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Our approach to this question 

To understand the steps and policies Singapore took to succeed economically is answering whether 

or not other developing countries have the abilities to emulate Singapore‟s strategies for their own 

economic development. 

The essay is divided into 3 major sections. In our “Introduction”, we bring you into the same 

context as we define the terms “developing countries”, “pragmatic” and “success”. Next, in “Is 

Singapore a success story?” we bring you to understand Singapore‟s socio-political environment as 

we briefly describe the pragmatic policies for Singapore‟s initial economic success. Lastly, in 

“Conclusion”, after understanding the “formulas” and socio-political environment of Singapore, we 

attempt to justify why developing countries will not be able to emulate Singapore in the short term. 

We also provide you an optimistic view of how is it possible for developing countries to be 

economically successful by adopting Singapore‟s strategies in the long-term.  

Introduction  

Since no single definition of the term developed country is recognized internationally, the levels of 

development may vary widely within so-called developing countries
1
. In this essay, we will 

generally describe developing countries as nations with a low level of material well-being or with 

low GDP
2
 such as Cambodia, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Vietnam, Eastern Europe and 

Sub-Saharan Africa. 

It is often said that the defining feature of the Singapore governance is political pragmatism (Mauzy 

& Milne, 2002). That is to say, our government implements a host of „pragmatic‟ policies that 

intervenes extensively in various sectors of our nation, such as population control, education, 

housing, healthcare services, industrial relations, as well as wage and workforce policies. However, 

the term „pragmatism‟ has no concrete definition in the world of politics. On one hand, pragmatism 

means practical or useful and concerned with actual application rather than theory or speculation. 

On the other hand, pragmatism can also imply expediency, that is, doing what is advantageous 

while motivated primarily by self-interest (Mauzy & Milne, 2002). As pragmatism is loosely 

defined, we need to first define what it means to be pragmatic in the context of Singapore 

governance. As political tactics and strategies are always expedient to an extent that they are 

intended to win support and votes during elections (Mauzy & Milne, 2002), we believe that 

pragmatism means exercising prudent political management where the priorities lie with long-term 

interests and beliefs of the nation and have not been jeopardized for the sake of gaining short-term 

popularity for the ruling party.  

The host of policies implemented by our government is very much driven towards the stability and 

economic growth of the nation. Much economic activity was initiated by statutory boards and 

government-linked companies (GLCs), and the government sought to benefit the general population 

through job creation and the provision of housing, education, and medical services by tapping into 

                                                 
1
 Australian Government. (Jul, 2009). List of Developing Countries. In AusAID. Retrieved Feb 16, 2011, from 

http://www.ausaid.gov.au/ngos/devel_list.cfm 
2
 http://www.nationmaster.com/graph/eco_gdp_percap-economy-gdp-per-capita  
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global capitalism (Peebles & Wilson, 2002). If a policy is found to be ineffective or produce 

unintended results, our government will discard the policy (Mauzy & Milne, 2002). All in all, the 

host of policies is implemented with the best long-term interests in mind by government, and thus 

can be considered to be „pragmatic‟. 

Some may counter-argue that the political management of our government is not prudent enough 

due to the lack of political freedom, freedom of speech, and effective platforms for feedback from 

the oppositional parties or the citizens, and some policies appear to be motivated by self-interests of 

the ruling party to win support and votes (e.g., controlling the local media such that it presents the 

government in good light and imposing legislation rules on those who oppose against the 

government). However, it is irrational and inefficient to leave difficult and important decisions to a 

vote of the citizens who may not possess the knowledge and expertise in understanding what is at 

stake and hence, our government taps the talents of the nation to make appropriate and informed 

decisions (Mauzy & Milne, 2002). Bearing in mind our definition earlier, government policies 

should be considered as „pragmatic‟ as long as they are implemented with substantial planning and 

analysis and long-term interests of the nation are not jeopardized, even if they serve the self-

interests of the government to a certain extent. Others may argue that there were times, especially in 

the mid-1980s, our government was reluctant in discarding unpopular policies quite un-

pragmatically, such as the Graduate Mother Scheme. However, our government has paid a political 

price for them electorally (Mauzy & Milne, 2002). This further demonstrates that the decisions 

made by our government are not entirely based on the self-interest of gaining popularity but on the 

interests of the nation ultimately.  

Even though we have established that our 

government may have implemented a host of 

„pragmatic‟ policies that involved extensive 

intervention in areas of the nation‟s development, it 

is inconclusive whether Singapore is a success story 

of its own at this point. To address this question, we 

need to define what success is in the first place. The 

fundamental aspect of success for any nation would 

be how developed a country is in terms of both 

economic development and human development. 

Economic development of a country is indicated by 

the Global Competitiveness Index (GCI) which is assessed according to the pillars of 

competitiveness such as infrastructure and macroeconomic stability, business sophistication, and 

innovation. Singapore was ranked third out of 133 countries on the measure of GCI in the World 

Economic Forum 2010-2011 rankings (World Economic Forum, 2010). 

Beside economic development, the success of a country can also be measured using the Human 

Development Index (HDI) which is based on the life expectancy, education attainment and the 

Gross National Income (GNI) per capita in Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) terms. For Singapore, 

the HDI value is 0.846 ranked at 27, which is classified under very high human development 

(Human Development Report, 2010). Both the GCI and HDI have showed that Singapore is a 

developed nation as of today in terms of economic development and human development, which 

corresponds to our definition of success. Subsequently, we will explore why Singapore is a success 

story. 
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Is Singapore a success story?  
 

Yes, according to World Economic Forum‟s (WEF) „Global Competitiveness Report 2009‐10‟
3
 

Singapore‟s public institutions, lack of corruption and boasts government efficiency are ranked as 

the best in the world. Singapore also ranked 4
th

 in world‐class infrastructure, leading in the quality 

of its transport facilities - roads, ports and air transport. 

 

Singapore‟s competitiveness and success is also supported by a strong focus on education, 

providing highly skilled individuals for the workforce. The economic success of Singapore is 

strongly driven by a government heavily participative in a number of key sectors such as housing, 

education and industry through its bureaucracy, widely declared as one of the least corrupt in the 

world. 

 

What are the strategies that Singapore has to employ and what institutional arrangements it has to 

install that have allowed Singapore to be an economic success story? 

 

Out of a plethora of reasons, we had chosen to examine on its intervening socio-economic policies 

and its bright and honest political leadership which had led Singapore to achieve tremendous 

success in its economic development.  

From Third World to First: Socio-economic policies  

The course of economic development for Singapore can be broken down into 4 distinct phases: 

1965-1978 (early post-independence rapid growth years), 1979-1985 (economic restructuring), 

1986-1996 (post-recession) and 1998-present (shift towards globalized, entrepreneurial and 

diversified economy) (AKKEMIK, 2005; Singapore, Ministry of Trade and Industry : Economic 

History, 2010). 

Following Singapore‟s independence since 1965, its government was fully convinced that its 

survival will depend heavily on providing the highest quality of basic services such as health, 

education and housing. 

Following the failure of Singapore-Malaysia merger, the political leadership was urged to focus 

on developmentalist and pragmatist strategies. The export-oriented industrialization plan was 

conceived by Singapore‟s then Chief Economic Advisor, Dr. Albert Winsemius when he led a 

United Nations team to examine Singapore‟s industrialization potential in 1960. (Usha C.V Haley, 

1996)   

This plan had to be implemented with the notion of national survival becoming the ideological 

justification to craft economic policies that reflect flexibility, openness and pragmatism (Gerstl, 

2003). For example, in Singapore‟s early post-independence rapid growth years, its government 

welcomed the Multinational Corporations (MNCs) which were shunned by other emerging post-

colonial economies because they were thought to be predatory and exploitative. (Naresh C. Saxena, 

2010)  

                                                 
3
 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GlobalCompetitivenessReport_2010-11.pdf 
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In order to attract foreign investments, pro-business policies and tax regimes such as pioneer 

status
4
, tariff protection and other benefits were given to industries. Ready-to-move-in infrastructure 

developed in the Jurong Industrial Estate in 1961 by the Economic Development Board (EDB) 

helped to facilitate quick industrial start-up for MNCs (Yuen, 2008). The Employment Act and the 

amendment of the Industrial Relations Act of 1968 helped established a de facto government 

control over union and transferred bargaining power from workers to employers (Lim & Pang, 

1986). The National Wage Council (NWC), a tripartite body comprising of the government, 

employers and trade unions was established in 1972 (W.G.Huff, 1995) to facilitate corrective wage 

policies such as the suppression of wage increase in 1972 to ensure that Singapore‟s labor force 

remained competitive against its developing neighbors.  
 

As a result, by the 1960s and 1970s Singapore had already become a highly-attractive location for 

MNCs to invest.  

 

Besides creating a pro-business environment, the development of human capital also played a key 

role in increasing Singapore‟s attractiveness to investors. The move away from the one-size-fits-all 

approach to education along with the introduction of streaming in 1979 helped reduced school drop-

out rates
5
, raising the performance in the O-level English examinations

6
. In addition, Singapore was 

leading the world in Mathematics and Science on Trends in International Mathematics and Science 

Study (TIMSS) in 1995 (OECD, 2010).  

Interventionism 

Singapore has been playing a major role in managing the state‟s economy with the market being 

'free' only to the extent that the government allows it to be free. The state participates in the 

economy in two forms: through statutory boards or Government-Link-Companies (GLCs). 

Statutory boards
7
 are directly under the government in the way that they report to one specific 

government ministry while GLCs
8
 are loosely related to the government, usually through the state 

owning GLCs equities. With these two entities, Singapore‟s government promotes industrialization 

and investment. 

The Housing and Development Board (HDB) 

Housing Development Board (HDB) 9  is one of the most successful examples of Singapore‟s 

interventionism seen in housing policies. 

HDB has been credited with the eradication of the dreadful living conditions of pre‐1965 times and 

had also helped Singapore achieved the highest homeownership in the world (WDR, 2009). In 

many countries, public housing is mostly perceived as of low quality and an insecure place to stay 

in. But in Singapore, HDB flats offer their residents “quality lifestyles in quality buildings”. HDB 

                                                 
4
 A company which is granted "pioneer status" obtains very favourable fiscal treatment. 

5
 By 1986, only 6% of students were leaving school with fewer than 10 years of education 

6
 90% pass rate by 1984 

7
 The statutory boards of the Singapore Government are organizations that have been given autonomy to perform an 

operational function. They usually report to one specific ministry. 
8
 GLCs are legal entities created by the government to undertake commercial activities on behalf of an owner 

government. Eg: Temasek Holdings, SingTel, ST Engineering, Singapore Airlines. 
9
 HDB is the statutory board of the Ministry of National Development responsible for public housing in Singapore. 
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has won a large number of prestigious awards for achieving great strides in public housing: 

Recipient of the Singapore Quality Award with Special Commendation and the United Nations 

Public Service Award in 2008 for its Home Ownership Programme. 

  

The success of Singapore’s intervening socio-economic policies 

The government‟s high interventionism and enthusiastic involvement in the economy is one of the 

reasons for Singapore‟s initial economic success. Statutory Boards and the GLCs, despite often 

accused of being “government” have been managed on commercial criteria and had proven that 

monopoly and quasi-monopoly
10

 powers have helped Singapore to profit. Singapore‟s boards and 

GLCs are among the most efficient and well managed state‐owned enterprises in the world, which 

is partly because of their private‐sector type of orientation (Hwee et al. 2005).  

 

Singapore‟s intervening social and economic policies created a stable political climate presenting an 

optimal business environment for both local and foreign entrepreneurs/investors:  

Ranking Category Singapore’s 

Ranking 

Ranking Institution 

World’s Easiest Place to do 

Business 
1 

World Bank, Ease of Doing Business 

Report, 2010 

World’s Most Competitive 

Economy 
3 

Economic Forum‟s Global 

Competitiveness Index, 2009-10 

Most Open Economy for 

International Trade & Investment 
1 

World Economic Forum‟s Global 

Enabling Trade Report, 2009 

Best Protection of Intellectual 

Property in the World 
1 

Global Competitiveness Report, 

2009-2010 

Most Politically Stable Country in 

Asia 
1 

Political & Economic Risk 

Consultancy, 2009 

World’s Freest Economy 2 Index of Economic Freedom, 2010 

Best Living Environment in Asia 
1 

ECA International‟s Location 

Ratings System, 2010 

Asia’s Best Location to Live, 

Work & Play 
1 

Mercer‟s 2009 Quality of Living 

survey 
Source: SingaporeStartup.com (http://www.singaporestartup.com/why-singapore)   

At the helm of Singapore’s success: Political leadership 

Apart from economic policies that made Singapore successful, there is another significant factor 

behind this success. 

Intellectual politicians and highly-capable civil servants 
 

Since Singapore‟s first full internal self-government established by the majority PAP in 1959, there 

                                                 
10

 Quasi-monopoly is a kind of monopoly where there is more than one service provider for a particular good/service 

but the nature of the competition is such that similar kind of service/pricing is offered to the customers. 
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had been a trend of intellectual politicians (A lot of them are Lawyers) in Singapore with the system 

favouring dedicated and highly trained men, especially as ministers, to boost economic 

development and contribute to the establishment of a global-city state. Similar to Imperial China‟s 

scholar selection for civil service (Meritocracy), only the best and the most talented Singaporean 

will be selected and wooed to be groomed as a high-ranking civil servant.  

 

Singapore‟s visionary and transformational leaders became the prime movers of the Singapore 

miracle and the major institutional vehicle to deliver development has been the powerful civil 

service that has prepared national development plans, coordinated their implementation, and 

delivered public services with great efficiency. 

Quality of its civil service and a clean government 
 

The quality of Singapore‟s civil service was maintained because of its anti-corruption measures and 

civil servants‟ competitive pay. Although Singapore is governed by a group of bureaucratic elites, it 

is one of the least corrupt in the world. Singapore ranked third only behind Denmark and New 

Zealand in 2010‟s Perceived Corruption Index
11

.  Anti-corruption laws are reviewed regularly to 

make sure offenders do not escape legal punishment and also to show that corruption does not pay 

off. The improvements made to civil servants‟ salaries
12

 and working conditions contributed 

indirectly to fight against corruption. 

Conclusion 

 
Can developing countries emulate Singapore‟s strategies for economic development?  
 

Our team believes there is no absolute answer to this question because the context of the question is 

unclear, however in general, we put in context that for any developing country to perform economic 

success, they must first install a stable socio-political environment and as well as embrace 

pragmatism. 

In the short run 

No, developing countries cannot emulate Singapore‟s strategies, not in the short run at least. The 

main factors for Singapore‟s economic success is in its crafting and implementing of various 

socio-economic policies (other than the ones we mentioned) such as compulsory savings called 

Central Provident Funds and heavy subsidization on important social sectors such as education and 

health. These subsidies on important social sectors did not slow down Singapore‟s economic 

growth process because these subsidiary-policies were carefully and cleverly crafted over the 

growing years of Singapore. 

                                                 
11

 http://www.transparency.org/policy_research/surveys_indices/cpi/2010/results 
12

 The Star Online. (Mar 27, 2007). Singapore ministers to get pay rise. In The Star Online. Retrieved Feb 16, 2011, 

from http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2007/3/23/apworld/20070323140607&sec=apworld 
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It is not easy to emulate Singapore's strategies to economic efficiency and sustain quality public 

institutions and its civil service outside of Singapore. This is mainly due to hefty economic and 

political costs involved, such as, Economic costs: Can developing countries handle the negative 

effects of globalization? Political costs (Pragmatism): Can political parties forgo their ideologies 

and risk being unpopular? Certain pragmatic policies can be unpopular and yet is the right thing to 

do.  

 

Singapore is obviously very different from many developing countries. It is geographically small 

and compact and there is excellent communications infrastructure which allows efficient planning 

and cohesive decision making. From the very beginning in 1959, the beliefs of the early generation 

of political leaders such as Lee Kuan Yew, Goh Keng Swee and Rajaratnam had built Singapore an 

effective civil service based on meritocracy, integrity, and result-orientation to facilitate economic 

growth and social development. (Saxena & Bagai, 2010) 

 
For a developing country‟s government to intervene in the economy of its country, fight public 

corruption, and intelligently craft socio-economic policies can be a great challenge. There must be a 

pool of public servants and politicians of high-quality and integrity.  

 

“The experience of Singapore reveals that political history, party politics, macroeconomic 

considerations, adaptability of the civil service, and farsightedness of leaders are critical factors in 

determining the outcomes, the type of change, and the extent of the reform initiatives.” 

(Samaratunge et al. 2008) 

 

Do they have “Lee Kuan Yews” or another Goh Keng Swee? In as much as how other developing 

countries try emulating the policies invented by Singapore‟s political creativity, it is doubtful that 

they have the enough necessary talent and public institutions to follow through.  

 

Despite many developing countries wanting to learn from Singapore on its economic success and 

public management, at least in the short run, they may not be able to emulate Singapore‟s economic 

success because the quality and effectiveness of public management (civil servants, legislative and 

executive branches of governments) depends heavily on the nature of party‟s ideologies
13

 and most 

importantly, the quality of political leadership.  

 

 

To make matters worse,  “There is a feeling widely 

shared among the political and bureaucratic elites in 

many governments in Asia that public office is to be 

used for private ends...” (Saxena & Bagai, 2010) 
resulted in the many Asian countries in perceived as 

corrupt. “They may not yield the same results in 

liberal democracies plagued with corruption, 

inefficiency, union militancy, and political 

instability.” (Kahn, 2001) 

 

                                                 
13

 Note that Singapore‟s ruling party PAP‟s ideology is Pragmatism 
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One of the underlying reasons behind Singapore‟s conducive sociopolitical environment is the 

general conformity seen in Singaporeans which is unlike many other developing countries. 

And in this case, its citizens wouldn‟t place faith and trust or even conform to the government‟s 

initiatives. “While they can draw on useful lessons, the adoption of the system and its successful 

implementation would require a conducive socio-political environment.” (Khan, 2001) 

In the long run, let’s be optimistic 

“Development is like a marathon and all policies geared toward it must be sustainable and 

continuous,” (Thomas Lam, chief economist at OSK-DMG)
14

 

One may argue that there is a possibility for developing countries to be economically successful but 

this can happen only in the long run. It can be done gradually to emulate Singapore‟s economic 

success at various development stages of developing countries. Developing countries can try to 

reform provinces or cities one at a time, taking in all the considerations such as talent-pool: 

attracting foreign talents for its economy and local top-tier talents for civil services. 

Although, we believe there is no right or wrong answer and that we cannot predict the future, we 

believe developing countries can only emulate Singapore‟s economic success if and only if they 

observe this universal rule: “Everything rise and fall on leadership”.  

Before any State or a group of bureaucracy elites can emulate the „Statist‟
15

 model of East Asia, 

there must be a good government filled with top-tier talents. For Singapore at least, the early 

generation of leadership was forced to rely on its human capital to do the Singapore miracle.  

 

A saying goes, “It is easier to climb up the top then maintaining your position at the top.” 

Therefore, before any developing country can successfully “import” Singapore‟s bureaucratic 

models and formulas, it must first improve governance
16

 by studying the successful reforms 

Singapore had brought about before engaging globalization, setting up free-trade agreements and 

thriving in the larger world-economy. 

Concluding words 

An objective and thorough analysis of each developing country‟s political climate and managerial 

competence must be done before emulating the strategies that have proved to be a great success in 

Singapore.  

 

Although we have provided an optimistic outlook for the developing countries to successfully 

emulate Singapore‟s strategies for economic development, we still believe it is not easy to emulate 

                                                 
14

 http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2010-11-10/singapore-seen-overtaking-malaysia-45-years-after-split-left-lee-in-

tears.html 
15

 NUS GEK1018 Lecture 3 slide 25-26. 
16

 http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/southeastasia/view/281745/1/.html 
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Singapore‟s strategies as its ruling party PAP‟s ideology had always been pragmatism
17

. Because of 

pragmatism, its cleverly crafted policies were all relevant to Singapore‟s current macro- and micro- 

situations. If this is the case, how can any country, be it developed or developing able to simulate 

these macro- and micro-environments so that the imported Singapore strategies will work for them?  

 

“Bureaucratic models are not packages ready for export or import; they provide illustrations of 

options and styles for consideration in their separate parts, and for adaptation before acceptance in a 

different context.” (Saxena & Bagai, 2010) 

 

The Slovakians did not entirely model itself after Singapore but took what they think they needed to 

improve its economy. Economy Minister Juraj Miskov “plans to eliminate red tape and relax labor 

laws as the former advertising executive seeks to attract investors to what he says can be the 

Singapore of Eastern Europe….We will be able to brand Slovakia as the Singapore of central and 

eastern Europe.”
18

 (Bloomberg BusinessWeek 2010) 

 

As for Lee Kuan Yew who travels around the world promoting Singapore‟s success model and 

advising on other governments, he is always being truthful, realistic and pragmatic and never 

idealistic about Singapore‟s strategies.
19

 

 

To emphasize, for developing countries to emulate Singapore‟s strategies, they will need: 

 

 A stable and conducive socio-political environment for the government to implement sound 

socio-economic policies, 

 A pool of intellectual, brave and open-minded politicians, 

 Embrace pragmatism and sacrifice some of the country‟s ideologies and underlying 

philosophies. 

 

In conclusion, if we were to rephrase the question and answer it ourselves, it will be: 

 

“Can developing countries emulate its strategies for economic development?”  

–No. 

“Can developing countries emulate Singapore‟s strategies for economic development provided they 

also simulate and establish similar socio-political environment and embrace pragmatic policies?”  

-Yes. 

 

“There was no secret, we had no choice but to take chance 
and sail into rough waters”  

-Lee Kuan Yew 

                                                 
17

 Even Singapore‟s opposition couldn‟t pin-point PAP‟s ideology because at one moment they are leftist, at another 

rightist, and another centralist.  
18

Radoslav Tomek. (Aug 27, 2010). Slovakia Aims to Emulate Singapore in Red Tape Battle. In Bloomberg 

Businessweek. Retrieved Feb 16, 2011, from http://www.businessweek.com/news/2010-08-27/slovakia-aims-

to-emulate-singapore-in-red-tape-battle.html  
19

 Kwan Weng Kin. (May 21, 2010). MM Lee: US base in Japan boosts stability;American presence in region benefits 

Asia, he tells symposium. In The Straits Times (Singapore). Retrieved Feb 16, 2011, from NUS Library: 

LexisNexus Academic. 
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