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During my visit to my hairdresser 
in November, the conversation 
invariably wandered off to our 
work, and how we were coping 
amid the pandemic.

My stylist, a carefree and 
straight-talking Malaysian 
work-permit holder in her 30s, 
made a comment that lingered 
with me: “People in our line of 
work cannot bring our emotions 
with us to the job.”

She explained: As someone in 
the service line who works with 
her hands, she has learnt to bridle 

feelings – every spark of anger or 
impatience that rises up in 
her could result in the wrong snip 
or cut being made, affecting the 
quality of her work and 
potentially leading to the loss
of a customer. 

Going to work then requires her 
to take a consciously mindful 
approach that involves separating 
her own emotions about 
customers, demanding bosses or 
personal troubles, to focus on the 
task at hand, in order to ensure 
that her customers leave satisfied.

Listening to her, I was struck 
and humbled by her dedication
to her craft and professional 
attitude, exhibiting a level of 
conscientiousness that I 
sometimes forget to maintain in 
my own work. 

In the midst of the Covid-19 
pandemic, I also felt guilty that 
someone like my hairdresser has 
had to put up with more 
uncertainty than an office worker 
like me, despite her competence 
and positive work attitude. 

At the height of the pandemic, 
hair salons had to be shut for three 
weeks from late April to May, 
which meant she could not work 

during this period. I, however, 
while barred from returning to the 
office, was able to work remotely.

As a Malaysian, my stylist has 
also not seen her family in Muar, 
Johor, for close to a year – taking 
the trip across the border would 
mean that she would need to serve 
a stay-home notice of 14 days 
when she returns, leading to her 
missing out on more days of work 
and income.

Encounters such as this one 
during the Covid-19 crisis have 
taught me this: We do not 
appreciate or respect enough 
workers in manual jobs and 
caregiving roles, who belong to a 
more vulnerable class of workers 
compared with those in 
white-collar professions.

The issue of treating those with 
different skills differently was 
flagged in a book by British writer 
David Goodhart titled Head Hand 
Heart: The Struggle For Dignity 
And Status In The 21st Century. 
He suggests that some societies 
suffer from a condition described 
as “peak head”, in which those 
with cognitive abilities (head 
skills) are valued more than those 
with technical and practical skills 
(hand skills), and those with 
social and empathetic skills 
(heart skills). 

The prioritisation of head skills 
alienates those with hand and 
heart skills, whose income and 
status fall behind that of other 
workers.

Covid-19 has, to some extent, 
upended that hierarchy and made 
clear that the work of those with 
hand and heart skills are essential 
and important to us. Just think of 
the roles of cleaners, rubbish 
collectors, healthcare and public 
transport workers, maintenance 
workers, drivers and deliverymen 
– they keep the country 
functioning smoothly throughout 
the pandemic. 

Many people have since said that 
these jobs should be better 
respected and better paid. I agree 
and hope it will not take another 
crisis on this scale for us increase 
the value we attach to these jobs. 

An event I covered as a journalist 
in 2017 reminded me how 
fallacious it is to think that manual 
jobs are jobs for those who are less 
competent.

As someone who had gone 
through the academic route in 
school, I found it an eye-opening 

experience to travel with students 
from polytechnics and the 
Institute of Technical Education 
(ITE) to Abu Dhabi to report on the 
biennial WorldSkills international 
competition that year.

There, students from the ITE 
and polytechnics showcased their 
ability to work with their hands 
and their hearts at the global 
competition of vocational skills, 
from expertly installing and 
testing network cable systems that 
are needed by essential business 
services, to looking after patients 
in long-term care settings.

I knew from watching their deft 
hands and professionalism during 
the contest that I would never be 
able to replicate what they have 
achieved.

Witnessing for myself the level 
of skill that is required for these 
roles humbled me and convinced 
me that they should be given more 
recognition. The events of this 
year have also further underscored 
how greater awareness of such 
roles can help people give greater 
respect to workers in these jobs.

One way to inculcate a deeper 
appreciation of these hand and 
heart skills would be to give 
students in academic streams 
more exposure to what these 
skills entail.

How about getting junior 

college students to become 
apprentices to senior ITE 
students for a week or so during 
their post-exam period, during 
which they can learn what it takes 
to provide stellar restaurant 
service at its training restaurant, 
or learn the basics of how to install 
and troubleshoot industrial 
equipment in factories? 

Students from the ITE and 
polytechnics can also collaborate 
with university students on 
projects.

In 2016, for instance, then 
Singapore Management 
University (SMU) Associate 
Professor Margaret Chan mooted 
an experimental student theatre 
project in which students from 
ITE, Republic Polytechnic and 
SMU worked together to put up a 
theatre production.

The polytechnic and ITE 
students designed the set, 
costumes, soundscapes, and 
handled marketing. SMU students 
acted and also served as crew 
members under ITE stage 
managers, who were trained in 
professional performance 
production. 

Such a collaboration provided a 
valuable opportunity for students 
to gain a better appreciation of 
one another’s skill sets, 
recognising that everyone’s efforts 
are instrumental to the success of 
the production.

The SkillsFuture movement has 
also encouraged this shift towards 
a better appreciation of hand and 
heart skills. More people in my 
generation are now picking up 
skills such as carpentry, farming, 
cooking and sewing – in the 
process discovering the sweat, 
discipline and talent it takes to 
excel in these areas.

An appreciation of 
workmanship will make all of us 
think harder about how prepared 
we are to pay for such work to be 
outsourced to others, and to give 
credit to workers in these trades 
based on how skilled they are, 
instead of assigning value to such 
tasks based on arbitrary and 
outdated stereotypes.

This could narrow the gap in 
status and income between 
professions requiring cognitive 
skills and those requiring such 
hand and heart skills. 
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The prioritisation of head 
skills alienates those with 
hand and heart skills, 
whose income and status 
fall behind that of other 
workers. Covid-19 has, 
to some extent, upended 
that hierarchy and made 
clear that the work of those 
with hand and heart skills 
are essential and 
important to us.
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