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Singapore is one of the best managed 
and most competitive countries in 
the world. We are highly respected for 
efficiency, cleanliness, trust, and trans-
parency in business and government. 
Because of all that, Singapore is one  
of the easiest places for doing business. 
Nevertheless, there is great dissatisfac-
tion among citizens, particularly about 
the lack of inclusiveness in the deci-
sion-making process.

If we all are genuinely interested in 
building a better country, why is there no 
open, constructive dialogue platform on 
system change available? Civil servants 
try hard to deliver services. The politi-
cians also try hard to work with the civil 
servants. But the people want to contrib-
ute with their ideas, and they demand  
a constructive dialogue. 

I attended many government feedback 
sessions, but after each meeting, the 
destiny of the feedbacks we provided 
were unclear. We all felt even more disen-
gaged after trying to engage. The roots of 
the problem lie in the civil service system, 
designed to fragment the decision-mak-
ing process. The system in place was 
created before we had access to internet, 
and it upholds a hierarchical structure of 
management based on the procedures 
established during the British colonial 
days. Despite all technological advances, 
the civil service culture is still behind the 
curve. I acknowledge that a similar prob-
lem affects other countries, but this is not 
an excuse for justifying its continuity. 

Among some of the past justifications  
for the “divide-and-rule” model in Singa-
pore were:

 • Prevent corruption;

 • Prevent mistakes;

 • People were deemed as not so smart 
and needed a few layers of approval  
for decisions;

 • Improve good governance; and

 • Middle management for power control.

The negative externalities of such  
an archaic system are:

 • Heavy bureaucrazy;

 • Loss of ownership of problems;

 • Loss of creativity;

 • Office politics;

 • Apathy at work;

 • Blame culture; and

 • Incommunicado.

The problems  
of Bureaucrazy
Bureaucrazy hinders problem-solving and 
stops innovative ideas at the three levels 
of operations.

I have identified the set-up dynamic 
through which bureaucrats behave. Usu-
ally, people working at the ground level 
know the problems and the solutions, 
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but do not dare to rock the boat. People 
working at a middle-power level know the 
problems, but do not know the solutions. 
Therefore, they practice work avoidance. 
Finally, people at the top level don't know 
about any problems or any solutions, but 
promise things will get better to win pop-
ularity through good sound bites.

After being frustrated with my inability 
to engage with the bureaucrats, I enrolled 
for a Master in Public Administration at 
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy 
at the National University of Singapore. 
During my studies, I discovered the  
"4 Jacks Syndrome," which explains how 
bureaucrats typically work when you 
propose them an innovative idea:

1. Reject: This saves time and avoids 
work. Zero risks.

2. Eject: Send people to run around 
other departments to avoid work.

3. Deject: Don’t say Yes or No. “We'll 
consider. Don't call us. We'll call you.” 
Tire people out. Leave them hanging 
in the air.

4. Hijack: If superiors Iike the idea. Steal 
it and claim it as your own.

To be fair to Singapore bureaucracy, 
I believe that the "4 Jacks Syndrome" 
affects all big organizations globally. It is 
part of governments, universities, large 
corporations, the United Nations, and big 
NGOs.

Bureaucrats are intelligent people like us 
who make good decisions at home but 
are stifled by rules, regulations, pro-
cedures, and processes that are often 
risk averse. In that scenario, the default 
reply to every new idea is NO. We need to 
reward people who break the rules for the 
purpose of the greater good and penal-
ize the people who preserve the status 
quo, stagnate and miss opportunities for 
creating a better world.

But we cannot assume that citizens are 
always informed, competent, construc-
tive, and patient to work towards the 
common good. Every policy comes with 
tradeoffs. To create constructive dia-
logue, we need to engage constructive 
discussants.

For bureaucrats, behaving like a robot  
is a way to keep their jobs safe. But in 
fact, they should work in the opposite 
direction and start exercising their full 
intelligence. Their jobs are not secure 
from a robot replacement if they con-
tinue to behave like one.

It is time for a new civil service mentality 
based on China's mantra Weiminfuwu, 
which means service for the people, in 
every government office.

Weiminfuwu
为民服务
Service for the People

With today's technology, it is possible 
to empower the bureaucrats and easily 
monitor them against abuse. When civil 
servants, teachers, principals, and work-
ers at all government agencies receive 
wider freedom to communicate and 
innovate, we can break the deteriorating 
relationship between the public and the 
government. This step will help to rebuild 
trust and reunify the people for building  
a better future.

In their hearts, bureaucrats have good 
intentions and want to do a good job. The 
first thing to blame is their fear. Public 
servants are not protected from public 
complaints. Often, their superiors and 
politicians want to claim the credits of 
their work. Their colleagues do belly- 
gazing if anything goes wrong and do not 
speak up for them. Some people might 
be jealous if they steal the limelight. 

About this paper
This paper is an outcome of the GFCC 
Now. Bridge. Reboot. conversation 
series (conversations.thegfcc.org), 
which featured business, research, policy 
and thought leaders from 30 countries 
in eight live dialogues on the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis and the 
trends emerging for the future economy.

We invited the participants of this dia-
logues series to reflect on the challenges 
and issues associated with leadership 
during the current crisis and in the world 
that we are seeing emerge out of it.

Learn more about the GFCC Now. Bridge. 
Reboot. conversation series at 
conversations.thegfcc.org.

Watch the conversation
Jack Sim participated in the "Local real-
ities: looking East" conversation June 3. 
Watch the session on the GFCC YouTube 
channel.

"Bureaucrats are 
intelligent people like 
us who make good 
decisions at home but 
are stifled by rules, 
regulations, procedures, 
and processes, that are 
often risk averse. In that 
scenario, the default reply 
to every new idea is NO."
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The Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Councils
The GFCC is a global multi-stakeholder 
membership organization that has univer-
sities, corporations, government agencies 
and private sector industry organizations 
and councils as members. Combining 
its members and fellows, the GFCC has 
a footprint in more than 30 countries. 
Leaders and organizations in our network 
strive to advance innovation, productivity 
and prosperity in their nations, regions 
and cities. 

To know more about the GFCC, visit our 
website or contact info@thegfcc.org.

/GlobalFederationofCompetitive-
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Without protection, they design their own 
protection system by avoiding risks and 
not trying new things. This is how innova-
tion and boldness are disincentivized by 
the system.

It is time to disrupt the system designed 
and incentivize harmony instead of frag-
mentation among inter- and intra-agen-
cies. Only a "whole-of-nation" ecosystem 
can give us resilience and make us com-
petitive in a volatile, uncertain, complex, 
and ambiguous world.

The bureaucrat can do a good job if they 
are given agency. We need a new mindset 
to remove archaic hierarchical structures 
and the heavy cost of distrust. Let's flat-
ten organizational structures, trust and 
give space to build a mission-driven, effi-
cient and effective civil service suitable 
for the 4th Industrial Revolution.

In the past, a bureaucrat was safe with-
out doing anything new. But in the future, 
anyone who behaves like a robot will be 
replaced by algorithms, artificial intelli-
gence, machine learning, or a real robot.

"For bureaucrats, 
behaving like a robot 
is a way to keep their 
jobs safe. But in fact, 
they should work in the 
opposite direction and 
start exercising their 
full intelligence. Their 
jobs are not secure from 
a robot replacement if 
they continue to behave 
like one."
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