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Community is not one of those things that we have to “do”. Community is 

like a forest — you don’t plant a forest. You safeguard it, and the forest 

grows on its own. You [have to] cultivate, protect, and safeguard the 

space. 

— An interview respondent 

 

What is community development, and what does a strong community look like?  

What does it mean to do community work, and can the arts play a part? 

These were some of the questions examined at the IPS Case Study Workshop on Beyond 

Social Services and ArtsWok Collaborative, two organisations that adopt ground-up 

approaches to building communities.  

Beyond Social Services (BSS) uses an asset-based community development (ABCD) 

approach, and its aim is to give disadvantaged children and youth an opportunity to escape 

the poverty cycle. ArtsWok Collaborative (ArtsWok for short) harnesses the arts to engage 

communities and create dialogue, inviting social participation and building strong bonds. 

Funded by the Tote Board Case Study Collaborator programme, the case studies aim to 

build an appreciation of ground-up community development and engagement in Singapore, 

and highlight opportunities, challenges, dilemmas and pathways that non-profits face in 

doing community development. 

The event took place on 29 March at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, and was 

attended by 80 participants from the public, private and non-profit sectors, including 

volunteer and philanthropic intermediaries, consultants and professionals engaged in 

community work. 
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https://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/ips/events/details/community-as-an-asset-and-art-ips-case-study-workshop-on-beyond-social-services-artswok-collaborative
https://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/ips/events/details/community-as-an-asset-and-art-ips-case-study-workshop-on-beyond-social-services-artswok-collaborative
http://www.beyond.org.sg/
https://artswok.org/
https://www.toteboard.gov.sg/publications/case-studies
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Safeguarding the Community: Beyond Social Services 

 

There is a fundamental difference between a community logic and 

systems logic. Systems solve things. Community strengthens you to 

confront things. 

— An interview respondent 

 

BSS began as a charity based in Bukit Ho Swee in 1969, in response to the poor living 

conditions aggravated by two fires in the 1960s. Its goal then was to bring residents together 

and organise themselves to deal with emergent situations such as poverty and juvenile 

delinquency. Later, in 1991, BSS became one of the first Family Service Centres to be 

piloted as a community-based social service facility. It worked widely in prisons and in 

schools, and also operated two residential facilities. 

“If ‘it takes a village to raise a child’, then who is looking after the village? Our job is to 

nurture those villages, in public rental housing areas, so that kids have a decent childhood, 

avoid getting into trouble and ending up in prison,” said Executive Director of BSS Gerard Ee. 

In the resolution of social or community issues, BSS’ ethos is to work with the systems in 

which children and youth are embedded, including families, communities and 

neighbourhoods. This means taking advantage of community assets and strengths to meet 

community needs, avoiding state intervention and professionalised services where possible. 

Broadly speaking, BSS comprises two teams of staff. Community workers are based in 

different local communities (locality-based) or organised around specific objectives 

(objectives-based), while another team engages in partnerships and stakeholder 

engagement with corporates, sponsors and volunteers.  

IPS Senior Research Fellow Dr Justin Lee, one of the case studies’ principal investigators, 

situated BSS’ work within the broader context of community development in Singapore.  

“We have the People’s Association, Community Development Councils, Community Centres, 

Residents’ Committees — there is ample infrastructure for community activities, and 

abundant community-based [social] services. At the same time, the barriers to forming 

groups and starting ground-up initiatives are low,” he said. “So what is the value of an 

organisation like Beyond [Social Services]?” 

Its work is unique in three aspects:  

First, it focuses on poor and disadvantaged communities, whereas the People’s Association 

tends to have a wider and more encompassing mandate. Second, it helps communities 

make their own decisions on how to resolve issues faced, a different approach to aid 

dispensed via professional social services. Third, while it engages with and builds 

communities, BSS does so for the long haul — the organisation is physically embedded in 

the community, and will follow through with youth until the age of 25. 
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BSS safeguards the community against unnecessary intervention from social services or 

state intervention, corporates with good intentions, and even its own organisational self-

interests, all of which can compromise community self-interest or erode ownership. It also 

works to remove barriers to action by the community. Therefore, its work can be challenging 

to appreciate through a social service paradigm, where professionals give help to clients 

who receive it. 

Another challenge is that communities themselves may not have the competence or will to 

act collectively, said Dr Lee. “People have a deep sense that they must trust and depend on 

systems to meet their needs, rather than neighbours, so they write to town councils instead 

of talk to their neighbours.” 

 

The workshop had about 80 participants from the government, private sector and the non-profit sector, 

including philanthropic organisations and intermediaries, and social service professionals engaged in 

community work. 

Dr Lee made four key reflections: 

1) The over-professionalisation of social services. It is not possible to have a 

service for every problem. 

2) The limits of business-like practices in community development. Corporate 

practices and logics such as scalability, alignment, key performance indicators (KPIs), 

and balanced scorecards may be counter-intuitive to community work. 
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3) Leadership in the community might look very different. Unlike leadership in 

corporate bureaucracies, which pursue alignment, leadership in the community has 

to be self-reflexive, and about holding space for doubt and ambiguity. 

4) Some friction can lead to strength. Strong communities eventually need to deal 

with difficult issues. Sweeping hard conversations under the proverbial carpet will 

only create tenuous harmony. 

Question-and-Answer Session 

Measuring KPIs and community impact. Some participants were curious about how BSS 

regards and measures its KPIs and impact to the community, given its modus operandi and 

that staff behaviour is shaped by KPIs, resources are limited, and that limited resources 

often necessitate focus areas and priorities.  

Ideally, KPIs would be about team success, personal accountability and integrity, and 

professional development, said Mr Ee. In reality, KPIs depend on “who is asking” and 

change based on the depth of the work. For some neighbourhoods, KPIs are simple, and for 

others they are more complex. BSS records simple KPIs such as rental block presence, 

households covered, programme attendance numbers, number of people that BSS is 

connected to, and the level of connection, said Mr Ee.  

On the issue of impact, he raised an impact study conducted on its Youth United programme, 

and how the study showed that youth felt more confident about their families and solving 

problems within them. As to the organisation’s priorities, they are more dependent on who 

values BSS’ mode of work and who it is relevant to, which affects where its resources are 

channelled to. 

Balancing transactional and community relationships. Given BSS’ model of community 

as one that values relationships that are not transactional, one participant asked if its staff 

are paid, and how professional standards of service can be achieved with voluntary efforts.  

Mr Ee responded that staff, including himself, are paid. He recognised that at different points 

in the organisation’s work, its relationships with the community are transactional — though it 

aspires to more than just transactions, but to facilitate relationships among people to build 

social support. In this regard, it is important to ask people in the neighbourhood about what 

they feel about BSS’ presence in the community. At times, residents think of them as their 

social worker, a sentiment that calls staff to reflect more deeply about their work. 

The boundaries between social work(ers) and community work(ers). Participants asked 

if the differentiation and division between professional social work and community work were 

necessary. 

“If you meet somebody you are helping at the supermarket and you pretend you don’t see 

this person and walk away because that would compromise the professional relationship … 

something like that makes no sense to us [BSS]. That professional boundary that social 

workers try very hard to maintain, can be a barrier to community work,” said Mr Ee. 

http://beyondresearch.sg/youth-united-impact-study-beyond-social-services/
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One participant reflected that she brings multiple identities into doing community work. 

Trained as a social worker, there are guidelines and ethical rules to abide by. There is also 

an immense power in being a gatekeeper for families to access resources, on top of a 

professional distance to maintain. However, as part of an organisation doing asset-based 

community work, she finds it a struggle to grapple with the logic of working for, with and 

alongside the community at different points in time: 

“If we give rations, does it mean we are not ‘community’ because we are encouraging 

families to race to the bottom, to prove to you how much they need these rations? At the 

same time, can these families contribute to their own communities, and when? ... people 

[who do social work or policy] but want to work in the community struggle with this fluidity … 

it is a process to discuss further.” 

Mr Ee questioned the solution-centred logic within the social work profession, where social 

workers tend to define success when they can be rid of social problems. In his view, the 

success of community is measured not by the resolution of problems, but whether people 

continue to come together to try and work at problems. This is notwithstanding that problems 

change all the time and are difficult to resolve.  

Another participant questioned the assumption that “social workers tend to intervene when 

people [families] are in crisis and community workers, when they are strong” — that families 

in crisis need social assistance, to achieve a certain degree of stability before they can be 

part of community-building efforts. Instead, she observed that many families who turn out to 

be neighbourhood leaders actually face multiple struggles of their own. 

The Unique Value of the Arts in Community Development: ArtsWok Collaborative 

 

Knowledge exchange comes in a complex way, through painting, 

performing, not just about talking and focusing on your problem. You feel 

motivated to change through art. That’s the beauty and magic of socially 

engaging arts. We are not afraid of going into potentially difficult topics. 

— An interview respondent 

 

Established in 2012 by co-founders Ngiam Su-Lin and Ko Siew Huey, ArtsWok started out 

as a private limited company, and later became a recipient of the National Arts Council (NAC) 

Seed Grant (2015–2018) before becoming an NAC Major Company Recipient in 2018.  

The arts-based community development organisation is an exponent of arts-based 

processes, socially-engaged arts, and takes the arts as the driving force behind its work. 

“The arts provides a process — it is a medium and an approach,” said Ms Ngiam, who is 

ArtsWok’s Executive Director.  
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“Artists, [through] the way they work, tap on our imagination, all our abilities, our whole 

bodies, the senses, and different types of intelligences. [The arts] creates an open space 

where we can create in a non-judgmental way, take risks and experiment.”  

 
 
The “wok” in ArtsWok represents the space and conditions for community development to happen. 

ArtsWok sees itself as the chef that brings many ingredients together, using the arts as a “secret 

sauce” — a medium and process to undergird community development work. Photo credit. 

Dr Hana Alhadad, Senior Lecturer at the Singapore University of Social Sciences and co-

principal investigator of the case studies, talked about how community development work 

could be enriched through the arts. 

Discussing difficult issues through direct discussion can be challenging, though using an 

arts-based approach creates open-ended and safe spaces for communities to engage in 

dialogue. Differences are not considered problematic but desirable; some friction can lead to 

positive outcomes, as long as there is the space to talk about differences.  

The dialogic nature of art also allows complex issues to be processed and unpacked. For 

example, public art installations in ArtsWok’s Both Sides, Now initiative frequently invite 

community residents to reflect and imagine the end of life musings of fellow residents, and to 

pen private reflections of their own. 

“When you’re in a safe space and there’s a lot of interaction in different ways, you can 

interact in ways that you feel most comfortable with. In opening oneself up [in this way], 

surprising relationships can be formed in that space,” said Dr Hana. The arts are thus able to 

catalyse the organic development of relationships and the discovery of new perspectives, 

through approaching complex issues within a safe space.  

https://unsplash.com/photos/grSEQB9IeoU
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As a creative producer and intermediary, ArtsWok does the work of bringing different 

stakeholders and partners from diverse backgrounds, and resources, together. It negotiates 

with and across funding agencies and agencies from other sectors, in particular, the social 

service, community, arts, health and urban planning sectors, all of which employ specific 

lingos and terminologies, and frames of reference. ArtsWok thus translates across 

disciplines. 

 

Dr Hana Alhadad (right), Senior Lecturer at the Singapore University of Social Sciences and co-

principal investigator of the case studies, giving the case study presentation for ArtsWok, with Ms 

Ngiam Su-Lin (left), Executive Director of ArtsWok Collaborative. 

At the intersection of arts and community work, ArtsWok also needs to maintain relationships 

especially where tensions arise. For example, with the major funder being the NAC, ArtsWok 

may be perceived by artists as being co-opted by the state and its interests. On the other 

hand, the state can perceive ArtsWok as oppositional or a trouble-maker because of its 

association with particular artists and groups. Managing these relationships requires high 

levels of reflexivity, attention, communication and negotiation.  

It also means that ArtsWok needs to be highly selective about whom it works with. 

Stakeholders need to be open to arts-based development approaches, and be willing to take 

risks or allow ArtsWok to take risks on their behalf. This constitutes a core value of ArtsWok 

in its beliefs about community development, which other stakeholders must share.  

The amorphous nature of the artistic process also necessitates equally flexible KPIs that are 

agreed upon, with value given to the dialogic process in engaging and building community. 



     

IPS Event Reports    8    

 

Ground-Up Efforts at Community Development in Singapore, Andrew Lim 

In carving its niche as an intermediary, ArtsWok spends resources to build the wider field of 

arts-based community development. It often gets directly involved in doing the work, which in 

turn allows it to gain rich experience, build credibility and document progress as a forerunner 

in the field. 

Being an intermediary brings with it different challenges. Without formal recognition or 

endorsement, ArtsWok’s work behind the scenes is often uncredited, which can leave its 

contributions subsumed under its more public-facing partners. This limits awareness and 

literacy of intermediary work, impacting funding and support in this area. 

Importantly, the lack of societal literacy in arts-based community development can limit 

appreciation of its worth. There is also an incumbent belief among artists that community 

arts is less desirable than professional or institutional art. Many artists tend also not to think 

about their work in terms of social or community relevance. 

Ultimately, while there is potential for ArtsWok to pioneer, champion and build the field of 

arts-based community development, it requires recognition, validation and permission from 

its stakeholders situated across established fields — and the resources to do both field-

building and the work itself. 

Question-and-Answer Session 

Stakeholder management. Participants asked about how to facilitate conversations 

between diverse stakeholders, particularly funders. One specific issue was censorship in the 

arts, and how it affected ArtsWok’s work. 

“We have meetings. We have dialogues,” said Ms Ngiam. “When we apply for a license, we 

set up meetings with IMDA (Info-communications Media Development Authority) early, and 

include them into our process. In general, it has been an okay process. There is room for 

negotiation.”  

Ms Ngiam also reiterated that ArtsWok is very selective in choosing and working with 

stakeholders. While there is no standard criterion, stakeholders must be ready, clear about 

and broadly aligned with ArtsWok’s vision and processes in order to avoid operational issues. 

This includes early consensus on what is at stake, how value is understood and measured, 

how much time is required for value to be realised, and KPIs which must be co-designed. 

Stakeholders must also understand the importance of space and time, the need to innovate 

and sometimes fail, and be committed to both the process, and for the long haul. 

Holding space for the community. One participant asked if unboxing sensitive emotions 

might be like opening a Pandora’s box of unintended consequences. 

Ms Ngiam responded that collaborating with community organisations on the ground is key. 

Because ArtsWok is not physically based in the community, working with community 

partners is key to obtaining community-specific experiences, expertise and resources. These 

agencies are also well positioned to continue journeying with the community even after 

ArtsWok exits. In Both Sides, Now, ArtsWok works with the Wellness Kampungs in Yishun 

and Montfort Care in Telok Blangah. 
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In terms of holding difficult conversations with communities, such as for Both Sides, Now, 

the experience has to be curated and facilitated intentionally, using different forms of the arts 

to hold and create space for people’s views to be valued and for dialogue to take place, and 

there are ways to build in safety into how conversations are handled. Volunteers are also 

trained in facilitation to create safe spaces — some are also able to provide referral services 

where necessary. 

Artists and art forms that are organic in the community. A question was asked if it were 

possible for artists, art forms and art expressions already inherent in and natural to the 

community in its day-to-day routines, to be part of community development processes, as 

opposed to have a professional artist come in to work with the community. 

It takes courage and reflexivity to do so, and there are tensions in practice, said Ms Ngiam, 

explaining that many artists are subject to market forces, which colours how community arts 

as a field is perceived. However, she felt that there was value in community-based artists or 

communities who engage in arts and have some form of a practice, who then encounter 

professional artists — the experience that can be powerful and enriching for both sides. 

Expert Reflections and Dialogue 

Four expert panellists shared their reflections on the presentations. They were: 

1) Woo Peiyi, Assistant Director of The Social Lab at South Central Community Family 

Service Centre 

2) Kok Heng Leun, Artistic Director of Drama Box 

3) Dr Ijlal Naqvi, Assistant Professor of Sociology at the Singapore Management 

University; and 

4) Letchumanan Narayanan, Director of the Resilience and Engagement Division at the 

Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth 
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Woo Peiyi 

Assistant Director, The Social Lab 

South Central Community Family Service Centre 

How is “community” defined?  

A community can be understood as one of institutions, organisations or professionals, 

communities that are formed online, or people living in the same area, as in a place-based 

community. The spectrum of what community means can be hard to define, and 

everybody defines it differently. 

Family Service Centres are funded largely by the government, and it is a constant tension 

working on KPIs that funders require, especially in relation to the window of time that KPIs 

need to be reported against the time that community takes to develop. Might it possible to 

report KPIs as interims, through stories and reports, then commit to longer-term KPIs 

thereafter?  

Working with communities produces multiple goals that require multiple interventions, 

which create multiple KPIs, and it is difficult to convince and persuade stakeholders to sit 

with this difficulty. In South Central, one of its KPIs is to eradicate poverty. However, it is 

important to define what poverty means and whether community building alone can 

eradicate poverty. If this is not possible, discussions need to be had as to whether 

resources should be plied from professional communities and funds, and to what extent. 

The idea of having an “expert” or “expert panel” is itself thought-provoking question — 

how expert is an expert? People often wait for direction from experts or professionals, 

even though individuals in the community can be experts and take initiative in their own 

ways. 
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Kok Heng Leun 

Artistic Director 

Drama Box 

Those who do community development often talk about their relationship with the 

community from the top-down — it is always about offering a service to someone. Years 

ago, as a community development officer, the experience felt more like being a community 

service officer instead, trying to service the needs of the community constantly. Perhaps, 

having artists embedded in government might be helpful. 

In developing community, one has to think about what one wants to develop within the 

community. It is important to have a narrative, and an imagination of what is possible. At 

the same time, to develop something does not mean that the end goal is clear, and things 

can progress beyond what was originally envisioned.  

Referencing Allan Johnson’s The Forest and the Trees, it is tempting to see the 

community as only the trees, but it is equally important to pay attention to the interspace 

between the trees, which also forms part of the forest. This aspect is important in two 

ways. 

First, it speaks of interdependency. Singaporeans live in a society that expects them to 

become specialists. This relinquishes our ability to understand the connectedness among 

things, and encourages people to work in silos. It also contradicts how society is 

organised — people think of themselves as individuals, rather than as connected to 

culture, politics, and everything else that makes up society. In this manner, the arts is 

important in encouraging people to draw from various knowledges and wisdoms to make 

sense of the world around us.  

Second, the interspace can be thought of as the physical, communal space created when 

people gather. When thinking about such spaces, reflection is necessary about how 

people live and co-exist in these spaces, which allows interaction, dialogue — and often, 

disagreement — and being together. It is alienating now — Singaporeans yearn to have 

such spaces to co-exist with others, rather than being cooped up in our individual 

apartments.  

When thinking of arts and community development, the arts is useful in creating an 

aesthetic space. An aesthetic space is more than a public, physical space. It evokes two 

more spaces: memory and imagination.  

Memory is important because it gives people their identity, tells their story, and a sense of 

who they are as part of a community. Imagination is equally important because it allows 

people to think of themselves in different ways, and give hope for the future. This hope is 

not so much about solving social problems, than about knowing that people can continue 

to solve them together. 
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Dr Ijlal Naqvi 

Assistant Professor of Sociology 

Singapore Management University 

At the HDB Community Build-a-thon in 2014, the keynote speaker, Jim Diers remarked 

that the government cannot build community, but can make the space for it to be possible. 

He explained that if the government tries to build community in a direct manner, it creates 

perverse outcomes that could undo its own work. 

This has been well documented — in her book Making Volunteers, author Nina Eliasoph 

described how the act of giving help is not always what is needed, despite good 

intentions, and measuring that help can exacerbate negative outcomes as a result. 

At the heart of what makes community possible is “free space”. Free space is both 

physical and conceptual, often small, and is voluntary and free from external control. For 

community building organisations, there is often a trade-off between autonomy and scale. 

Being large and autonomous is not possible in the current context. To increase the scale 

of an organisation’s operations, autonomy has to be sacrificed as more sponsors have to 

be found (in a less and less discriminating manner), more KPIs are created, and actors 

are mpre constrained in what they can do. 

A concept that bridges community building and policy is the idea of empowered 

participatory governance. Coined by Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright1, this approach 

involves ordinary people and officials with public-facing responsibilities, such as 

caseworkers and social workers, to address practical problems through reasoned 

deliberation in an empowered setting without domination and control. The value of this 

form of decision-making lies in its suitability for addressing wicked problems, of the type 

which no one party can solve on their own, such as the types of problems that Beyond 

Social Services deals with.  

Empowered and deliberative approaches to decision-making will generate what Robert 

Venturi termed a “messy vitality”.2 For public and civil servants, however, this approach 

can be unappealing due to their need to achieve specific KPIs, answer to superiors on 

outcomes, and account for monies in particular ways. 

In essence, community development requires a powerful commitment to process, 

autonomy, and space, all of which can be destroyed by fear, control and impatience. 

 

  

                                                           
1 See examples and conceptual treatments at Erik Olin Wright’s Envisioning Real Utopia’s website: 

https://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/ERU.htm  
2 See Robert Venturi’s discussion of messy vitality:  

www.mariabuszek.com/mariabuszek/kcai/Design%20History/Design_readings/VenturiComplexity.pdf 

https://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/ERU.htm
http://www.mariabuszek.com/mariabuszek/kcai/Design%20History/Design_readings/VenturiComplexity.pdf
http://www.mariabuszek.com/mariabuszek/kcai/Design%20History/Design_readings/VenturiComplexity.pdf
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Letchumanan Narayanan 

Director, Resilience and Engagement Division 

Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth 

The Resilience and Engagement Division looks at citizen engagement, national identity, 

resilience and volunteer philanthropy, and works with other agencies to identify 

opportunities, and develop capabilities and citizen engagement. Not just within the 

ministry, but also elsewhere in the government and among partners in society. 

Developing communities and citizen engagement is important to the government. The 

government knows that it cannot build community alone, and thus it works through 

citizens and partners as well. It knows that it is important to strengthen people’s sense of 

belonging and identity, as well as mutual understanding, interdependencies and resilience 

in tangible ways. For a small city-state and an emerging society like Singapore, this is 

more important than most cities. 

Singapore has reached a stage, both in terms of the society and government, where 

everyone can do more. Not in all areas — there are some areas where the public 

agencies, leadership and experts need to carry their weight — but there are areas where 

deeper partnerships between civic society and the government, and within the people 

sector can, do better — programmes, conceiving and working on solutions, or facilitating 

groups and communities to build some sense of consensus. 

The public service has a heart for the public and society, but it is a professional sector that 

has built itself on high accountability, delivering services with high efficiency; for the 

benefit of society. However, this develops a customer-service provider relationship 

amongst some, which may not always be the best approach to develop civic capabilities. 

In some areas, both the government and civic agencies need to develop a more relational 

mindset, which requires some change in mindsets, but it is a gradual process. 

The government has started small, with pilot projects, working with the Community 

Foundation of Singapore, the National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre and the 

National Council of Social Service, and many community players and citizens at large. It 

has also piloted ground-up funding such as the Our Singapore Fund, and is currently 

exploring new ideas.  

The enterprise is a complex one, and not every gap and vacuum is for the government to 

fill. Intermediary work is particularly challenging because it does not really have tangible 

outcomes, and intermediaries exist in a context where the public and the government 

requires tangible outcomes to be good stewards of money.  

One way to build civic will is to take an action-oriented approach. Coming together to 

solve problems is one tangible way, and agree on problems/opportunities to work on, 

which can build momentum, mutual trust, and capabilities. 
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Participants posed several questions to the panel on the way forward: how a community of 

best practices can be created to share knowledge beyond the workshop, how the community 

can be better involved in curation and developmental processes, and what the government 

is currently thinking about community and inter-community development. 

IPS currently facilitates a disability community network, said Dr Lee, and it partners disability 

organisations, social enterprises and parent support groups. Should there be a strong 

partner, IPS is keen to consider forming a network on community development. Ms Ngiam 

remarked that ArtsWok is also keen to support the initiative, in particular, to unpack what 

community development means in Singapore and how experimentation in this area can be 

done. 

Ms Woo shared her experience involving members of the community on the panel of experts 

for a seminar conducted by the Social Service Research Centre (SSR), to share their 

insights on a study of families moving from rental to purchase housing despite not having an 

increase in income. The members wrote their own speeches after much guidance — which 

is in itself an instance of the effort required for communities to participate in seminars and 

other spaces that professionals take for granted. She invited participants to consider inviting 

members of their communities to participate in expert discussion, though she emphasised 

the importance of ample preparation and consideration, in particular, that members can feel 

a sense of achievement through being part of conversations about them. 

From the government’s point of view, Mr Letchumanan shared that communities traditionally 

referred more to those surrounding race, religion or other conventional categories such as 

sport. Increasingly, the government is looking at community more broadly in terms of people-

to-people engagement in general. Community development is by nature complex, and while 

it does not have an intuitive feel about how communities emerge, the government is 

currently exploring the idea of what it means to have a deep sense of belonging — what it 

means to be socially cohesive, share spaces and have a culture of consideration for fellow 

members of society. It also looks out for individuals and families taking action in areas such 

as speaking up for the less advantaged, coming forward to volunteer or partner with other 

groups or the government to solve problems or seize opportunities. The Resilience and 

Engagement Division in particular, is looking for emerging and exciting areas to build trust, 

momentum and experience. 

On inter-community development, Mr Letchumanan said that it is difficult to discuss in non-

specific terms. The government is looking at racial and religious communities, and at local-

foreign integration. Specifically on the latter, the integration between perceived divides is 

sensitive because it is about how one perceives oneself and the Other. For better or worse, 

communities tend to talk to one another through the government, which is unhelpful, and the 

Resilience and Engagement Division hopes to build capacity in other public agencies and 

partners. For example, on the issue of space, it works with SportSG to change its sport 

centres in such a way that staff become facilitators more than administrators, encouraging 

people to own spaces in different ways.  
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Conclusion 

“We should walk away with the notion we are all part of the community,” said Mr Gerard Ee. 

“The communities and networks that we are part of contribute significantly to our well-being. 

As individuals, something we can all do to build a better community is to be more 

appreciative of the people around us.” 

“I go and drink coffee at the coffee shop, and the guy serving me is not exactly customer 

service [oriented], you know. He puts the coffee down and asks me, ‘Why did you have to 

order just when I was about to sit down?’ — now, can we appreciate someone like that, and 

admire the fact that he was so strong to say that ‘look, you’re not giving me a break’? Or do 

we just complain and say, ‘Idiot, I could have gone to Starbucks and gotten better service.’”  

 

Mr Gerard Ee, Executive Director of Beyond Social Services, ended the workshop with an anecdote 

about how individuals can build community by simply being appreciative of those around us. 

 

Andrew Lim is Research Assistant (Society & Culture) at IPS.  

***** 

If you have comments or feedback, please email Andrew Lim at andrew.lim@nus.edu.sg. 

 

 

 

 

 
© Copyright 2019 National University of Singapore. All Rights Reserved. 
You are welcome to reproduce this material for non-commercial purposes and please ensure you cite 
the source when doing so. 

https://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/ips/about-us/staff-directory/lim-tze-ming-jae-andrew
mailto:andrew.lim@nus.edu.sg

