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A
NEGATIVE climate ap-
pears to loom large in
Singapore, judging
from some online and
offline comments on

the Government, public institu-
tions, public service providers and
foreigners.

Public expressions of negative
emotions need not always be a
bad thing. They reflect people's
concerns, aspirations, goals and
experiences. They can and have
helped policymakers identify prob-
lems, revisit priorities and formu-
late solutions.

But the natural expression of
negative emotions over an issue is
not the same as having what is
termed a “negativity mindset”.

Such a mindset is developed
and strengthened over time, by re-
peated, unresolved negative expe-
riences and emotions. It can be
fuelled further by misinformation
and misinterpretation.

Once formed, negativity comes
fast and strong. And yet, turn the
tide we must, for the well-being
of Singaporeans and the future of
Singapore.

But first, we need to under-
stand the nature of such a mind-
set.

A negativity mindset

A NEGATIVITY mindset is a pre-
disposition to regard a person or
group unfavourably based on who
the person or group is, rather than
on what they say or do.

The target can be a politician
or a political party. It can also be
an advocacy group or a segment
of the population such as the on-
line community of a website.

A negativity mindset can occur
in anyone, regardless of education-
al background, socioeconomic sta-
tus, political belief or moral posi-
tion. Citizens, advocacy groups
and policymakers – no one is im-
mune to developing a negativity
mindset.

A person with a negativity
mindset focuses only on the nega-
tive attributes of the target. These
might be true negatives, but they
could also be neutral or positive
points reinterpreted as negatives.

There is little or no reflection
on the target’s position, the issue
or the context.

Is the interpretation supported
by facts? Is the reasoning valid?
Are the values and principles un-
derlying the position desirable
and acceptable?

These questions do not arise or
are not taken seriously.

The fixation is on the identity
of the target – who the person is
and which group the person be-
longs to – and the alleged
self-serving intentions of the tar-
get.

The fixation drives reasoning

and reactions towards a predeter-
mined negative conclusion – nev-
er mind the facts.

The negativity mindset is basi-
cally a self-reinforcing confirm-
atory bias. It is a tendency to
seek out, interpret and remem-
ber information that con-
firms existing beliefs, posi-
tions or actions which high-
light negative attributes of
the target.

A negativity mindset can
develop subtly but quickly
when negative emotions or ex-
periences accumulate. It can also
spread quickly and influence other
people’s perceptions. This often
occurs when people share com-
mon experiences or see them-
selves as being in similar situa-
tions.

Constructive discussion is diffi-
cult when one or both parties
have a negativity mindset. Find-
ing solutions to problems be-
comes unlikely.

Studies show that people with
a negativity mindset are less likely
to be happy, maintain quality so-
cial relationships or become effec-
tive leaders. They are also less like-
ly to succeed in effecting positive
change to the status quo.

In short, a negativity mindset
hurts both the person who holds
it and the target.

Other people could be affected
as well. It produces new problems
instead of generating solutions.
This means it is often self-defeat-
ing.

How does one deal with a nega-
tivity mindset?

If it results from ignorance or
misinformation, one can present
relevant facts, clarify and reason.
When made promptly and honest-
ly, such responses can reduce the
likelihood of a negativity mindset
developing.

But facts and rational argu-
ments alone will not be enough.
Positive attitudes need to be devel-
oped.

Fostering positivity

ONE way to do this is to involve
people in volunteer and communi-
ty work.

Giving time, money and other
assistance not only benefits the re-
cipient but also leads to positive
outcomes for the giver. When peo-
ple give, they derive a sense of per-
sonal meaning from helping
others. They also appreciate their
own circumstances more as they
learn of the situations facing the
less fortunate.

The interaction between the
givers and the recipients also pro-
duces positive social relationships
that will benefit the community in
many ways.

Another way to foster positive
attitudes is to involve people in
identifying problems and generat-
ing solutions. This means giving
people a real voice to express com-
ments and ideas.

A real voice means there must
be genuine listening and openness
to the possibility of change on the
part of the listeners.

But people should also be ac-
countable for what they say, and

put for-
ward
their views
responsibly
and reasonably.

An effective lead-
er regards such views
as important inputs when
diagnosing problems and
generating solutions. They are
not regarded as mere noise or hur-
dles that must be cleared in deci-
sion-making.

If people do not have a voice or
they conclude that their voices
are not being heard, it produces
angst and leads to a polarisation
of attitudes. Negative attitudes
will therefore develop.

But when active participants
have a voice, and the issues are
discussed openly,
constructive ac-
tion follows.

Voices and ac-
tions do not have to con-
tradict. They can complement
and reinforce one another,
since experiences from helping
others often motivate people to
speak up, and having a real voice
can lead them to take action to im-
prove society.

An evolving democracy

MUCH has been said recently
about Singapore being a “prob-
lem-solving democracy” and how
it should be – in the words of the
late S. Rajaratnam, one of the na-
tion’s pioneer leaders – a “democ-
racy of deeds, and not words”.

Deeds are actions to improve
society. But voices are not merely
words that speak softer than ac-
tions. Together, voices and ac-
tions solve problems. So to me, to
be a problem-solving democracy,
Singapore should be a “democra-
cy of deeds and voices”.

The combination of deeds and
voices will lead to real improve-
ments in society and people’s qual-
ity of life – not just for the people
who are helped but also for those
who step forward to give voice
and take action. This will help
build goodwill and trust between
all the parties involved.

As involvement in deeds and
voices expands, democracy in Sin-
gapore will mature when people
are able to make decisions in more
areas of their lives and then imple-
ment those decisions.

In this way, people will take
ownership of the decisions. They
will feel responsible for seeing
those decisions implemented, and
will be more willing to help solve
any problems that might arise.

People will move away from a
“blame mentality” to a prob-
lem-solving mindset. They will ap-
preciate that while things cannot
be perfect, they can be improved.
They will effect positive change.

Psychological capital

OVER time, people-centric in-
volvement in deeds and voices

will help foster a positivity
mindset.

A sense of self-effi-
cacy – confidence
that they can
change things to
improve Singa-
pore and the
lives of Singapo-
reans – devel-
ops. So does a
sense of opti-
mism as people

see that things can
and will get better in

future.
People will also have

hope. Seeing that they have a
real opportunity to achieve their
aspirations, they will set challeng-
ing but achievable goals and strive
to reach those goals.

Resilience will develop when
people experience for themselves
that it is possible to recover from
adversity, cope with changes and
adapt to new demands brought
about by uncertain situations.

Self-efficacy, optimism, hope
and resilience contribute to a posi-
tivity mindset that has a “can do”
spirit and a “will do” attitude. To
foster this positivity mindset
among Singaporeans is to build
psychological capital in Singa-
pore.

Tackling negativity mindsets re-
quires looking at objective factors
such as infrastructure issues that
might contribute to the formation
of these mindsets. So it is impor-
tant to review and improve poli-
cies and their execution, as well as
improve public communication
and engagement.

But getting policies right is on-
ly one dimension of tackling nega-
tivity. It is also important to get
the psychology right by fostering
a positivity mindset.

Positivity is not fluffy thinking
or ignorant bliss. It is a core re-
source that enables Singaporeans
and Singapore to adapt and
change for the better.

It is a positive force multiplier
that broadens and builds. Positivi-
ty opens hearts and minds, and it
solves problems.
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The writer is director of the Behavioural
Sciences Institute, a Lee Kuan Yew
Fellow and Professor of Psychology at
the Singapore Management University.

Democracy of deeds and voices
To reverse the tide of negativity, it’s essential to give people a voice so they feel heard.
This way, they can take action to improve society and feel they truly make a difference.
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A negativity
mindset can
develop subtly but
quickly when
negative emotions
or experiences
accumulate. It can
also spread quickly
and influence other
people’s
perceptions.

T
HE China of the Tiananmen crackdown
a quarter-century ago this week and the
China today of brash materialism and
global orientation are different worlds.
The epochal change, however, does not
seem to have given a new cohort of
Communist Party leaders the confi-
dence to ease up on a policy of erasing
the trauma from the people’s collective
memory and of denying future genera-
tions access to the facts.

It may be because the leaders are
aware that discontent over corruption,
inflation and widespread abuses, which
largely fuelled the 1989 protests, trou-
ble China not any less today, a genera-
tion later. For a continent-size nation
with a huge, diverse population, these

are forbidding obstacles to navigate.
The conversion of the national psy-

che – from the stoicism of intergenera-
tional poverty to an impatience to get
rich – has made corruption at all levels
of officialdom more graphic and daring.
It is threatening the future of the party,
President Xi Jinping has warned. It is
nevertheless an academic argument
whether it is necessary, or unwise, to
whitewash the decision made by Deng
Xiaoping and his premier Li Peng to
send in the army to quell the rebellion.
Future leaders must decide, in the con-
text of the kind of society they will be
presiding over.

It will be decades before a judgment
can be made on whether killing inno-

cents to save the country, from what
the leaders believed would be the chaos
of the inter-dynastic past, gave China
decades of room in which to grow, as
Deng said, or that it impeded the eman-
cipation of a civilisation. No one can
honestly claim to know the answer.

What could matter is the pragmatic
view held by the Chinese people that
working towards global economic emi-
nence and urbanisation to end a link
with an agrarian past is the right direc-
tion the party has set the nation on. Mr
Xi’s campaign to control corruption is
integral to their acceptance of a bargain
struck with their leaders. There is no
certainty he can succeed in this as graft
is deeply entrenched, but his accumula-

tion of executive powers in heading na-
tional security and reform commissions
gives him additional tools for the job.

China’s challenge is that a new gener-
ation has come of age since 1989, to
whom prosperity and liberty are a com-
posite whole and not a duality which
can be negotiated. Ease of travel, made
available to the Chinese for many years
now, will accelerate demands for “nor-
mal” liberties as a right. Chinese lead-
ers have been putting the screws on dis-
sent, and this will put them at odds
with the aspirations of the new China.
As the barrel of a gun becomes a less
tenable option to curb urban unrest,
fresh ways will have to be found to ac-
commodate these new impulses.
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