10 THINGS
YOU SHOULD
READ
BEFORE YOU JOIN THE
PUBLIC SERVICE

EDITOR'S NOTE
Thanks for being a fan of Challenge! Whether you’re considering a career in the
Public Service, already working in the Public Service, or just curious, here’s 10
articles that we’ve specially curated to help you get to know what life is like in
the Public Service a little better.
For those looking to join the Public Service or looking for new challenges, check
out “Take Ownership Of Your Employability”, contributed by our Chief Human
Resources Officer, PSD, Low Peck Kem, in which she shares 5 tips to take charge
of your personal development and be future-ready.
In “Take Charge of Your Career”, former P&G Asia Chief Information Officer and
current Senior Director (Capabilities Development), PSD, Lee Mui Ling, speaks of
the differences between the private and public sector and of the joy and
fulfilment she has found since joining the Public Service.
There’s a wider variety of jobs within the Public Service than may be apparent at
first glance. In “’Odd’ Jobs? Even Better!”, we take a look at some “real cool” jobs
that are available in the Public Service. Disclaimer: these jobs are so cool that
they may already be filled, but check out Careers@Gov for more positions!
Of course, it’s not always plain sailing as a public officer. Challenge speaks to
some public officers to find out the reasons behind their passion to serve, despite
the many setbacks faced along the way, in “It’s A Tough Job”.
To help you face the challenges of working in the Public Service, check out the
invaluable advice that HDB CEO, Cheong Koon Hean, and MOH Deputy Secretary
(Policy), Ngiam Siew Ying, have for young public officers, in their letters entitled
“Why Are You (Still) In Public Service?” and “Know Who You Are And What You
Stand For”.
Learn about “The Digital Movement” sweeping across the Public Service, and how
public services can stay relevant in the face of digital transformation, in this
piece by Government Chief Information Officer/Deputy Chief Executive, GovTech,
Chan Cheow Hoe. On the flip side, collaboration is still key to the work of the
Public Service, and is one of Deputy Secretary (Strategy Group), PMO, Tan Gee
Keow’s key values (“The Relationships Matter Just As Much As Getting The Job
Done”).
Finally, it’s always healthy to be able to take a step back and laugh at ourselves
from time to time. Challenge has consistently tried to inject some humour into
every issue, so to end off on a funny note, here’s some uniquely Public Service
words and acronyms that we should all start using (“Is Your Intern Texting About
The Public Service” and “Words That Sum Up Life As A Public Officer”).
K i c k b a c k , re l a x , a nd e n j o y th e r e a d !
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In the early part of this century, Marc
Andreessen was prophetic in saying that
“software is eating the world.”
Today, the truth lies before us. More
and more major businesses and
industries are being run on software and
delivered as digital services – from
music to toys to medical services to
national defence. Many of the winners
are Silicon Valley-style entrepreneurial
technology companies that are invading
and overturning established industry
structures.
Unfortunately, most governments
are still playing catch-up and risk losing
relevance to citizens in the digital space.
The digital divide is getting wider by the
day.
However, there is hope. A new breed
of non-government natives is leading
the digital movement to improve user
experience, citizen engagement and
build digital communities. From the

United States and the United Kingdom
to Scandinavia to Singapore,
collaborations between government
officials, technopreneurs and digital
natives are creating a new digital
economy based on software, data and
things. In Singapore, the creation of
the Government Technology Agency, or
GovTech, for short, is a strong signal that
the Singapore Government will play a
significant role in the digital movement
to amplify the rallying cry of Smart
Nation. Indeed, software is eating
government.

Changing mindsets and paradigm
In 2014, when I first joined the public
sector, I realised that my colleagues used
to look at me quizzically whenever I
mentioned “customers.” All the work we
were doing was based on an “insideout,” government-centric view of the

world.
The transformation from an “insideout” to an “outside-in” view of the world
through the eyes of citizens is happening
quickly. More and more services are
being designed with the citizen’s needs
in mind, cutting through most of the
friction and bureaucracy that is
synonymous with government.
For example, some people find it
difficult to know the right agency to
report an issue to government. Be it a
choked drain or a dead animal or a fallen
tree, which is the right agency to deal
with the problem?
In 2015, an outside-in approach was
taken to solve this problem, and
the OneServiceapp was created to
simplify citizen interaction with
government. The focus on user
experience and design thinking has
helped changed the mindsets of many
around us, and made us realise that we

are citizens, too. Being citizen-centric,
anticipatory and demand-focused is
transforming the way we approach all
new services and the way government is
engaging citizens – software-driven or
otherwise. It will continue to change our
operating paradigm in the years to
come.

Innovation, disruption, practicality
At GovTech, our focus is on applied
innovation. Distinguishing hype from
reality is a very fine line. Using proven
technology in an innovative way to solve
citizen problems – that is what we do.
We cannot afford the bleeding edge of
innovation. Most of the time we have
proven that it need not be expensive to
disrupt.
Recently, we were presented with
the need for an Intelligent Virtual
Assistant to augment our search
capabilities in government services.
Many solutions were presented, ranging
from intelligent FAQs to complex
cognitive computing. The initial instinct
was to push the edge of technology and
experiment with the most complex
solutions. However, we re-examined the
needs of agencies and concluded that a
S$20,000 solution would essentially
fulfil the use-case of most agencies. We
made it happen in four months. It was
disruptive, practical and served the
needs of many agencies without
breaking the bank. Defying the
conventional wisdom that innovation
has to be state-of-the-art, cost a lot of
money and “cure cancer” in one fell
swoop has allowed us to shorten the
innovation cycle and keep delivering
value.

The pursuit of talent
The digital movement is a war for talent.
The image of tech specialists as “factory
workers” in the sweat shops of
developing countries is slowly being
replaced by “master craftsmen” at
Google and Facebook with degrees from
Stanford and the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology. The game has

changed from cost leadership to
differentiation as described by Michael
Porter in his book Competitive
Advantage.
Government faces an uphill task in
attracting world-class tech talent. In
terms of compensation, prestige,
infrastructure and culture, there is no
way to match the likes of the Silicon
Valley firms or startups. When we
built Hive@Sandcrawler a year ago, it
was conceived as a startup-like
organisation with the culture to match
any Silicon Valley firm. Talented
engineers joined us because of a strong
sense of purpose in doing good for
society and a free hand to make things
happen.
Hive managed to attract more than
100 tech talents in a short period of time
because of its collaborative culture,
sense of purpose and impactful work.
Using technology to save lives, create a
better environment, solve social issues
and build digital communities is
something the private sector cannot
offer. In 2015, we launched a crowdsourcing app for lifesavers called
myResponder. To date, whenever a life
is saved because of the assistance of that
app, the team at Hive would actually
cheer and celebrate. There is no greater
impact than contributing to life-saving.
The abundant availability of data
makes the government a “candy store”
for data scientists and digital warriors.
There is a place for tech talent in
government and many countries have
shown that it is possible and sustainable
to create a technical core. In Singapore,
GovTech is leading the charge to rebuild
tech capabilities in the public sector.

Staying agile and relevant
In the digital movement, it is apparent
that the only way to stay relevant is to
stay agile. Agile is not just a software
development concept; it is embedded
into the culture of all customer focused
companies. Making the paradigm shift in
government to become more customer
focused, necessitates a shift to agility.
This fundamental shift is very difficult

for all governments as the status quo is
based on stability and predictability. The
emergence of a bi-modal organisation is
key to success.
The agility movement needs not
threaten the stability of day-to-day
operations. The two modes are like two
sides of a coin and must co-exist for the
government to function properly. Both
modes are important. One of the biggest
challenges is to build collaboration
between the two modes to become
mutually reinforcing instead of mutually
destructive. Everyone can be successful
as this is not a zero-sum game. Mode one
is focused on operational effectiveness
and stability; mode two is focused on
transformation. Both modes can be agile
and innovative in the pursuit of their
common goal to serve the citizen.
The digital movement is here to stay
and government is not excluded from
this revolution. It is heartening to see
that many governments are taking this
movement head on and transforming its
relationship with citizens digitally.
Government will probably never be like
an Amazon or Facebook because the
roles are different. People go to
commercial organisations because they
want to. Most of the time people go to
government because they have to. At
least when they have to come to
government, it is a pleasant and
productive experience. And GovTech
will aspire to do that for all the citizens in
Singapore.

