of Muslim women in Singapore, PPIS
will pick up the pace to develop relevant, substantive and evidence-based programmes and
services, and contribute to national conversations and initiatives so more women can achieve
their aspirations.
Another important milestone for RED as Singapore looks forward to accelerating women’s
progress, is our upcoming PPIS Women Space, a one-stop support platform to address
Women’s career, legal, and wellness needs, as well as a Resource Centre for Women to gain
access to information, assistance and referrals. This space will be a safe one for Women to
convene, connect and co-create initiatives to uplift one another, and ultimately, to become
better versions of ourselves. PPIS will place more emphasis on being an instrument of change
and growth that empowers MW to become future-ready in a progressive, modern society.
We also look forward to galvanising resources and forging partnerships with other
similar-minded partners and organisations to form a strong ecosystem of support for our
women to achieve their aspirations. Just as we draw inspiration from the trailblazers of
yesterday, we must continue to be positive role models so the women of tomorrow can
achieve more, dream bigger, and soar higher!
Mdm Hazlina Abd Halim, PPIS President
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RED Advisory
Committee Chair's
Foreword
As a pioneering Muslim Women’s (MW) organisation, PPIS recognises the need to be a
source of support for MW in a society that is constantly evolving. In 2016, the Research and
Engagement Department (RED) was established to reinvigorate PPIS’ cause towards the
advancement of MW. Since then, RED has reached out to more than 3,000 women and male
allies through various engagements and initiatives.
To advance MW’s aspirations, it is vital for PPIS to remain current and up-to-date with
information on the MW community and provide relevant insights and recommendations which
are representative of MW. Consequently, our key objective is to conceptualise substantive and
evidence-informed services and programmes to better serve the needs of MW and address
any service or resource gaps within the community.
With this aim in mind, RED embarked on a key research project in 2018 to serve as a
fundamental resource baseline for RED to better understand MW’s aspirations, their
challenges and the support needed. I am indeed very happy that we are able to release the
findings and recommendations of the Aspirations of Singapore Muslim Women Research
today. The release of this research publication is made more significant and meaningful as we
commemorate a double celebration i.e. PPIS 70th Anniversary and International Women’s
Day.
As we recognise past achievements, present efforts and new beginnings, PPIS will persist in
our endeavours towards becoming a thought and practice leader for MW-related issues, while
RED strives to be an agent of change and growth for our MW community. RED will pivot
towards nurturing a more cohesive community by expanding MW’s narratives of achievements
and success, and streamlining efforts towards improving both visibility and access to services
and resources for MW. We will leverage on reinforced systems of peer support, as well as
deepen strategic partnerships and collaborations to form a synergistic and comprehensive
support system that will uplift our MW.
To my fellow women, be knowledgeable, be progressive and above all, be cognisant and
proud of being a dignified Muslim Woman in Singapore.
Mdm Rahayu Mohamad, Immediate Past President
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Executive
Summary
1. Research Focus
The objective of this study is to better understand the personal, professional, and family values
and aspirations of Singaporean Muslim women (MW) across various age groups from 21 to
62. Insights gathered through this study provide substantive information for the Singapore
Muslim Women’s Association (PPIS) to better develop relevant, evidence-based programmes
and services. They also provide meaningful recommendations to the community on the areas
of support needed to help MW achieve their aspirations.

2. Context and Purpose of Research
PPIS Research & Engagement Department (RED) was set up in 2016, with the aim of
representing the voice of MW in Singapore and advancing their aspirations. To do so, it is
necessary to first comprehend the meanings and kinds of aspirations MW hold on to, as
individuals and as a social group. RED also strives to be an agent of change –– by reconciling
the aspirations of MW with the ever-evolving modern world in which MW live.
While research and publication on the Malay-Muslim community in Singapore is widely
available, there is a lack of primary, generalisable quantitative data on Muslims in Singapore,
regardless of ethnicity. Literature on Muslims largely centres on their political, social, cultural
and economic conditions. However, there has not been any solid fieldwork undertaken on
Singaporean MW or their aspirations. With this gap identified, RED embarked on this research
study.
RED adopted a mixed methods approach, combining both quantitative and qualitative
research methods to acquire richer, more comprehensive insights into how PPIS can better
advocate for Singaporean MW to support them in overcoming challenges and ultimately
achieving their aspirations. The quantitative study surveyed 1,001 MW respondents aged 21
to 62 on their greatest aspirations in the domains of family, work, religion, and personal
development while taking into account the types of challenges they face along the way. It also
considered how the COVID-19 pandemic affected them in the pursuit of these aspirations. The
qualitative study delved deeper into similar questions as it comprised of 4 focus group
discussions with a total of 28 MW participants. It concluded with an additional session to
reconvene and deepen findings.
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3. Quantitative Study
The quantitative study investigated the most important components of marriage and family life
to MW alongside the responsibilities they entail. While top family aspirations were to build a
more Islamic family, ensure children are raised well and strike work-family balance, the lack of
or inability to manage time and work commitments posed challenges to attaining these goals.
MW also shared their top considerations in terms of work and job-seeking. In essence, MW
signaled how family support, financial support and government support are highly essential.
COVID-19 also affected MW and their aspirations in both positive and negative ways. With
increased quality time, including more time to carry out religious obligations, there has been
an increased desire to nurture a close-knit family that practises the religion together, and even
to become a changemaker or leader in the community. On the other hand, a portion has fallen
behind in terms of household financial stability and faced increased difficulty in finding work.
Others had their aspirations dampened since they were unable to visit the mosque, attend
religious activities, or to travel.

4. Qualitative Study
The qualitative study demonstrated a common consensus on Singapore being a progressive
Muslim community that cultivates empowerment, especially among younger MW. However,
MW still feel they can be better understood by society at large in terms of their religious beliefs
and practices. The study reflected how MW valued their physical well-being, financial
independence, self-reliance, children’s upbringing, community service and discipline in
religious practice.

5. Recommendations
PPIS, as the pioneering MW organisation has the potential to step up in terms of thought
leadership and as an instrument for growth that empowers MW, and by extension their
families, to become future-ready in the progressive, modern world. However, it will take a
whole-of-society effort to further bridge the social capital within the wider community. PPIS,
together with partnering agencies and stakeholders, should put emphasis on deepening
strategic partnerships and collaborations to address existing resource gaps within the
community, as well as develop signature programmes to better support MW. A concerted and
collective effort is needed not only to improve both visibility and access to holistic services and
resources for MW, but also to increase public awareness and understanding of the MW
community in Singapore, so together we can help advance their aspirations.
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Overview
As a pioneering Muslim Women (MW)’s organisation with the aim of being a voice for MW and
advancing MW’s aspirations, PPIS recognises the need to support MW in an ever-changing
social landscape. Hence, it is vital for PPIS to keep abreast with information pertaining to MW
in Singapore for the purpose of deriving insights that are representative of them. This will then
enable PPIS to develop relevant, substantive and evidence-based programmes and services
for MW, as well as provide meaningful policy recommendations.
While research and publications on the Malay-Muslim community in Singapore are widely
available, primary and generalisable quantitative data on Muslims in Singapore1 (regardless of
ethnicity), remains scarce. Literature on the Muslim community has also largely focused on the
community’s political, social, cultural, and economic conditions. Likewise, for studies focusing
on MW, more recent works on Malay and Muslim women in Singapore are generally centred
on hijab and the standing of MW under family law in Islam2.
This begets the need for research that will bring the focus back onto MW and their inclinations,
especially due to the absence of substantial fieldwork that produces practical data on what
MW desire and feel is best for themselves in the first place. At the same time, it is important to
garner a larger representation of MW in Singapore to provide a more accurate baseline
illustration of their aspirations. All in all, it is therefore crucial that PPIS spearheads this
fact-finding process to sieve out and take stock of MW’s aspirations, which will allow us to be
relevant and effective in our representation of and recommendations on MW to the larger
society.
Dr Caroline Sarojini Hart3, a social scientist whose research expertise includes education
policy, childhood and youth, aspirations, human development and social justice, posits
aspirations as “future-oriented, driven by conscious and unconscious motivations and are
indicative of an individual or group’s commitment towards a particular trajectory or end point”;
they are also “multi-dimensional, varying in importance and timescale”. With reference to
Hart’s interpretation, aspirations (within this study) are defined as desires or ambitions held by
MW which relates to their differing life-stages, levels of education, social exposure as well as
family upbringing.
Due to the lack of relevant literature on the values and aspirations of Singaporean MW, this
study will provide an overview of their top aspirations, the challenges they may face, and the
types of support required to help them eventually fulfil these aspirations.

Hussin Mutalib, 2016, Singapore Malay/Muslim community, 1819-2015: a bibliography,
ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute.
2
Noor Aisha Abdul Rahman, 2014, Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against
Women and the Prospect of Development of Muslim Personal Law in Singapore, Journal of
Muslim Minority Affairs, Mar 2014, 34(1), 45-65.
3
Caroline Sarojini Hart, 2016, How Do Aspirations Matter?, Journal of Human Development
and Capabilities, 17(3), 324-341, DOI: 10.1080/19452829.2016.1199540
1
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The research process was segmented into two parts, comprising a
quantitative survey component to provide effective numeric data,
followed by a qualitative study where MW convened to discuss and
lend insight into the questions and findings from the earlier survey.
The two segments complemented each other to provide a more
comprehensive outlook of MW and their aspirations.
1. Quantitative Study
Research Objective
PPIS commissioned ML Research Consultants Pte Ltd (MLRC) to collect and analyse
information on the family, career, personal values and aspirations of Singaporean MW from
January to April 2021.

Profile of Respondents
The target respondents of this study were Singaporean Muslim Women aged 21 to 62. Their
employment status, occupations and ethnicity also varied at the time of survey as shown.

Employment Status
More likely to be: 21 – 29 (53.8%), 30 – 39 (49.8%), 40 – 49 (51.4%)
Full-time employee

41.5%

Part-time employee
Self-employed

n=551, 55.0%

10.3%
3.3%

Have you worked before?

More likely to be: 50 – 62 (57.9%)
Housewife

35.9%
6.1%

Unemployed

n=450, 45.0%

More likely to be: 21 – 29 (9.6%)
Student
Retired/pensioned

2.1%
0.9%

n=1001
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Yes, 84.9%

No, 15.1%

Current Occupation

Current Industry
Health and Social Services

Service and Sales Workers
Clerical Support Workers

Plant and Machine Operators and
Assemblers
Craftsmen and Related Trades
Workers

12.5%
10.7%

Transportation and Storage

9.1%

Administrative and Support Service Activities

8.9%

Manufacturing

6.4%

Financial and Insurance Activities

11.8%

5.6%

Information and Communications

4.7%

Public Administration and Defence

Cleaners, Labourers and Related
Workers
Legislators, Senior Officials and
Managers

Wholesale and Retail Trade

16.5%

Professionals

12.7%

Accommodation and Food Service Activities

19.2%

Associate Professionals and
Technicians

14.2%

Education

39.0%

3.8%

Professional, Scientific and Technical Activities

9.4%

3.4%

Other Service Activities
2.0%

Construction

1.1%

Arts, Entertainment and Recreation

1.1%

Activities of Households as Employers of Domestic Personnel

1.6%

3.1%

Real Estate Activities

1.1%
0.7%

Electricity, Gas, Steam and Air-Conditioning Supply

0.4%

Agriculture and Fishing

0.2%

Water Supply, Sewerage, Waste Management and Remediation Activities

0.2%

Activities of Extra-Territorial Organisations and Bodies

0.2%

0.4%

n=551 (those who are currently in paid

Age group

Ethnicity

21 - 24

10.5%

25 - 29

10.3%

30 - 34
35 - 39
40 - 44
45 - 49
50 - 54

11.9%
12.4%
11.4%

Chinese, 0.5%
Others, 0.6%

9.4%

Others
Arab

11.7%

55 - 59
60 - 62

Indian, 8.2%
Malay, 90.7%

Filipino

13.5%

Kristang/Serani

9.0%

n=1001
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Count
4
1
1

Data Collection
The quantitative survey was conducted door-to-door or via video conferencing through
MLRC’s Computer Assisted Personal Interview (CAPI) system. The full questionnaire,
available in both English and Malay, was digitalised into the online CAPI system. Interviewers
then accessed the system using tablets to conduct the interview and record responses. The
duration of each interview averaged at approximately 29 minutes.

Sampling Method and Sample Size
MLRC drew up a random sample listing from their nationwide database of 1,938 households
which included at least one MW aged 21 to 62. The sample also ensured fair representation
of surveyees in terms of geographical location and dwelling type. A total of 1,001 respondents
were interviewed (994 Face-to-face, 7 Video conferencing).

2. Qualitative study
To further substantiate and investigate the insights and findings from the previous quantitative
survey, PPIS also commissioned Blackbox Research to conduct a qualitative study to delve
into the drivers and challenges pertaining to specific aspirations of MW as extracted from the
quantitative output.

Research Objective
The qualitative aspect of the study was aimed at:
1.
2.
3.
4.

investigating the age-specific issues of concern for MW,
exploring the strength of value systems of MW (Islamic and cultural)
determining how intergenerational influences may impact the aspirations of MW, and
ascertaining the desired support ecosystem for MW in Singapore.

Profile of Respondents
A total of 28 Singaporean Muslim Women aged 21 to 62, were divided into 4 groups
according to their life stages. The 4 groups/life stages composed of:
1. 6 participants who were university students and early jobbers (21-30 Y.O.)
2. 6 participants who were married/divorced/widowed with younger children 12 Y.O.
and below (31-40 Y.O.)
3. 8 participants who were married/divorced/widowed with younger children 13 Y.O.
and above (41-50 Y.O.)
4. 8 participants who were middle-aged adults and pre-retirees (51-62 Y.O.)
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Central Research Question
How do we help Muslim Women in Singapore achieve their aspirations and overcome their
challenges?

Data Collection
The qualitative study comprised 4 focus group discussions (FGDs) followed by an additional
session for selected participants to reconvene and deepen the findings from the earlier FGDs.
The final reconvene session included 8 participants handpicked from the earlier FGDs based
on the quality of their inputs and representation of key issues faced by the MW community.
Each session was 2 hours long.

Main Quantitative Findings on MW’s Aspirations
1. Quantitative findings on Family Aspirations
Importance of various Family Life Components
All respondents indicated that their Parents were an important component of family life
(100.0%), while more than 9 in 10 indicated that their Siblings (99.3%), Children (98.3%),
Spouse (96.8%) and Extended Family (91.9%) were important components of family life.
Importance of Various Family Life Components
VI/QI
100.0%
Parents

98.1%

1.9%

99.3%
Siblings

0.5%
14.0%

85.3%
98.3%

Children

1.4%
3.5%

94.8%
96.8%

Spouse

Extended family

0.3%

2.1%
5.4%

91.4%
91.9%

0.2%

1.1%

More likely to be: 50 – 62 y/o (95.6%)
35.9%

56.0%
Very Important, Must Have

Quite Important

n=1001
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Not Important

Not Important At All

6.8%

1.3%

Opinion on Duty of Care for Family
More than 9 in 10 (95.3%) respondents agreed that they ought to take care of themselves and
their family before helping others. Around 9 in 10 (91.4%) agreed that adult children are bound
by duty to provide long-term care for their parents.
Agreement with statements related to care towards family

You should take care of
yourself and your family
first, before helping
other people.

Adult children have
the duty to provide
long-term care for
their parents.

SA/A
95.3%

0.8%
58.0%

37.3%

3.6% 0.3%

1.1%

91.4%
50.6%

Strongly Agree

Agree

40.8%

Neither Agree nor Disagree

Disagree

7.0%

0.5%

Strongly Disagree

n=1001

2. Quantitative findings on
Career/ Work-related Aspirations
1. Quantitative findings on Career Aspirations
Top Priorities when Job-seeking
When surveyed on the top three most important job-related factors, respondents’ main
concerns were being able to take time off for family or childcare needs (89.4%), having job
security (86.0%) and having a job that offers good benefits (83.9%).
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Importance of job-related factors

Being able to take time off for family
or child care needs.

EI/VI/SI
89.4%
41.5%

47.9%

6.1%

33.5%

52.5%

7.8%

52.1%

10.3%

Having a job that helps society.
Having opportunities for
promotions or advancements.

31.8%

0.6%

3.4%

0.5%

3.4%

1.0%

2.9%

1.5%

3.8%

0.4%

3.8%

3.8%

67.4%
16.3%

51.1%

25.0%

45.4%

24.4%

63.7%
18.3%

6.5%
4.7%

62.9%
Having a high paying job.
Extremely Important

3.6%

1.5%

83.9%
Having a job that offers good benefits.

0.3%

2.0%

86.0%
Having job security.

DK/RF

0.5%

15.8%

47.1%

Very Important

28.3%

Somewhat Important

Not too Important

Not Important at All

n=933 (Exclude those who never worked

Striking a Balance between Work and Family
More than 9 in 10 respondents agreed that they want to put in effort to build a nice family
(91.5%). On the other hand, approximately 8 in 10 agreed that they would like to continue
working while managing family life (79.3%). More than 7 in 10 also agreed that they desire to
continue working even if there was no pressing financial need to do so (66.9%).
Agreement with statements related to work-family balance
SA/A
91.5%
I want to exert effort to build a nice family.

I want to continue to work and
balance a family simultaneously.

I want to continue to work even if I
have no financial need to do so.

Strongly Agree

5.2%

41.5%

50.0%

79.3%
38.2%

41.1%

12.1%

0.8%
0.1%

Can’t
choose
2.5%

5.0%
0.8%

2.9%

2.3%

2.8%

66.9%
21.9%

Agree

45.0%

Neither Agree nor Disagree

n=1001
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18.1%

Disagree

10.0%

Strongly Disagree

3. Quantitative findings – COVID-19’s overall impact
on MW’s Aspirations
Family Aspirations
The majority (49.7%) of respondents indicated that their family aspirations were not affected
by COVID-19. More respondents indicated that their family aspirations were positively affected
(29.5%) by COVID-19 than negatively affected (20.7%).
PA/SPA
29.5%
Family Aspirations

8.7%

NA/SNA
20.7%
20.8%

49.7%
Positively affected

Somewhat positively affected

Somewhat negatively affected

15.5%

5.3%

No change

Negatively affected

n=989 (exclude those who did not indicate any family aspirations)

Career/Work-related Aspirations
The majority (43.5%) of respondents indicated that their work-related aspirations were not
affected by COVID-19. More respondents indicated that their work aspirations were negatively
affected (35.4%) by COVID-19 than positively affected (21.0%).
PA/SPA
21.0%
Work Aspirations

7.3%

NA/SNA
35.4%
13.8%

22.6%

43.5%

Positively affected

Somewhat positively affected

Somewhat negatively affected

12.8%

No change

Negatively affected

n=689 (excludes those who did not indicate work aspirations)

Personal Aspirations
The majority (51.9%) of respondents indicated that their personal aspirations were not
affected by COVID-19. The proportion of respondents who indicated COVID-19’s impact on
their personal aspirations as positive (24.3%) was almost equal to those who saw it as
negative (23.8%).
PA/SPA
24.3%
Personal Aspirations

8.6%

NA/SNA
23.8%
15.6%

51.9%

Positively affected

Somewhat positively affected

Somewhat negatively affected
n=973 (excludes those who did not indicate personal aspirations)
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16.0%

No change

Negatively affected

7.8%

Chapter 1

Being a Muslim
Woman in Singapore
Belonging to a progressive Muslim Community - Evolving gender roles,
freedom of choice and individual expression in an inclusive Singaporean
society
In Singapore, lies a progressive Muslim community that cultivates empowerment. Traditional
mindset on gender roles has evolved within the family and society at large, as we witness
more and more MW entering the workforce and venturing beyond domestic duties. Some
achieve this by hiring helpers to increase their bandwidth, while others juggle between being
a homemaker as well as a working professional. MW increasingly contribute to both the private
and public spheres of society, and this is especially the case for younger MW.
In comparison to countries with a predominantly Muslim population, such as Malaysia or
Middle East countries, MW in Singapore possess the autonomy to decide how they would
integrate religious practices into their everyday lives without being compelled by religious
policing. Examples include whether to wear the Hijab, pray at workplaces, and eat halal food.
Such flexibility and freedom are particularly valued by young MW who are keen on living by
their personal interpretations of the religion. Rather than simply abiding by religious
commandments and taking them at face value without consideration of context and
circumstances, younger MW prefer to hinge their practice on deeper personal conviction
through discussions and a thorough understanding of the religion.
Furthermore, the Singapore government’s emphasis on and efforts in promoting inclusivity
provide a Muslim-friendly setting, where MW enjoy civil rights equal to any other races. At the
same time, MW are free to express their racial identity through practices like donning of the
Hijab in most social settings. They also have access to the necessary amenities and services
to carry out religious practices, with the provision of specified areas to pray, gain religious
knowledge and consume halal food.

Building a voice as a minority – Overcoming misunderstanding and
stereotyping by society and the media
While much progress has been attained, MW still bear the sentiment that racial stereotypes
exist and are often associated with their identities. They include the preconceived notions of
Malays being simple-minded and lazy, while MW are seen as ignorant and docile. This makes
it especially challenging for MW when finding work, as they are implicitly required to debunk
such stereotypes in order to prove their worth and aptitude.
The lack of public knowledge on Islam and its practices also result in Muslim practitioners
feeling alienated. The larger population may find practices such as consuming Halal food and
wearing the Hijab unfamiliar or novel, which can lead to feelings of discomfort for MW,
especially within multi-racial social circles.
As a minority, under-representation and the resulting distinctiveness of certain lifestyle
practices (i.e. the need to eat in halal eateries) often compel MW to feel as though they need
to compensate for their position in society. A strong voice to eliminate stereotypes as well as
build subjectivity and identity is still absent but imperative.
15

Chapter 2

Qualities of
a Muslim Woman
Hearing from our respondents --- What does it mean to be a “Good Muslim Woman”?
The aspirations of MW are multidimensional as MW themselves are diverse in terms of
ethnicity, background, life experience and socioeconomic status. It is thus necessary to
explore the value systems MW subscribe to, through posing the question “What makes a
Good Muslim Woman”. This provides a common basis for the comprehending of their
aspirations and challenges.
This chapter therefore uncovers the multiple facets that constitute a “Good Muslim Woman”,
at the personal, community and societal levels. Based on the responses gathered, four distinct
MW archetypes were also identified. These archetypes emerged based on MW’s differing life
stages, educational levels, family upbringing and social exposure.

The Personal Level – Self-reliance and spiritual growth
Progress begins with self-reliance
On a personal level, MW find it important to be self-reliant and constantly improve by gaining
knowledge and new skills. Respondents felt they should be able to support themselves and
not become a burden to others. They attempt to do so by participating in self-enrichment
classes or upskilling courses and by achieving financial stability.
I put [in] enough savings, so that from now until I don’t know when - maybe I have to
survive till 60 years old. I need that kind of money for my daily expenses and things like that,
without relying on other people. Also, I am just trying to really learn digital skills, all the stuff
relating to “digital” [since] this is the no.1 job [skill] that is required right now.
–(51-62Y.O.)

Leading a meaningful Muslim life
Additionally, MW aspire to practise and lead a meaningful Muslim life. Shared ideals include
being able to fully understand and internalise the Quran and to adopt good Muslim principles
daily by attending Islamic classes and practising the 5 pillars.
I guess being Muslim is very much associated to what you practise, like the 5 pillars
on top of everything that Islam teaches us. A better Muslim woman [means] being able to pray
5 times per day, give donations, better yourself and be a better wife [and] mother. Have
a career going on for yourself...all these on top of trying to better yourself every day.
–(31-40 Y.O.)
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The Community Level – Paying it forward and nurturing
the younger generation
Giving Back
At the community level, MW also believe that a “Good Muslim Woman” pays it forward and
gives back to the community. She contributes by sharing and offers help wherever needed
through volunteering, providing social services, and donating to charity.
I think it's important to give to the community because I have [had] this experience
before, volunteering with kids, underprivileged kids. And I committed 3 years of my life to that
[which was] very eye opening, it widened my horizon to what’s going on in the community. For
me, philanthropy is being able to reach a certain level to be able to give and benefit as many
causes as possible.
–(31-40 Y.O.)

Supporting the Youth
Our respondents feel strongly about becoming good role models for the younger generation,
and strive to inspire them by actively reaching out, providing mentorship, and caring for them.
The thing that is very close to my heart is to do social work…I’m taking my degree in
social work, [in hopes of] leaving a footprint for the youth at risk. And I try to be close to them,
and mentor especially those kids under the block and all. So, being a mentor to others, for
the youth, is something that I want to do. I want to be one of the better counsellors in the years
to come. I always see [the] Youth as the future for us, especially the Malay Youth.
–(41-50 Y.O.)
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The Societal Level – Staying relevant and speaking up
Evolving with Society
From a broader point of view, respondents find it essential to integrate well and grow in tandem
with the modern progressive society. This requires one to be able to reconcile traditional
Islamic values with the everyday demands and reality of modern Singapore society. There
should also be a willingness to embrace a multicultural society and not harbour judgement
against the non-Muslim community.
As women, we do more in action than in [words]. That’s the example we set as Muslim
Women. For myself, at work, they now find that [a] Muslim woman is always trustworthy,
and they really respect us for that. They look upon our character.
–(51-62 Y.O.)

Speaking up for the Muslim Community
Respondents also hold in high regard the ability to speak up and provide a strong voice of
reason and identity for the Muslim community. Ideally, a good MW would be able to debunk
existing stereotypes and better introduce the Muslim community and its beliefs and practices
to the public. Furthermore, she should lead by example and demonstrate positive Islamic
values to the public in her everyday conduct.
Some people still make racist remarks and stuff, and then you don’t know how to
rebut their statements… once someone made a comment ‘how many wives does your father
have’, because Muslims can marry 4 wives and then I just kept quiet because I don’t even
know how to answer back. I felt really angry but it’s more internal, because I feel that my
knowledge of the religion was not so good, I felt like, I can’t stand up for the religion and
address the issue. So, I think it’s really important in that aspect to be a better Muslim.
–(21-30 Y.O.)
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Four Archetypes of Muslim Women
Distilling the key challenges and aspirations for
broad categories of MW

The Traditional Conformist
She belongs to the older generation and is well beyond her 50s. She has always gone by the
book in following traditional Muslim values and practices. As her children have left the nest to
build their own lives, she is now adjusting and learning to bring her life’s focus back onto
herself, usually through developing hobbies and new skills.
•
•

Aspiration: To enjoy a happy life while abiding by Muslim principles
Key challenge: To keep up and remain in touch with society

Everybody seems to be getting ahead of us. For me there is [the] digital part especially
because I have no clue about it. Even the handphone I don’t know how to use these days.
There are courses everywhere you can learn, even through the internet. That why I keep trying
to catch up with youngsters.
–(51-62 Y.O.)

The Balanced Striver
She currently sees herself first and foremost as a mother, since her children are still young and
depend heavily on her. Her family’s needs and interests often come before her own, while she
also tries to juggle between the different responsibilities of family and work.
•
•

Aspiration: To become a Supermom and ace all aspects of life (i.e. running the household,
child-rearing, job demands, managing a robust social and religious life)
Key challenge: Lack of time and space to fulfill her own needs as an individual (e.g. doing
charity or social work)

I have lost my identity. I used to be a sociable person, loved to interact with people. I
think after being a mother, I am just too occupied with [my children].
–(31-40 Y.O. & 41-50 Y.O.)
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The Driven Achiever
She still has some time before reaching middle-age and is currently at her peak professionally.
She has received higher education and exposure beyond the local Malay community. Being
focused on her career with clear personal goals and milestones, she usually engages help
(e.g. domestic helpers) to take care of household duties.
•
•

Aspiration: To improve quality of life for herself, her family, and the Muslim community.
Key challenge: To straddle between differing principles of the Muslim world and the
modern business world.

In workplaces, sometimes they ask me to go out with them, but I can’t follow them
because they are not going to [a] halal place, or maybe they go out for drinks, and I can’t really
mingle with them after office hours.
–(31-40 Y.O. & 41-50 Y.O.)

The Purpose Seeker
She is in her 20s or 30s and has attained higher education. The main bulk of her energy is
spent on pursuing personal goals. Whilst family remains important, she tends not to follow
rules and traditions without first contemplating their significance and relevance to her own life.
•
•

Aspiration: To develop a meaningful connection between Muslim knowledge and
personal growth.
Key challenge: To gain a more adequate understanding of the Quran and
Muslim knowledge.

I don’t like this idea that I inherit my religion. I don’t exactly know what does being
Muslim mean, I take small steps, for example wearing long sleeves before coming to the
decision of wearing a hijab, and [attend] Islam classes, where I get to learn the various
modules about Islam.
–(21-30 Y.O.)
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Chapter 3

Muslim Women’s
Greatest Role Models
Respondents regard their mothers and grandmothers as their greatest role models. These
figures are admired by MW as they are often the most influential yet accessible characters in
the family.

Wise, determined, virtuous and versatile
These mothers and grandmothers are often perceived as all-rounders, who excel in both their
work and in running the household. They do so with relentless drive and resilience, facing
responsibilities and challenges head on in life. Nevertheless, their hearts are always giving, as
they generously share their experiences and practical knowledge. They are emblematic of the
ideal Muslim woman who exemplifies virtues such as being charitable and selfless, always
putting others before oneself.
My mother. She had a career, took care of 3 kids, took care of the household and it
seems like she can do it all, and not get tired. But when I do it, I [am] almost falling apart
right now. She makes things look easy.
–(31-40 Y.O.)

She’s driven and she’s selfless, sometimes [even] when she has no money, she will
still give others…she gave up a lot - like her job to look after us and so I admire her
–(21-30 Y.O.)

My grandma, she’s super kind-hearted, she’s the kind of person [who], even if you do
[something] wrong to her, she’ll never hurt you. So selfless and giving and she’s willing to
give an extra hand to anyone who’s in need of help, be it in terms of food, money, [or]
whatsoever, so I think her quality of being charitable is something I really look up to.
–(21-30 Y.O.)
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The Impact and Influence of Parental Role Models
Upon assessment of the MW respondents’ family
background, the study also found correlations between their
parents’ level of education and work status and their own.

Of the 1,001 MW respondents, more than 5 in 10 of their fathers and more than 6 in 10
mothers held ‘O’ Levels qualification and below, while more than 1 in 10 fathers (14.2%) and
more than 2 in 10 mothers (24.3%) had no formal education.
While more than half of the mothers did not work (51.3%) when the MW respondent was
between the ages of 0-18, only 1.5% of their fathers did not work. Besides, while almost 4 in 5
of their fathers worked full-time (79.0%), the same could only be said for 1 in 5 mothers
(27.1%).

Correlation between Parent’s and Respondent’s Education Levels
The study found that although respondents generally attained a slightly higher education level
than that of their parents, they were more likely to attain higher qualifications if their mother
held them. Those whose mothers held secondary school leaving qualifications (secondary
qualification) or higher were more likely to be diploma or university degree holders, while MW
whose mothers held primary school leaving qualifications (PSLE qualification) or lower were
more likely to have only completed secondary education. The same trend is observed when
comparing respondents’ education levels to their fathers’.

Correlation between the Mother’s Work Status and Respondent’s
Education Level
Respondents were more likely to attain higher qualifications (diploma and above) if their
mothers worked full-time, while those whose mothers did not work tend to stop at secondary
education. However, there was no significant correlation between a respondent’s education
level and their father’s work status.
Furthermore, respondents were more likely to be employed if their mothers attained
secondary qualification or higher. Respondents were also more likely to be employed if their
mothers worked full-time. Conversely, respondents were more likely to be unemployed if their
mothers did not work or only worked part-time. However, there was no such correlation
observed when comparing MW to their fathers.
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Chapter 4

Deep Diving into Muslim
Women’s Aspirations
In order to better support MW in attaining their aspirations, a qualitative study was conducted
to uncover the impetuses behind these aspirations, and whether they stemmed from prior
experiences, cultural factors and/or religious influences. The significance of as well as the key
difficulties in fulfilling these aspirations were also further investigated.
The aspirations of MW will be introduced in three broad segments --- Personal, Family and Career.

Personal Aspirations
The top personal aspiration for MW was ‘to be a better Muslim Woman’ (52.2%), and ‘to be
financially independent’ (11.1%), followed by being ‘fit and healthy through regular
exercise/better eating habits’ (10.4%). Other more prominent aspirations were to further their
education or learn new skills, invest, or save more money, and to pursue passions or hobbies.
Top personal aspiration
52.2%

To be a better Muslim woman
To be financially independent

11.1%

To be fit and healthy through regular exercise / better eating habits

10.4%
8.0%

To further my education / go for courses / upgrade my skills / learn a new skill
To save money / sign up for a savings plan / invest and grow my wealth
To pursue my passion/hobbies

6.3%
4.0%

To travel

1.5%

To be a volunteer or contribute to my community / society

1.4%

To retire early

1.2%

To relocate / live abroad

0.5%

To be a changemaker / leader / be known and recognised in my community

0.4%

Others: To be a good mother/grandmother

0.2%

None

n=1001
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2.8%

1. To be a better Muslim Woman
I think, not only to women in Islam, we become [an] example for every woman... our
ambition is to be [a] Muslim that is not just pious but also compassionate, when we talk to
others in the society, we should be very polite.
–(51-62 Y.O.)

What does it signify?
Unmarried MW would like to have a better understanding of Quranic knowledge and the
reasons behind the rulings. On the other hand, married MW with young children believe it
entails having a conducive environment and support from their husbands. Married MW with
older children define being a ‘better Muslim Woman’ as prioritising religion in their everyday
life, while MW above the age of 50 believe that it is about embedding Islamic practices into
their characters and becoming an example to others. All respondents concur that being better
MW means to consistently practice the religion despite everyday challenges.

Why is it important?
Unmarried MW feel that gaining a better understanding of the Quran will ensure that they are
practising the religion properly, rather than simply inheriting it from their family. Married MW
with older children find being a ‘better Muslim Woman’ important as their actions will influence
their children’s perception and knowledge of Islam alongside its practices. Furthermore, MW
above 50 years old believe it is important to provide a good example of what being a Muslim
Woman means.

How do MW achieve it?
All respondents aim to seek and enhance their Islamic knowledge and put it into practice. For
example, by donning the hijab, eating halal food, praying on time, being less judgemental and
more. Married MW strive toward this goal by trying to work in Muslim-friendly workplaces
rather than settings which would restrict them from openly practising the religion.

1.1. Key Challenges to becoming a better Muslim Woman
Inability to be fully immersed in the religion due to a lack of proficiency
in the Arabic language and knowledge of the religion
Respondents feel that their inability to understand Arabic forms a barrier when trying to fully
comprehend the Quran which encapsulates the knowledge, rulings, and practices of Islam.
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I think personally it’s about understanding… I couldn’t read the Quran because I
couldn’t understand Arabic, even though I went to Madrasah on the weekends, I think it’s
not enough. So growing up, when I used to open the Quran and couldn’t read it, it made me
feel like, why must I do this, I don’t want to be doing it just because I have to do it. So, I bought
like a translated Quran in English to understand it first…then try to, learn the Arabic way
–(21-30 Y.O.)

Lack of time and energy to learn or re-learn the religion
MW raised the issue of not having enough opportunities to learn about the religion when they
were growing up. Now, they find it hard to actively seek religious knowledge due to work and
family commitments.

Need to compromise on religion when interacting with non-Muslims
In school and work settings, respondents feel they impose on others with Islamic regulations,
by having to eat at halal restaurants or when they are unable to attend social gatherings
involving consumption of alcohol. They might also set themselves back in their careers when
they openly practise the religion, such as when they start donning the hijab.
Environment as well plays a huge part actually. Previously when I was working in [a]
MNC, it was a lot harder to do practice. I put on the hijab like halfway through my career with
them and I realised that there [were] a lot of things that you cannot do that actually hinders
your growth in the company, so that made me decide to move over to the public sector. They
were just a lot more welcoming and things were a lot easier to navigate. Back in the MNC, I
was expected to meet clients at non-halal restaurants, take them out for drinks and things like
that. That is something that I definitely do not feel comfortable doing in the long run. So, that
was one of the challenges.
– (31-40 Y.O.)

1.2. How can we help?
The provision of Islamic learning classes for MW to learn simple Arabic terms while alternating
the teaching language between English and Malay is recommended. Religious knowledge
could also be introduced on more accessible platforms such as social media in the forms of
podcasts or short and engaging videos, so that MW can learn even while they fulfil their
everyday commitments. It is also recommended to have more campaigns to educate MW on
how to assimilate their religious practices into modern Singapore society while reminding the
larger society to be receptive of these practices.

25

2. To be Financially Independent
What does it signify?
Unmarried MW associate financial independence with the freedom of choice when spending,
while married MW believe it provides them with options when making decisions, thereby
enhancing their power and confidence within the family. Also, MW who were 50 years old and
above defined financial independence as not having to rely on their husbands and feeling
secured when spending during retirement.

Why is it important?
MW feel that financial independence grants them greater control in life and spares them from
having to depend on anyone. It also empowers them with options when facing difficulties in
life, such as the option to break free from abusive relationships. The ability to make decisions
for and by themselves, gives MW a boost of confidence. Financial independence also gives
them reassurance that they would be able to take care of themselves during retirement or in
the future.

How do MW achieve it?
All respondents believe they can attain financial independence by earning an income through
full-time or part-time employment, or by setting-up their own businesses. Moreover, younger
MW look toward generating passive income through investments and retirement plans. MW
who are still pursuing their studies turn to financial aid by applying for bursaries and
scholarships, so they need not rely on their parents to fund their education.

2.1. Key Challenges to attaining financial independence
Feeling less employable
Respondents perceived that social inequality in employment opportunities still exists.
Examples contributing to such phenomena include the preconceived notion that the members
of the Muslim community tend to undertake minimum-wage jobs or jobs lacking career
progression. There is also less exposure to different job opportunities and there are insufficient
avenues to upskill for higher-paying jobs.

Lack of proficiency in wealth management
Respondents pointed out the inadequate awareness and understanding of Islamic financial
products alongside a lack of knowledge and skills on financial planning. Beneath it all, there
also lies the difficulty of saving up given the high cost of living in Singapore.
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2.2. How can we help?
By providing career advisory services, including career planning, identifying skills and gaps for
training needs, and job-matching services, we can help MW overcome their challenges. For
aspiring MW entrepreneurs, mentorship programmes and workshops could be curated to
guide them on developing small scale businesses for a start. In terms of financial planning,
more sharing with experts could be conducted for MW to learn how to budget and retrieve
knowledge on Islamically approved investment plans and financial products.
I would like to hear from successful women, business owners in Singapore. How they
started and things like that. Especially those…who started from a home-based business and
became bigger. I think that sort of sharing…how they came out with the idea…their
journey…some of the challenges they faced… how much start-up [funding] they can start
with… I think those [are] interesting
– Reconvene session

3. To be Fit and Healthy
The third most common aspiration was to be fit, do regular exercise, and adopt better eating
habits.

What does it signify?
Unmarried MW want to be fit, both physically and mentally, in order to achieve other
aspirations. On the other hand, married MW with young children believe that their children’s
wellbeing and lifestyle is directly dependent on their own. Those with older children pointed out
that being healthy means adopting a healthy lifestyle with sufficient rest and a healthy diet,
which will lower their risk of being diagnosed with chronic illnesses. All respondents also
concurred that health is linked to wealth.

Why is it important?
Unmarried MW held the opinion that one tends to be less fit upon having children, hence it is
important to be fit at their current stage of life. Married MW felt that being fit will improve their
physical attractiveness and hence self-esteem. It will also give them the stamina required to
juggle work and family and even inspire their families to become healthier. Besides,
respondents pointed out that being fit will minimise unforeseen medical issues and expenses
and will help them avoid becoming a burden to the family.
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How do MW achieve it?
Firstly, respondents agreed that it is important to adopt a balanced diet by consuming more
vegetables and reducing their sugar and carbohydrate intake. MW with children aim to have
better sleeping habits by not staying up late. MW who are above the age of 40 work on
exercising regularly by enrolling in Zumba classes or taking morning walks, while the younger
MW tend to consume supplements and adhere to stricter diets.
Now, you see lot of people are unhealthy and going through different kind of diseases.
So, we want to have better eating habits. We know that the things we eat may cause cancer,
high blood pressure. [Choose] our food [wisely], exercise regularly so that we have a good and
better life
–(31-40 Y.O.)

3.1. Key Challenges to attaining fitness and good health
Lack of health-related knowledge
MW often feel embarrassed to discuss female health issues such as menstruation, Polycystic
Ovary Syndrome (PCOS), pregnancy, menopause, and sexual health. They are also not
familiar enough with the topic of mental health. In terms of fitness, many of them do not know
how to set appropriate health goals or monitor their progress, except to focus on weight loss.

Neglecting health due to busy schedules
MW may not have adequate me-time for self-care. They may also feel too lazy and lack the
motivation to exercise after a long day of work. Additionally, they may find it difficult to make
time for physical exercise.

Difficulty in integrating healthy habits into a Malay lifestyle
When dining out, MW have limited options when sourcing for healthy Halal food, which is also
usually more expensive. Moreover, they often lack the knowledge of how to kick start a healthy
lifestyle, for instance, by cooking Malay food in a healthier way without compromising on taste.
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3.2. How can we help?
We can start by sharing health-related tips and knowledge directed to females through
seminars and introduce free health programmes and resources available to MW. We could
also encourage MW to participate in sports interest groups for MW or women in the
neighbourhoods and share home workout videos catered to females. Moreover, more talks
featuring expert sharing on mental health should be conducted, and access to channels of
emotional support in the community should be provided. Lastly, useful resources such as
healthy halal recipes and dining out options can be shared via an e-book or on social media
platforms.
We are [a] very conservative community and some topics…you think is taboo. And I
felt that I didn’t have that safe place when I was young. Suppose an app where woman can put
up topics like their emotional and physical health or their relationship [issues] and then
everyone can talk [with] no judgement…because you can’t really see everyone’s faces, right?
It is all online. And you can start posting questions like, “oh, my menstrual cycle didn’t come,
is this normal? Is it because of stress?” People will [then] start sharing and they will give
advice. And I think this is a great way to at least start...[something] close to Reddit where
people post and [seek] opinions and then, if you have experience, you share. If, let’s say, the
non-government organisation is able to help us to really regulate and make sure whoever is
giving advice or sharing their stories, give relevant solutions that [are not] wrong.
–Reconvene session

Family Aspirations
The top 3 family aspirations of MW were to have a more Islamic family (28.7%), ensure their
children grow up well (19.7%) and to have good work-family balance (16.9%). Furthermore,
the top 3 most common steps taken to achieve their family aspirations were spending more
time with family (69.6%), learning about and practising the religion more while encouraging
family to do the same (49.4%), and instilling good values in children (49.0%).
The top 3 challenges faced by MW in fulfilling these aspirations were lack of time/inability to
manage time well/work commitments (36.3%), family responsibilities (29.8%) and financial
issues (26.0%). The top 3 areas of support required to overcome these challenges were family
support (56.2%), financial support (36.9%) and government support (32.7%)
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Top family aspiration

Steps taken to achieve aspiration
Spending more time with family

To have a more Islamic family

28.7%

To ensure that my children grow up well

19.7%

To have good work-family balance

16.9%

To nurture a close-knit family with good communication

10.1%

To be a better daughter/ wife/ mother/ sister/ daughter-in-law

6.3%

To have a family that is financially stable

5.5%

To get married / to re-marry

Instilling values in children from young /
ensuring good values in children

49.0%

Manage my finances / seek financial
support from government / organisations

17.6%

Taking proactive steps
Getting more support

15.3%
12.9%
7.5%

Take up more jobs

4.8%

2.4%

Quit my job / make a career switch

4.6%

1.6%

Others:

0.8%

I have not taken any steps yet

1.5%

I do not see a need to take any steps

1.2%

3.3%

To have children / reunite with my children
To mend familial ties

None

49.4%

Being open / getting to know
potential suitors

4.3%

To be the main caregiver of children / parents

To have a better housing to stay

69.6%

Learning and practising the religion more /
encouraging the family to learn and…

0.2%
1.2%

n=989 (excludes those who did not indicate family aspirations)

n=1001

1. To have a more Islamic family
What does it signify?
Unmarried MW value being able to independently interpret and practise the religion through
their own understanding, more so than following family practices. MW with young children
believe it relates more to instilling Islamic teachings in their children by setting an example.
Nevertheless, all respondents agree that having an Islamic family means practising the
religion together, through ways such as praying, fasting, having discussions, and reciting the
Quran together as a family.
I think my parents are very religious, but I think I’m a bit crooked. And, maybe this is
what my mum would say, maybe she wishes that I was practicing more and I would do it with
her. –(21-30 Y.O.)
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Why is it important?
Unmarried MW believe it is necessary to consciously understand reasons behind certain
rulings, expectations, and principles of the religion, rather than to simply practise the religion
together as a family. Alternatively, MW with young children value togetherness in being an
Islamic family to guide their children in navigating life and equipping them with the wisdom to
differentiate between good and bad.

How do MW achieve it?
Praying together and having stimulating conversations on Islamic scriptures are seen as
viable family activities. However, MW believe it should be a natural process instead of
something parents impose upon the family. MW above the age of 50 achieve this aspiration by
attending religious classes to better prepare themselves during discussions with their family
members, and they also take on the responsibility of reminding family members to keep up
with practices.

1.1. Key challenges to attaining a more Islamic family
Finding a common ground when discussing religious issues
As every Muslim individual learns the religion at his or her own pace and style, it is difficult to
have a productive discussion without having clashing opinions. Younger MW these days are
more exposed to secular issues as compared to the older MW, making it hard for both parties
to relate to one another on varying concerns. There is also a lack of interest amongst younger
individuals to participate in religious activities with their families. Yet, these younger individuals
want to understand the religion naturally, without being forced.

Lack of time to practise the religion together as a family
Respondents also raised the issue of everyone being busy, dealing with their own different
needs and obligations such as jobs, schoolwork and projects, making it a struggle to get
together. Moreover, MW who undertake shift work or have flexible working hours find it difficult
to schedule a fixed timeslot for the family to convene.

1.2. How can we help?
To address such challenges, a common platform where seminars/workshops are conducted
for Muslim families or individuals to convene and discuss ways to strengthen their families
spiritually through strengths-based practices, is recommended. Provision of educational
materials introducing current trends, profiles of Malay/Muslim families and ways to support
one another, at such a platform, would also be beneficial.
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2. To ensure my children grow up well
What does it signify?
To unmarried MW, it means that their children are able to define happiness for themselves,
gain personal development, and can stand for their own beliefs. MW with young children relate
it to providing their children with opportunities they deserve, educating them with life skills, and
giving them mental and spiritual support. MW with older children emphasised helping their
children excel in their pursuits and interests while ensuring they possess a good state of
mental health and morals. MW above 50 years of age define success in this respect as having
children who can support themselves and have a good job while leading a balanced and
proper life guided by religion.

Why is it important?
Respondents believe that enabling their children to become independent and socially
accepted individuals denotes successful parenting. They view their key responsibility as a
parent in terms of safeguarding their children from negative influences and societal pressures.
Given the worrying phenomena of increasing suicide cases and emphasis on mental health,
respondents find it important to provide their children with a childhood devoid of unnecessary
stress.

How do MW achieve it?
Respondents work towards this aspiration by giving their children the best learning
opportunities. They also encourage a healthy sense of competitiveness by exposing them to
various academic and enrichment classes to help them identify their interests. At the same
time, respondents also ensure they provide children with the needed support, by being
physically there for their children, and by refraining from imposing high expectations or
unnecessary pressure on them.
I feel that it’s about educating them, emotionally and also in terms of their health. So,
growing up well it comes with many perspectives. So, one of which is…make sure they eat
well…well balanced food and also maybe supplements for them. So, that they can learn better
and stay healthier. And then for education maybe providing them with the support, being there
for them and…mentally also being there for them by you know [having] sharing sessions.
Those other things that are crucial in their growing up.
–(31-40 Y.O)
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2.1. Key challenges to ensuring children grow up well
Lack of control over children's exposure to surrounding influence
Respondents notice that children grow increasingly distant from their parents as they age. This
is partly due to the growing influence of technology and social media, which play a major role
in their everyday lives. The lack of control MW have on their children causes MW to fear that
their children’s growth may be affected by external negative influences.

Reduced involvement and communication with children
Respondents also felt alienated from their children as they age, due to the latter’s increasing
school workload and dependency on gadgets. Greater effort is required of parents to keep
track of their children’s lives and to ensure their well-being.
Social media, they have more internet access and everything. Now Tik Tok, if you look
at Tik Tok also, you have good influencers, they have bad influencers. So, they have to be
taught to be selective, which one is good for them which one is not...
–(41-50 Y.O.)

2.2. How can we help?
To address the challenges, educating parents on how to engage their children holistically and
in line with current media trends by sharing useful resources is recommended. We could also
reach out to younger individuals and guide them on appropriate ways to use social media and
technology. Finally, physical activities such as camps to improve communication between
parents and children in the absence of gadgets could be conducted.

3. To have work-life balance
What does it signify?
MW who were not married highlighted the need to take care of their mental health by
designating time to focus on their emotional and mental states, and by communicating
relevant issues. MW with young children define it as being able to juggle between family time
and work. MW who have older children associate it with balancing work life, social life and
family time––including time with their extended family. MW who were 50 years old and above
regard it as maintaining constant communication (either face-to-face or over the phone) with
their family members.
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It’s quite difficult to just set that work-life balance [or] even to strictly end work at 6pm,
so I think especially if you have a family, being able to dedicate your time and energy, to these
2 parts, I think it is important for your own mental wellbeing or so.
–(21-30 Y.O.)

Why is it important?
Unmarried MW emphasise work-life balance as it will affect other aspects of their lives, such
as their mental health and social lives. MW with young children often struggle to spend time
with their children, and therefore seek such balance to gain their children’s trust so that their
children can turn to them and not just their friends. MW with older children regard work-life
balance as their main life goal, instead of work accomplishments. MW in their 50s are deeply
family-oriented, and feel strongly about keeping connectedness in the family, even if members
are not physically together.

How do MW achieve it?
Respondents who are not married try to allocate their time by the hour to ensure they segment
time fairly, while MW with young children stick to strict rules such as contacting their children
only during lunch time or after office hours and putting away work after office hours. MW with
older children spend time catching up with their children over dinner or before bedtime and
those above 50 stay connected through family group chats, phone or video calls, and visiting
their children over the weekends.

3.1. Key challenges to attaining work-life balance
Hustle culture in Singapore
Such culture leads to the norm of working hours eating into personal time, especially during
the pandemic where the line between work and personal life is often blurred. Respondents
also find that it may be difficult to be successful at work while striking a healthy work-life
balance and that they would have to sacrifice one to achieve the other. Furthermore,
respondents sometimes feel too drained to even seek balance after a long day of work.
I think in Singapore, the work culture is more…I mean there are some companies
that would want you to be more career driven, instead of you know, clocking out,
specifically at that timing, so for me, it’s like, I think the challenge is finding a good fit in terms
of company culture and what I want.
–(21-30 Y.O.)

34

Shift work
MW doing shift work with irregular hours suffer from a disorientated lifestyle as they do not
have a consistent schedule that allows them to accommodate or match the schedules of
others.
I come back too late, it’s already time for sleep. When I have time, my children don’t
have time. So, it’s very difficult.
–(41-50 Y.O.)

3.2. How can we help?
Encouraging the culture of working efficiently instead of a ‘hustle culture’, whereby long
working hours become the norm, is recommended. At the same time, PPIS and like-minded
organisations can provide affordable and accessible child-care facilities for working parents
who require additional help to attain work-life balance. Family-centric events can also be
organised to promote spending quality time with the whole family.

Career Aspirations
The top career aspiration was to attain a work-life balance or flexible work arrangements
(18.1%). 3 in 10 MW indicated that they did not have work-related aspirations (31.2%).
Additionally, the top 2 steps taken to achieve their career aspirations were acquiring
information/knowledge (33.9%) and networking (24.1%).
The top 3 challenges faced in fulfilling work aspirations were “Family responsibilities” (29.5%),
“Difficulty finding a job/the right job” (22.2%) and “No work-life balance/job-flexibility” (21.5%).
The top 3 areas of support required were employer support (47.6%), government support
(36.9%) and family support (36.0%).
It just feels like it cannot come from a woman. Like when you want to bring it up to
management it has to come from a guy then they will probably take him seriously because as
a woman they already think that okay I mean you’re a mom of course you’ll rather be at
home but is it really the best for the company? So, if let’s say you get a male colleague to
bring it up then maybe it can happen
–(31-40 Y.O.)
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Steps taken to achieve aspiration

Top work aspiration

Acquiring relevant information / knowledge /
educational qualification / skills / experience

To attain work-life balance / To find a
flexible work arrangement

18.1%

To have a higher salary / be promoted
/ climb up career ladder

8.1%

To start a business / To grow my
business

7.6%

To be among the very best in my field
/ Being outstanding at what I do

6.7%

To find a part-time job

6.6%

To remain current regarding
knowledge in my field

3.9%

To find a job with regular work hours

3.8%

To take a break from work

3.0%

To re-enter the workforce
Others
None

n=1001

Networking

9.4%

To find a full-time job / new job

0.3%

n=3

24.1%

Approaching your employer to request for
flexible work arrangements

19.7%

Following job announcements / participating
in job fairs

16.5%

Applying to recruitment firms / companies /
acquaintances

15.4%

I have not taken any steps yet.

15.2%

Getting a career mentor

13.1%

Requesting for a higher salary / promotion
from my employer

10.6%

Participating in volunteer work / internships
Building / sourcing business capital

1.4%

39.9%

Others

%

Unfit to work

100.0

31.2%

9.3%

I am not planning to take any steps

3.5%

I do not see a need to take any steps

3.0%

Others

Others

6.8%

0.4%

n=3

%

Work on
improving
personal
health first

33.3

Building better
rapport with
colleagues

33.3

Seek spouse's
support

33.3

n=689 (excludes those who did not indicate work aspirations)

Attitudes related to working as a mother
In choosing work, respondents saw “being able to take time off for family or childcare needs”
(89.4%) as most important, followed by “having job security” (86.0%) and “having a job that
offers good benefits” (83.9%).
As mentioned in the introduction, more than 9 in 10 MW concurred that they “want to exert
effort to build a nice family” (91.5%), while about 8 in 10 agreed that they “want to continue to
work and balance family life simultaneously” (79.3%). Furthermore, over 7 in 10 MW agreed
that they would “want to continue to work even if there was no pressing financial need to do
so” (66.9%).
However, when their children are under the school-going age, less than 2 in 10 MW (17.1%)
felt that “women should work full-time” and more than 2 in 10 (26.0%) felt that “women should
stay at home under such a circumstance”. However, if their children have all started schooling,
results became 4 in 10 (39.1%) and less 1 in 10 (9.2%) respectively. Under both
circumstances, around half of the respondents felt that women should work part-time.
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Around 4 in 5 agreed that “both the man and woman should contribute to the household
income” (84.0%) and that “a working mother can establish a relationship just as warm and
secure with her children as a mother who does not work” (78.0%). Also, more than 3 in 5
agreed that “being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay” (64.2%). On the other
hand, less than 2 in 5 agreed with the perception that “a man’s job is to earn money; a
woman’s job is to look after the home” (37.7%) or that “having children restricts the
employment and career chances of one/both parents” (33.0%).

1. To have a flexible working environment
What does it signify?
Unmarried MW associate it with having time for personal development and the option to
choose when and where to work, whereas MW with young children perceived a flexible
working environment as one that allows them to multi-task between working and caring for the
household. MW with older children believe in taking the day off when their children is sick and
prefer a 4-day work week because they need a day to rest after sending their children for
various activities over the weekend. Respondents who were above 50 define a flexible
working environment as one which affords them the choice to choose what time they start
work. They also believe in being able to concurrently work and take care of the household.

Why is it important?
Unmarried MW believe having options and time for personal development will prevent them
from burnouts, while MW with children find it important because they can then manage their
time better and prevent themselves from harbouring the guilt of not doing enough as a mother.
MW over 50 years of age value a flexible working environment because they associate it with
good work-life balance.
I think it’s important to have flexible working hours, I would want that because I want
to have some time within the day to learn new skills or… do my own things to develop
myself further, doesn’t have to be a course or anything, it can be like… just having that few
hours learning a new recipe or something, so I think it’s quite important…but in Singapore, you
don’t have these kinds of things, maybe it’s not really common so people tend to burn out
—(21-30 Y.O)

How do MW achieve it?
All respondents agreed that the pandemic allowed them to experience a flexible working
environment and they hope that the practice continues post-pandemic. They also shared that
a flexible working environment can only be achieved if the organisation and their direct
supervisors believe in such flexibility. MW with children tend to communicate with their
supervisors on their need to leave work whenever their children fall sick, although not
everyone is given that flexibility.
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I’ve been given a task and a certain deadline. So, I can do it at my own time…I can
manage my time. Okay I will do my duties with the kid and then I will cook food at a later time
when I’m free and then I will [make] sure by the deadline I can submit my task. To me that
would be very flexible because I have something to do and then I [can] just meet the
deadline...
–(31-40 Y.O.)

1.1. Key challenges to having a flexible working environment
Singapore is new to flexible working arrangements
Respondents pointed out that despite the pandemic, not every organisation welcomes or
adopts a flexible working culture. As Singapore is still in her early stages of adopting a flexible
working culture, it is thus difficult for them to demand it.
I reckon the first thing to gain is a certain trust. And then you are given a certain
independence, and then the flexibility will actually come by together. So, to entrust a
person…to be able to do flexible working hours, sometimes you need some monitoring in the
first instance, because you may not know the person, you may not know the working style,
even though you’ve been working for XX years. It starts from ground below, in yourself, and
then by then, I believe most companies may be more open right, would be more acceptable
and be receptive, but of course [only] to a certain extent because they do need to follow a
certain protocol.
–(41-50 Y.O.)

Working shift hours
Many MW do not work during fixed office hours. As such, the notion of a flexible working
environment does not fully apply to them.

1.2. How can we help?
We recommend spreading awareness of the advantages and benefits of a flexible working
environment to encourage organisations to adopt such an arrangement or culture. Finally, we
could also serve as the platform that echoes the voices of MW, especially mothers, who
require these flexible working environments.
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Chapter 5

Recommendations
It takes a village
An ecosystem of support is fundamental to catalyse women’s development and ultimately
attain a better, more inclusive society. Opportunities lie ahead for stakeholders including PPIS,
supporting agencies and every member within or even beyond the MW community to engineer
change and pave the way forward for MW, be it on the personal, community or societal level.

Personal level
While PPIS positions ourselves as the go-to organisation for connecting MW with the right
resources, relevant agencies and stakeholders can also look into diversifying existing
Women’s services based on the various aspirations uncovered and unpacked in this study.
The aim is to enable MW to unleash their potential and strengths, while visualising and
navigating potential opportunities.
More mentorship programmes for women can also be curated to help MW fulfil their personal
aspirations. These programmes could provide guidance to MW on how to achieve financial
independence, upskill and propel their careers or even help them embark on their
entrepreneurship journey.
Stakeholders could also organise talks, workshops and seminars to facilitate knowledge
sharing on issues concerning MW such as those revolving around family, physical and mental
health, and Islamic knowledge for progressive MW, among others.

Community level
Stakeholders can explore ways to further reduce discrepancies in terms of social capital within
the wider Muslim community. A way forward would be to recognise and celebrate the various
achievements of MW, whether big or small, and in doing so, expand narratives of success.
PPIS and supporting agencies can also work on deepening strategic partnerships and
collaborations while magnifying our synergistic presence to provide support and
empowerment for MW.
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An important area of focus would be to nurture a more cohesive MW community by widening
and strengthening networks of peer-to-peer support. Concrete steps to be taken include
streamlining efforts and enhancing the visibility of holistic services and resources for MW, and
increasing collaborations to develop signature programmes for MW.
Additionally, stakeholders can also take a deeper look at ways to galvanise more ground-up
community or neighbourhood initiatives.

Societal level
PPIS and supporting organisations should augment our efforts in thought leadership and
highlight our push for change for MW in Singapore. Together with members of the MW
community, we can start by elevating engagement on issues and policies that impact the MW
community.
In the process, we should challenge stereotypical narratives and reframe prejudiced
perceptions by debunking racial stereotypes and clarifying misconceptions, whether through
public education, constructive dialogue or other ways. In essence, more can be done
collectively to increase public awareness and understanding of the MW community in
Singapore.
To strengthen the ecosystem of support for MW’s development, conversations between
various stakeholders (including male allies) are fundamental in addressing key issues
impacting the community. We encourage greater and deeper dialogue with the government,
key opinion leaders as well as the general public on the broader social issues raised in this
study.
Together, we can all do our part in mobilising or advancing greater social interaction and
hence, understanding between the MW community and the rest of society.
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