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Women On Top

Not all expat wives languish in the shadows of their husbands, writes Nicola Supka.

IN COLONIAL
Sin

ily as a civilising influ
ence. Back then, they adopted few of the
local customs,insisting on retaining theis

dignity and culture by dressing in the
same long dresses, b

had worn at home (this in the day
before air-con)
lavish

They played bridge,
partics and

raised familics. Expat wives
were a highly privileged few
their husbands either diplo-
mats or employed by banks

and other big companics.
Today the im:

e persists
that expat wives are a

1
Curries popular

The
was first per-

bunch. In 1999

per
Audrey
theatre
Expat Wi

production,

formed in Sin and

reprised the following year.

apore

It inspired plenty of laughs
but did litde to change

long-ingrained perceptions.

The comic scenes portrayed

had a basis in reality — hus-

bands had affirs, expat chil-
like

dren acted

brats, and
their maids for granted. But
the image of the wife in this
play is of an alcoholic who
spends the majority of her
time in the beauty slon,the
gym and the club, and the
rest ateending an endless
round of coffee mornings.

There’s not even the slight.
est suggestion of her being
able to hold down a job.

st 50 years, not only have
women’s attitudes changed substa

n the
dally,

the cconomic realities of expat life have
changed along with them. Few expats

and shawls they

> employing two maids, a gardener and

driver was
e e

particularly those from Australiz
The truth is many women now come ta
s Singapore under their own expatriat

packages, and those who

o, i st o n el bk, xpled e ks of e

their husbands here are

wch more lke:
Iy to work, whether it is to supplement
the

houschold income

or simply
fetain a semblance of independence

expat women in Singapore

norm. Today expats are
and

~ come here to work for local salrics,

a tion for expatriate working women,
indicate that they continue o do 5.

From a toal of 2

members in 1992, it
now has a membership of over 300, rep-

o Few women succeed in juggling
e carcer and family while remaining com

pletely sane, but Christine proves it can
be done. She arrived in Sin-
apore 11 years ago with no.
universiy degree but sever-
al years’experience in com-
puter sales and instalaton,
having started her working
I

 as a teenaged office
junior. Christine had just
had her firse child. At the
time it was illegal for expat
wives to work here. Even
later, when the law changed
and she decided to sct up
her own company offering
computer training, her hus-
band’s company was less
than enthusiastic e
wives of our company men
don't usually work”, was

ofi-repeated response. Unde
terred, Christine was cven
tually sponsored by the

company’s European office
“Istarted with my friends
Gaught

and a couple of

nights 3 week” she says

today.“1 ook tine off dute
ing pregnancy. When I surt-
ed, 1 said it was ‘something
to keep me busy' | pretend-
g o, €3 it did't mater, becaue
having not worked for four

years, 1 didn't want to set myself up for

failure.” Now with three boys aged five

10 and 12, Christine continues to juggle

her time. cffectively school

and her training busines.
Flexibility s important, which is why,
despite tempting job offers,she remains
self-cmployed. *I can take three months
off 2 year and make more in seven hours
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two or three industries here and enjoys
government support
Although she came to Singapore as

2 wailing spouse, Junita was de

mined to return to work. She

unfazed by her husbands negative con
ment after a business function (*none of
the other wives are even entertining
the idea of working”) o the fact that at
that time there were only 3 handéul of
expat women working
were so few of us in 1991

 cases being the
only expat woman played to my

advantage
Stil, Juanita admits to the

downsides of choosing work over

traditional women’s roles. “Long
hours and regional travel mean
that I miss out on many leisurely
and cultural activities, but | get a
different perspective ~ an interest-
ing one — through my business
travel” With VP staus and market

ing coms
at a regional and global level for

s responsibilty

an international bank, Juanitx’
position is pivotal. She works 12

hour days, dealing daily with the
head office expectation that Asia
as one while

can ‘speak voice

being aware of the e

ity of many
diverse countries and cultures.
Though she is modest about her
achievemens, Juanita stresses thit
there are many opportunities. “I
truly believe that if you want to

work here you can. Identify the
skills you have — there
obstacles if you are willing to be flexible
There is a strong need for people who
have writing and cditing skills at an
international level of English. Ad hoc
asi and parttime

events management are Just two oppor
tunities for women who have children
and don't want to work full-time
Singapore is rapidly becoming
ind training hub to0. When
the University of Chic

o, one of the

worlds top business schools, set up its
third international campus in Singapore,
Carolyn,  top exccutive with an Amer
ican’ multinationl, decided it was an
opportunity too good to pass up. She
signed up for the Exccutive MBA (

rigorous course but one of the best

got her company to sponsor her studics,
which involved a commitment of one
week per month. She
only thre

arted the course
weeks affer giving birth to
her first child and found the school very
supportive.

According to Carolyn the

number of good high-level business

courses on offer here. They include
INSEAD, the NUS Asia Pacific Execu
ame as well as UCLA and
Stanford’s joint programmes. Not all
participants are sponsored by compa-

There a

opportunities, both on campus and dis

tive Progra

. Cindy agrees: e lots of
tance learning, if you can't find the
right job opportunity. Some courses
are very condensed and intense, others

There are two sides to every story, of
course, Lorna arrived as 4 traling spouse
st November, but (ke an increasing
the understand.
ing that she would continue her success-
ful carcer in marketing. She was told by

number of women) ¢

et husbands company that it would be

casy because there are a lot of forcign
spore. With an MBA

and three years ex

companies in Sin

erience in brand
management,she understandably expect-
ed to find 2 job quickly. The reality
hower

hs been more challengi

Having suffered an initial blow to her
sel-esteem, Lorna has adjusted to ¢
R U 3 s ey
ot for a senior position with a multina.
onal company. In addition, having met
a number of successful women et

repre-

the option
of stating her own company

Lorna started her job search with the
Recruitment pages of The Stais Times,
obtaining two interviews after send

out 15 applications. She now believes
that networking i the best strategy. As a
=EEE

Professional Association,

Mo e
Centre for Expatriates,she takes a high
Iy proactive approach. “You hav
the initative | think 1 am always the one

ke

to make the initial call ~ it takes a lot of

Hailing from California, Lorna was

taken aback by questions about her age,
and the fact that it is sandard procedure
1é. Her
xtremely supportive
He wants me to be challenged. With
that support I can be more picky about
the job | take:
Auitudes are changing, even among.

to include  photo with a resum

husband has been

the big companies, the ones who were
so dismissive 10 years ago when Chris
tine and Juanita clected to work here
According to RightD&A, career srate
g consulta

are planned, giving individuals an in.
depth introduction to the carcer market
in Singapore as well as sel-assessment

tools to asist them in carcer targeting

Whether you lack a degree or wicld
a can't-miss CV, opportunitis for expat
women who prefer to work are clearly
available in Sin
at the

ipore. As the counsellors

Career Resource Centre for

Expatriates point out, many local
employers are keen to employ expat
wives flexible working

d,although it helps
i return if you are prepared to work for
a more modest salary than you might

hours must be of

ORGANISATIONS TO CONTACT
« PrimeTime Business and Professional

Women's Association (Tel: 234-0973,

Website:primetime.org 5.
This

very friendly s well a being profession-
ally and efficiendy ru

mail: info@
primetime.org sg). association i
and s open to

non-worki

job seckers

oo, PrimeTiime s dedicate to fotering
relationships among the international
and professional women’s community in
Singapore and assising members. in
adapting to the multicultural aspects of
life here. Although the majority of the
300 members are expats, it s also affli
sed with a number of Singapore
women's organisations. Annual mem-
bership costs $85, and members meet
monthly for buffct dinners with a guest
speaker, as well as through various sub-

groups with specialis intrests, includs
HR, Legal, Marketing, Small Business
and Wi

Career Resource €
ristes (CRCE) (Tel: 7

sasingapore.com,

atre for Expa
8-0371, Website
Email fc

ercctp:

netsg). Although based in the

Club, this centre is open to all national
i s s & 0 supporscxpu i

spouses’, whether male or

Pl
The
and has excellent
well-established

their scarch for furth

ment in Singapore. centre was

established in 1997
and

contacts with
employers. According to the stff, there
are job opportunities in many arcas, but
particularly in teaching English, market-

sles and accounting. Employers
who advertise jobs through the CRCE
know  that they

must offer flexible

working hours, and thercfore 2 good

proportion of positions available. arc

part-time. Coffee mornings are run

once a month giving an opportunity o

meet new  people and learn about 2
carcer related topic such as business cti
quete or training opportunitics. Elizs
beth and Crystal, who run the centre 35
a job share, offer resumé writing advice

d plan to off

interviewing skill
e et
all nationalities and coss $90,

Sk gipor Saion us) Pl
al Women's Association (SBPWA) (Tel:
338-9395, Website: sbpwa.on

A networking
group that promotes the  interests of
business and professional women in Sin-

sg. Enil:

sbpwa@hotmail.com)

gapore,its member

ship is primarily Sin-
gaporean but is ope
Established in 19
members to. exchany

o all nationalitcs.

2,ic s ..vmw.,, for
ideas, network
and expand their contacts not only
locally but on an_ international basis
SBPWA is affiated with the Interna-
tional Federation of Business and Pro-
fessional Women (IFBPW), which bas
assoc bs in more than 100 coun-
SBPWA is an

pore Coun-
il of Women's Organisations (SCWO)
Several sub-groups also exist including

tries worldwide. Locally,
Sin

Singapore Women in Technology
(SWIT), esablished four years ago, and
the more recent SWIF (Finance) and

SWIM (Mentoring). ®



