
T 
HE population debate, like 
much public discussion on sen- 
sitive issues, risks being polar- 
ised into false dichotomies. 

It is counterproductive to 
frame the population problem as a con- 
test between population increase and de- 
crease, or pro- and anti-foreigner Intake. 
Or whether increasing the she of the 
total population (and laboui force) is nec- 
essary or unnecessary, desirable or unde- 
sirable, and even well-intentionedor not. 

In this case, the false dichotomies cen- 
tre on whether the problems of an ageing 
p o p u l a t i o n s h t n d d b e ~ ~ b y ~  
the total fermty ratlo4lTR) or increasing 
the intake of foreigners. 

Regardless of whether anyone thinks 
an optimal population size should 
number four, five, six or more mWm, 
most of us recognhe the need to raise the 
TER, and to have foreigners augment the 
core local workforce for a vibrant econo- 
my. People also understand the limits on 
population growth imposed by infrastruc- 
ture and understand the Importance of 
maintaining socY harmony, and the chal- 
lenges to integration and resilience from 
a huge influx of foreigners. 

A more fnritful way to debate this is to 
understand that people not only have 
rational or hard-heded views on t k  sub- 
ject, but also complex and often mixed 
feelin@ about it. 

There is a risk in Slogapore of focusing 
on the head issues (the ratiodty) and 
not attending enough to the heart Issues 
(the emotions). 

A n d y e t a r o t l a n s l ~ ~ p o l -  
icyrnaken and those engaged in the pub- 
lic debate to take seriously into account 
the emotions of the people involved - as 
opposed to treating such emotions as a 
communication hurdle to be overcome to 
explain, justify or implement a policy. 

Public expressions of concern and 
even anger must be re@d as legiti- 
mate and must not be dianissed or ttivial- 
ised. For example, anxiety over having 
too many foreigners needs to be genuine- 
ly respected, and addressed sensitively 
and holstically. 

Research shows that people make deci- 
sions and act based on a complex interac- 
tion of t6& rationality and emotions. 
BmotionIsnotandsmcethatneedseHm- 
inating or suppmhg when mnklng good 
dedafons and tDLfiul effective actions. 

The faUure to &derstand or a ~ ~ r e c i -  
ate the origin, nature, intensity a d d -  
t i  md behadowl implications of emo- 
tions is a sure way to quickly emde trust 
in our sodety. It erodes the social com- 
pact between ourselves, and between p o -  
ple and government which we as a socie- 
ty. have painstakingly developed. Once 
thw erodes, it will be very difficult to re- 
store, if at al l  possible. 

While rational arguments are key to 
productive debate, workable solutions to 
Singapore's population challenges require 
attention to be paid to the psychological 
processes underlying how people think, 
feel and behave. 

Understanding what drives emotional 
responses on the hm&mt&n isme is crit- 
ical to serious attempts at representing 
the problems and searching for solutions. 
Only then we can provide importnnt start- 
ing points for a mare principled account 
of the population challenges and a more 
effective approach to addressing them. 

What, then, are some of these issues 
that underpin the emotions in this de- 
bate? Consider one: the distinction be- 
tween country and city. 

Singapore Is a city-state. We could 
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learn much from other cities and also 
have much to offer them in terms of dty 
planning and design for sustainable urban 
living. There is nothing wrong with aspir- 
ing to be a world-class city, but we are a 
cowtry and our people are citizens be- 
longing to a nation and not merely dwell- 
ers of a city. Singapore policymakers are 
leaders of a nation, and they are not just 
city plaoners or city governors. 

The distinction between country and 
city has implications for the debate on 
population planning. Far example, New 
York, London, Tokyo and Beijing are dt- 
ies and not counhies, so they do not have 
control over i d o w  of people and popula- 
tion growth in the way that countries do. 
It may be true that population growth in 
thriving cities of other countries is indeed 
"unstoppable" and the city has to adapt 
to deal with it. 

But Singapore, like other countries, 
can and should proactively plan and con- 
trol the extent of idow of people as part 
of its strategic efforts to serve national in- 
terests and enhance citizen well-being. 
Because citizens perceive the inflow of 
forei$lers as a direct function of policy, 
as opposed to some uncontrollable urbani- 
sation or natural development of a city, 
the perceptions of fairness become criti- 

cal. Citizens begin to think counterfactu- 
ally in tenns of 'what it should have 
been", uwhat it could have beenn and 
"what it would have been". 

The second implication of this coun- 
try-city distinction concerns liveability. 
For a city, it makes sense to construe and 
measure liveability in terms of its attrac- 
tiveness to outsiders to move in. But as a 
country. citizens expect Singapore's liwa- 
bility to be constcued and measured pri- 
marily in terms of what Singaporeans 
think and feel - and how we think and 
feel affect how we act. Shgaporeans can 
apprecia;te that ratings of Singapore's live- 
ability Sven by foreigners in and outside 
Singapore are important to the extent 
that they reflect our attractiveness to for- 
eigners and hence ability to increase in- 
flow if we want to. 

But we should not be surprised that 
Singaporeans expect liveability for citi- 
zens to be primary and liveability for for- 
eigners to be secondary, although both 
are impdrtant. 

Ideally, Singapxe's liveab'ity should 
be high for both groups. Concerns would 
arise if there was a large gap m liveability 
ratings between the two groups in either 
direction. Alarm bells should sound if for- 
eigners' heability ratings are high orris- 

ing while at the same time for citizens, 
the ratings are low or declining. We need 
to measure and monitor Singapore's Hva- 
bility for both citizens and foreigners. 
Liveability for citizens goes beyond physi- 
cal and material conditions, and includes 
a holistic assessment of what citizens 
think and feel about their well-being and 
quality of life in various domains. 
The third and perhaps most important 

implication of the country-city distinc- 
tion is that the population debate should 
start with the question of the kind of sod- 
ety we want as a couatry. And from this, 
the desired composition pmfile ofthe pop- 
ulation. 
The population issue is about the out- 

comes and consequences of various pro- 
files and not about the search for a magi- 
cal number representing the optimal pop- 
ulation size. When we are clear about 
what we want as a -try, we can then 
examhe our current and realistically pro- 
jected drcumstances to work out a desira- 
ble and sustainable profne of the popula- 
tion which may change over time. 

I hope that what we want as a country 
will revolve around enhancing the 
well-being of citizens and fostering an in- 
clusive society. We should establish realis- 
tic projected population ranges for city 

planning and economy structuring to 
serve citizens and national interests, in- 
stead of targetii to achieve spedfic pop- 
ulation numbers. 

Because the projected population raug- 
es are for planning purposes, they need to 
wolve and respond to unexpcted shocks 
and interrupted growth in the population 
trajectory. These can be international 
events affecting inflow from specific 
groups of foreigners over push and pull 
factors between their home country and 
Singapore. 

Aside from distinguishing between 
calmtry and city, we need to examine oth- 
er critical issues, including distinctions 
between the abstract mncro statistics and 
people's actual experiences, h o m e  ine- 
quality and social mobility, in-group d 
out-group perceptions, and shorter-term 
and longer-term issues. Clarifying these 
distinctions will enable a coartructive de- 
bate on population challenges and help 
prevent polsrisation, gmqthhk and wer- 
confidence mong the various parties in 
this discussion. We can then be genuine 
and effective co-creators of Singapore's 
future. 
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