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Consequences of reporter’s killingTaking care of Indonesians’ health

P
RIME Minister Lee
Hsien Loong’s National
Day Rally put the spot-
light on retirement ade-
quacy.

During the rally on Sunday, he
announced a policy adjustment to
let people withdraw part of their
Central Provident Fund (CPF) sav-
ings in a lump sum after they turn
65, provided enough is set aside
to fund monthly payouts for life.

This has led some to character-
ise the policy adjustment as popu-
list, pandering to people’s wishes
for lump sum withdrawals of their
retirement savings. But, in fact,
there are real policy tensions be-
tween meeting a person’s short-
term interests (his needs today)
and long-term interests (his retire-
ment needs in old age).

There is a way to resolve such
tensions creatively.

Organisational psychology in-
troduces the concept of a paradox-
ical approach to problem solving.

A paradoxical approach is de-
fined as one that endorses two
seemingly contradictory views at
the same time, but nonetheless
produces a solution that is aligned
with both views.

When there are two seemingly
opposing positions or dimensions,
it is common for people to see con-
flict. But conflict can be resolved
by adopting a paradoxical ap-
proach that embraces the two
seemingly opposing dimensions.
This can produce an outcome that
is better than choosing one over
the other.

And when the policymaker
does so, he can unlock creativity,
or produce policy innovation.

CPF and different needs

TAKE the CPF as an example.
It is a long-term retirement

savings plan for workers. Each
month, workers and their employ-
ers set aside a portion of monthly
wages into this compulsory fund,
which has a risk-free interest
rate. They sacrifice short-term
needs for long-term gains.

When CPF members turn 55, a
Minimum Sum is set aside and
they will be placed on a CPF Life
annuity plan. Members will re-
ceive monthly payouts from 65
for as long as they live.

During the rally, PM Lee
announced that CPF members
will be given the option to with-
draw part of their CPF savings in
a lump sum when they turn 65,
after retirement. A limit will be
set on the withdrawal, and the
Prime Minister suggested that

this could be 20 per cent of the
savings. It should leave adequate
funds in the CPF account to
ensure a steady stream of
monthly payouts to meet the
longer-term needs of old-age
income security.

This policy adjustment will
help meet shorter-term but impor-
tant financial or social needs that
the CPF member might have dur-
ing retirement.

Viewing the policy through the
usual lens – of whether it is for
the long-term or short-term good
of the people – would yield ten-
sion and conflict. A seemingly ra-
tional conclusion is that such with-
drawals should be resisted – the
short-term needs should be sacri-
ficed for long-term interests.

But a paradoxical approach
solves the problem of competing
demands very differently. In such
an approach, addressing shorter-
term needs will also help meet
longer-term interests.

Consider the merits of a higher
monthly payout on retirement
from the CPF. Some will argue
that this is negative for the CPF
member’s long-term interest, as
more money will be drawn down
faster.

In fact, it need not be the case.
A CPF member who can with-

draw a higher monthly payout
that is sufficient for daily expens-
es is more likely to seek medical
help when necessary.

This in turn delays the onset of
old-age health problems, pro-
motes health and prolongs the
period of active lifestyle. In this
way, increasing the monthly pay-
out is a move that is good for both
the short and long term.

So rather than viewing higher
monthly payouts as a negative
step for the long term, policymak-
ers should view them as a positive
short-term move with potentially
positive long-term effects.

Similarly, taking immediate
steps to help workers build up
their CPF savings – such as creat-
ing incentives for people to work
longer – also has positive long-
term effects, as their long-term re-
tirement savings get a boost.

All these require a different
lens to look at policies, and a rec-
ognition that what is good in the
short term can also be good in the
future.

It is rational and responsible of
policymakers to consider citizens’
longer-term needs. But meeting

citizens’ shorter-term needs is
not necessarily populist.

Incentives versus
intrinsic motivation

ANOTHER area where the para-
doxical approach is helpful is in
looking at policies that aim to en-
courage certain behaviours.

Let us take the example of the
Ministry of Education (MOE)
Edusave Character Award, which
gives cash awards to students
with good character and values.

When it was announced in
2012, it attracted a lot of negative
attention. Many people construed
the award as one that gives “cash
for values”. By giving a financial
incentive for good behaviour, the
argument goes, the award is
robbing students of the intrinsic
motivation to do good. This is a
very common dichotomy. Often,
people distinguish between incen-
tives and intrinsic motivation to
foster desirable behaviour.

Incentive-based policies origi-
nate from a dependence on finan-
cial incentives to influence behav-
iours. Financial incentives for
parenthood and tax rebates for
donations to charities are clear ex-
amples. When applied appropriate-
ly, financial incentives can have
powerful desired effects.

But scientific research has
shown that an over-reliance on fi-
nancial incentives to influence a
behaviour or decision to engage in
an activity will lead to unintended
negative effects.

For example, giving money or
an external reward for engaging in
an independently enjoyable activi-
ty can reduce the intrinsic motiva-
tion and interest in the activity.

It can also cast doubt on the in-
tentions for altruistic behaviours,
because the financial incentive
can now be associated with the
motivation to act.

Most people believe that altru-
ism should be based on non-mone-
tary motivations and values such
as compassion and justice.

Hence the public outcry over
the Edusave Character Award.

The public focus was on the
issue of motivation.

But in fact, MOE had intro-
duced the award to signal that
non-academic excellence in the
areas of student leadership, char-
acter and values is of equal impor-
tance as academic excellence.

The Edusave Character Award

was meant to complement the
Edusave Scholarship, which also
gives cash awards – but for good
academic performance.

MOE’s reasoning was: If cash
awards are given to reward stu-
dents for academic performance,
why shouldn’t cash awards also
be given to recognise good behav-
iour and character?

Unfortunately, that point was
lost on many, who viewed the
issue as one of motivation and
objected to the use of a financial
incentive.

A paradoxical approach would
integrate the seemingly opposing
views of giving incentives and fos-
tering intrinsic motivation.

MOE could stipulate that the
cash award for good character and
values is given to the student as a
form of recognition. It could then
let the student independently de-
cide what charitable causes or
types of leadership development
activities he or she wishes to
spend the money on.

This retains the signalling and
recognition functions of the
award, without turning the incen-
tive into a pure monetary reward
that is seen as an external driver
of behaviour.

At the same time, it focuses on
the dimension of the student’s
intrinsic motivation and creates
more opportunities for the stu-
dent to engage in altruistic activi-
ties and develop leadership skills.
These benefit the community and
can have positive multiplier ef-
fects.

This lets the financial incentive
(the cash award) reinforce intrin-
sic motivation.

Schools are now implementing
programmes in character and
citizenship education to inculcate
values and build social and emo-
tional competencies in students.
The National Youth Council
wants to develop youth leaders to
serve and contribute to the com-
munity. They should adopt a para-
doxical approach to enable incen-
tives and intrinsic motivation to
work in parallel to achieve the
desired outcomes.

In recent years, there have
been serious attempts to better un-
derstand public sentiment and citi-
zen needs. Also, there has been
much effort devoted to encourage
positive behaviours.

But the different dimensions of
needs and motivations that have
emerged often create tensions.
When tensions occur, it is impor-
tant to recognise that not all
difficult policy decisions involve
zero-sum trade-offs.

When a policy can embrace
opposing views, the outcome can
be more effective than a policy
that chooses one view over
another.
The writer is director of the Behavioural
Sciences Institute, Lee Kuan Yew Fellow
and professor of psychology at the
Singapore Management University.
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Short term versus long term. Using intrinsic motivation or incentives to drive good behaviour.
How are policymakers to resolve such tensions? Endorsing opposing views can give good results

BY
INVITATION

T
HE acronym of the Applied Study in Po-
lytechnics and ITE Review committee –
Aspire – captures the essence of build-
ing a society of greater opportunity that
is a key national objective today. Prime
Minister Lee Hsien Loong referred to
this committee in his National Day Rally
speech on Sunday, when he spoke of
how a university degree need not be the
only route to a fulfilling career for
young Singaporeans. He announced the
setting up of a tripartite committee
chaired by Deputy Prime Minister Thar-
man Shanmugaratnam to institute the in-
tegrated system of education, training
and career progression suggested by the
Aspire team.

It is apposite that Mr Tharman has

been tasked with this job. He has sought
to broaden perceptions of merit in Singa-
pore with his call for a “continuous meri-
tocracy”. At a general level, such a meri-
tocracy would recognise different
strengths in different individuals; in par-
ticular, the educational starting point
for careers would matter less than the
proficiency and diligence that a person
demonstrates at work. This notion
treats meritocracy as an evolving goal
that demands removing the rigidity in
the current system caused by a fixation
on academic qualifications. The tripar-
tite committee will have the opportuni-
ty of translating the promise of continu-
ous meritocracy into tangible ways of
emphasising work skills over pure aca-

demic qualifications. This holds special
promise for non-graduates.

However, two provisos are in order.
First, society at large must accept that
this new education-cum-employment
model is both necessary and fair. Even
with the public service setting the pro-
cess in motion, the private sector will re-
spond only if Singaporeans are willing
to judge meritocracy more broadly than
they have done. This involves practical
issues. For example, how many parents
would encourage their children to take
the non-degree path if they are qualified
to enter university? Would young Singa-
poreans be willing to abjure the paper
chase, which sees some of them rushing
to accumulate a master’s degree right af-

ter their undergraduate education as a
means of staying ahead, and concen-
trate on gaining work experience first?
A revolution in mindsets will be needed.

Second, there must be no slackening
of professional standards built till now,
it has to be acknowledged, on a degree
of academic elitism. The challenge is to
broaden the field of beneficiaries while
keeping standards high. Thus, non-grad-
uates given a better chance to compete
with graduates must prove at work that
they deserve this opportunity. Continu-
ous meritocracy, and the philosophy be-
hind the Aspire exercise, is a sound one.
But given the huge cultural shift it en-
tails, it will not be easy. It must be given
a serious – and sustained – try.

Higher aspirations for all

A paradoxical approach is defined as one
that endorses two seemingly contradictory
views at the same time, but nonetheless
produces a solution that is aligned with both
views.
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