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Executive Summary

Close to half the global population have headed to the polls in 2024. As
governments have prepared for the highest voter turnout in history, their work
has come under intense scrutiny. And as countries face increasingly complex
challenges, their governments are under greater pressure to deliver solutions to
their constituencies.

To help our government partners and policy leaders around the world with this
endeavour, Nesta commissioned the Behavioural Insights Team to produce
research on lessons from Singapore — one of the highest functioning
bureaucracies in the world according to the World Bank'. To jump-start this
research, we interviewed nine former and current Singaporean senior civil
servants®. They included directors, deputy secretaries, permanent secretaries,
chief executive officers, a former head of civil service, and a principal private
secretary to the prime minister.

Between them, they have designed, implemented and managed key policies,

such as Singapore’s pensions scheme, healthcare financing framework, public

service transformation and economic development through foreign investment
promotion.

We began each interview with the same question: What is the secret to
Singapore’s successe

Three themes recurred throughout our conversations — vulnerability, pragmatism
and a Whole-of-Government mindset. From these, we have teased out five
ideas that we hope will generate debate on the ingredients necessary for an
effective civil service. These ideas are not recommendations to be adopted
wholesale, but provocations from seasoned bureaucrats who have spent their
lives being very good at what they do — the business of government.

The five ideas in this report are as follows.

1. Engage with the possibility of failure: integrate disciplined premorteming
into policymaking.

bi.team


https://www.bi.team/

BIT

2. Formalise long-term scenario planning as a systematic practice of
government.

3. Practise bold and ‘un-ideological’ policy borrowing.

4. Establish a public sector fraining institution that is funded and
administered by the central government.

5. Nurture strong public sector leadership.
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Introduction

Over the last decade, countless commentary pieces have outlined what
countries can learn from Singapore. In his 2012 Washington Post piece, ‘What
Singapore can teach us’, Matt Miller argued,

“... the big thing to take away from the Singapore story thus far is this:
While Americans fight endlessly about ‘big government’ vs. ‘small
government’ yet do nothing to meet our biggest challenges,
Singapore has ignored ideological claptrap and focused relentlessly
on what works... Singapore thus stands as the leading modern
example of how government as pragmatic problem-solver can

dramatically improve people’s lives”.?

A year later, Nobel Laureate, Joseph Stiglitz, entered the conversation. In the
New York Times, he discussed four distinct aspects of Singapore’s economic
model that the United States should learn from to reduce inequality —
self-reliance, universal but progressive government programmes, distribution of
pretax income to the poor and heavy investment in education.*

Most recently, in a June 2024 essay in Foreign Policy, Graham Allison proposed
a provocative hypothetical scenario where instead of choosing between U.S.
presidential candidates or the Conservative and Labour parties, citizens in the
United States and Britain subcontract their country’s governance for the next
four years to Singapore’s ruling party.®

While this report builds on these attempts to distil learnings from Singapore’s
successes, it improves on previous commentaries in key ways:

1. It goes deeper than a laundry list of Singapore’s successful policies.
Instead, it examines the values and dispositions that have come to
influence the development, functioning, growth and reproduction of
Singapore’s civil service effectiveness. These principles developed first as
aresponse to Singapore’s abrupt independence in 1965 and its unique
geopolitical position in South-east Asia. Since then, they have
purposefully evolved into a set of working dispositions that explain the
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country’s successes in governance, its strong performance on economic
and social indicators and its efficient and effective public service.

2. The insights are gleaned from first-hand interviews with current and
former senior civil servants in Singapore.

3. It provides actionable ideas to spur governments interested in replicating
aspects of Singapore’s success across policy domains, accompanied by
considerations to take into account for their implementation.

What makes Singapore unique?

At its independence in 1965, Singapore was confronted with high
unemployment, poor infrastructure, as well as racial and political instability. In
the almost six decades since, Singapore has rapidly developed from a
low-income to a high-income economy. GDP growth in the city-state has
been among the world’s highest, at an average of about 7% since
independence and topping 9.2% in the first 25 years. Today, the city-state is
among the world’s most competitive economies and ranks highest in the
2020 World Bank Human Capital Index.®

Singapore is also a nation with little to no natural resources; instead, its growth
is based on international trade and economic globalisation, export-oriented
industrialisation, the large accumulation of received foreign direct
investments and assets held by sovereign wealth funds. In spite of — or
perhaps due to —its lack of natural resources, Singapore continues to
maintain one of the highest levels of government effectiveness. This is
noteworthy given research to suggest that a high degree of resource
dependence is associated with lower levels of institutional quality.” The chart
below plots government effectiveness® as measured by the World Bank
against a measure of a country’s dependence on natural resources (as
measured as a proportion of GDP).

Singapore’s ability to create a high-performing public service and produce

stfrong economic and social outcomes in under two generations has made it
a source of attention and study.
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Figure 1: Relationship between government effectiveness and dependence on natural resources’
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The ideas we present here are broad guidelines that governments can use to

stress-test their governance approaches. They range from higher-level

considerations to do with leveraging socio-political vulnerabilities, to more

operational measures, such as rethinking civil service development.

These are not meant to be recommendations or a comprehensive strategy, nor

will they be relevant to every government. Instead, they are lessons gleaned

from Singapore’s unique experience, which we hope will help administrations

depending on their needs.

The ideas fall into three broad categories based on themes that recurred in our

interviews:

1.

An empowering vulnerability: A prevailing — almost neurotic — sense of
vulnerability pervades the Singapore psyche. In the words of Singapore’s
recently inaugurated Prime Minister, Lawrence Wong, ‘We've always
seen ourselves as the underdog, we will always be the improbable,

unlikely nation forged only through the collective will of our people’."

And yet, rather than allow fear and insecurity to paralyse development,
the Singapore government has harnessed this innate vulnerability into an
energising force for long-term planning and policy making.

A syncretic pragmatism which adopts widely and adapts boldly:
Singapore prides itself on practising pragmatic policymaking. However,
unlike conventional forms of pragmatism which lean towards caution
and moderation, pragmatism in Singapore is ruthlessly focused on
oufcomes.

As such, it is devoid of ideology beyond ensuring Singapore's continued
success and survival. Towards these ends, the Singapore government
draws on and combines ideas from a wide spectrum of policy traditions
that may seem incompatible, and fashions them into what works for
Singapore.

Whole-of-Government (WOG) as the bedrock of an excellent civil
service: The Singapore public service wholeheartedly adopts a
Whole-of-Government philosophy. This requires government agencies to
make their vertical organisational structures permeable so that learning,
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communication, analysis and decision-making processes can take place
across organisational boundaries.

While structures and processes supporting WOG collaboration are key,
what is more important is that public officers across all levels of
government believe in the value of operating as one government in
what they do. This also influences the way talent is recruited, retained
and organised. For instance, the elite corp of civil servants, the
Administrative Service, is regularly rotated across portfolios, intentionally
to avoid silo formation and to build a level of porosity and
inferconnectedness.
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An empowering vulnerability

A 2015 special report in the Economist, ‘A little red dot in a sea of green’,"!

described Singapore as having a pervading sense of vulnerability inherited from
the pioneers who founded the country. In much of the national narrative —
through school textbooks, national songs, official speeches — Singaporeans are
never allowed to forget that their country is small, and its future fragile.

Many of the civil servants we spoke to referred often to the improbability of
Singapore’s nationhood, the associated frauma and the ensuing vulnerability.
As pointedly described by an interviewee:

(A4) “...this is a country acutely aware of its own vulnerability and
everything we do emanates from that”.

However, several of the senior civil servants with whom we spoke talked about
how it has been essential to channel this insecurity productively and not allow it
to be a crippling liability. There was a distinct recognition that the correct
response to this hardwired vulnerability is not risk aversion, but to be deeply
protective of the nation and its assefts (ie, its people, resources, systems).

This translates into a civil service which almost always plans ahead, plans
long-term and plans for the worst-case scenario. We see this in the shaping and
communication of health and retirement policies, where the precision
calculation of subsidies and micro-targeting of payouts to specific
demographic groups stems from a perception of scarcity and the anticipation
of instability in the long run.

(A12) "Day to day, we are constantly using language as though the
system is gonna die right now. ‘You're running out of manpower,
you're running out of nurses, or you have no more funding.’ We are
using these words as though the system is not going to survive, but |
think that moves a lot of us info action to keep things going”.

In other words, this spectre of vulnerability in Singapore is viewed as
empowering and energising as it builds a ‘muscle’ for long-term planning.

bi.team
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Idea 1: Engage with the possibility of failure: integrate
disciplined premorteming into policymaking

While other countries may not have the same sense of inherent national
vulnerability as Singapore, embracing and systematically engaging with the
prospect of failure can help an administration plan for success.

Traditionally, premorteming is a technique used to identify flaws in a plan that
may otherwise go unnoticed. It is particularly suited to address the planning
fallacy bias, which can lead individuals and organisations to underestimate the
time and resources required to complete a project. Planning fallacy results in
unrealistic timelines, inadequate resource allocation and a lack of contingency
planning.

We take this one step further by proposing that policymakers not just conduct
premortems as a “good to have” exercise, but fully integrate them into the
policy formulation process.

e First, administrators would imagine a future where worst-case scenarios
have come frue; for example, birth rate decline, manpower shortages,
depletion of natural resources or foreign investments;

e Then, contemplate the consequences of these scenarios coming true in
each government department; and

e Use these possible futures as the motivating goal for current
policymaking.

In order for this premorteming approach to be truly effective in the long run, it
cannot merely be a thought experiment. Resources, funds and effort must be
dedicated to putting policies in place that will best position the country to avert
these worst-case scenarios from materialising.

(B8) “A lot of the fear manifests in the actual way we work. The questions
we then use are, ‘What would happen if we didn't do anything?’.
Because it's fear, righte So someone has to go and use data and project
something, and what if it looks terrible

So it gives us that burning platform to act because otherwise, hey look
how many people will not have hospital beds¢ So the mindset has fo be

bi.team
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franslated into something, not a general feeling of therefore | must work
harder, but it manifests as questions that we then ask in the policy process.
If we didn't do it now or if we didn't do it at all, what would happen? If you
only did it two years later, what would happen? Oh, the building costs will
multiply or triple.

So it franslates into a lot of very useful policy questions we then ask. Then
somebody has to go take the data, draw the charts and project it. Once
you can show that actually if you really don’t move things within the next
year, your trajectories of things or spending will go exponentially up
compared to some other gradual path. Once it's visualised, it's much
easier for decision makers to say, you better act foday”.

Case study 1: Updating housing and finance policies for an
ageing society

The United Nations defines a country as ‘ageing’ if the share of its population
aged 65 and above crosses 7 percent. It is considered ‘aged’ if the share
exceeds 14 percent. Once the share reaches 21 percent, it is ‘super aged’.
Singapore is projected to reach ‘super aged’ status in 2026. By 2030, nearly 1
in 4 Singaporeans will be over 65. In addition, it has one of the world’s longest
life expectancies.

In light of this silver tsunami, a Ministerial Committee on Aging was formed in
2015 - before Singapore had reached ‘aged’ status — to coordinate
government policies and programmes relating to population ageing.

For seniors in good health who want to continue working, Singapore’s
Retirement and Re-employment Act was amended, setting the maximum
retirement age and re-employment age at 65 and 70 respectively by the end
of this decade.

For those who are unable to work much longer, the Matched Retirement
Savings Scheme or one of the many housing monetisation options are all
schemes designed to offer seniors financial security into their twilight years.

bi.team 12
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Singapore’s healthcare expenditure will also increase significantly due to its
large senior population. To fund this expenditure and avoid digging into
reserves or borrowing, in 2018 the country announced that it would raise its
Goods and Services Tax. However, this change was staggered. The tax
increase was not enacted until 2023, when it went from 7 percent to 8
percent. Then, a second increase from 8 percent to 9 percent took place on
January 1, 2024.

Idea 2: Formalise long-term scenario planning as a
systematic practice of government

A logical next step to adopting a premorteming philosophy is to formalise
long-term scenario planning. The Singapore government has effectively
institutionalised foresight and futures thinking as a strategic practice. This
practice originated in the 1980s in the Ministry of Defence. Then, scenario
planning was expanded to a Whole-of-Government approach in 1995 with the
establishment of the Scenario Planning Office (later renamed the Strategic
Policy Office) within the Prime Minister’s Office. By 1997, the first national
scenarios were drafted, marking more than three decades of foresight
implementation. In the words of Peter Ho, Senior Advisor to the Centre for
Strategic Futures and former Head of Civil Service, ‘The vocabulary of foresight
is now spoken and understood by generations of civil servants throughout the
Public Service. Today, it is part of the folklore of the Singapore government’.'?

Governments globally can consider doing the same — integrating foresight and
futures thinking into planning and policy-making. One way to do this is by
establishing an organisation within government that focuses on long-term
futures research, addressing potential blind spots and experimenting with new
foresight methodologies. The mandate of this internal unit should be to:

e provide insights into upcoming trends, disruptions and strategic
unexpected occurrences;

e develop the skills, mindset, knowledge and resources necessary for
proactive planning and effective risk control; and

bi.team
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e support decision-makers with vital insights to facilitate informed policy
planning

In order for this unit to thrive, it must be able to plan expansively, and in
timelines that outlive the lifespans of existing political and election cycles. It
should also be an integral part of the civil service bureaucracy and not tied to
the interest of political parties.

Case study 2: Land planning and urban development

An illustrative example of this forward-looking approach is the Urban
Redevelopment Authority's (URA) Long-Term Plan Review (LTPR), conducted
every decade to address one of Singapore's most critical vulnerabilities —
land scarcity. The URA's 2022 review identified three key drivers of change
that will shape their land use plans and strategies for the next 50 years and
beyond:

1. Known knowns are the planning constraints that Singapore's planners
are well aware of. For instance, one of the key strategies for the LTPR
involved expanding Singapore's network of green and blue spaces
within the limited land available. To achieve this, plans were put in
place to establish more multifunctional green and blue spaces that
could support the nation's existing natural ecosystems while also
catering to the nature-based recreation needs of the current and
future population.

2. Known unknowns are anticipated trends that are uncertain in their
trajectory. Planners address this uncertainty by creating flexible and
adaptable strategies to accommodate various potential implications
for land and infrastructure. To illustrate, the Covid-19 pandemic
showed that telecommuting is feasible for certain occupations, which
could lead to reduced demand for office space. On the other hand,
an increasingly service-oriented economy in Singapore could drive up
the need for office space. Consequently, urban planners account for
these diverse trends and demand scenarios by ensuring that there are
sufficient office sites available to meet the highest range of projected
needs in the Long-Term Plan. Some of these sites are safeguarded as
‘Option Areas’ in the LTPR. These areas have the flexibility to
accommodate multiple potential land uses, such as housing and
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industry, enabling planners to activate them according to future
needs.

3. Unknown unknowns are black swan events that would be difficult to
anticipate. In preparation for these events, provisions have been
made for ‘Future Development Areas’ in the Long-Term Plan. These
specific spaces are allocated for potential development in the long
run, catering to a variety of possible needs including housing, industry
and recreation. The allocation of land use within these areas will be
adjusted based on evolving trends as the plans come to fruition.
Additionally, reserve sites have been strategically located throughout
Singapore and can be activated swiftly if the need arises. An example
of this was seen during the pandemic when some reserve sites were
activated for quarantine facilities and temporary housing. These
measures ensure that the plans remain flexible and adaptable in the
face of an ever-changing and unpredictable future.
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A syncretic pragmatism which adopts
widely and adapts boldly

The consequence of a survivalist response to fear and vulnerability is that
Singapore will do what it takes to succeed. An Economist essay called this
amoral,” but many in Singapore see this as pragmatism, and a pragmatism
that is absolutely essential to its survival.

(A3) “So many people have said there's nothing natural, nothing
inevitable, you know, assured, about Singapore, and you have to
keep working at it. This is what | call survival... If you don't succeed,
you don't survive. And the only way to survive is to succeed.”

To succeed at surviving, pragmatic governance means being rational, flexible
and neutral. For instance, rather than seeing foreign investment as a way to
steal technology or to build up strategic industries, Singapore has always
followed an open-door policy, building an environment where businesses want
to be.

In the realm of geopolitics, it also refuses to take sides, particularly between two
of its largest trading partners, China and the United States. In a recent issue
dedicated to the change in leadership in Singapore, the Economist writes,
“Having it both ways is a national doctrine that has served Singapore well”."

A large part of this do-what-it-takes pragmatism is also a rejection of policy
orthodoxies. Singapore is open to infroducing new policies or modifying existing
ones as circumstances dictate, arguably regardless of ideological principles.
Faced with a major problem in which an existing policy solution does not work,
the Singapore government will choose an alternative solution which offers a
higher probability of success, even if it means borrowing from a policy tradition
it is unfamiliar with or even previously averse to.

(A12) “My take is that we do these brave things partly because we
feel like we have to, otherwise as a country we cannot survive... |
think there is a very Singaporean mindset that we all grew up with.
‘No, you're not good enough and you're very small. You nheed to
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punch them off your way. You have to go and figure out how to be
better, learn from other people, learn from the best'.”

We think of this as a kind of syncretic pragmatism, where policymakers are not
afraid fo combine elements of various policy fraditions to achieve their
purpose. This requires an adaptive and flexible approach to designing policy
solutions where a government is so laser-focused on solving a problem that it
will borrow widely and radically adapt what is needed should circumstances
call for it.

Idea 3: Practise bold and un-ideological policy borrowing

It is sometimes difficult for more established administrations to comprehend the
kind of plainly rational pragmatism that Singapore practices. Many
governments around the world are deeply influenced by the political ideology
of the governing party (or governing figure) of the day whereas Singapore has
only ever experienced the governance of one: the People’s Action Party,
whose avowed ‘ideology’, one could argue, is pragmatism itself.

As such, a potentially radical lesson to be learned by other governments is to
be ideologically blind when devising policy solutions. Ask first what is the best
way to solve a problem that will produce ‘the maximum happiness and
well-being for the maximum number of people’2'® What will it take to make this
solution worke Who else has done this before? How can we borrow from them?

This is a form of policy diffusion or the ‘emulation and borrowing of policy ideas
and solutions from other nations’.'® It is achieved by being willing to learn from
the experiences of other countries and not repeating the mistakes they have
made in solving their problem:s.

Thus, instead of wasting resources reinventing the wheel, government leaders
and senior civil servants would do better to consider what has been done in
other countries and the private sector. From there, they can identify suitable
solutions for resolving policy problems, regardless of ideological bent.

bi.team
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Case study 3: The 2024 SkillsFuture Jobseeker Support
scheme

In his first National Day Rally speech, Singapore’s newly inaugurated Prime
Minister, Lawrence Wong, announced a series of what observers are calling
‘radical’ policy changes. For one, PM Wong launched the SkillsFuture
Jobseeker Support scheme, a programme for workers who have been laid off
or are involuntarily unemployed.

As part of this scheme, unemployed workers will get up to $$6,000 in
temporary financial support. The move marks a notable policy shift for
Singapore, which has long resisted calls for unemployment insurance,
associating it with ‘welfare’.

To appreciate how radical this new scheme is, one must first know that
Singapore’s founding Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, rejected Western-style
welfare. He felt it eroded personal responsibility and encouraged laziness.
‘The principle is that you must work. We are not going to pay you for lying
around’, said Mr Lee in 2011 about welfare supplements. This continued to be
the policy approach practised by Singapore’s subsequent leaders, including
his son, former Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong.

And yet, almost ten years after the death of Mr Lee Kuan Yew, Singapore’s
current Prime Minister has just announced what is essentially unemployment
support.

This surprising pivot is in part a necessity, given how the labour landscape has
evolved: shorter, sharper economic shocks, several high-profile layoffs — with
the number of retrenchments in 2023 more than doubling from the year
before — and a keen anticipation of black swan events like Covid-19 bringing
about more unplanned interruptions. As a result, there is greater worry that
older workers may face long-term challenges in finding stable employment
after being laid off, potentially leading to years of underemployment.

However, because Singapore's pragmatism is syncretic, this scheme is not
welfare as conventionally practised by other administrations. To ensure that it
motivates job-seeking, the SkillsFuture Jobseeker Support scheme is placed
under the administration of SkillsFuture Singapore, Singapore’s skills upgrading

bi.team 18


https://www.bi.team/

BIT

and lifelong learning agency. It is not managed by the Ministry of Family and
Social Development, the social protection agency.

The $$6,000 of financial support paid over six months is also conditional.
Jobseekers must go in for training, career coaching and job matching
services to qualify. While similar to schemes like the Jobseeker's Allowance
(JSA) in the United Kingdom, the explicit training and upskilling condition is
uniquely Singaporean.

Overall, the initiative's designers have taken what works in other

unemployment support schemes and adapted them harmoniously to
Singapore’s aversion to welfare.
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Whole-of-Government as the bedrock
of an excellent civil service

Sir Kenneth Stowe, the 1981-1987 Permanent Secretary of the UK's Department
of Health and Social Security, has described ‘the efficient and well-tuned public
service' as a ‘good piano’ which should not ‘play bad music’ by not ‘serving
ends which are wrong by ministerial design or incompetence’."”

By many accounts, Singapore's public bureaucracy plays good music.

The World Bank defines ‘government effectiveness’ as the quality of public
service provision, the quality of the bureaucracy, the competence of civil
servants, the independence of the civil service from political pressures and the
credibility of the government’s commitment to policies.'® Since these indicators
were first fracked in 1996, Singapore has attained 100th percentile rankings in 17
out of 26 years of available data, and in the last 8 consecutive years since 2014.

This is due, in no small part, to the Whole-of-Government (WOG) civil service
philosophy. WOG is not just wishful thinking by high-ranking bureaucrats, but the
actual way in which Singapore tfrains its civil service and a value that is
subscribed to and lived by. In fact, the Singapore Civil Service College explicitly
sees this WOG mindset as something that must be intentionally inculcated
because it represents Singapore’s competitive advantage.

On the basis that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, concerted and
coordinated WOG efforts can achieve greater outcomes than the most
competent individual agencies working alone. If well executed, a WOG
strategy is a powerful source of competitive advantage for governments.””

In early 2010, the Ministry of Finance and the Public Service Division
commissioned the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy and the Nanyang
Business School to take stock, assess, and review the state of WOG
collaboration in the Singapore Public Service. The study infended to i) give
greater clarity to the term ‘WOG collaboration’ as applied in the Singapore
Public Service, ii) identify supporting factors as well as impediments and iii)
recommend strategies to improve collaboration among government agencies.

bi.team
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The study emphasised eight factors to improve collaboration:

1.

Pursue disciplined, rather than directed collaborations: Encourage
self-selection of teams based on skills, experience and interest, rather
than top-down direction from leadership.

Move from resource allocation to resource leveraging: Facilitate the
freer flow of resources across agencies to overcome bureaucratic
constraints and unlock new economies of scale.

Establish processes, not just structures: Support structures like
inter-agency task forces with robust processes for seamless
communication, information sharing and decision-making.

Think customer and citizen needs, not agency priorities: Focus on holistic
problem-solving and service design that addresses the needs of citizens
rather than fragmented agency priorities.

Empower officers to solve problems without escalation: Enable WOG
project teams to resolve issues at the operational level without needing
to escalate matters.

Establish WOG-compliant institutions and rules: Create dedicated WOG
offices and recognize cross-agency initiative performance.

Develop organisational capabilities: Train public servants to become
T-shaped managers with deep expertise and broad perspectives.

Nurture a WOG-ready culture: Foster a culture of collaboration within the
public sector, with leaders exemplifying WOG characteristics.

Case study 4: WOG effort — attracting MNCs and the growth
of international schools

In 2008, a government committee chaired by the Singapore Economic
Development Board launched its first Request-for-Interest to set up foreign
system schools (FSS) in Singapore. Establishing FSS was — and continues to be -
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an important part of the infrastructure necessary for Singapore to
competitively attract multinational companies (MNCs) and their talent.

To date, this effort involves coordination across multiple agencies, including
the Council for Private Education, the Monetary Authority of Singapore, the
Ministry of Education and the Singapore Land Authority.

Attracting global companies into the country is crucial to Singapore's success
as a business hub. To achieve this, the government recognises that the
country needs to be an inviting place for international heads of businesses
and their families to relocate to.

This means ensuring a stable business environment and importantly, a reliable
education system for the children who will live here with them. As such, the
various agencies have continued to collaborate to make accessible,
high-quality FSS a reality. This necessitates that they look beyond individual
agency mandates — private education regulation, monetary policy, land use
management — to collectively address the educational needs of expatriate
families.

Today, there are 67 FSS operating in Singapore serving families from the
thousands of MNCs who have a presence here.

Idea 4: Establish a public sector training institution that is
funded and administered by the central government

Many governments around the world have some kind of civil service training
institute. France has its Institut national du service public, and the UK has its own
Civil Service College. However, neither agency is as infegrated with the
government as Singapore's Civil Service College (CSC), nor do they conduct
training programmes as extensively or intensively.

In order for such an institute to be successful, it must meet certain criteria:

Be relevant: Civil servants will only attend fraining if what they learn is relevant
to their work today and will contribute to their growth as public sector leaders in
the future. For this to happen, programme designers must be able to identify
relevant competencies and develop the competency framework for public
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service leaders. This is why it is important that the training institute is linked to the
government; it helps ensure that present and future needs around public
service excellence are translated into training curriculums for civil servants.

Have legitimacy: In order for civil servants o commit a significant amount of
time to professional development, the institute must have the legitimacy and
authority to demand this time. The kinds of immersive milestone training that
(senior) public servants require may stretch into weeks, sometimes months, and
without a mandate from the government, it would be difficult to expect
government agencies to allow their employees to be away from work for this
long.

Build collaboration: A benefit of linking government to the training institute is
that it creates coherence and collaboration across various government
organisations. As public issues become more complex and multi-dimensional
(eg.. pandemics, climate change), it is inopportune for government agencies
to work in silos. A central fraining institute would ensure that all civil servants at
every level of seniority — from the moment they enter the service and
throughout their tenure — would be similarly enculturated to solve problems from
a holistic perspective and across policy domains.

Track effectiveness: To justify the use of public funds to support this institute, it
must continually frack key performance indicators as a measure of success. This
could be reflected in the number of civil servants trained, the range of
programmes offered or in the form of course evaluations that measure
programme satisfaction. It should also track some of the less quantifiable
outcomes such as the development of networks and commitment to public
service values.

Case study 5: The Singapore Civil Service College

In Singapore, the Singapore Civil Service College (CSC) is not only a
government statutory board, it is under the direct jurisdiction of the Prime
Minister's Office, where its Dean is the Deputy Secretary of the Public Service
Division (i.e. the agency which oversees all manpower planning and
development for the civil service).
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This signifies its critical role in the development of public sector leaders. The
CSC is responsible for identifying relevant competencies for public service
leaders and develops the competency frameworks. It is also responsible for
designing training programmes to teach these skills.

The CSC conducts weeks- to months-long milestone programmes which
include a mix of civil servants from various departments. These help civil
servants develop networks within government and build awareness of how
policy issues are interconnected. Overall, this approach increases working
porosity across agencies.

The Singapore civil service does not pay mere lip service to WOG thinking; this
predisposition is intentionally nurtured at the CSC formally and informally:

(C3) “So it goes back to our leadership development philosophy...
We are probably the only system in the world that will invest in a 8-9
week type leadership milestone programme at the very start when
they first start work in the first two years of their working career. That's
their milestone, that's what we call their foundation course when
they first come together and build their networks and make friends.
They build relationships in the early years of their career and get
exposed to more than just their own ministry... It is not just a
download of knowledge, it's not just about fraining, it's actually
about culfivation of ethos, that WOG thinking. It's community
building.”

The objective of inculcating a WOG mindset throughout CSC training
programmes is to teach civil servants a common language and vocabulary
that can be used across the public service. It is o encourage public officers
to think of issues and problems at the national level, rather than at an
individual agency level. This then facilitates a keener understanding of
complex problems, more efficient and effective design and delivery of
challenging programmes and eventually, more comprehensive and holistic
problem-solving.

To quote a former Dean of the CSC:
(B7) “When you attend a milestone programme at CSC, you find

that you are put in a programme with people from other
departments and ministries, righte That's part of the strategy of
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engendering a whole-of-government mindset, that you spend six
weeks or four weeks together with your peers from other
departments. And you start to realise that, ‘Yeah, you know, | have
my work but his work is important foo. And hey, guess what,

1N

sometimes we have to come together on some issues’.

Idea 5: Nurture strong public sector leadership

One of the hallmarks of Singapore’s effective public service is its corps of elite
civil servants: Administrative Officers. Their unique role is o be experts in the
business of government.

Having an elite group of public servants might not be palatable to all
governments, especially when this is often accompanied by higher tax-funded
salaries. The demographics of very senior civil servants have historically also
tended to reflect class privilege — majority race, male and Oxbridge or vy
League education. This has since evolved, but the shadow of elitism is difficult
to dismiss.

What we propose is not to replicate Singapore's Administrative Service, but to
outline key dimensions of this group that can help bolster existing initiatives to
develop strong public sector leadership.

Organise leadership training by cohorts: When public sector leaders regularly
experience fraining as a cohort, it engenders a sense of commonality and
shared responsibility. The cohort effect builds in recurring opportunities to
nurture networks that can then be tapped on in the future. These are not
merely good-to-haves, but essential elements that can help facilitate
cross-government problem-solving and collaboration in the future.

Enable immersive training: To reinforce the cohort effect and to ensure that the
capabilities of public sector leaders are intentionally nurtured, training should
not be too light tfouch or one-off. This is especially true for senior civil servants
who may often be too involved and overwhelmed by intense day-to-day
decision-making to take time off for their own professional development. Give
licence to occasional long-form training programmes so that senior civil
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servants can immerse themselves in the learning necessary to be better leaders.

A review of senior management programmes in the public service ranges from
2-8 weeks, many with either overseas components or private sector
partnerships.

Recruit and deploy widely: To ensure that public sector leadership is open to all,
recruitment must be de-biased and meritocratic. Leadership roles must be
appointed based on performance, not factors such as education or years of
working experience, which are less predictive of success. Public sector leaders
should also be deployed to a wide variety of roles across government, such as
frontline operations or emergency services, and not just to designing and
implementing policies. This will help ensure that they fully comprehend the
breadth of government work and the unique challenges that different layers of
the bureaucracy experience.

Together, these aspects will help to build the kind of Whole-of-Government
thinking and planning necessary in this age of uncertainty and complexity. It will
also help galvanise a sense of identity, stewardship and commitment to
problem-solving on a holistic level.

Case study 6: Singapore’s administrative service

How talent is recruited, retained and organised in Singapore is a direct
reflection of its WOG mindset. The elite corp of civil servants in the
Administrative Service are the Administrative Officers (AOs), who are experts
in the business of government. As leaders and managers in the public sector,
AOs play a key role in the development and implementation of national
policies, and as a first principle, are trained to inhabit Whole-of-Government

perspectives and capabilities’.?

Traditionally, potential AOs are identified early and awarded Public Service
Commission scholarships to pursue their university studies. Once assessed to
be suitable, they are then appointed as AOs. However, civil servants can also
apply to join the Administrative Service if they have an outstanding career
history, a proven track record of leadership qualities and the desire to
contribute to the nation. Approximately 15 to 25 AOs are appointed every
year.
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In lieu of fransparent salary information for AOs, ‘Superscale’ officers’ salaries
are a good proxy. Superscale officers generally hold senior management
positions, forming around 2.5 percent of the civil service. Between 2018-2022,
the annual remuneration of these officers ranged from about $$200,000 to
$$260,000, depending on economic growth for the year and an officer's
individual performance.”

AQOs are intentionally rotated across portfolios every three to five years to
avoid silo formation and to encourage porosity and interconnectedness
throughout government.

(B12) “I mean, it starts from the top, righte So our Permanent
Secretaries, they must want to work together. If they don't, then all
hell breaks loose. And why do they want to work togethere Partly
they have a common sense of identity —look at Perm Sec Transport,
or Perm Sec Communications, they didn't grow up just in one ministry.
Chances are, they grew up across the ministries, chances are they
were Administrative Service officers and they were posted to
different parts of government. So their identity is public service, not
Economic Service or Information Service. If you don't have the
Administrative Service, you better make sure you have something
else that engenders this team spirit, this WOG spirit, because if you
don't have that, then we have lost one secret sauce, righte”

We see how the periodic reshuffling of AOs and their rotation across
government directly affects inter-government cooperation and bureaucratic
efficiency:

(B5) “After a while, you do know most other Deputy Secretaries and
Deputy Directors. And you also know them outside of work, which
helps because our work personas can be extremely agitating. But
most of us would be acquaintances, which actually helps. | think in
many other countries, this is not common. | mean really, don't make
the other person'’s life difficult. If they want your data in order to
make their work happen, does it cost you anything? And if it doesn't,
give it fo them because two years later, you may well be asking that
person for some data too. The default position is like that: help unless
it costs you an arm and a leg or if it infringes upon all your policy
principles. If not, you should do it.”
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We see the fruits of this WOG interconnectedness during crises, like Covid-19,
in national events, like Formula 1, and in long-term policy agendas, such as
workforce development:

(B27) “So whether it's healthcare or education, it helps to have the
ability to speak across government. | mean, how do you develop
your education curriculum in a vacuumée We don't, righte The
Singapore system, the education curriculum, is developed on the
basis of the future economy, building workers for the future. So for
that, you want your polytechnics to be grounded, to be linked up
with industry. That's why you see EDB (Economic Development
Board) leaders sitting on the boards of the polytechnics, but not all
MOEs (Ministries of Education) around the world would have that
kind of connection with the Ministry of Economy and vice versa.”

Many of our interviewees are or were AOs themselves. They believe that
having this elite corp of professionals who specialise in WOG governing helps
avoid the departmental silos that can sometimes paralyse decision-making in
other governments. Regular rotation and shuffling avoids echo chambers
and territorial behaviours from forming, reduces confirmation bias and
generally facilitates a higher level of policymaking.

This WOG objective is further reinforced by the way in which the
Administrative Service has recently evolved. In a recent speech, Head, Civil
Service, Leo Yip, talkked about how more AOs are now deployed to frontline
and operational roles, as well as to jobs that deal with international work.”
This ensures that AOs have a holistic exposure to and understanding of how
various functions of government operate.

These generalist Administrative Officers are also almost always the heads of
their agencies. For example, the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of
Defence is not a General, nor is the Permanent Secretary of Health a
physician. Having a generalist sit at the head of an agency ensures that it is
not just the Ministry’s or statutory board’s priorities that are protected, but that
decisions are made for the good of Singapore and the government writ
large.

At the same time, these generalist leaders are supported by a layer of high
potential specialist bureaucrats who are experts in their own domains, such
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as law, diplomacy or communications. These specialists remain in agencies
for longer periods of time, are embedded more deeply in the decision
making processes of these agencies and also receive targeted training from
the Civil Service College’s Public Service Leadership Programme (PSLP).

Together, these two groups of public service leaders help ensure that
government agencies are led both by domain-specific expertise and a
Whole-of-Government lens of ‘systemness’. These schemes are also
permeable to build in equity and room for growth, as PM Lawrence Wong, a
former AO himself, noted in a 2023 speech:

“We must ensure flexibility and porosity between the different
pathways. PSLP officers who demonstrate the aptitude to work
across different domains, and adopt Whole-of-Government
perspectives, should be brought into the Administrative Service.
Similarly, Administrative Officers who show interest to develop
deeper expertise should be encouraged to join the PSLP. Not only will
this help us make better use of all our talents, it will also reinforce a
stronger sense of shared responsibility and teamwork across the
entire Public Service.”*

This is echoed by one of our interviewees who says:

(C6) “And that's why we introduced the Public Service Leadership
Programme, basically think of it as the kind of specialist scheme to
complement the Administrative Service where individuals are also
identified along the way and then admitted into this list of high
potential officers in this domain. So we now focus on the
development of a much broader pool of officers. So coupled with
the porosity of both systems, this has made it a bit a lot more fair....
You not only have generalists, you have domain specialists. This
ensures that your talent pool is fit for purpose.”
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Tradeoffs and considerations

“While it is difficult if not impossible to transfer public administration
Singapore-style in toto to other Asian countries, it is nevertheless
possible for these countries to emulate and adapt some features of
public administration Singapore-style to suit their own needs,
provided that their political leaders, civil servants, and population

are prepared to make the necessary changes.”*

While the ideas in this report are offered to provoke discussion and debate,
they come with caveats. When reflecting on these ideas, government leaders
should keep the following considerations in mind:

1. Borrow pragmatically, but also judiciously

Copying any policy or programme outright runs the risk of indiscriminate
mimicry. Sensitivity and adaptation are key. While we show how Singapore has
been successful in borrowing boldly from other countries, this should be
balanced against preserving what is unique and authentic to each geography.

For instance, over the course of the last five decades, in a bid to embrace
globalisation, Singapore has fashioned itself in the likes of other global cities in
terms of urban planning, iconic architecture and leisure options. This has led to
the construction of an opera house, a giant ferris wheel and two resort casinos
despite some protestation from its population.

Critics lament that this redevelopment has been carried out at the expense of
historically significant shophouses, artists’ spaces and a beloved library building.
On the other hand, authorities argue that given Singapore’s size and
vulnerabilities, this re-use of land is an economic necessity to maintain global
competitiveness.

Governments should also not be too reliant on just importing what works without
simultaneously investing in local development and innovation. A core part of
economic and social development includes supporting the inherent capacity
of citizens to create value on a sustainable and durable basis. As governments
borrow widely and boldly, they must also commit to innovating and creating
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human, cultural and financial capital, developing workers’ skills, protecting
locally-owned intellectual property and growing the capacity for innovation.?

What administrations must strive to avoid is the kind of pragmatic borrowing
which leads to complacency, homogenisation and a stifling of
experimentation.?

2. Commit to and invest in rigorous evaluation to measure
outcomes

In a 2007 interview with the International Herald Tribune, former Prime Minister
Lee Kuan Yew was asked whether he believed Singapore would ever lose its
edge. Defending Singapore’'s machinery of government, Mr Lee responded,
“Does it work? Left's try it and if it does work, fine, let's continue it. If it doesn't

work, toss it out, fry another one.”?

His response suggests that the key to Singapore’s success is a focus on results —
does something, in fact, work? While Singapore has made some headway in
measurement and evaluation, more can always be done.

Governments intending to borrow boldly from other countries would do well to
continually track, measure and evaluate outcomes as best fits their context,
especially to ensure that the importing has been fit for purpose. This involves
both impact and process evaluations to not only ascertain whether or not
something works but also how it did.

The Office of Management and Budget within the White House represents one
such effort to help the federal government in the U.S. meet policy, budget,
management and regulatory objectives. It is only through disciplined
evaluation that administrators can be certain whether a new policy or
regulation — borrowed or otherwise — was truly effective. This is the very basis of
evidence-based policymaking.

3. High trust in government is essential

Countries looking to learn from Singapore’s success must understand that its
population largely accepts — some may even say expects — the government to
have an outsized role in daily life.
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Advocates of a small government are often enamoured by Singapore’s
apparent light regulation; this ignores its active industrial policies, with much
government support in chosen sectors. Small-state advocates also rarely
mention that nearly 80% of the population live in high-quality public housing
heavily subsidised by the government.

Political conservatives are correct in noting that Singapore’s healthcare system
achieves strong results by emphasising personal responsibility, competition and
low public spending. But Singaporeans are also mandated by the government
to divert up to 10.5% of their salaries into ‘Medisave’ accounts for healthcare
spending, and employers contribute too. This is what enables lower government
spending on healthcare.

All of this is made possible by the high level of public trust in the government to
do a good job running the country and taking care of its population. As one of
our interviewees explained, Singapore thrives due to:

[D3] “a very deep reservoir of public trust in government. Basically,
because the government did a good job for so many decades, |
think they have the deepest of public frust to draw from. Ultimately,
whatever the government says to explain why they're doing it, there
is more or less at least a grudging acceptance that you're OK. The
government is doing this for the good of the people, for the
long-term future of Singapore”.

In governments that lack this level of trust, replicating what Singapore has done
wholesale will be more challenging. Trust must be built first.
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Conclusion

The ideas presented here are meant to provoke debate and push
governments around the world to consider how they might emulate
Singapore’s highly effective approach to government. They are not prescriptive
or didactic, nor are they guaranteed to produce similar results.

These five ideas distil the core principles that Singapore has leaned on over the
last 59 years. While they are not exhaustive of all things that have made
Singapore what it is today, they have contributed significantly to the
effectiveness of its civil service, which is the lynchpin of the country’s success.

2024 is not just an election year, it is the election year. At least 64 countries, plus
the European Union, representing nearly half of everyone in the world, have
held national elections over the course of the year. For many, the results will
prove consequential for years to come.

There is no better time than now to present a set of ideas to catalyse
conversations about what governments need to do to achieve the best
outcomes for their citizens.
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