
O
NE day, an Aboriginal man
told Professor Peter Shergold:
“You know, I’ve been sent on
three or four training pro-
grammes but I still haven’t

got a job.”
There’s a difference between training

programmes to occupy the jobless, and
training programmes to get them an occu-
pation. It’s an obvious point but one Prof
Shergold said Australia learnt the hard
way during its years of helping the long-
term unemployed.

Prof Shergold, who used to be Austral-
ia’s top bureaucrat, was in town last
week to meet top civil servants and share
Australia’s experiment with using not-
for-profit (NFP) organisations to deliver
public services. One area he’s familiar
with is employment services – which is al-
so high on Singapore’s agenda as it braces
itself for record unemployment in the
wake of a global recession.

Said Prof Shergold: “All our experi-
ence with people who are long-term un-
employed is we had a tradition of sending
them for different training programmes.
They’d actually become experts at train-
ing programmes: they do this training pro-
gramme, wouldn’t get a job and they go
to another training programme, and yet
another training programme.

“So you’ve got to make sure that
you’re not paying for training pro-
grammes because someone enjoyed the
training programme. You pay for the
training programme because you think
it’s going to get somebody into work.”

He’s saying this to drive home the
point that even well-intentioned social
programmes sometimes lead to less-
than-optimal outcomes.

Prof Shergold, a former academic,
trained in Britain and the United States.
His career in the Australian public service
culminated in his appointment as Secre-
tary of the Department of the Prime Min-
ister, a position from which he stepped
down in February last year. He was also
head of the Commonwealth Employment
Service (CES) in Australia, where he pio-
neered contracting out employment serv-
ices to non-government organisations.

“For 50 years, public servants all
around Australia were delivering labour
market programmes to the unemployed.
They were the ones who were helping
them to find jobs. You go into the CES of-

fice and there’d be postcards up on the
wall about jobs and you’d go to someone
behind the counter.

“Just over a decade ago, the govern-
ment completely changed that by saying
no, we’re not going to have public serv-
ants do it. We will pay for (it) but we will
contract it out.”

The service was taken over by the pri-
vate and NFP sectors. Audits found they
were more successful in matching people
to jobs than the public service had been.

These days, the affable Prof Shergold,
62, is chief executive and Macquarie
Group Foundation Chair of the Centre for
Social Impact, a new collaborative centre
set up by the Universities of New South
Wales, Melbourne and Swinburne Univer-
sity of Technology.

He comes from a family of public serv-
ants: granddad was a bus driver on the
government payroll, and dad was in the
navy. But no, his own daughter looks un-
likely to follow in his footsteps. The veter-
inary science student was impressed with
her father’s career for only one reason:
that he got to meet The Terminator – the
actor and Governor of California Arnold
Schwarzenegger – said Prof Shergold.

He has a passion for harnessing the en-
ergies and resources of social NFP organi-
sations to deliver services to the state, pri-
vate sector, or even directly to citizens.

In Australia, NFP groups deliver a
range of social services – such as job-
matching, disability help, family counsel-
ling – to the state.

“Involving the not-for-profit sector in
delivering government services has been
a very good thing because they tend to
have a much greater connection and
much greater empathy with the clients
they’re serving. It’s also given them sig-
nificant funding.”

He added that this has changed the
role of civil servants: “The type of things
that public servants do has changed –
you now manage contracts, you manage
projects. Most important – and public
servants are still learning to do it – is to
manage relationships.

“One of the difficulties is that, too of-
ten, they think their job is a legalistic one.
So if a not-for-profit organisation has
won this contract to deliver say, employ-
ment services or disability services, fami-
ly counselling services, (the civil serv-
ants) become almost obsessive about the
contract itself and start to become far too
involved in the micro-management of the
not-for-profit organisation.”

A strong advocate of empowering
NFPs – and citizens – to be proactive in
choosing the social services they need,
Prof Shergold said some Australian states
have gone further than contracting out
services to the NFP sector to deliver.

There is a movement in Victoria and
Western Australia to put the citizen at
the heart of decisions as to how best he
can be helped – whether it’s an elderly
person who needs home care, a disabled
person who needs mobility assistance, or
a jobless person needing help to get a job.

Called self-directed care, or co-pro-
duction, it means essentially that the citi-
zen has control over what programmes so-
cial service money meant to help him and
his family is actually spent on.

A care coordinator works with the citi-
zen to design a menu of care options in
three ways. The first is an a la carte ap-
proach, asking the citizen to pick from a
buffet of options already available, to de-
cide on a customised menu of services
that he would find most helpful.

Another way is to offer a mix of such
options from an existing menu, plus
funds to purchase other services.

The third, and most radical option, is
to determine a budget which the needy
citizen has at his disposal to plan the serv-
ices he needs, and then let him plan how
to use the money.

As Prof Shergold understood it, the
Singapore Government’s approach to em-
ployment assistance via Spur (Skills Pro-
gramme for Upgrading and Resilience),
which offers heavily subsidised training
provided by a range of training service
providers, is an example of the state con-
tracting out public services to the not-
for-profit and private sector.

One strength of that approach is that
individuals get to choose their training.
But Singapore might go further: “Where
co-production could go further, however,
is that the individual may be told that this
is the amount that’s going to be spent on
retraining but in fact what do you think is
the best way that you can use this money
to find employment.

“They may say, actually none of those
training courses is really suitable for me
but I know there is a job waiting for me if
I can do that training. Or they may say, I
talked to this employer and I think he’d
be willing to take me on if I can use the
money you would have given me for train-
ing as a wage subsidy and he’s willing to
sign up that he’ll train me on the job.

“You could have someone who says
what I want to do is to set up a small busi-
ness. You don’t just say yes. You would
obviously say, well, what business? What
skills do you have? Well, here is the mon-
ey to go away and work out a business
plan and this is where you go to do it.

“And so...you are actually putting that
individual in charge of the problem.”

Will this increase social spending?
“There is interesting work already be-

ing done that when you tell citizens to or-
ganise the services they want on their
own behalf, they actually use the money
more efficiently and sometimes budget
less for themselves than the government
would have budgeted because they start
to think, you know, how are we going to
do this.”
muihoong@sph.com.sg

Prof Shergold says there is interesting work being done that shows that when you tell citizens to organise the services they want on their own
behalf, they actually use the money more efficiently. ST PHOTO: ALBERT SIM

R E V I E W I N T E R V I E W

Put the citizen in control of social benefits

A
RECENT report had Singapore
topping the global innovation
rankings, with the United
States placed sixth.

However, most academic
studies have the US in pole position. The
survey in question was carried out by a
non-profit organisation founded in 2006
by the lobbying arm of the IT industry in
the US, so its motivations may be open to
question.

Could Singapore have a more innova-
tive culture than the US? At a recent semi-
nar on how technology evolves, a speaker
diplomatically evaded this question. Read-
ing between the lines, however, his an-
swer was probably that Singapore could
not.

The speaker, Dr Brian Arthur, said that
“novel species” of technologies do not
emerge through a process of small differ-
ences in technologies, accumulating over
time in a Darwinian process of selection
and adaptation. For instance, radar did
not emerge over time through the accu-
mulation of small differences among inte-
grated circuit technologies.

Dr Arthur, visiting professor at the
Nanyang Technological University’s busi-
ness school, argued that new technolo-
gies are constructed from existing ones –
like snapping lego blocks together to give
us new structures. Thus, Frank Whittle,
who first conceived of jet propulsion in
1930, did so by marrying internal combus-
tion technology with turbine technology.

This being so, the innovations that a
culture can come up with will depend on

its existing store of technologies. Com-
pare a material culture consisting of
stone and skins with one consisting of pul-
leys and steam power: Steam locomotives
could not have emerged from the former.

If new technologies emerge on the ba-
sis of existing technologies, then technolo-
gy is essentially self-creating, Dr Arthur
claimed. First there were X-rays. Then
came computers. Combined, they led to
CT scans that imaged bone structures
and MRI scans that imaged soft tissue in
high definition. This is how new technolo-
gies “bootstrap” themselves into exist-
ence, Dr Arthur theorised.

Furthermore, no known society has
evolved great technologies without al-
ready being suffused with a deep culture
of basic science, he observed. People
must have many degrees of freedom to
pursue scientific endeavours and society
must invest in basic science, not applied
science, without expecting dollar returns
any time soon. In a word, it takes lots of
time to get great technologies.

If we think of groups of technologies –
biotech, imaging, computer graphics and
so on – as different languages, then inno-
vations are utterances in those languages.
But for new and unexpected technologies
to emerge by self-combinations, the
speakers must know the “grammar” –
which is basic science. This is because
new combinations of technologies are like
poems. Unless you have mastered a lan-
guage and acquired “deep craft”, you can-
not aspire to be a poet. And just as poets
must generally endure genteel poverty for
years with patience, it takes time to pro-
duce great innovations in technology.

For technologies to combine so that
new species of technology can emerge,
one more thing is needed, which Dr
Arthur rather infelicitously called “the
capture of phenomena”. For instance,
there hasn’t been any headway towards

teleportation because there is no known
phenomenon in real life akin to it to cap-
ture. So we cannot begin to think about
what technologies could, if melded togeth-
er correctly, teleport real people.

In contrast, we know that nuclear fu-
sion is happening in the sun all the time,
which is why it gives out heat and light.
Thus, what inventors need to think
through is which existing technologies
may, if combined well, capture and stabi-
lise the phenomenon called nuclear fu-
sion so as to produce power in predicta-
ble and controllable ways for human use.

Or think of how one is to process DNA
which exists in such tiny amounts locked
up within cell nuclei. The technology to
tease apart the double strands of the DNA
helix and identify the parts holding the
strands together was well-established.
But it took Dr Kerry Mullis to think of cap-
turing the phenomena of xeroxing and
chain reactions to make repeated copies
of mirror images of the strands, thus caus-
ing the quantities of any DNA to rise expo-
nentially in-vitro.

In 1983, he invented the polymerase
chain reaction (PCR) which – together
with digital imaging and intensive compu-
tational technologies – now enables even
whole genomes of human beings to be se-
quenced. Although Dr Mullis shunned aca-
demic life after his PhD to write fiction,
run a bakery and windsurf, he still man-
aged to create PCR, for which he shared
the 1993 Nobel Prize in chemistry.

But whether we are concerned about
which technologies to marry or what phe-
nomenon to capture, the culture must
have “deep craft” in basic science, Dr
Arthur reiterated. Think about a cordon
bleu culture of cooking. That won’t
emerge in Singapore just by printing a
whole lot of cordon bleu cookbooks to
drop all over the island from the air.

Deep craft in cookery – or anything
else, for that matter – cannot be inculcat-
ed so easily. People must first value the
craft highly, love it and desperately want
to acquire it for themselves. Then only, af-
ter perhaps generations, will the craft be-
come part of a culture’s warp and woof.

So Singaporeans need time, space and
freedom to develop a deep culture of sci-
ence. Only then will we be as fecund in
producing new technologies as China
once was and the US now is.
andyho@sph.com.sg

� WHO HE IS
Professor Peter Shergold, 62.

Currently chief executive and
Macquarie Group Foundation Chair
of the newly established Centre for
Social Impact in Australia’s
University of New South Wales,
Melbourne University and the
Swinburne University of
Technology. He was Australia’s top
civil servant for five years until
February last year.

� HIS KEY IDEAS
He pioneered the contracting out
of job services to the private and
non-profit sectors in the
Australian Commonwealth
Employment Service.

He advocates going beyond
contracting services to allowing
citizens control of how they want
government spending to be used.
For example, letting the
unemployed person use funds
designated for retraining in other
ways, such as seed money for a
micro-enterprise.
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