
34    Beyond the Horizon: Forging the Future RSAF

Human Capital Challenges  
for the RSAF

By LTC Tee Pei Ling, MAJ Tjong Wei Chee and ME5 Wong Chong Wai

INTRODUCTION

“World Class People, First Class Air Force”

- The Air Force 21 Vision1

The Republic of Singapore Air Force (RSAF) has long recognised that the key to its 

rapid ascendance to become one of the most highly regarded air forces in the region 

is the strength and spirit of its people. This firm belief is emphasised in its vision 

statement, which concludes with the statement: “Above all, our people are the heart 

of our organisation.”2

Even as it transformed into the 3rd Generation (3rd Gen) RSAF to strengthen its 

capabilities to meet the wider range of security threats to Singapore, the RSAF again 

demonstrated a remarkable focus and attention to her people by developing a unique 

framework designed specifically to strengthen the development and management of 

the 3rd Gen Airmen and women. This people development framework was known to 

people within the RSAF as the Project CARDINAL framework, named after a bird which is 

known for its faithful monogamous nature and characterised by a reputation of fiercely 

defending its territory and young.3 

It was envisioned that RSAF would nurture the 3rd Gen Airmen and women, through 

Project CARDINAL, to improve their professional competency and commitment to the 

organisation.  Since the inception of the CARDINAL framework in 2007, aided by the 

efforts of the Commanders and ground units, the RSAF had seen an increase in the 

number of people applying and joining the RSAF with a decrease in the number of 

people leaving and its engagement levels increasing in the last three back-to-back 

biennial organisational engagement surveys. 

With recruitment, retention and engagement indicators all being healthier than they 

have ever been, what comes next for the RSAF? 
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STRATEGIC HUMAN CAPITAL CHALLENGES ON THE HORIZON

Even though the RSAF has done well thus far in strengthening recruitment, retention 

as well as engagement of its people, it must not be lulled into a sense of complacency 

and rest on its laurels. The challenges within the Human Capital Landscape are more 

complex than before and comprise an array of diverse issues which require careful 

and deliberate medium-to-long term strategic planning. In the commercial world, 

effective organisations have linked their human capital approaches to their overall 

company mission. Likewise for the RSAF, we should be wary that an effective human 

capital strategic plan is necessary in ensuring that the operational mission and desired 

capabilities of the 3rd Gen RSAF are not compromised. 

This essay seeks to identify the key trends and challenges within the Human Capital 

Landscape which the RSAF will face, assess how these challenges could impact the RSAF, 

and propose initiatives on how these challenges could be overcome or be converted into 

opportunities to propel the RSAF forward in the next bound.

STRATEGIC HUMAN CAPITAL CHALLENGES AND IMPACT TO RSAF

Strategic Challenge 1: Low Local Birth Rates and Longer Life Expectancy

Figure 1: Births per Singaporean Woman from 1957 to 2008.4 
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Since our independence, the Singapore government has implemented policies over 
the years to encourage certain desired demographic trends. In the early years, there 
were policies implemented to adjust the population growth rate of Singaporeans to 
ensure that our nation’s development was able to support the large proportion of 
dependents. As Singapore continued to progress, the effects of the ‘stop at two’ policy 
were intensified by other social trends as Singapore continued to prosper and develop. 
This is one of the many trends observed in many developed countries around the world, 
where there is a rising proportion of singlehood and later marriages which leads to the 
total fertility rate declining well below the required replacement rate.

What this means for the RSAF and Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) is that the resource 
pool of qualified enlistees will continue to shrink. From 2016 onwards, it is expected 
from projections that the number of Full-time National Servicemen (NSFs) will decline 
at a rate of 2% per annum.5 Subsequently, this will affect the ability of the RSAF and 
SAF to generate Operationally Ready National Servicemen (NSmen) as the supply of NSFs 
shrink, and will also have an impact on recruitment since the number of Singaporeans 
eligible for Regular service decreases. 

Strategic Challenge 2: An Ageing Population and Workforce

As Singapore evolved from a developing country to a developed country in the 20th 
century, it has begun to face the economic effects of an ageing population. The number 
of elderly citizens will triple to 900,000 by 2030, and they will be supported by a smaller 
base of working-age citizens. There are currently about 5 citizens in the working-ages 
of 20 to 64 years, for each citizen aged 65 and above. By 2030, there will only be 2.1 
working-age citizens for each citizen aged 65 and above, as shown in Figure 2.6 

Figure 2: Support Ratio of Active Workforce to Dependents.



Beyond the Horizon: Forging the Future RSAF     37

To the RSAF, given the shorter career durations available within the service relative 
to the commercial sector, there will be an impact on both the macro and micro levels. 

On the macro level, we will be observing an outflow of experienced personnel leaving 

the service which will gradually outstrip the number of available youths entering the 

workforce. On the micro level, individuals will also likely consider their long term future 

prospects in securing a livelihood that sustains their support of elderly dependents for 

a longer period, which may translate to an adverse impact on manpower retention. 

Strategic Challenge 3: Tighter Labour Supply 

In Budget 2010, the government began to tighten the policy on the recruitment 

of foreign workers through measures such as the hikes on levies for work permits and 

S-passes in a bid to increase productivity and decrease reliance on foreign manpower. 

These measures were implemented over the following three years. To the RSAF, this has 

two significant impact.

In 2013, local employment increased 4% in 2013 as compared to 2.9% in 2012. In 

addition, the median monthly household income from work (including employer Central 

Provident Fund contributions) for full-time employed Singaporeans rose almost four-

fold in nominal terms from S$7,570 in 2012 to S$7,870 in 2013.7 

As an organisation that can only recruit Singaporeans for security reasons, the 

increased demand for Singaporeans will exacerbate the challenge of the declining birth 

rates. Besides having a smaller pool of Singaporeans to recruit from, the RSAF must 

now also be able to stave off competition from the other industries which are not only 

hiring more Singaporeans but also willing to pay a premium salary for Singaporeans to 

be part of their workforce. 

More specifically for the RSAF, the commercial aerospace sector in Singapore has 

been growing and will continue to do so. With the industry requiring 375 engineers, 

2,600 technicians and 700 licensed aircraft engineers and inspectors and more as it 

continues to grow, there will be a direct impact on the recruitment and retention of 

RSAF personnel, particularly in terms of Air Force Engineers.8

Strategic Challenge 4: Evolving Aspirations

Through the creation of the Singapore Institute of Technology (SIT) and Singapore 

University of Technology and Design (SUTD), Yale-NUS Liberal Arts College, and the 
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Lee Kong Chian School of Medicine, the number of youths in Singapore who are able 

to attain a university placing and degree will increase from 26% in 2012 to 30% in 

2015 and eventually 40% in 2020.9 This is notwithstanding the increase in the number 

of private universities which have emerged in the education scene to leverage on the 

evolving aspirations of Singaporeans.

The increase in the education levels of Singaporeans, while bringing about positive 

outcomes such as a more highly educated workforce, has also brought about the other 

effects such as a delayed entry into the workforce.10 

More specifically to the RSAF, this also means that the supply of labour will shift to 

become more graduate heavy than before, which will increase the pool of labour for jobs 

requiring graduates, whilst decreasing the pool for jobs which require non-graduates. 

Strategic Challenge 5: Globalisation

From the perspective of labour supply, we have already begun to observe an evolution 

in the social fabric of our local workforce. Youths today are entering the workforce with 

higher education qualifications and are generally more affluent as compared to our 

pioneer generation, leading to greater mobility.

In the Ho Rih Hwa Leadership lectures, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong highlighted 

that there were about 200,000 Singaporeans residing abroad in 2015 and expressed a 

concern that should this trend continue, Singapore could potentially just “melt away, 

dissolved by globalisation.”11

Given the education levels and valuable skillsets held by RSAF personnel as well as 

the Singaporean population as a whole, this will pose yet another challenge to the RSAF 

from both the recruitment and retention perspectives.

DEVELOPING A HOLISTIC HUMAN CAPITAL STRATEGY

The RSAF needs to develop a holistic strategy comprising specific and targeted 

initiatives to address the wide-ranging strategic challenges coming up on the horizon.

While the strategic challenges are complex and interconnected in nature, one can 

try to simplify the problem into an issue of supply and demand. The supply of human 

capital which the RSAF can employ will continue to shrink, while the operational 
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demands required of the RSAF will continue to grow in a world where security threats 

are complex, uncertain and increasingly in scope. 

To simplify the articulation of the proposed initiatives for the RSAF, we propose a 

three-pronged strategy. The first two key thrusts of this strategy will seek to optimise 

the available human capital resource pool, as well as to minimise the demand for and 

reliance on human capital. The third key thrust is one of strengthening culture, sense 

of belonging and developing a high performance culture—the strong foundation on 

which RSAF will develop its people to become World Class, and continue to push the 

boundaries to deliver mission success. 

KEY THRUST 1: MAXIMISING SUPPLY

Strengthening Recruitment and Career Branding 

The RSAF has, over the past few years, been highly successful in her recruitment 

campaigns. The forward looking policies which enable new recruits to better meet their 

aspirations through education sponsorship, further their education midway through 

their careers and dynamic job options within the career have done well to attract people 

to join the RSAF. Coupled with an attractive branding of an exciting and dynamic career 

Figure 3: Holistic Human Capital Strategy
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and anchored on a fundamental, strong purpose, this has enabled the youths today to 

feel connected to a career in the RSAF. The RSAF has seen job applications rise despite a 

declining resource pool and the healthy recruitment over the past few years has enabled 

the RSAF to strengthen her manning levels and grow operational capabilities. 

The Air Force Recruitment Centre launched the ‘One Force’ career branding campaign 

in 2014 which is the first campaign that spans across all media platforms available. 

From online websites, to a free to download smartphone app, to social media, the 

interactive campaign captured the imagination of the target audience and applications 

soared across all vocations, enabling the RSAF to select and recruit a larger number of 

interested and eligible candidates despite the declining total number of Singaporeans. 

The RSAF must continue to remain aware of the latest trends which appeal to the 

recruitment target audience and generate products to maximise campaign effectiveness.

Moving forward, the RSAF may wish to explore the possibilities of influencing 

potential recruitment targets further upstream, particularly in the areas of seeding 

interest in an engineering career in the RSAF. The RSAF can also incorporate military 

aviation technology into education textbooks used in schools, or collaborate with 

education school houses to organise competitions and imbue stronger interest in 

military aviation engineering at a young age. These initiatives aim to strengthen the 

mindshare for recruitment for future generations. 

Expand Resource Pool 

Traditionally, RSAF as well as the SAF had focused their efforts in the Basic Military 

Training Schools which provided great synergy for recruitment as all Singaporean males 

are gathered together and can be briefed and engaged collectively. However, as the total 

number of males eligible for enlistment decline, there needs to be other viable manpower 

sources or novel solutions to address future demands. In this aspect, the RSAF is not 

standing still. In terms of recruitment policies, new and even more progressive policies 

have been launched to improve the ability of MINDEF/SAF to attract Singaporeans to 

make the RSAF a career of choice. Examples like enhancing women’s recruitment efforts, 

policies on strengthening mid-careerists recruitment and re-enlistment frameworks, 

have all helped to widen the resource pool. 
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Enhancing Career Schemes

With a substantial amount of the RSAF comprising of engineering and logistics 

personnel to support its operations, the challenges on the national engineering resources 

are critical considerations for our future. Engineers are key personnel in building the 

foundation on which our air operations objectives can be accomplished. With the future 

of air warfare poised to be even more dependent on technology than ever before, the 

ability of the RSAF to attract and retain engineering manpower resources are paramount 

to achieving mission success for the long term. 

In view of this challenge, MINDEF/SAF has already launched the Military Domain 

Experts Scheme (MDES) in 2010. Aimed at strengthening the recruitment and retention 

of technical expertise in the organisation, the MDES scheme has so far performed well 

for the RSAF. 

In addition to MDES, the teeth of the RSAF, the combatants, also had their respective 

career schemes enhanced. The Enhanced Officer Scheme (EOS) as well as the Enhanced 

Warrant Officer Scheme (EWOS) also increased the career duration of both the Officer 

and Warrant Officer Corps, allowing both Corps to contribute over a longer period whilst 

balancing the need for leadership renewal and maintain a dynamic organisation.

MAXIMISING OUR NSMEN RESOURCE

Another area which can be maximised is the resource pool of our NSmen. As they form 

a substantial component of our manpower resource, it would be critical for the RSAF 

to continually explore and implement novel solutions in maximising their utilisation 

to augment our active strength. In this manner, the RSAF would be able to cope with 

evolving operational demands whilst adapting to the steady decline of manpower in the 

upcoming years. 

Given the perishability of skillsets for certain vocations, it is thus apt to consider 

the implementation of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to measure the quality of 

NSmen training. This serves to maximise the amount of training value for every High 

Key/Low Key Call up and improve the ability of NSmen to maintain their currency. 

Secondly, the establishment of these KPIs could provide feedback for units to focus 

training on work areas that NSmen tend to exhibit lapses in, due to the inherent task 

complexity or lack of practice.
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Investing in select training courses for NSmen would also reap benefits as this 

could likely improve individual competency and foster unit cohesion. Consequently, 

NSmen would also appreciate the RSAF’s efforts in developing them professionally and 

in doing so, highlight the importance of their role in ensuring future mission success 

for the RSAF. 

As the population becomes increasingly educated, certain jobs which were identified 

for regular vocations could potentially be fulfilled by NSFs and NSmen. This will allow 

our limited regular personnel resource to focus on more operationally intensive tasks 

whilst increasing the involvement of NSFs and NSmen in more challenging areas where 

their training and better educational profiles would enable them to discharge their 

duties with confidence. 

KEY THRUST 2: MANAGING DEMAND

Organisational Restructuring 

Planning for the impending manpower challenge for the SAF and the RSAF was already 
underway some time ago. In the words of Lieutenant-General Bey Soo Khiang, Chief of 
Defence Force from 1995 - 2000, “The manpower shortage faced by the SAF has to be 
dealt with through organisational restructuring and re-engineering, proper training and 
education and applying technology to enhance firepower and capabilities while using  
less manpower.”12 

Organisational restructuring was something which the RSAF underwent in the 
transformation to become a 3rd Gen RSAF, where its organisational structure was enhanced 
from an airbase-centric nature to a Command-centric nature. The main aim of this 
transformation, while not aimed directly at reducing headcount, successfully enabled 
the RSAF to become a full-spectrum force ready to meet the new emerging threats to 
Singapore, as well as to become more potent in decisively influencing land and maritime 
domains. The 3rd Gen RSAF grew to become a flexible, integrated, full-spectrum force 
without any increase in its demands on manpower.13 

In other areas which the RSAF has explored before and should continue to explore is to 
commercialise the non-core activities to strategic partners in the local aerospace industry. 
The benefits of this are three fold. Firstly, the manpower saved from the commercialisation 
can be transferred to other more critical areas; secondly, there may be an avenue to retain 
the expertise of selected retiring RSAF personnel to sustain these capabilities and lastly, 
the local aerospace industry will continue to grow in strength, gain new capabilities 
and in turn generate jobs and contribute to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as these 
capabilities are applied commercially to address global customer demands. 
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We must also restructure to meet the changing demographics of the resource pool. 
Notably, the proportion of Singaporeans who will be able to secure a university placing 
will increase from 27% today to 40% in 2030. Therefore, we can no longer expect to meet 
our manpower needs if the job requirements of the RSAF maintain the same requirements 
of graduate and non-graduate jobs in the same proportions. Jobs will need to be reviewed, 
streamlined and re-profiled to leverage on this higher educated workforce.

Enhancing Productivity

With the decreasing manpower pool, one of the key initiatives identified at the 
national level is the drive to increase the productivity of our workforce. However, it 
is important to note that enhancing productivity cannot be viewed simply as working 
harder, or working longer hours per day. Rather, it must aim to enable our people to do 
more through other means, such as multi-skilling.

Within the Air Force Engineer community, one of the key initiatives to enhance the 
productivity of our engineers is to fundamentally rethink how our future Air Force Engineers 
will be trained. Conventionally, our engineers have been trained to be highly specialised 
in their jobs. While this has enabled them to be more focused in their deployment, it 
also provides room for efficiency gains as not every system requires to be worked on at 
any one time. Thus, the training of our Air Force Engineers have been enhanced into the 
I-competency model, where new engineers are trained in a broader scope of general tasks, 
following which they can subsequently train to be specialised in selected systems. This 
will enable the engineering community to glean greater synergy through enabling our 
engineering to be able to conduct the tasks most frequently required, while retaining the 
ability to have engineers who specialise deeply in aircraft systems. 

Another area through which productivity can be enhanced is to find ways to deploy 
personnel more efficiently and effectively. For example, in the domains of intelligence, 
cyber-warfare, or perhaps even some areas of engineering which are of a planning or 
analytical nature, personnel who are medically unsuitable to perform combat tasks can be 
deployed as long as they possess the educational and intellectual aptitude.

Leveraging on Technology

Some challenges we face can also provide opportunities. While the aspirations of 
our people are rising, so are their education levels. Our youths today grew up in an 
environment of information technology and the concept of networking. Their skills and 
higher education will provide the RSAF with an avenue to procure and operationalise new 
systems, relying more heavily on network centric operations and advanced automation 

which will subsequently reduce the RSAF’s reliance on manpower.
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KEY THRUST 3: STRENGTHENING SENSE OF PURPOSE, SENSE OF BELONGING 
AND DEVELOPING A HIGH PERFORMANCE CULTURE

Strengthening Sense of Purpose and Belonging

Another area of key emphasis is to strengthen the retention of our World Class 

People. The RSAF invests considerable resources to select, recruit, hire and train people 

and transform them from ordinary citizens to qualified professionals in the aviation 

industry, and this investment should be protected. To strengthen the engagement and 

retention of our people, they must have a strong foundation which anchors them to the 

organisation and see them through difficult, trying times and adversity.

The people in the RSAF must understand the purpose of existence, or raison d’etre, 

in their roles and responsibility. Dynamic and wide-ranging security threats is no cause 

for immediate concern to the average Singaporean citizen as most have grown up in an 

environment of peace and prosperity. Some may even question the purpose of having 

the Armed Forces to prepare for a war which neither seems imminent nor probable. 

Thus, it is critical that the people in the RSAF are themselves clear on what their 

purpose is. This must be done through continual education on the threats which exist, 

with relevant examples of countries around the world which have encountered them in 

recent history. For example, the annexation of Crimea has highlighted the importance 

of having a credible deterrent force. 

It must also be noted that the RSAF should not solely exist for the function of war 

as there is a strong proposition to strengthen the value of the RSAF in peace. The value 

of the SAF in peace may be simpler and more tangible to grasp for some services such 

as the Army, where their presence on the ground is more immediately felt and their 

ability to directly touch the lives of people will remain stronger. Examples include their 

presence in Singapore Changi Airport, and also their large presence during national 

events such as the 28th South East Asian Games and the national mourning of our 

founding Prime Minister, Mr Lee Kuan Yew. What then is the value in peace of the RSAF?  

There are missions which are done daily but cannot be disclosed for reasons of security. 

While they are important, the very people they are protecting would not know, nor 

understand, and thus may not see our value. Regional Humanitarian Aid and Disaster 

Relief (HADR) operations are another avenue, but certainly, we do not wish for a regular 

dose of natural disaster just to prove our worth. 

The RSAF must seek ways to strengthen its value in peace and also strengthen the 

engagement of its people. It must provide an environment in which its people can 

thrive and do better.
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Preparing for a Multi-Generation Workforce

The emerging predominance of a new generational cohort in the workforce—
specifically Generation Y and Z, reflects a broad element of social change in Singapore. 
Although labels for generational shifts are often clichéd and subjective, it nonetheless 
plays a critical role in guiding organisations to be flexible and tailor human resource 
management strategies to cater for an increasingly age-diverse workforce. As shown 
in Table 1, we observe that newer generations have evolved their personal emphasis 
in significant areas such as motivators, retention and career goals to generally focus 
on personal interests rather than fulfilling organisational needs. Therefore, future 
success in securing manpower and maintaining a critical pool of talent lies with an 
organisation’s ability to recognise these changes and invest significant efforts to 
bridge the gap between generations. These efforts can include a review of training 
structures to harness the best learning methodologies for each generation, changing 
attitudes towards older workers’ abilities in picking up new technologies and increase 
meaningful interaction between different generation of workers to share experiences 
(for the traditionalists, baby boomers and Gen X) and freely exchange new ideas (for 
Generation Y/Z).

Table 1: Characteristics of the various generations.14 
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In understanding and solving Human Resource (HR) challenges associated with 
generational transitions, organisations can similarly address employee attitudinal shifts 
which corresponds to ‘Life Stages’ or ‘Eras’ that occur in 10–12 year windows. The ability 
of an organisation to adapt and be flexible in addressing employee ‘Life Stages / Eras’ 
aims to improve retention and hopefully, shift one’s focus back towards one of loyalty 
instead of personal relationships in deciding to remain in his/her current career. Looking 
forward, the SAF must continue to actively foster a sense of pride in serving the country 
and should seek novel methods to promote this as a ‘pull’ factor to retain Generation Y 
and Z regulars.

Developing a High Performance Culture

The following figure shows the difference types of organisational cultures and how 
they range from a High Performance Culture, where highly empowered and motivated 
employees drive the organisation forward, to a Compliance culture which requires only 
that the employees align, conform and execute tasks, and so on. Which category do 
you think the RSAF is in? Which category do you think the RSAF should be in? Are the 
answers to both questions the same? A performance culture is based on discipline and it 
promotes standards of excellence and ensures direct accountability. Therefore, obstructive 
behaviours and supports will be blocked. Instead, there will be reinforcement and rewards 
for constructive behaviours. The leaders in the performance culture would play important 
roles in supporting the organisation. The leadership should not only reside at the top of 
the organisation but should emerge from, and be cascaded down to the last man on the 
ground. This leadership must be ongoing, consistent and firmly grounded with on the job 
learning as well.    

Figure 4: High Performance Culture.15
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Figure 5: Explanation of each region in Figure 4.16 

CONCLUSION

The RSAF is in a position of strength. Since the independence of Singapore 50 years 

ago, the RSAF’s rapid ascendance to become one of the most highly regarded air forces 

in the region has helped to ensure the safety and security of Singapore, providing a 

bedrock for the nation’s growth in prosperity. This remarkable achievement is only 

possible because of the World Class People in the organisation. In this respect, the 

challenges in the Human Capital landscape are considerable and will continue to grow 

in significance. The RSAF must continue to put the necessary emphasis in this area 

to ensure that it continues to be the leading air force and a First-Class organisation 

comprising of World Class people.
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