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Signs of social cohesion coming under strain in Singapore: IPS director
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The number of close friends that
Singaporeans have has shrunk over
the past six years, from10.67 on av-
erage in 2018 to 6.49 in 2024, a
study by the Institute of Policy
Studies (IPS) has found.

The findings, which will soon be
released in full, also show that
younger people aged 18 to 35 were
more likely to have fewer close
friends compared with their older
peers, regardless of socio-econom-
ic status (SES).

These are among signs pointing
to the social cohesion in Singapore
coming under strain, said IPS di-
rector Janadas Devan on Jan 20, as
he remarked that the country
should borrow a leaf from its han-
dling of the Covid-19 pandemic,
which is that high social capital
“literally saves lives”.

In his opening address at the IPS’
annual Singapore Perspectives
conference, he attributed Singa-
pore’s successful handling of the
pandemic to its high social capital.

He referenced a study of 177
countries published in The Lancet
medical journal in April 2022,
which found that the high levels of
trust in government and high lev-
els of interpersonal trust - social
capital, in other words — were the
most significant factor associated
with infection rates and vaccine
coverage.

The high social capital found
here during the pandemic was not
only made of close ties among peo-
ple of the same clans or racial
groups, but also close ties across
different groups, or “bridging” so-
cial capital, with the latter being
more important, Mr Janadas said.

In navigating a world fraught
with social and political fractures,
Singapore should work to replen-
ish its social capital, he said.

Mr Janadas identified at least
three reasons behind why social

cohesion here is being strained: in-
come inequality, social media and
immigration.

On the issue of income inequal-
ity, he cited the IPS study led by
principal research fellow Mathew
Mathews, which also found that re-
gardless of age or SES, respondents
in 2024 were significantly more
likely to prefer interacting with
people of similar income levels,
compared with 2018.

Among those earning less than
$2,000 a month, the proportion
preferring same-SES interactions
grew from 45 per cent in 2018 to 52
per cent in 2024.

Among those earning more than
$10,000 a month, the proportion
preferring to mix with people like
themselves grew from 29 per cent
in 2018 to 36 per cent in 2024, the
study found.

The conference by IPS, a think-
tank under the NUS Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy, was at-
tended by close to 1,200 academ-
ics, civic society groups, business-
men, students and civil servants.

One panel of experts discussed
whether the Government’s own
hand in many areas has “crowded
out” opportunities for Singapo-
reans to engage each other organi-
cally, and if the state should pull
back.

Panellist Aaron Maniam, a fellow
of practice at the University of Ox-
ford’s Blavatnik School of Govern-
ment, said if Singapore gets it right,
it can arrive at a state of collabora-
tive nation-building, where consti-
tutive communities and an en-
abling state can work together, and
even coexist with a “respectful dis-
tance” where that is not possible.

Trust amid risk and uncertainty
will be key to arriving and staying
here, he stressed.

“If we don’t have trust, we will
never be able to get there, and then
maintaining that trust will be quite
critical in order to sustain that.”

The state has a stake in ensuring
that it does not fall into the tempta-
tion to act in a constrictive way, or

G
ik el

é

-
\ H lestraty gt oy .
I i o «
l ﬂ Py Shidm A X
\ 3

A
| =T

(From left) Economist and behaviourial scientist Joanne Yoong, Professor Cherian George of Hong Kong Baptist University,

Dr Aaron Maniam of Oxford University's Blavatnik School of Government and Ambassador-at-Large Chan Heng Chee at a
panel discussion at the Institute of Policy Studies’ Singapore Perspectives conference on Jan 20. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO

even make a community feel the
state is likely constrictive, Dr Ma-
niam added.

This is because, if so, commun-
ities would want to act in exclusi-
vist ways to safeguard their inter-
ests as much as possible, he said,
noting that exclusivist communi-
ties aim to dominate others and
uphold ethnic nationalism, and
lead to apartheid and racism.

Professor Cherian George from
the Hong Kong Baptist University’s
School of Communication argued
that former foreign minister Ge-
orge Yeo’s “pruning the banyan
tree” analogy is not what is needed
today.

In a 1991 speech, he had likened
the Singapore state to a banyan
tree and spoke of the need to prune
it so that civic participation could
grow under its canopy.

Prof George said: “The flaw in

our model is the assumption that a
capable state needs to be autocrat-
ic and cannot tolerate vigorous
competition, nor contrary and dis-
senting voices in civil society.”

The state still overwhelms socie-
ty in Singapore, he said.

Singapore is not yet in the virtu-
ous circle of high-capacity states
and vibrant societies, where the
two are “neither devouring each
other, each ratcheting the other’s
contributions to collective well-
being”, he added.

During the discussion, one au-
dience member asked how Singa-
pore could promote critical think-
ing required of vibrant states if ini-
tiatives aimed at growing it like the
Yale-NUS College had to be aban-
doned, and the media avoids dis-
cussing controversial issues.

The liberal arts college will be
merged with the NUS University

Scholars Programme to form a new
interdisciplinary honours college,
with the Class of 2025 being the
last cohort of Yale-NUS students.

In response, Ambassador-at-
Large Chan Heng Chee, who mod-
erated the panel discussion, said
universities across the country do
teach critical thinking.

“l assume that Yale-NUS does
teach critical thinking, but so does
NUS, so does NTU, so does SMU
and SUTD,” said Prof Chan, who is
also a member of the Yale-NUS go-
verning board.

“I don’t think we should assume
that critical thinking is not there in
our schools and our universities,”
she added.

Prof George said critical think-
ing, like civic participation, is a
muscle.

He added that while students
may know the theory, they, as well
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as citizens at large, “are not being
given the freedom to practise that
muscle”.

Prof Chan argued that it is up to
the tutor to engage students.

“In a lecture hall,  know it is hard
to engage, but in tutorials, you do.
So I don’t think it is absent,” she
said.

Prof George noted that the Yale-
NUS model of student governance
is unique.

“It’s the only group of university
students who could self-organise
things without the permission of
the university students’ office.
They report directly to the dean,
who is more sympathetic to them,”
he said.

The college’s closure would
mean that all students will now
have to get their activities cleared
by the central NUS body, which
“has the record of listening careful-
ly to what the Government consid-
ers is acceptable organising as a
policy”, he said.

Prof Chan said that would be one
difference, but critical thinking
can be encouraged beyond the stu-
dent governance platform.

At a subsequent panel discus-
sion, NUS sociologist Daniel Goh
presented his strategies in dealing
with “super diversity” in Singa-
pore.

One can rethink culture as not
one of belonging, but one of be-
coming, where Singaporeans inter-
act by thinking of where they are
headed collectively, he said.

They can also think of citizen-
ship as “affective” or having a lot to
do with emotions. After all, citi-
zenship is “made up of a cluster of
emotions”, he added.

Associate Professor Goh said he
hates the term “true blue Singapo-
rean”, as the friends whom he con-
siders Singaporeans might not be
born here and would be excluded.

Inclusion should not be treated
as an “end point”, but a work in
progress, he said.
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