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C
onsider a couple who just moved 
into a private condo from a HDB 
flat, and now work demand-
ing hours to keep up with the 
mortgage and replenish their 

cash reserves.
They sold their five-room flat for 

$750,000 and bought a two-bedroom 
condo in the city fringe for $1.5 million. 
After forking out the down payment, they 
face a monthly mortgage that has more 
than doubled, from $1,800 to $4,600. 

The husband moonlights as a pri-
vate-hire driver after his nine-to-five job, 
often clocking off only at midnight. The 
wife regularly stays late at the office to 
chock up more overtime pay. 

They have a balcony with a breath-
taking unblocked view they only ever 
see after dark, a high-end condo gym 
they are too tired to use and an Olym-
pic-sized pool they have not visited in 
months. The child needs to stay in day-
care longer than they would like — add-
ing another recurring cost to an already 
taut monthly budget.

With a combined household income 
of $13,000 a month, they are techni-
cally within borrowing limits. But once 
maintenance fees, childcare, insurance 
premiums and a car loan are factored 
in, their fixed monthly obligations eat 
up the bulk of what they bring home. 

After daily and discretionary expens-
es, the remaining cash buffer of about 
$2,500 a month is quickly earmarked for 
an emergency fund, retirement savings 
and their child’s education.

Asked why they push themselves this 
hard, the couple answers with a weary 
certainty: that they are playing the long 
game; when they eventually sell the prop-
erty, the profit will make it all worth it.

Maybe it will. But a profit is never 
guaranteed and, in the meantime, life 
is passing them by.

Versions of this trade-off are not un-
common across Singapore. Some of us 
may know — or be part of — households 
that are making ends meet but feel-
ing chronically overwhelmed, thinking 

twice before eating out, and unable to 
leave jobs that leave them emotionally 
or physically depleted.

It is worth asking what we actual-
ly mean whenever we use the word 
“upgrade”. If the move leaves us more 
stretched, burnt out and with less room 
to live on our own terms, does the label 
still hold?

How many of us pause to ask that 
question before signing? How many are 
simply moving with the tide?

A well-worn path, but whose?
The HDB-to-condo-to-landed-property 
path did not come out of nowhere. Dec-
ades of rising property prices gave the 
script credibility, and a national home 

ownership policy made housing acces-
sible and aspirational. 

The very visible success of many Singa-
poreans who bought early and upgrad-
ed steadily has also shown that it is, in 
fact, possible to build wealth through 
real estate in the city-state.

When our parents’ generation did 
well by following a certain path, it is 
natural to take that path as a given. In 
some families, the parents even chip in 
to help their children buy a first con-
do, normalising the aspiration further.

Christopher Tan, CEO of wealth ad-
visory firm Providend, says this upgrad-
ing script persists because it contains 
some truth. For certain cohorts, upgrad-
ing helped build wealth, especially in 
periods of strong property appreciation 
and lower entry prices.

“But the mistake is turning a historical 
success into a timeless rule,” he notes. 

Buyers today face higher entry prices, 
steeper stamp duties, tighter financing 
rules and a very different interest-rate en-
vironment than earlier generations did.

What worked for one generation, 
under different market conditions, is 
not automatically the right playbook 
for the next.

Jeremy Ko, an entrepreneur in the 
sports and fitness industry, who chose 
not to upgrade to a condo, tells Edge-
Prop Singapore: “Just because some-
thing is common wisdom does not 
mean it is still the best wisdom for the 
times we live in.”

Hidden cost of upgrading
For many buyers, the upgrade decision is 
only partly financial. Prestige often plays 
a role too — the address, allure of luxury 
facilities and social signalling.

But that can come at a price beyond 
the sticker value of the unit. 

For some, upgrading may mean that 
over time the financial headroom shrinks 
and the stress quietly accumulates. The 
mortgage gradually comes to influence 
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Property upgrading has built wealth for 
many, but what is the full cost of the dream?

The property upgrade path deserves a harder look; few talk about the risks, hidden strain and how it does not always mean upgrading your quality of life

Sellers who net a profit may find the returns surprisingly modest after accounting for costs. Losses are also more common 
than many realise
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decisions that have nothing 
to do with property.

In a March 10 blog article, 
Ko describes vividly the psy-
chological toll of a mortgage 
that must be continuously ser-
viced at the expense of the 
buyer’s internal ease. Over the 
years, it can “reduce a person 
without his fully noticing it”, 
until the home he bought to 
improve his life can begin to 
weigh on his consciousness 
instead, Ko writes.

Tan from Providend high-
lights that “being able to ‘af-
ford’ according to regulations 
is not the same as living af-
fordably”.

In testing whether we can 
service our debts, prescribed 
rules encourage financial pru-
dence. But whether we can 
still save consistently, support 
our parents, absorb childcare 
costs, maintain insurance, and 
invest for retirement or live 
with peace of mind, is less 
clear-cut.

Clive Chng, associate direc-
tor at Redbrick Mortgage Ad-
visory, notes that frameworks 
such as the total debt servic-
ing ratio (TDSR) are designed 
to prevent overleveraging at 
the point of purchase.

“At the outset, servicing 
ability is usually not an issue. 
Banks also stress-test borrow-
ers to ensure they can still 
manage payments if interest 
rates rise,” he says.

Where strain can often arise 
is if circumstances change, 
such as with retrenchment, 
pay cuts or new financial com-
mitments. 

If that happens, there is 
some flexibility within the 
system. “Borrowers can typi-
cally refinance or adjust their 
loan, such as by extending 
the tenor to reduce monthly 
installments, as long as they 
remain in good standing and 
have not fallen into bad debt,” 
Chng says.

That said, some buyers do 

choose to stretch themselves, 
financially or psychologically. 

This tends to show up as 
chronic pressure and not as 
immediate default. The house-
hold cuts back on emergen-
cy savings, pauses investing, 
skimps on insurance, delays 
family decisions, avoids career 
moves, or feels trapped in a 
lifestyle they thought would 
feel like success.

Tan says: “Financially, they 
may still ‘pass’. Emotionally, 
they are exhausted.”

He finds that the assump-
tion of, “If the bank approves 
it, I can afford it”, captures only 

part of the picture.
A more holistic way to think 

about it may be to ask wheth-
er, after buying the home, you 
can still fund the rest of your 
life, live it meaningfully and re-
tain some margin for joy.

Tan points to the Japanese 
concept of ikigai — a life worth 
living — to which freedom is in-
dispensable. “If buying a prop-
erty puts a squeeze on that fi-
nancial freedom and you lose 
your ikigai, is the upgrade still 
worth it?”

Daphne Lye, MoneyOwl’s 
senior lead for solutions, re-
search and investment man-
agement, recommends apply-
ing a stricter or “more kiasu” 
threshold than what the rules 
allow, such as targeting a TDSR 
of 35% instead of the regula-
tory ceiling of 55%.

This can help provide addi-
tional headroom to stay more 
comfortable through interest 
rate increases or unforeseen 
expenses.

She also suggests keeping 
non-mortgage debt repayments 
to under 15% of take-home in-
come, and setting aside liquid 
emergency funds of six to nine 
months of expenses (or up to 
12 months if you are self-em-
ployed). 

“Additionally, retaining about 
$20,000 or at least six months’ 
worth of mortgage repayments 
in your CPF Ordinary Account 
will mean the payments can 
continue even when there is a 
temporary break in your em-
ployment,” Lye says.
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FOR SALE: A PAIR OF SUNTEC CITY OFFICE UNITS
GRADE A STRATA OFFICE | 3,498 SQ FT TO 7,395 SQ FT | VACANT POSSESSION

Actual view from Property • Strata unit sizes range from 3,498 sq ft and 
3,897 sq ft up to 7,395 sq ft

• Expansive views of Singapore’s skyline, 
including the CBD

• Efficient, regular, column-free layout
• Directly connected to the Promenade, 

Esplanade and City Hall MRT stations
• Sale with vacant possession on an as-is basis – 

suitable for owner-occupiers for immediate use
• Flexibility to acquire individually or jointly
• Refreshed workspace following AEI works
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CLOSING 05 MAY 2026, TUESDAY 3PM
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SOPHIA LIM
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+65 9637 2404
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Upgrading can be the right call, but ideally as less of a social reflex and more of a conscious decision

Ko, speaking from his own expe-
rience as a homeowner, has a per-
sonal rule of thumb. He asks himself 
if a 30% drop in income tomorrow 
would make him lose sleep. 

“If the honest answer is yes, I 
wouldn’t sign on the dotted line. 
That discomfort will compound over 
a 25-year loan, and it tends to sur-
face at the most difficult moments.”

What else could your money do?
The opportunity cost of capital tied 
up in an illiquid asset is equally 
worth reckoning with.

In his blog, Ko argues that cash 
is not merely idle or dormant: “It is 
optionality in its purest form” — the 
ability to act when life presents an 
opening that was not visible before.

It could be a chance to buy into 
a business, to snap up an underval-
ued asset or simply to walk away 
from a job that has run its course. 
None of these would be possible 
if a heavy mortgage payment is a 
primary call on each dollar earned.

Ko’s personal experience illus-
trates this point. After he and his 
wife sold their 1,000 sq ft Build-To-
Order flat for about $715,000, they 
bought a 20-year-old 1,500 sq ft  
executive apartment for $730,000 
instead of reaching for a condo.

The move improved their quality 
of life — gaining 500 sq ft of space 
— without meaningfully increasing 
their monthly commitments or ty-
ing up significantly more capital 
into property.

It also preserved flexibility for 
the future. Having been an entre-
preneur for more than a decade, 
Ko has long understood the value 
of being ready when the right op-
portunity comes along. Arkkies, a 
gym chain he co-founded in 2021, 
has since grown from one outlet to 
more than 20 by early 2026.

“Had I been locked into a large 
condo mortgage, I would have had 
far less room to help fund that ex-
pansion,” he says. 

“In my experience, deploying 
capital into a business we under-
stand well can produce far strong-
er returns than stretching for prop-
erty,” Ko opines. 

In the sports and fitness indus-
try, a well-run outlet can typically 
break even in three to five years. 
To him, that kind of return profile 

is more attractive than most prop-
erty purchases. 

Ko also reckons there are other 
investment instruments that can 
offer better risk-adjusted returns 
with less concentration risk than 
property.

Not every deal is a winner
Property forms the cornerstone of 
many households’ long-term wealth 
plan, and historical numbers offer 
some basis for that confidence.

But as an investment, there is 
more to the picture than headline 
appreciation figures may suggest. 
The downside risks deserve as much 
attention as the upside potential.

Over the past 20 years, median 
prices of HDB resale flats nearly tri-
pled, representing a 5.2% per an-
num (p.a.) rate of return, while the 
private residential segment rose 
by 4.8% p.a.

There is the question of costs too. 
Stamp duties, mortgage interest, 
maintenance fees, agent commis-
sions, renovation expenses, proper-
ty taxes and other costs can erode 
the actual return, says Lye from 
MoneyOwl.

Those who reap a profit from sell-
ing their properties may find the 
eventual returns surprisingly modest, 
especially on an annualised basis.

Losses are also more common 
than many realise. In some cases, 
sellers who have held their units 
for many years still walked away 
with hefty losses, as EdgeProp Sin-
gapore’s coverage of each week’s 
most profitable and unprofitable 
condo resale deals shows. 

Take the condo resale trans-
actions in March. Among the 
worst-performing deals, losses 
ranged from 0.4% to 25.6%. The 
biggest gains in the month ranged 
from 22% to 287.4% — tidy profits, 
to be sure, albeit translating to an-
nualised returns of 1.6% to 7.6%, 
mostly over lengthy holding peri-
ods of up to 31 years.

For landlords, rental income can 
offset holding costs. But it may 
be subject to income tax and also 
comes with vacancy risk, tenant 
management and higher property 
tax rates on non-owner-occupied 
homes, notes Lye. 

Other considerations for land-
CONTINUES ON PAGE EP9

Borrowers 
can typically 

refinance or adjust 
their loan... as long 
as they remain in 
good standing.”

— Clive Chng, 
Redbrick Mortgage Advisory

If after buying 
a property, you 

do not have financial 
freedom and you 
lose your ‘ikigai’, is the 
upgrade still worth it?”

— Christopher Tan, Providend

In my experience, 
deploying capital into 

a business we understand 
well can produce far 
stronger returns than stretching 
for property.”
— Jeremy Ko, entrepreneur and homeowner
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lords include minimum stay regulations 
and the minimum occupation period 
for HDB flats.

Stable does not mean risk-free
“Singapore has strong institutions, a 
high home ownership rate and a tightly 
regulated financing system, which to-
gether make the housing market feel 
more stable than many others,” says 
Providend’s Tan.

“But ‘stable’ is not the same as ‘risk-
free’,” he adds. Property prices can stag-
nate, fall or underperform other asset 
classes after accounting for costs. 

As with any investment, past perfor-
mance is not indicative of future results. 

Lye highlights that many economies 
go through housing and financial cri-
ses: “So we can never say that there is 
no risk.”

Tan also thinks Singaporeans should 
weigh the risk of loss or even foreclo-
sure “more seriously than they usually 
do”. In particular, most purchases in-
volve leverage, which magnifies both 
gains and losses.

Rules such as TDSR prevent over-bor-
rowing. “Those guardrails matter. But 
they are default-prevention tools, rath-
er than guarantees of comfort or prof-
itability,” he says.

A buyer can remain technically com-
pliant with the rules and still be one 
job loss, health event or new caregiving 
responsibility away from added strain.

Don’t put all your eggs in one 
postcode
By its nature, property concentrates a 
household’s wealth in a single, illiquid 
asset in a single market.

A real estate purchase is lumpy, lever-
aged, illiquid and expensive to reverse, 
as Tan puts it. In contrast, a diversified 
portfolio of equities and bonds can be 
built gradually, rebalanced, partially sold 
when needed, and spread across mar-
kets and sectors.

A property is also indivisible. “You can-
not sell part of it to free up cash. Own-
ers have to sell the entire asset to un-
lock its value,” Lye says. She adds that it 
is a “chunky risk”, requiring a large ini-
tial down payment and ongoing mort-
gage payments and maintenance fees.

Property should thus be treated as a 
concentrated, leveraged asset and com-
pared against the household’s total port-
folio, not judged in isolation.

“Diversification matters, and over-con-

centration in one asset class can weak-
en an overall plan,” Tan says.

When weighing property versus oth-
er asset classes, the questions ought to 
be: What role is each asset meant to 
play? Is the household already overex-
posed to any?

Property can offer tangibility, poten-
tial rental income and leverage. Equities 
offer diversification, liquidity, lower entry 
cost and easier scaling, while bonds and 
cash support stability and liquidity. RE-
ITs can give property exposure without 
concentrating all the risk in one physi-
cal unit, Tan notes.

The key is to recognise that proper-
ty is not the only way to build wealth. 

“A balanced approach is to build up 
one’s financial assets on top of owning 
a property,” Lye says.

She highlights several key principles 
of investing: find a portfolio mix suited 
to your risk appetite, diversify globally, 
stay invested instead of timing the mar-

ket and keep costs low.
In the past two decades, globally di-

versified balanced investment portfo-
lios have historically delivered returns 
broadly comparable with Singapore 
property, with more liquidity and be-
fore taking into account the impact of 
leverage, Lye notes.

What kind of life are you buying 
into?
None of this is to say that upgrading is 
the wrong call. It can be the right one, 
but ideally as less of a social reflex and 
more of a conscious decision.

The bar ought to be high: solid finan-
cial foundations, a genuine lifestyle need 
and recurring costs that remain com-
fortable over time, even as financial con-
ditions and life circumstances evolve.

Besides, HDB living has numerous ad-
vantages that tend to get overlooked in 
the excitement of upgrading. Many es-
tates are well-served by amenities and 
public transport, you get a more spa-
cious home for your budget, and con-
servancy fees are lower.

And for households with multiple cars, 
multistorey carparks in HDB estates ac-
tually offer more lots than many condo 
carparks or car porches, Ko points out.

The questions that matter most may 
not be how much a property could fetch 
in five or 10 years, but what else your cap-
ital, time and freedom could be put to-
wards — and whether the life inside the 
upgrade is actually the one you want. E  
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Property is not the only way to build wealth

A balanced approach 
is to build up one’s 

financial assets on top of 
owning a property.”

— Daphne Lye, MoneyOwl
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Lendlease has embedded placemaking at Paya Lebar Quarter (pictured), participating in URA’s Business Improvement District 
pilot programme to activate public spaces and shape precinct identity

Fitted-out office spaces, such as The Great Room at Keppel South Central (pictured), have gained traction as they eliminate 
the need for significant upfront capital expenditure

Strengthening community 
engagement to foster tenant cohesion
With many organisations actively draw-
ing employees back to the office, tenant 
engagement programmes have emerged 
as a key lever, offering employees a rea-
son to show up beyond their desks. Such 
programmes are not new, but their scope 
has expanded considerably.

CapitaLand, for instance, organised over 
970 activities across its Singapore work-
space properties in 2023, spanning festive 
celebrations, sports events and wellness 
workshops. In October 2025, it further 
formalised this commitment through a 
three-year partnership with the Health 
Promotion Board to deliver health and 
wellness programmes benefitting some 
45,000 participants annually.

Lendlease has similarly embedded 
placemaking at Paya Lebar Quarter, 
participating in URA’s Business Im-
provement District pilot programme to 
activate public spaces and shape the 
precinct’s identity.

Offering flexible lease structures, or 
initiating early renewal discussions
Consider proactively reviewing upcom-
ing lease expiries 12 to 18 months in ad-
vance. Early engagement allows land-
lords to understand tenants’ intentions 
and provides lead time to accommodate 
changing space requirements or counter 
tenants’ relocation plans.

Offering shorter terms with renewal op-
tions, rent-free fit-out periods or stepped 
rent arrangements, can meaningfully lower 

the barrier to renewal for cost-conscious 
tenants, making lease flexibility a key le-
ver in retaining occupiers.

Fitted-out office options
Fitted-out office options have gained trac-
tion among tenants as they remove the 
need for significant upfront capital com-
mitment, offering plug-and-play spac-
es that allow occupiers to move in with 
minimal lead time — a compelling prop-
osition for smaller tenants, start-ups and 
firms undergoing restructuring.

By working with landlords to incor-
porate fit-out costs into the rental struc-
ture, tenants can eliminate the need for 
upfront capital expenditure, making the 
overall leasing decision more financially 
manageable.

In conclusion
As the gap between premium and non-pre-
mium office buildings widens, landlords 
who act early and think creatively will be 
better placed to weather the divergence. 
The solutions outlined above are by no 
means exhaustive, but they underscore 
a broader truth: staying occupied in a 
two-speed market demands more than 
competitive rents. It requires a genuine 
commitment to elevating the occupi-
er experience through active tenant en-
gagement and a deeper understanding 
of their day-to-day challenges. E  
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