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The modern worker in trouble

From blurring work-life boundaries to the growing gap in housing
affordability, the picture is looking grim. By Georgios Georgiou

MODERN workers are plagued by a host of
misfortunes. Gone are the times when they
could make a living with a nine-to-five jobina
single company throughout their career—one
that could afford them a reasonable quality of
life and a decent home.

In the 21st century, such privileges are a
bizarre and enviable rarity, a dream of the
past.

What is life like for modern workers? Their
travails start before they even graduate from
university. The new norm is that, to be eligible
for a job post-graduation, they need to apply
for and obtain internships.

These are often lowly-paid, temporary jobs
with an employer, undertaken while still a
university student and which provide pre-
cious brownie points for an eventual “perma-
nent” position at the company or elsewhere.

But how “permanent” are the jobs that
workers eventually land these days? We are
now told that terms like “flexibility”, “lifelong
learning” and “continuous education” charac-
terise the labour market. This suggests that
job security with one employer throughout
one’s career is unlikely; jobs may be rede-
signed and mid-career pivots will be neces-
sary.

And what about quality of life? This varies
widely, depending on the jurisdiction. Bene-
fits, like leave days, may not be legally man-
dated at all in some jurisdictions. In the US,
for example, there is no federal mandate, or
even a state mandate in most cases.

In such a legal vacuum, leave is up to the
magnanimity of the employer and the whims
of the market.

On the other end of the spectrum, it is not
uncommon to see legal mandates that exceed
20 or even 25 days of annual leave in several
European jurisdictions. Singapore lies so-
mewhere in the middle, with a minimum of
seven days mandated.

Work-life balance has not fared any better.
Especially after the Covid-19 pandemic, the
boundary between work and personal life has
become increasingly blurred. Clients, or even
bosses, contact workers after hours and feel
entitled to an immediate answer.

“Urgent”’ requests have become an epidem-
ic that afflicts industries where there are no
inherent urgencies. Fittingly, such requests
are often capped by the most cacophonous
example of passive-aggressive writing: “I look
forward to hearing from you soon.” Most read-
ers would have been on the receiving end of
this monstrosity, and some may, sadly, be on
the sending end in the future.

Then there are “mandatory” social events,
where one is supposed to “have fun” with co-
workers outside the office. These are often
get-togethers for a meal or drink after work —
at the expense of personal time with family;
worse, there are weekend retreats, where eve-
ryone is rounded up in the conference room
of a nice hotel and shown PowerPoint decks
detailing new and improved KPIs (key perfor-
mance indicators).

The travails of the
modern worker
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securing internships
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points for a
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Luckily, it is not always like that. There are
still employers, in several jurisdictions, in-
cluding Singapore, that discourage work-re-
lated activities and communication after
close of business or on weekends. However,
such cases remain the exception.

Perhaps the most important part of this
discussion is remuneration. Since many peo-
ple aspire to buy a home, a good indicator of
income adequacy is how easy it is for workers
to buy one.

The simplest index that encapsulates this
relationship is the (median) house price to
(median) annual household income ratio. This
metric measures the number of years a typ-
ical household would take to buy a typical
home if the household members saved the en-
tirety of their annual income.

The higher this number is, the more diffi-
cult it is for a household to own a home. In
recent years, any number below five has been
considered reasonable.

A 2025 study from Harvard University’s
Joint Center for Housing Studies showed that
the house price to income ratio in the United
States hit five in 2024, after having averaged
3.2 in the 1990s.

Most studies note that this index was sub-
stantially lower earlier in the 20th century. In
the European Union, house prices have simi-
larly gone up - on average, 10 per cent faster
than incomes did between 2014 and 2025,
said a 2025 European Commission report.

In Singapore, the house-price-to-income
ratio has been kept in check, thanks to the af-
fordability of the government-subsidised
Housing & Development Board apartments,
which were sold at 4.3 times the annual hou-
sehold income in 2024, the Urban Land Insti-
tute reported.

Notably, privately built condominiums
were priced at almost 17 times the annual in-
come in Singapore, but this is still better than
in Hong Kong, where apartment prices were
23.4 times the annual income in 2024.

The grim picture painted above has not ac-
counted for the possibly deleterious effects of
artificial intelligence on the labour market, a
matter still debated among economists. But |
would be remiss to omit that Al has the poten-
tial to add insult to injury.

Workers are hearing a common adage from
company executives: Embrace Al or leave. We
hear of prominent chief executive officers cit-
ing Al as a reason to slash substantial chunks
of employees. In other words, employers
seem to be doling out the rope with which
workers will hang themselves.

If this is the state of affairs that the modern
worker is dealing with, one cannot help but
wonder: Will employers take active steps to
improve things for their workforce? And, per-
haps more importantly, how do workers
themselves see their future in this environ-
ment?

| look forward to hearing from both of
them soon.
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