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FOR the last four consecutive 

Mondays, Health Minister 

Khaw Boon Wan’s blog can 

be likened to a crystal ball on 

the healthcare priorities for 

the new year: He pens new 

thoughts, shares candid as-

sessments, and canvasses 

feedback and ideas from the 

public.

Around the world, other 

policy-makers are also using 

their blogs to reach out: Aus-

tralia’s Prime Minister Kevin 

Rudd seeks views on climate 

change; Sweden’s Minister 

for European Union Affairs 

Cecilia Malmstrom updates 

citizens on the latest devel-

opments in the European 

Parliament; and Secretary of 

State for Scotland Jim Murphy 

writes about Scotland’s future 

in the Great Britain.

Despite Mr Khaw’s re-

freshing candour — and public 

apologies for lapses in serv-

ices on at least two occasions 

— sadly, not many other Gov-

ernment agencies are keen on 

doing likewise. 

In a report in this news-

paper last week (“Netizens 

say bring it on,” Dec 18), a 

MediaCorp check with six 

Ministries — selected for 

their “touch points” with the 

general populace — found 

that almost all do not have 

immediate plans to enter the 

blogsphere. 

Most rely on a fallback 

position, that is to say they 

are “open” to the use of new 

media tools. A few went fur-

ther to say they are looking at 

“options” without giving their 

timeline.

A commonly cited rea-

son for not using new media 

tools was that Ministries and 

their agencies already have 

avenues to share policy ideas 

with various stakeholders. 

But this may apply to a 

select few — such as industry 

stakeholders and practition-

ers — while leaving the gener-

al populace, the group which 

Government agencies exist to 

serve, out of the dialogue.

Citizens, especially the 

younger ones, want to be heard, 

they want to be engaged. 

A survey by the Singa-

pore e-Government Leader-

ship Centre of 2,500 netizens 

here last year found that  

88 per cent of the respond-

ents felt governments can im-

prove by using tools like social 

networks, blogs and forums to 

gather feedback. 

The majority also wants 

to be involved in policy-mak-

ing, and one respondent even 

opined the younger genera-

tion feel “distant from policy 

making”.

The Government’s Reach 

portal, often cited as a forum 

for feedback, can certainly be 

improved. 

Take its recent discussion 

forum on next year’s Budget 

as an example. While some 

citizens have posted sugges-

tions, policy-makers have not 

responded to the thread nor 

acknowledged the ideas. 

If feedback and com-

munication continue in this 

one-way fashion, it will be a 

matter of time before active 

citizenry loses its passion and 

turns to other channels to be 

heard.

Merely using social net-

works to start the conversa-

tion does not guarantee suc-

cess — agencies should be 

mindful they have the man-

power and the will to sustain 

engagement. Ideas should be 

acknowledged while que-

ries should be answered, not 

“stone-walled”. 

A netizen, who recently 

queried the legality of flash 

mobs on an enforcement 

agency’s Facebook page, was 

asked to call the Singapore 

Police Force’s customer rela-

tions department instead. 

Another who suggested 

publishing SMS crime alerts 

on the Facebook page has so 

far not received any acknowl-

edgement of her idea. 

Ministries and agencies 

which do embark on the use 

of social media should be 

aware that the expectations 

and resultant communica-

tion that come with it will be 

tougher to manage than the 

use itself.

With changing demo-

graphics and technologies, 

consumption patterns of 

information and its feed-

back mechanisms have also 

evolved. 

POInT OF VIeW

Engaging thE public onlinE
If policy-makers do not adapt, 

getting community buy-in on fu-

ture policies will pose a future 

challenge. 

Public communication should 

no longer consist of informing the 

public, and should move towards 

engaging them and building con-

sensus. 

The “what” of a policy may 

matter, but it may well be the 

“why” which will hold the key to 

its success. 

For a government that prides 

itself on being ranked first in 

previous e-government stud-

ies, there’s a need to move the 

focus from being efficient online 

towards being involved with the 

public in a discussion, and being 

inclusive too.
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