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Psychological Defence, a pillar under our Total Defence 
concept, is crucial to the SAF, MINDEF and Singapore.  
Applied to the na on, it refers to our ci zens’ confidence 
and commitment to Singapore, and their readiness to 
protect what is ours. Applied to MINDEF and the SAF, it is 
about strengthening our soldiers’ mo va on, 
cohesiveness, confidence and mental resilience in 
defending Singapore.

While these concepts have their roots in war, 
psychological defence is also fast becoming cri cal to 
mee ng new threats in peace and “greyzone” scenarios. 
Radicalisa on and terrorism, hos le influence, 
misinforma on movements, and other “non-kine c” 
campaigns are just a few examples of the range of threats 
that can test our people’s confidence and cohesiveness, 
and belief in our country and military. There are other 
forms of challenges to our mental resilience which are 
invisible but no less detrimental. These could come in the 
form of pandemics like COVID-19 or even daily stressors 
in our lives which impact our mental health. 

Seen in this light, it is no surprise that the work of the 
Defence Psychology Community (DPC) has expanded over 
the years. In its ini al years, the DPC focused mainly on 
suppor ng the establishment of a conscript force through 
designing assessments for pre-enlistee screening. Over 

me, the work of the DPC has grown to encompass other 
domains, as it develops more knowledge and skills. 

Among their many valuable contribu ons, our 
psychologists have raised the poten al and performance 
of our workforce through assessment and selec on, 
improved our people’s psychological health and 
resilience, conducted research for policies, and provided 
insights for engagement efforts to maintain public 
support and confidence in the SAF and NS. 

While the demands on the DPC have expanded, so too 
has the pool of scien fic knowledge, technological tools 
and other support at their disposal. Emerging fields such 
as behavioural science as well as new technology and 
data tools offer DPC colleagues many fresh possibili es 
for applica on. Today, the DPC also enjoys greater 
support from leaders who increasingly recognise the 
value of psychological insights, as well as partners who 
find immense value in collabora ng with us. 

As the DPC commemorates its 55th anniversary with this 
special edi on monograph, I would like to thank all DPC 
colleagues for their valuable contribu ons. I hope that 
you will approach the new demands and challenges with 
excitement on being able to make a larger difference. I 
encourage you to keep abreast of the emerging science, 
knowledge and tools, and apply them to MINDEF and the 
SAF.  And I trust that you will always remember the vital 
role you play in Psychological Defence, not only for our 
organisa on, but for the en re na on.

Foreword

PERMANENT SECRETARY 
(DEFENCE)

MR CHAN HENG KEE

Chan Heng Kee
Permanent Secretary (Defence) 
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55 years is a long me. Looking back, many tend to 
associate the business of defence psychology with the 
performance and mental health of our units and the force 
in general. As we look forward, some ques ons for the 
DPC come to my mind.

How can advancements in psychological assessment 
technology and science inform personnel selec on and 
classifica on, especially to support the SAF in an era of 
greyzone and cyber conflict, and as we grow our 
intelligence and psychological defence capabili es?

How can recent advances in psychology provide a 
roadmap for dealing with other cri cal issues, including 
strengthening the resilience of our NS soldiers amidst 
societal stressors, and the psychology of leaders and 
teams in the SAF amidst more numerous and complex 
work demands?

What are the advances in occupa onal health psychology 
which will help us to not only manage the unwell, but 
prevent those who are well from becoming unwell at the 
workplace, especially with increasing stressors from the 
pandemic and work-from-home arrangements?

The list of demands on the DPC is a long one, and 
growing. As our core value proclaims, we have done well 
to care for our soldiers the last 55 years. For instance, we 
have developed all manner of psychometric assessments 
to place soldiers in the right jobs. We have a well-honed 
framework to prepare our personnel for a full range of 
missions. In recent years, the DPC has also leveraged 

programmes such as the Army’s Soldier Strong campaign 
and designed resilience programmes to strengthen the 
‘Hearts and Minds’ of our soldiers and commanders. Over 
the last few years, the DPC has also supported the mental 
health needs of our servicemen, by deploying 
psychologists on the ground in opera onal and training 
commands, while partnering with commanders to realise 
the integrated SAF care system. This year, the SAF kicked 
off a mul -year Well-Being Campaign focused on 
increasing resources for be er mental health awareness 
and preparedness while encouraging help-seeking 
behaviour. As awareness about mental health and 
wellness become increasingly commonplace in the SAF, I 
am encouraged to see more of our servicemen and 
servicewomen taking charge of their personal well-being 
and engaging in mental health resources provided by the 
DPC.

The theme of the monograph, “Empowering People, 

Enhancing Performance”, is therefore an appropriate one. 
I am heartened that the DPC realises its purpose at the 
heart of a performing SAF, the abiding need to partner 
commanders for opera onally ready units, and to always 
stay at the cu ng edge of military psychology for the SAF, 
especially as we realise our SAF 2040 ambi ons.

Congratula ons on your 55th anniversary, and I look 
forward to amazing things from the DPC in the years 
ahead.

CHIEF OF 
DEFENCE FORCE

LIEUTENANT-GENERAL MELVYN ONG

LG Melvyn Ong
Chief of Defence Force  

Foreword
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The Defence Psychology Community (DPC) had its 
humble beginning in 1966, when the Psychological 
Centre was established a year before National 
Service was instituted. In a span of 55 years, the DPC 
has grown alongside the SAF and become an 
integral part of the organisation.  

Amidst numerous challenges through the years, our 
community has stood ready to partner commanders 
and stakeholders, to achieve mission success and 
organisational excellence.  

Today, the Defence Psychology Department (DPD) 
functions as the specialist headquarters for 
psychologists and research executives across 
MINDEF/SAF. We partner stakeholders in leadership 
and organisational development, improving person-
job-organisation fit, employee engagement and NS 
experience, communications, safety, performance 
maximisation, and psychological resilience and 
health. Indeed, the practice of psychology in 
MINDEF/SAF has expanded and evolved to leverage 
and keep up with the emerging demands of new 

operations, technology, the organisation, and 
society. 

In the coming decade, we will face fresh challenges 

and more wicked problems. Internal challenges 

highlight our need to continuously optimise our 

human capital, and to develop our next generation 

of effective leaders. External challenges, like the 

societal and technological landscape, will reinforce 

the criticality of enhancing Singaporeans’ 

commitment to defence and National Service. This 

monograph is a compilation of the efforts of all 

members of the DPC. Each article provides a glimpse 

of the way forward, where psychology can serve as 

a capability multiplier to maximise human potential 

to achieve operational and organisational 

objectives. Navigating towards uncharted horizons, 

the DPC is committed to strengthen our partnership 

with commanders and stakeholders to achieve 

mission success together. 

 Preface  

SLTC Adeline Heng 

Director, Defence Psychology Dept./Chief Psychologist  

DIRECTOR, DEFENCE 
PSYCHOLOGY DEPT./  
CHIEF PSYCHOLOGIST 

 
 

SLTC ADELINE HENG 
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ASSESSMENTS FOR PERSONNEL 
DECISIONS IN MINDEF/SAF

By Ms Carolyn Chah Choo Luah, Ms Vanessa Kho Yuru & Ms Grace Yip

INTRODUCTION

A competent armed force is key towards 
strengthening and maintaining Singapore’s deterrence 
against poten al adversaries. In the event that 
deterrence and diplomacy is insufficient to secure the 
peace and sovereignty of our na on, MINDEF/SAF 
personnel will need to be at their best to defend and 
secure a swi  victory for Singapore. 

A conscrip on system ensures that the SAF 
con nues to sustain a healthy figh ng force of Full-Time 
Na onal Service (FTNS) and Opera onally Ready 
Na onal Service (ORNS) service personnel. Conscrip on 
gives the SAF the numbers, which alone is insufficient. 
The conscripted popula on presents a wide range of 
capabili es, which the SAF must leverage meaningfully 
to meet our defence requirements and maximise our 
servicemen’s contribu ons. SAF leaders and servicemen 
can perform their best when placed in suitable 
voca ons depending on their skills and a ributes. Sub-
op mising the incumbents’ poten al through poor job 
fit may lead to direct and knock-on effects such as poor 
performance, low mo va on and disengagement. Job 
fit or lack of it in fact does not impact work behaviours 
in isola on. Leadership plays an important modera ng 
role. Posi ve work behaviours from good job fit can be 
fully realized through effec ve leadership and training. 
While poor job fit should be minimal even for a 
conscripted force, its impact can be  mi gated to some 
extent by effec ve leadership. If not managed by 
leadership and  training in a mely manner, poor job fit 
could even lead to a nega ve impact on unit 
performance and thus the SAF’s opera onal 
effec veness.

CHALLENGES 
Mul plicity of organisa onal requirements. The 

task of placing thousands of enlistees into suitable 

voca ons is a recurring challenge of MINDEF/SAF. A 
customised, accurate and efficient system of assessing 
enlistees’ strengths and weaknesses is essen al to 
inform iden fica on, selec on and assignment 
decisions and to reduce downstream risks associated 
with personnel in voca ons which do not op mise their 
abili es and a ributes.2

Mul plicity of demands posed by different 
voca ons/roles. Another key challenge that MINDEF/
SAF faces is what and how to assess the individuals, 
given the mul plicity of voca ons with their differing 
requirements and demands. The intricacy of the 
challenge increases due to the varying demands of 
voca ons/roles, some of which being more niche than 
others. Some voca ons require intensive assessments, 
whereas for others, fundamental assessments will 
suffice. Taking into considera on individual ap tudes 
and a ributes that are predic ve of future performance 
will aid in assigning personnel to suitable voca ons, thus 
maximising their contribu ons. Many methods are 
available that an organisa on can choose from to assess 
candidates on ap tudes and a ributes predic ve of 
training and job performance (see Chart 1). The choice 
of assessment methods differs depending on the 
assessment purpose, volume (i.e. mass by the 
thousands or many mes fewer) and costs involved (e.g. 
use of proprietary assessments incur patent royalty fee).

Tes ng in the military has constraints. Specific to 
MINDEF/SAF, commercial-off-the-shelf (COTS) tests are 
o en not suitable for several reasons: Firstly, COTS tests 
are o en developed and normed based on western 
samples and thus may not be suitable for the Singapore 
context. While some COTS tests could be relevant for 
use, efforts to adapt them to the local context and to 
collect trial data for examining their psychometric 
proper es remain essen al. Secondly, a majority of 
COTS tests focuses on assessing psychological 
constructs that are relevant for occupa ons of high 
complexity and psychological demands (e.g., senior 
leadership, execu ves, professionals & high-risk 
occupa ons), and thus may not be applicable to 

‘People are not your most important asset. The right 
people are.’ 

– Jim Collins1
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assessing constructs predic ve of military performance 
in a wide range of voca ons from the highly structured 
and rou ne to the complex and demanding. Thirdly, the 
use of COTS tests may carry informa on/opera ons 
security risks (e.g., psychological test data of 
popula ons, be it enlistees or senior commanders, 
si ng in an off-shore server). 

SOLUTIONS

Determining what to assess. The process of 
assessment development o en starts with a Job 
Analysis (JA). The JA, by understanding the tasks and 
challenges encountered by job incumbents, seeks to 
establish the Knowledge, Skills, Abili es and A ributes 
(KSAA) an individual requires to perform successfully in 
a par cular job. These KSAAs drive the development of 
measures to support the selec on and assignment 
decisions. Using an example reported in the public 
domain, the US Department of Defense (DoD) 
Cyberspace Workforce Strategy in 2013 established the 
need for assessing ap tude and qualifica ons because a 
successful Cyberspace employee is not necessarily one 
with a Science, Technology, Engineering and Math 
(STEM) background. For assessing new accessions, a 
Cyber Test (CT) assessing cri cal thinking and problem 
solving abili es was developed to predict cyber ap tude 

measureable by course performance. CT assesses 
constructs that are beyond general mental ability that a 
basic tes ng programme called the Armed Services 
Voca onal Ap tude Ba ery (ASVAB) measures.3 
Similarly, the selec on of Cyber NSFs in Singapore 
recognises the diversity of the NSF resource pool which 
presents a wide range of knowledge, skills, and training 
background, and the JA ensures the iden fied KSAAs for 
cybersecurity-related work are sufficiently assessed.

Incorpora ng assessments backed by validity 
data. A further considera on required in the 
development of assessments is the need to u lise 
measures that demonstrate good predic ve validity. 
Chart 1 summarises the validity sta s cs for various 
assessment measures in rela on to training and job 
performance. The top three measures most predic ve 
of training and job performance are (1) the rou ne 
winner of cogni ve ability tests with r=.65-.67, with 
interviews coming in second at r=.41-.48 and peer 
ra ngs third at r=.36-.38. Personality tests have been 
found more predic ve of training performance than job 
performance hovering around between r=.13-.25. On 
the other hand, graphology, which is a much less useful 
predictor with an almost zero correla on with an overall 
job performance, does not have a place in our 
assessment systems, though it features in 15.8% of 

Picture 1: Cyber NSFs undergoing cyber training at the SAF’s Cyber Defence Test and Evalua on Centre.
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Chart 1: Validity of Assessment Measures with Training and Job Performance.4

Note: In psychological research, the interpreta on of correla ons is made in terms of effect size, which refers 
to the strength of rela onship between the assessment and outcome measures. Based on Cohen’s conven ons, 
.10 is deemed small, .30 moderate and .50 large.5

personnel selec on procedures in German-speaking 
Switzerland.6 Though o en based on studies u lising 
data from non-military samples, such research is useful 
in informing MINDEF/SAF on which assessments to 
explore, develop and trial for service selec on and 
assignment decisions. Decisions to employ assessments 
are made based on in-house valida on research. For 
example, a key assessment system in the Pre-Enlistee 
(PE) tes ng programme is the Manpower Ap tude 
Assessment System (MAPAS), which comprises cogni ve 
ability tests and Personality Measure (PM), found to 

predict training and job performance as shown in Chart 
1. In fact, assessment measures could be combined to 
achieve greater predic ve power. For instance, 
combining cogni ve ability and personality (either 
Conscien ousness or Openness to Experience) pushes  
validity to R=.7. While combining cogni ve ability with 
an interview can raise R>.7, it is not a cost-effec ve 
measure to be used on PEs, given the volume and 
intensity of effort needed to support the conduct of 
interviews.  MAPAS is our local version of the US 
military’s ASVAB.
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CURRENT ASSESSMENT AND SELECTION 
SYSTEMS

Assessments catered for pre- and post-
enlistment. MINDEF/SAF’s assessment systems 
generally front-load psychometric tes ng, with 
assessment data from psychometric tools for PEs 
efficiently obtained as part of medical screening prior to 
enlistment. Other assessment processes that may 
involve greater complexity or more manpower to 
execute are conducted post-enlistment (e.g., situa onal 
tes ng based on military simula ons, assessments of 
ap tude for learning foreign languages requiring audio 
equipment to conduct listening tests). Pre and post 
enlistment assessments o en complement each other 
by assessing mul ple facets of a psychological construct, 
and can be integrated to derive more informed and 
accurate selec on decisions.7

Pre-enlistment psychometric tes ng provides 
MINDEF/SAF with assessment data to make ini al 
selec on/assignment decisions. PEs are required to 
report to Central Manpower Base (CMPB) for their 
medical screening and ini al psychometric tes ng. This 
consists of the MAPAS, comprising cogni ve ability 
tests, as well as a PM. The full ini al psychometric 
tes ng takes about two hours to complete. A 
combina on of MAPAS and PM data allows for a 
comprehensive assessment of ap tudes, a tudes and 
a ributes that predict training and job performance 
across voca ons. Compared to methods like Structured 
Interviews that are labour intensive, cogni ve ability 
tests and personality measures are amenable to large 
scale computerised tes ng at a single loca on and are 
thus highly efficient. PE tes ng has been computer-
based since its incep on in 1995. Another example of 
pre-enlistment tes ng is the selec on for Cyber full-

me Na onal Servicemen (NSF). There are further plans 
to combine pre-enlistment assessment data from 
MAPAS with exis ng assessments from knowledge-
based and applica on-based tests to evaluate the 
overall validity in predic ng training performance.  

Post-enlistment assessments support selec on 
decisions for niche voca ons with niche and demanding 
requirements (e.g., commanders, bomb disposal 
operators and intelligence). Compared to psychometric 
tes ng at pre-enlistment, post-enlistment assessments 
are specifically scoped towards military training and the 
job environment. This includes peer assessments, where 
recruits who train in close quarters can observe and 
appraise each other based on cri cal job-relevant 
behaviours, especially in situa ons not within the view 
of superiors.8 These behavioural assessments 
complement and value-add to pre-enlistment 
psychometric tests, increasing the overall validity and 
thus accuracy of decisions and selec on. For example, 
commander selec on in the SAF integrates both  pre- 
enlistment psychometric assessments of cogni ve 
ability and post-enlistment assessments of leadership 
poten al collected during Basic Military Training (BMT) 
(e.g. peer appraisal, instructor assessment and 
Situa onal Test) to iden fy suitable candidates for 
command school.

Mul -stage assessments for high-stake selec ons. 
Niche selec ons in MINDEF/SAF (e.g., pilot, commando 
and diver) are o en mul -stage, where candidates need 
to pass an earlier stage of assessment before 
proceeding to the next stage. Each stage is designed to 
sieve out candidates who do not make the cut in 
rela on to pre-iden fied specialised skills and ap tudes. 
This has helped to focus resources to keep the process 
cost-effec ve, yet balance the issue of elimina ng 
candidates too early. For example, pilot candidates are 
expected to pass a baseline assessment of general 
intelligence before they can proceed to a more rigorous 
psychometric selec on test ba ery assessing relevant 
cogni ve and non-cogni ve a ributes. Successful 
candidates are then required to pass a selec on 
interview and the requisite medical tests to earn a slot 
in an Air grading programme, which is the final stage 
where their flying poten al is assessed through flight 
screening.

Picture 2: Pre-enlistees undergoing psychometric tes ng.
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Valida on of assessment and selec on systems is 
conducted periodically to keep them relevant and valid. 
An assessment system can be considered valid when 
there is empirical evidence for its job-relatedness and 
when it is assessed to be useful for predic ng 
subsequent work behaviour or outcomes.9 Valida on 
refers to the analyses conducted to obtain evidence of 
job-relatedness and predic ve validity.

MISCONCEPTIONS

Assessment informs decision-making, not 
necessarily raise quality numbers. A common 

misconcep on with regard to selec on is that an 

assessment system is considered successful only when 

there is an increase in the quan ty of quality 
candidates. However, it must be noted that constraints 

such as resource supply and SAF’s opera onal 

requirements, also greatly impact the output of any 
selec on system. As such, the key benefit that should be 

considered is the ability to iden fy an individual’s 

strengths and weaknesses before their enlistment. Prior 

knowledge of enlistees’ strengths in terms of interest, 
cogni ve ability and personality in addi on to physical 

and medical factors based on the voca on requirements 

allows the organisa on to op mise distribu on of 

scarce resources across cri cal voca ons throughout 
the SAF. Should selec on decisions be made purely 

based on physical and medical factors, voca onal 

decisions may be inadequate and overly focused on 

certain requirements (i.e., whether candidates can 
withstand physically demanding condi ons). However, it 

must be noted that most cri cal voca ons also require 

candidates to withstand psychologically demanding 
condi ons in order to perform well (e.g., act dependably 

under stress, resilience). Prior knowledge of enlistees’ 

weaknesses gives the organisa on a lever to screen out 

enlistees from unsuitable voca ons despite their 
fulfilment of physical and medical requirements.   

Assessments do not impact engagement, but 
leadership does. Another misconcep on in selec on is 
the idea that enlistees who meet the KSAA 

requirements for a voca on will definitely be able to 
perform well and with commitment. Selec on is a 
necessary but insufficient condi on to achieve desired 

work behaviours. Literature review and MINDEF/SAF 
analyses have consistently highlighted the impact of 
leadership and enlistees’ mo va on on performance as 

well as job sa sfac on. In other words, selec on gives 
the organisa on an advantage, by providing leaders 
with men who come with the poten al and 
predisposi on to learn and perform. However, the 
posi ve effect of selec on on performance and a tude 
could be lost through poor leadership and lack of 

engagement. Selec on is not the panacea for 
addressing poor behaviour and performance outcomes. 
Selec on works best in tandem with good leadership 
and training to produce competent and commi ed 
soldiers who can perform and go the extra mile even in 
tough situa ons.

CURRENT AND FUTURE 
DEVELOPMENTS

Enhancing tes ng experience. With the increasing 
availability of technology for data capturing, and 
development of assessment IT for more efficient and 
more engaging tes ng, MINDEF/SAF will con nue to 
explore and trial new methodologies of assessment 
(e.g., games-based assessment, situa onal judgement 
test) that can poten ally improve our assessment and 
selec on decisions. Game-Based Assessments (GBA) 
have become increasingly popular as they have been 
touted to make tes ng more interes ng and engaging, 
thereby improving the tes ng experience and test 
performance for candidates. Tech giant, Interna onal 
Business Machines (IBM) and local bank, United 
Overseas Bank (UOB), have incorporated GBAs as part 
of their selec on ba ery.10 GBA’s ability to assess non 
tradi onal abili es and a ributes such as risk-taking and 
stress reac on also provides an advantage over 
conven onal psychometric assessments. GBAs, being 
rela vely new on the market, are predominantly 
supported on the back of vendor-led research. As such, 
MINDEF/SAF is currently exploring GBAs through 
internal valida on studies, with some results from these 
analyses expected in a year’s me.

Expanding use of personality assessment. The use 
of personality assessment has largely been employed to 
support selec on thus far.  Given the evidence of its 
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validity in predic ng performance and learning 
development, personality assessment can play a greater 
role in suppor ng training and leadership 
development.11 This is par cularly so, given that 
personality assessment tends to be appealingly 
affordable, and can be u lised in the absence of prior 
informa on and data. Personality assessment allows 
incumbents to iden fy their poten al strengths, as well 
as weaknesses that may need to be mi gated in 
prepara on for subsequent pos ngs, or to improve 
performance in their current role. The use of personality 
assessment for individual development has become 
increasingly sought a er in MINDEF/SAF. It is now 
widely accepted that organisa ons facing increasingly 
Vola le, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous (VUCA) 
opera onal environments require diverse work teams in 
order to respond adap vely and to innovate solu ons 
for unprecedented problems. Personality assessment 
can thus be extended to team development, enabling 
team members from diverse backgrounds with varying 
personali es and worldviews to connect, communicate 
and collaborate for success. The use of Situa onal 
Judgement Tests as an approach to assess specific traits 
has been trialed and have seen some posi ve results in 
predic ng job performance. This may allow the 
assessment of specific a tudes that the voca on is 
looking for.  

Beyond conven onal tes ng. Over the years, 
assessment and selec on for MINDEF/SAF has evolved 
from pen-and-paper to computer-based tes ng. The 
next phase of tes ng has begun with experimenta on in 
simulator-based tes ng. Simulator-based training is 

effec ve in replica ng realis c situa ons and job 
demands, thereby more accurately assessing individuals 
for their performance on specific job tasks. This has 
been driven by the need to assess relevant a ributes 
that are fast evolving with the constantly changing 
opera ng environment, and that the cost of selec on 
might be high. This approach has also paved the way for 
the selec on of highly skilled voca ons in a safe, 
standardised and more cost-effec ve manner. This 
approach requires much reliability and validity tes ng 
and the development of strong data architecture and 
systems to manage and sustain. This is where the 
Psychologists have been able to value-add to this new 
and novel methodology for selec on. 

CONCLUSION

Schmidt & Hunter commented in their seminal 

paper ‘The Validity and U lity of Selec on Methods in 
Personnel Psychology: Prac cal and Theore cal 
Implica ons of 85 Years of Research Findings,’ that the 
use of highly valid employee selec on measures can 
result in gains of millions of dollars to organisa ons.12 

Conversely, ‘By using selec on methods with low 
validity, an organisa on can lose millions of dollars in 
reduced produc on,’ which would create a significant 
compe ve disadvantage. However, for public 
ins tu ons like MINDEF/SAF, the consequences of bad 
decisions are paramount with life and death 

implica ons. Selec on and assignment decisions must 
be supported by assessments that are empirically 
proven valid.
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SUPPORTING SAF OPERATIONS 
THROUGH A PSYCHOLOGICAL LENS

By MAJ Nah Jinping, CPT Jack Tan Jie Ze & CPT Justin Ong      

INTRODUCTION

As Grinker and Speigel, two American 
psychiatrists who served in the US Air Force during the 
Second World War noted, valuable lessons are learnt 
with blood on the extreme psychological demands and 
stressors placed on men in mes of war.2 Since then, 
military psychology has evolved significantly over the 
years. Psychologists in the SAF provide support in many 
ways, from organisa onal development to opera onal 
readiness, through consultancy to commanders and 
applied research relevant to military opera ons.

In order for our soldiers to be opera onally ready, 
it is impera ve to pay equal emphasis—beyond the 
more tangible and physical aspects such as weapon 
systems, manpower and logis cs—to the less tangible 
psychological facets.3 This is cri cal for military 
opera ons as Psychological Readiness (PsyR) enables 
soldiers to cope with the many stressors during 
opera ons or war, and in turn influence their mental 
capacity and physical capabili es to perform well during 
such circumstances. The applica on of psychology in 
military opera ons is thus a strategic impera ve, and is 
crucial in the successful planning and execu on of 
military opera ons.

This essay will first examine the role of our SAF 
psychologists in bolstering our soldiers’ PsyR for 
opera ons. Next, the essay will delve into the 
applica ons of psychological support in light of the 
current COVID-19 challenges. Finally, it will discuss how 
military psychology can improve the way we tackle 
emerging challenges in the future.

OUR ROLE AS A PSYCHOLOGIST

From peace me to war, military psychologists in 
the SAF engage in the six lines of Psychological Defence 

(PsyDef) Tasks to keep our soldiers psychologically ready 
to carry out a full spectrum of opera ons. During 
peace me training, a greater emphasis is placed on 
monitoring (PsyMonitoring), assessing (PsyAssessment), 
and preparing our soldiers psychologically (PsyPrep). In 

mes of opera ons and war, more a en on is then 
paid to contextualise and prepare our soldiers for their 
assigned missions (Mission-Specific Psychological 
Prepara on – MSPP), to keep our soldiers resilient 
against adversaries’ informa on opera ons 
(PsyCounterMeasure) and to support our soldiers to 
sustain and recover from the many environmental 
stressors experienced during opera ons and war 
(PsyRestora on). 

PREPARING OUR SOLDIERS 
PSYCHOLOGICALLY FOR OPERATIONS 
IN PEACETIME

During peace me, psychologists support the units 
on a wide range of ac vi es that revolve around 
organisa onal development, consultancy and applied 
research with the aim of bolstering unit and soldiers’ 
psychological readiness in prepara on for opera ons.4 
First, ini al consulta ons with commanders or 
stakeholders would lead to the establishment of 
mutually agreed problem statements and interven on 
areas on psychological facets such as leadership and 
cohesion.5  Psychologists would then follow a scien st 
prac oner model and ini ate and drive a PsyR 
oriented, system-based data collec on and interven on 
process.6

For the former, the data-driven approach to 
organisa onal change calls for the quan ta ve or 
qualita ve collec on of informa on and perspec ves 
from our soldiers through PsyAssessment and 
PsyMonitoring.7 In today’s context, this o en takes the 
form of focus group discussions with soldiers or surveys 
like the Psychological Readiness Ques onnaire (PRQ).8 
Through different data points, military psychologists are 
then able to iden fy exis ng strengths of the unit to 
leverage, determine more extensive insights on areas to 

‘The stress of war tried men as no other test that they have 
encountered in civilized life. Like a crucial experiment it 
exposes the underlying physiological and psychological 

mechanisms of the human being.’ 

Grinker and Speigel, 1945.1
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improve on, uncover misconcep ons and 
misunderstandings on issues such as newly 
implemented SOPs, or obtain other feedback to help 
our leaders fine-tune their subsequent decisions or 
planning considera ons.

The subsequent PsyPrep, or interven on process, 
then con nues as a consulta ve process to build up the 
individual, team and unit founda onal psychological 
resources through a researched and data validated PsyR 
Model. Consequently, military psychologists u lise key 
drivers like cohesion, leadership and logis cs that 
influence soldiers’ day-to-day experiences to bolster 
their PsyR during peace me to consequently shape 
their performance and resilience in opera ons and 
war.9 At the higher echelons of command where 
command decisions are formulated, psychologists also 
work with command teams to facilitate healthy team 
dynamics and ensure that the teams are robust in their 
decision-making and team cogni on processes to 
func on adequately and drive mission success during 
opera ons and war.10

Importantly, during peace me, PsyPrep—the 
consulta ve interven on process—does not prescribe a 
single technique or solu on. Instead, the con nuous 
PsyMonitoring and contextualisa on of our soldiers’ 
experiences allow nuancing and frequent feedback to 
adjust ini al planned interven ons and to review their 
effec veness. PsyPrep during peace me is thus a fluid 
and itera ve interven on process that is determined in 

tandem with the unit training and in collabora on with 
commanders’ emphasis, engagement and 
communica on.11

OPTIMISING OPERATIONS — MISSION-
SPECIFIC PSYCHOLOGICAL 
PREPARATION, COUNTERMEASURES 
AND RESTORATION 

In recent mes, our servicemen have supported 
the na on in various Peace me Con ngency Opera ons 
(PTCO) and Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief 
(HADR) opera ons. The evolving nature of SAF’s 
peace me role has also expanded with each opera on, 
from peacekeeping missions in East Timor to aiding our 
neighbors in natural disasters, from stability opera ons 
in Afghanistan to suppor ng security opera ons such as 
the Trump-Kim Summit in 2018, and most recently in 
responding to the na on’s fight against COVID-19.12 

During opera ons, servicemen would o en face 
tremendous stress and tension from the numerous 
environmental stressors, ambiguous opera onal se ng 
and in dealing with the uncertainty of each new and 
unique opera on that could poten ally affect their 
opera onal readiness.

Prior to opera ons, psychologists would thus 
work to intervene, sustain and bolster the PsyR of our 
servicemen in prepara on for their assigned missions 
(MSPP).13 Through a close partnership with 
commanders, psychologists aim to increase the clarity 

Figure 1: Psychological Defence Tasks.
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and certainty of various components of the mission to 
our servicemen. The MSPP thus seeks to contextualise 
the mission profile, task complexity, environmental 
stressors and an cipated issues to prepare our 
servicemen for the specific psychological demands of 
their assigned missions.14 For example, when the SAF 
supported mul -na onal coali on efforts to restore 
stability in Afghanistan, the SAF troops underwent 
significant changes to their work and family in 
prepara on for the deployment. Military psychologists 
supported the opera on through pre-deployment 
screening and psychological prepara on, in-theatre 
psychological monitoring and post-deployment 
decompression. In this par cular context, the MSPP 
covered the poten al issues of family strain due to 
separa on, psycho-educa on on physical and 
psychological threats and stressors that the deployed 
personnel may face in-theatre, and coping mechanisms 
and skills such as emo onal regula on and managing 
cogni ve biases that may hinder resilience and effec ve 
decision-making.15

During opera ons, PsyRestora on also becomes 
an important pillar of our PsyDef Tasks. Firstly, the 
exposure of trauma c stressors, such as seeing dead 
bodies in HADR opera ons, could affect our soldiers 
psychologically during and a er their mission is 
completed.16 Incidents may also occur during such 
unpredictable circumstances and would have the 

poten al to create significant distress, and can 
overwhelm one’s usual coping mechanisms in an 
already hazardous and stressful environment.17 To 
sustain and bolster our servicemen’s morale and mental 
well-being during opera ons, psychologists conduct 
psychological debriefing, facilitate opera onal learning 
and address issues that may poten ally erode our 
servicemen’s PsyR. When faced with cri cal incidents, 
psychologists would also conduct crisis interven ons to 
mi gate the adverse impacts of the crisis and aid 
servicemen in their coping process. Importantly, the 

mely and appropriate management of psychologically 
affected servicemen a er a cri cal incident will 
minimise opera onal down me and enable our 
servicemen and the units to con nue their deployment.

Beyond MSPP and PsyRestora on, with the 
prolifera on of social media and other mass 
communica on means, our servicemen are o en 
exposed to a wide spectrum of informa on content 
today.18 Informa on campaigns from poten al 
adversaries advancing certain agendas could expose our 
servicemen to fabricated informa on, polarised content 
or emo onally-driven propaganda.19 During opera ons, 
in a highly ambiguous and vola le environment, this 
leaves our servicemen even more suscep ble and 
vulnerable to the effects of misinforma on and 
disinforma on.20 Studies have shown that humans 
dis nguish between offensive and defensive coali onal 

M
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Figure 2: Psychological Readiness Model.
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aggression, and that informa onal cues—or how you 
frame such opera ons—affected their willingness to 
par cipate and their emo onal responses toward 
others.21 Psychologists thus play an important role in 
assis ng commanders to frame campaigns 
appropriately, engage and communicate with deployed 
servicemen adequately as well as providing current 
assessment of our soldiers’ PsyR from me to me. In 
turn, this will bolster and sustain our servicemen’s PsyR 
through the stressful and dynamic circumstances that 
come with each opera on. 

The Fight Against COVID-19

As the SAF con nues to answer the na on’s call in 
various crises, our servicemen’s mobilisa on extends 
across an expanding range of opera ons with 
increasingly diverse opera ng circumstances.22 At the 
same me, psychologists’ roles in support of opera ons 
are con nuously redefined. 

Throughout the pandemic, the SAF stood up 
several task forces to support a wide range of 
opera ons, such as logis cs, contact tracing, suppor ng 
migrant worker dormitory operators and ensuring 
workers’ welfare, providing emergency housing and 
medical opera ons.23 In order to maintain opera onal 
readiness and training standards, the SAF also put in 
place safe management measures and health protocols 
to ensure the con nuity of essen al opera ons. As in 
service personnel responded to the na on’s call and 
adapted their opera ons, inevitably, the dras c changes 
wrought by the COVID-19 situa on would have caused a 
strain on their well-being.24 Just like health care 
workers, our personnel faced tremendous stress as they 
took on unfamiliar roles.25 It was paramount that they 
received adequate support to manage their new and 
increasing work demands, to maintain their 
psychological well-being. 

As the pandemic brought about a wave of 
digitalisa on and changes in work processes in our 
society, we also seized the opportunity to transform the 
way we provided our support. With the onset of na on 
wide safe management measures, on-line surveys were 
conducted to monitor the general well-being and 
psychological readiness of our personnel as the 
situa on developed or with new measures 
implemented throughout the pandemic. These were 

supported by pla orms such as FormSG to capture our 
servicemen’s sen ments efficiently and remotely. These 
data allowed us to analyse and understand how 
personnel across the organisa on varied in terms of 
their well-being and had been coping through the 
pandemic. Insights such as the risk factors that 
servicemen were exposed to, were shared with 
commanders and personnel departments to improve 
processes and policies, and develop engagement 
ini a ves and messages to address needs and concerns.

During the Circuit Breaker period, servicemen 
from cri cal opera onal units had to undergo extended 
periods of quaran ne and isola on for force 
preserva on. Through surveys, soldiers were able to 
provide feedback about stress arising from separa on 
from family and prolonged dura on at work. Similarly 
with the task forces, feedback related to prolonged 
working hours, the uncertainty of deployment period, 
and concerns over the exposure to the virus were also 
obtained. 

As studies on military personnel have shown, 
prolonged periods of stress may lead to increased 
fa gue, decreased vigour and may influence soldiers’ 
ability to process crucial informa on and take on 
cogni ve-demanding tasks.26 During the virus outbreak, 
the uncertainty and ambiguity of informa on—o en 
delayed or conflic ng—also led to increased 
psychological stress on individuals.27 Thus, reducing 
uncertainty became a cri cal component in bolstering 
psychological wellbeing and preven ng nega ve 
psychological outcomes such as acute stress disorders 
and depressive symptoms.28 As we began to understand 
the epidemiology of the virus, commanders ac vely 
engaged their soldiers with updated informa on on the 
virus and protec ve measures to enable the con nuity 
of ac vi es and work. These efforts, through various 
forms such as bite-sized infographics and the u lisa on 
of social media pla orms, thus became examples of 
how our leadership adapted and improved their 
communica on and engagement. As we move forward 
from an unprecedented year of disrup ons, our 
innova on in communica on processes signal an 
important milestone not just in adap ng to COVID-19 
but as a turning point to reimagine leadership 
engagement and development.
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For our deployed personnel in COVID-19 
opera ons and servicemen adap ng to new processes 
to carry out essen al ac vi es, these stressors are 
further amplified with increased exposure to the 
infec on, while facing high cogni ve workload, built-up 
fa gue, occupa onal burnout and adjustment concerns 
in the rapidly changing work environment.29 Addi onal 
psychological support was thus provided to the COVID-
19 Task Forces and Cri cal Opera onal units, given the 
poten al strains posed by the inherent risks of 
exposure, extended social isola on, ambiguous 
opera onal situa on, and requirement to work in inter-
agency teams. These translated in the form of MSPP, 
regular sensing of morale through online surveys, focus-
group interviews and interviews by psychologists during 
the opera ons, and post-deployment decompression. 
As past studies and experiences from previous SAF 
opera ons have shown, mental prepara on is a key 
success factor for performance.30 Stress management, 
emo onal regula on and coping mechanisms taught 
and contextualised during these sessions bolstered 
soldiers’ psychological resilience for their mission and 
enabled them to cope be er a er deployment.31

Besides these, a en on was also paid to 
engender mission clarity and focus through command 
emphasis and engagement. When servicemen are 
commi ed to their cause, they are more likely to 
perform be er in prolonged and stressful condi ons 

and are less suscep ble to emo onal distress, and other 
depressive symptoms.32 Thus, by working with 
commanders in communica on efforts such as defining 
common goals, building shared iden ty, and 
empowering individuals’ beliefs and sense of purpose to 
their work, collec ve resilience was strengthened in 
each unit and task force.33 Our con nuous effort to 
engage, communicate and address concerns of our 
servicemen paid off as the units and task forces 
emerged stronger through the opera ons with 
remarkably higher levels of psychological readiness.

Learning from our psychological support 
experiences during COVID-19, it is vital for us to 
con nue building and maintaining our servicemen’ 
psychological readiness and resilience to act as an 
intangible asset towards mission success when crisis 
strikes. As seen during the pandemic, social interac ons 
and staying connected provided an opportunity to 

strengthen our collec ve iden ty and sense of purpose. 
Despite a year without cohesion ac vi es, unit 
cohesiveness was found to be excep onally high, post 
COVID-19. Psychological readiness and resilience must, 
thus not be seen as an individual ac vity but as a 
collec ve effort. 

HARD TRUTHS FOR THE FUTURE

Hard Truth on Stress and Well-Being. Having 
experienced this unprecedented na onal crisis, a few 
hard truths about psychological readiness become 
evident. Firstly, stress is part and parcel of military life, 
but can also be exacerbated greatly by condi ons 
beyond the typical realms of the military. As the military 
is a fast-paced environment where personnel are 
required to perform under stressful condi ons, burnout 
rates are typically high.34 Stress can come from many 
sources including hos le situa ons, harsh 
environments, the daily demands of work, as well as 
long working hours and family separa on, which are 
especially prevalent during deployment.35 More 
recently, the COVID-19 situa on has also given us a 
glimpse of the popula on-wide increase in psychological 
distress that can result when society at large is 
undergoing a crisis.36 To the extent that the military is a 
reflec on of society, spillover effects can be expected. 
Hence, in some ways, there may be parallels to the 
psychological impact that grey zone threats could have 
on us.

Among the most challenging tasks that a unit 
commander needs to be ready for is balancing 
opera onal requirements with the well-being of a unit, 
which psychologists play a crucial role in suppor ng. At 
an individual level, how our servicemen handle 
psychological stressors and demands are important. The 
more we inculcate healthy coping styles and foster 
posi ve mental health habits during peace me, the 
more likely personnel will apply them during cri cal 
periods, because coping mechanisms that become 
habitual are more likely to be prac sed. At a unit, team 
and even buddy level, cohesion is widely recognised as 
having an overwhelming influence on well-being and 
performance.37 As such, psychologists assist 
commanders in regular diagnosis and development of 
unit cohesion, facilita ng team-building programmes 
and providing team effec veness feedback. 
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At the organisa onal level, policies must be able 
to address varying stressors and demands through a 
peace-Period of Tension (POT)-war me con nuum. 
Long term exposure to great stressors can cause 
emo onal exhaus on and in turn nega vely affect 
organisa onal commitment and Early Release rates.38 
As such, organisa onal psychologists have been working 
with various popula ons to address issues affec ng the 
sustainability of our people, including systems to 
manage workload, facilita ng family engagement, as 
well as more comprehensive mental health support.

Hard Truth on Resilience. Beyond coping with 
stressors, the unprecedented na onal crisis has also 
revealed hard truths about the importance of building 
psychological strength. The vola le security 
environment and the prominence of non-kine c 
domains have made it increasingly per nent for the SAF 
to equip our people with psychological strengths to 
thrive in a wider opera onal spectrum. However, such 
psychological strengths must be built up systema cally 
over me. As with improvements in physical strength, 
there is a need to embark on progressive and disciplined 
training, as the build-up psychological resilience to deal 
with and grow from stressors requires sustained effort.

Experiences from foreign militaries such as the 
United States (US) and Australia have shown that when 
it comes to resilience training, properly sequenced, 
graduated and contextualised training is key to effec ve 
training outcomes.39 Hence, there is a need to ensure 
that resilience training is embedded into the various 
stages of a serviceman’s Route of Advancement (ROA). 
This would include allowing resilience skills to be 
con nually prac sed and reinforced during courses and 
opera onal unit milestones. The SAF has rolled out 
resilience training to all BMT and most ab-ini o courses, 
while con nuous refinement and implementa on of 
resilience training are underway.

Hard Truth on Building Psychological Readiness. 
Apart from Resilience, another cri cal component of an 
effec ve soldier is the readiness to engage in opera ons 
and combat, and to deal with the associated stressors. 
Referencing Grinker and Spiegel‘s quote, it is important 
to note that opera onal stress accounts for almost half 
of all combat casual es and is a major cause of a ri on 
of military forces.40 Even soldiers who are well-trained 

and well-equipped would not be able to demonstrate 
their full poten al if they are not in the right state of 
mind. Thus, the challenge is then for commanders to be 
able to manage psychological readiness well. However, 
they may lack the relevant exper se and tools to do so.

In order to support commanders in building and 
maintaining psychological readiness, a centralised 
planning, decentralised execu on model has been 
adopted. With this, a central group of psychologists 
develop toolkits and generate broad insights, while 
commanders work with a team of assigned or deployed 
opera onal psychologists to translate them into unit-
specific measures and interven ons. The Australian 
Defence Force (ADF) calls these teams from the 1st 
Psychology Unit ‘capability bricks’, highligh ng their 
fundamental importance yet modular nature. With 
ready toolkits available and armed with specific 
knowledge and experience, these teams can be more 
responsive in customising support according to units’ 
needs. This is done through psychological screening, 
psychological readiness monitoring, performance 
maximisa on, psychological health monitoring and 
team effec veness building, among others.

Hard Truth on Manpower Resources. Lastly, from 
a macro perspec ve, even as SAF opera ons become 
more complex in an increasingly vola le security 
environment, we must contend with a shrinking 
manpower resource pool due to shi ing demographics 
and compe ng demands for specialised skills on a 
na onal level. As such, there is a growing need for 
psychology to help in enhancing selec on, performance 
and reten on. As a baseline, con nued valida on and 
fine-tuning of the assessment and selec on system are 
required for the system to remain relevant amidst the 
changing nature of jobs. Beyond that, militaries also 
need to tap on advances in psychology and technology 
to achieve be er op misa on of personnel 
performance, through areas such as training, mo va on 
and human factors.

Foreign militaries have also recognised the 
importance of sustained efforts to op mise the use of 
limited manpower resources. The US has adapted 
mul dimensional forced choice tes ng in their Tailored 
Adap ve Personality Assessment System for new 
recruits, and has also undertaken holis c efforts to 
study and reduce a ri on of service personnel, 
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especially in high-risk voca ons.41 Similarly, the SAF has 
embarked on improving assessment and selec on at 
every stage, ranging from the use of the Voca on 
Suitability Score together with other indicators to be er 
allocate full- me Na onal Servicemen to suitable roles, 
to greater prolifera on of digital technology for 
assessments to improve mo va on and realism. These 
are done in conjunc on with a ri on studies at various 
courses to be er understand why some are more likely 
to succeed than others, deployment of tools to address 
fa gue management in prolonged opera ons, as well as 
training in cogni ve domains that will put our people in 
be er stead for grey zone opera ons. There are diverse 
lines of effort requiring exper se in many new areas, 
but ul mately, they aim to improve each individual’s 
ability to contribute, and maximise our limited 
manpower resources.

CONCLUSION 

Recent developments including the COVID-19 
situa on have illustrated how the future ba lefield will 
be more dynamic, and how it will place greater 
psychological stressors on our units and individual 
servicemen. Hence, while the mission of military 
psychologists remains unchanged, the means of 
achieving it must con nue to evolve. This essay has 
highlighted some of the paradigm shi s that psychology 
support for opera ons is undergoing, including the 
systema c building of psychological strengths during 
peace me, digitalisa on and modularity of 
psychological support, as well as a renewed emphasis 
on maximising limited manpower resources. Moving 
ahead, these will be cri cal in ensuring that our people 
are psychologically equipped, and at their peak mental 
condi on for mission success in any opera on.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the founding of Singapore, our na onal 
leaders have recognised the importance of a strong 
MINDEF/SAF in the defence of our na on. The strength 
of MINDEF/SAF is, in turn, dependent on the ability of 
our leaders to lead their men, develop their teams and 
improve the organisa on. Leaders also have the 
responsibility of ensuring that those they lead are 
engaged, mo vated and commi ed, so that MINDEF/
SAF as a whole con nues to strive for organisa onal 
excellence. As such, MINDEF/SAF has always paid close 
a en on to the development of our leaders, to ensure 
that the best people fill leadership posi ons across all 
levels in the organisa on.2

Modern military history has highlighted 
numerous stories of how leaders have been 
instrumental to campaign success or failures. One such 
example is General George S. Pa on, who in the Ba le 
of the Bulge in World War II (WWII), accomplished what 
other leaders thought was impossible by ac va ng three 
divisions from the Third Army to push back against the 
enemy’s advance.3 In so doing, he turned the de of the 
ba le, which ul mately led to the defeat of Nazi 
Germany. In Singapore’s context, the first Chief of 
Defence Force, Lieutenant General (Re red) [LG (Ret)] 
Winston Choo was credited with shaping ‘the culture 
and values of the Singapore Armed Forces—not by 
issuing orders alone, but by living and breathing these 
values.’4 This is further supported by organisa onal 
research, where leadership is ‘increasingly recognised as 
a cri cal factor in all forms of organisa on: formal and 
informal, business and public, civilian and military, 
historical and contemporary, the arts as well as the 

sciences, and ‘for profit’, ‘not for profit’ and voluntary’.5 
In other words, good leadership is vital for all 
organisa ons to thrive.

What cons tutes good leadership is context 
dependent, since ‘the domains in which leadership is 
prac sed are so varied… what it takes to be a successful 
leader or to bring about effec ve leadership may vary 
considerably across contexts.’6 Former Bri sh Prime 
Minister, Winston Churchill is a good example of how his 
leadership may be relevant for war me, but less so in 
peace me. As scien st-prac oners, Industrial/
Organisa onal (I/O) psychologists are well posi oned to 
understand the unique context of the organisa on, and 
to bridge the gap between research and applica on to 
impact leadership and organisa onal development.

MINDEF/SAF LEADERSHIP AND 
ORGANISATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
EFFORTS

Due to the cri cal role that leaders play, MINDEF/
SAF has invested substan ally in various Leadership and 
Organisa onal Development (L&OD) efforts over the 
years. MINDEF/SAF’s L&OD vision is to develop:

1. Trusted & Effec ve Leaders, who make 
decisions and act effec vely in a Vola le, Uncertain, 
Complex, and Ambiguous (VUCA) environment;

2. Cohesive & High-Performing Teams, 
characterised by accelerated team alignment, teamwork 
and team learning; and

3. A Steadfast MINDEF/SAF, led by 
Organisa onal Stewards who con nually improve the 
organisa on. This can be achieved through engaging our 
people, and fostering a culture of organisa onal 
resilience and innova on.

TRUSTED & EFFECTIVE LEADERS

Leadership Development is a con nuous process 
in MINDEF/SAF. The organisa on has a systema c 

‘The guns we provide the SAF are as effec ve as the 
soldiers who fire them. The soldiers are as effec ve as 

the officers (leaders) who lead them.’

Dr Goh Keng Swee, 19811
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process to develop our leaders from junior to senior 
levels. Psychologists support the development of our 
leaders across their en re careers.

Development of Frameworks

In the early years, our system of leadership 
development took reference from the training systems 
of other countries. Over me, MINDEF/SAF recognised 
the need for our own leadership development structure 
and process, to meet our unique context such as having 
a conscript army.

MINDEF/SAF psychologists were an integral part 
of that development process. They conducted extensive 
literature review to iden fy relevant research on 
leadership theories (e.g. transforma onal leadership 
and situa onal leadership) and contextualised them for 
the organisa on. For instance, the SAF 24/7 Leadership 
Framework and the Leadership Competency Model 
(LCM) were developed a er mul ple rounds of Focus 
Group Discussions (FGDs) and surveys with different 
stakeholders. These models eventually became 
approved doctrines for leadership development in the 

SAF, which formed the founda on for the design of 
training curricula. More recently, psychologists from 
Centre of Leadership Development (CLD) and DPD have 
also worked together with stakeholders to produce 
MINDEF’s Leadership Development Framework. 
Psychologists con nue to refine our exis ng doctrines, 
as well as develop new doctrines (e.g. crisis leadership) 
to meet the demands of the future.

Having such leadership frameworks is essen al. 
They provide trainers with a common frame to develop 
relevant course content for leadership training. For 
instance, curriculum developers from the year-long SAF 
Leadership & Organisa on Development course u lise 
the 24/7 and LCM to develop ac vi es that help 
par cipants internalise key leadership behaviours.7

Providing Feedback for Leaders’ Self 
Development

The recep vity towards feedback is important for 
leaders. Research shows that feedback, combined with 
execu ve coaching, improves the leader’s self-
awareness and self-management, which consequently 

Figure 1: Examples of frameworks developed over the years.
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enhances leadership effec veness.8 Psychologists were 
involved in the crea on of various individual feedback 
tools and processes that support leadership 
development in MINDEF/SAF. This includes the 360° 
Mul -Source Leadership Feedback (MSLF) and the 
INSIGHT360 tool for SAF and MINDEF, respec vely. Each 
leader is rated by their superiors, peers, subordinates and 
themselves based on a list of leadership behaviours. 
Through this exercise, leaders gain greater awareness of 
their leadership strengths and weaknesses 

.

Within the SAF, the MSLF is currently deployed to 
support Officer Commanding (OC), Commanding Officer 
(CO), and Regimental Sergeant Major (RSM) 
appointments. It is also incorporated into various Route 
of Advancement (ROA) programmes (e.g. Command 
Staff Course, Joint Senior Leadership Course, and Senior 
Commanders’ Programme). Within MINDEF, 
INSIGHT360 is deployed on alternate years for middle 
management and senior management leaders, to 
support their development.

COHESIVE & HIGH-PERFORMING TEAMS

In an integrated organisa on like MINDEF/SAF, it 
is increasingly important for our leaders to be able to 
develop and lead cohesive and high-performing teams.

Psychologists have been involved in the 
development of Leadership Development (LD) processes 
and tools to enhance the effec veness of teams. For 
instance, the Command Effec veness Process (CEP) and 
Team Effec veness Process (TEP) are avenues to 
develop effec ve and cohesive teams in the SAF and 
MINDEF respec vely. Both programmes provide the 
opportunity for leaders to gather with their teams, to 
align themselves to a common objec ve by formula ng 
their Vision, Roles, Rules, Rela onships (V3R).

Another way psychologists have contributed to 
the development of teams in SAF is the design and 
implementa on of the A-team survey and Psychological 
Readiness Ques onnaire (PRQ). The A-team survey 
provides COs with a current snapshot of the level of 
team cogni on and team cohesion in their units. The CO 
can make use of the A-team report to discuss with their 
execu ve coaches to iden fy key areas to strengthen 
their command teams. This is complemented by the 
PRQ, which provides a sensing of various factors that 

affect the readiness of their unit (e.g. cohesion and 
percep ons about key appointment holders). Using the 
PRQ findings, psychologists provide COs with mely 
feedback and work with them to develop interven ons 
that enhance unit climate and func oning, thus 
suppor ng them to lead their units more effec vely. 
PRQ findings on the key appointment holders can also 
be provided as feedback for each individual.

STEADFAST MINDEF/SAF

With rapid technological and societal changes, 
MINDEF/SAF has to con nually transform to meet these 
challenges. At the core of the organisa on are its 
people. Hence, it is important to ensure that they 
con nue to remain engaged and commi ed to the 
organisa on’s cause.

Research has shown that highly engaged 
individuals are more likely to perform be er and engage 
in posi ve organisa onal behaviours at work.9 
Engagement is also related to a reduc on in workplace 
accidents and injuries.10 In short, having highly engaged 
individuals will result in posi ve outcomes across the 
organisa on. While various factors contribute to 
employee engagement, leaders play a significant role in 
influencing engagement in their teams and 
organisa on.11

Psychologists support leaders through regular 
sensing of key issues that may affect employee 
engagement in the organisa on. This includes 
conduc ng organisa onal-level surveys such as the 
Organisa onal Climate Survey (OCS). The OCS is 
administered to all permanent staff in MINDEF/SAF 
biennially, and gathers feedback on a wide variety of 
factors related to employee engagement. Regularly 
monitoring employees’ sen ments in these areas allows 
for mely interven ons to address their needs, to keep 
employees mo vated and commi ed. Psychologists also 
regularly conduct sta s cal analysis to validate the 
engagement model, so that it remains relevant to the 
organisa on.

Following each OCS, en ty heads receive their 
report from psychologists detailing the findings for their 
unit(s). Leaders are encouraged to discuss the issues 
surfaced through the report with their leadership team, 
and to address the issues within their sphere of 
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influence. This may pertain to areas such as the amount 
of resources provided to staff to accomplish their tasks, 
or the rela onships within the unit.

The findings from OCS also inform organisa onal 
changes across MINDEF/SAF. Previous OCS findings 

highlighted a need to drive a culture of innova on, 
reduce red tape and enhance the professional 
development of DXOs. In driving a culture of innova on, 
psychologists are involved in the Transforma on and 
Innova on Steering Commi ee and MINDEF 
Transforma on Working Group which has overseen 

ini a ves to address these issues. Notably, 
psychologists were closely involved in the Defence 
Execu ve Officer (DXO) review to examine development 
opportuni es for DXOs.

CLD and DPD psychologists collaborated to conduct 
a series of FGDs to iden fy developmental gaps among 
the DXO popula on. Following this, the L&OD Make-a 
thon was conducted with leaders within MINDEF/SAF as 
well as from external agencies (e.g., Public Service 
Division), to brainstorm solu ons to address the gaps 
iden fied. The DXO review was also ini ated to review 
competency frameworks among DXO job families, as 
well as to guide the professional development of DXOs 
in order to meet their career aspira ons.

In 2021, the OCS was also revised to incorporate 
ques ons from the Public Service Employee 
Engagement Survey (PS EES).12 This allows MINDEF/SAF 
to benchmark our engagement-related findings with 
other public agencies. In doing so, MINDEF/SAF will be 
be er able to iden fy areas where the organisa on may 
currently fall short, and make changes in order to 
maintain its compe ve edge as an employer of choice. 
In addi on, shorter and more regular surveys were 
introduced to allow the organisa on to keep a finger on 
the pulse of employee sen ments on key issues 
throughout the year.

Future possibilities

As the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic has made 
evident, it is impera ve that our leaders can lead 
effec vely in different circumstances. Research has 
shown that it is more challenging to lead virtual teams 
than tradi onal teams.13 Specifically, it is more difficult to 
develop rela onships in virtual se ngs, which requires 
more deliberate a en on from leaders.14

L&OD will remain relevant as the organisa on 
seeks to transform itself to meet future challenges. The 
needs of future genera ons entering the workforce will 
differ from previous genera ons. For example, research 
found that work-life balance drove career choices for 

Picture 1: Leadership & Organisa onal Development Make-a-thon in 2018. 
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three out of four Millennials.15 In comparison, Baby 
Boomers view their job as an integral part of their 
iden ty and hence place more emphasis on their 
work.16 Hence, given the diversity in the workplace, 
leaders need to recognise that there is no one-size-fits-all 
solu on to effec ve leadership.17

Psychology will con nue to support the L&OD 
efforts in MINDEF/SAF. Psychologists can contribute 

through conduc ng research on the changing needs 
across genera ons, and equipping our leaders with the 
necessary skills to meet those needs. By keeping abreast 
of the latest research and ensuring that psychological 
models are validated, psychologists will be well 
posi oned to enhance organisa onal effec veness, thus 
contribu ng to the success of the mission of MINDEF/
SAF. 
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 By Dr Mark Khei  

INTRODUCTION

Imagine that you are an avid ra er, and are 
planning to take on some challenging rapids down a 
river to improve your performance. Along with slow 
water and shallows, your map shows that you will 
encounter unavoidable turns and rapids. How would 
you ensure that you can safely navigate across the 
rough waters and handle any unexpected challenges 
that may come your way? Perhaps you would rely on 
the company of your trusted friends or enlist the 
support of more experienced ra ers as you plan your 
route. Maybe you will gear up be er or consider using a 
bigger ra . Regardless, you will definitely take me to 
acquire the right tools, and have the needed support in 
place to conquer what is ahead. One thing for sure is 
that a er making it through the trials of your river 
adventure, you will emerge a more confident and 
dauntless ra er.

THE INOCULATION CONCEPT OF 
RESILIENCE

Just like ra ing, everyone will experience twists 
and turns in life as they navigate through their everyday 
tasks. Some will cope be er than others, yet people 
generally adapt well over me to stressful situa ons 
thanks, in part, to resilience.

Resilience is defined as the ability to overcome 
stress, ‘bounce back’ from or grow in the face of 
adversi es, which eventually decreases one’s 
vulnerability to future stressors.2 The current focus in 
research on stress and resilience is on understanding 

the protec ve factors (e.g., personal resources, social 
support) that promote resilience among people in mes 
of stress.3 For instance, Tugade and Fredrickson 
advocated that people who are able to find posi ve 
elements in nega ve events (i.e., silver lining) may be 
be er at adap ng and adjus ng to, as well as coping 
with, life’s challenges. Besides the element of bouncing 
back from difficult situa ons, resilience can also lead to 
profound personal growth.4

The good news is that one’s resilience level is not 
set in stone. Psychological resilience is not a personality 
trait or individual factor that only some people possess. 
On the contrary, resilience is formed through the basic 
psychological components of behaviours, thoughts and 
ac ons, which anyone can learn and develop through 

me. The ability to learn resilience is one reason why 
research has shown that resilience is an ordinary, not 
extraordinary, phenomenon. Besides individual efforts 
towards resilience, the environment and external 
sources of support are important, too. Take for example 
military missions and ac vi es when commanders are 
constantly there to encourage their men during each 
training—this builds cohesion and esprit de corps, which 
in turn builds up the psychological resilience in the 
whole unit.

While resilience is a valuable trait, the process of 
gaining resilience may not be a smooth-sailing one. The 
road to developing resilience likely involves 
experiencing considerable amounts of emo onal 
distress. O en, stress is portrayed as something that 
causes a nega ve impact. However, research has shown 
that exposure to stress can promote resilience to 
subsequent stressful episodes later in life. This 
phenomenon has been referred to as ‘stress 
inocula on’, which is similar to the resilience to a 
pathology that is generated through vaccina on by a 
weakened pathogen. Just as vaccina on using a dead or 
weakened pathogen enables the body to build up 

The most beau ful people we have known are those 
who have known defeat, known suffering, known 

struggle, and have found their way out of those depths.

Elisabeth Kubler-Ross1 
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resistance to a par cular virus, thus moun ng a long 
las ng immune response, exposure to a moderate 
amount of stress enables us to learn to cope more 
effec vely with future stressors.

This concept of inocula on can be applied to a 
resilience-building programme. Firstly, a basic system of 
psychoeduca on is offered, followed by exposure of 
personnel to stressors for learning (through training 
design, embedding stressors in training), and finally 
teaching our personnel how to deal with them in a 
systema c manner through post ac on reviews 
iden fying ini al stressors, finding solu ons to those 
stressors, and trying these solu ons out in actuality. The 
desired outcome of this approach is to increase an 
individual’s resilience to weather trials and tribula ons. 
By using the strategies and coping techniques learned 
through this process, individuals can also nurture their 
character and grow through these difficul es, thus 
being inoculated. Indeed, research has shown that such 
an approach is effec ve in the military as well.5 When 
common military adversi es and stressors were 
iden fied, and military personnel were exposed to 
these adversi es and stressors during training in a safe 
se ng, this improved their outcomes for survival, 
evasion, resistance and extrac on. Resilience training in 
the SAF also takes such an approach across all 
Services—i.e., we build up internal capacity and 

external sources of support, inoculate people to known 
military stressors, and then expose them to setback and 
failure in a controlled environment.6

RESILIENCE IN THE MILITARY

Given the posi ve outcomes of resilience in the 
military, it is not surprising that resilience has been an 
important topic in military psychology since the 1970s. 
This is especially so given the unique se ng 
experienced by military personnel, of an environment 
that is Vola le, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous 
(VUCA).7 On top of this challenge, military commanders 
also have to juggle many types of combat/ops stressors. 
For example, the range of things that all military 
personnel need to do include the day-to-day task of 
aiding their men to deal with the rigorous training 
requirements under specific me pressures, while at the 
same me ensuring that all is done to upkeep the 
opera onal readiness of their people and units. The 
psychological readiness and resilience of our soldiers, 
airmen and sailors is o en a key success factor in the 
SAF’s mission. Having a high level of psychological 
readiness ensures our people are ready to perform their 
call of duty, and being resilient ensures that they remain 
steady, commi ed, and in control despite stresses or 
setbacks. Individual resilience thus forms the 
founda on of military performance and it is important 
to embed the efforts to build individual resilience within 

Picture 1: Cohesion and esprit de corps among teams contribute to psychological resilience.
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our training systems. Expanding from the ra ing 
example shared in the opening, regardless of the 
‘toughness’ experienced in our military trainings, as long 
as the right tools and appraisal methods are used, the 
commanders will be able to ins ll a high sense of self 
efficacy (i.e., the percep on of knowing we have the 
right tools to perform well) and build up individual 
resilience over me through this posi ve feedback loop. 
While training takes on a unique and different approach 
across the Services, one commonality exists—all use the 
‘Inocula on Technique’ to build resilience for 
performance enhancement.

In the Army, three key pillars for soldier 
performance throughout the 2+10 years NS con nuum 
have been iden fied, namely (1) Strong Body to develop 
physically fit soldiers; (2) Strong Mind to develop 
resilient and adap ve soldiers capable of opera ng 
effec vely in challenging combat environments; and (3) 
Strong Heart to engender greater Commitment to 
Defence (C2D) and Commitment to Na onal Service 
(C2NS). The establishment of the Centre of Excellence 
for Soldier Performance (CESP) under HQ 9 Div/Inf 
provided the Army with a dedicated setup that uses a 
mul -disciplinary approach to drive the Army’s ‘Soldier 
Strong’ Campaign. This integrated approach is 
beneficial, because research has shown that there is a 
strong correla on between mental and physical health.8 
Hence, the healthier we are in one domain, the stronger 

we also are in another domain, and vice versa. How 
then is the resilience inocula on concept applied for the 
Army? Commanders and instructors play a cri cal role 
in the building of resilience in our soldiers. As we know, 
resilience is the ability to overcome stress, ‘bounce 
back’ from or grow in the face of adversi es, which 
eventually decreases one’s vulnerability to future 
stressors. As such, our psychologists place great 
emphasis in preparing our commanders in BMTC and 
Command Schools to train and lead their trainees. They 
conduct lectures and workshops, for the purpose of 
educa ng instructors on the common stressors faced by 
trainees and the strategies in handling them. Hence, 
when their trainees encounter these psychological 
stressors in their training, Commanders and instructors 
would know how to aid the trainees in iden fying the 
right solu ons, and subsequently in mentally retrieving 
these solu ons for applica on in similar situa ons. 
Psychologists also help Commanders appreciate the 
science of resilience building among soldiers and teams. 
Behind the scenes, the scien fic knowledge in the 
building of resilience for performance enhancement are 
then translated into lesson plans that Commanders and 
instructors would implement to develop and grow their 
soldiers’ resilience. 

In the Republic of Singapore Airforce (RSAF), 
Adap veness, Innova veness and Resilience (AIR) are 
three key desired characteris cs iden fied for RSAF 

Picture 2: Besides developing a strong body through rigorous training, it is important to develop a strong mind and 
strong heart to have soldiers who are healthy in all domains.
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personnel to operate effec vely across the full spectrum 
of opera ons. Resilience training in the RSAF is 
conducted by psychologists and trainers in a systema c 
and structured manner. Specifically, the AIR programme 
is embedded in the ab ini o training curriculum, and 
leverages on ac vi es tailored for the respec ve 
voca ons. There are three phases in the AIR 
programme: (a) Awareness, where RSAF personnel are 
taught the theories behind fundamental AIR 
competencies, and equipped with key strategies for 
facing challenging situa ons; (b) Applica on, where 
RSAF personnel prac se the skills they have learnt 
through self-reflec on, facilitated discussions, and 
coaching; and (c) Ac on, where the respec ve 
voca onal training uses scenario-based training to 
provide opportuni es to apply the skills learnt. This is 
followed by deliberate and structured debriefs and 
coaching of their AIR competencies by instructors. 
Similar to the Army, the RSAF also uses the same 
resilience inocula on technique to enhance 
performance of their personnel.

The resilience training in the Republic of 
Singapore Navy (RSN) currently takes place for RSN 
trainees in their Basic Specialisa on Course Training 
(BSC1), which is similar to the Army’s Basic Military 
Training Centre. Resilience ‘top-up’ training is also 
conducted for all personnel who are deployed for high 
tempo exercises. The RSN has iden fied three main 
principles, which also encompass the inocula on 
concept: (1) Leverage on exis ng training systems to 
harness tacit knowledge; (2) Centralised planning, 
Decentralised execu on; (3) Measure and Improve. As 
such, the RSN has infused resilience training into the 
exis ng curriculum, to ensure that apart from the 
dedicated workshop teaching resilience skills, they have 
ample opportuni es to do guided prac ce at work 
through habitua on (e.g. combat breathing during 
tac cal training), and to u lise these skills in challenging 
scenarios through inocula on (e.g. mental rehearsal 
prior to emergency sta ons drills). Feedback from RSN 
personnel is then obtained and used to improve the 
instruc on for future batches.

OTHER WAYS OF IMPROVING 
PERFORMANCE IN OPERATORS

Besides bolstering the resilience of our people, 
there are also other ways to improve performance. 

Broadly speaking, they fall into two areas: (i) physical 
and (ii) behavioural aspects.

First, physical aspects that cause cogni ve load 
and stress on an individual have been studied in various 
se ngs. This field of study is called Engineering 
Psychology, where it is an applied subfield that focuses 
on improving and adap ng technology, equipment and 
work environments to enhance human behavior and 
capabili es. Psychologists will study the ergonomics and 
features of say, a piece of equipment and its interac on 
with our human cogni on. One of the earliest examples 
happened in World War I (WWI), when psychologists 
realised that to minimise accidents, switches in a tank 
should correspond to the physical world, i.e., le  switch 
means things that occur on the le  field of vision, and 
right switch for the right field of vision.

 Environmental stressors, such as heat or sound, 
can cause impairment in military task performance, 
par cularly in cogni ve domains such as vigilance, 
judgement and execu ve func oning. Hence, personal 
equipment that addresses these ‘environmental 
stressors’ are excep onally helpful in enhancing an 
operator’s performance. One example comes from the 
Soldier Systems Integra on Lab in the Army. A chest 
piece was created that reduces the amount of heat 
trapped in the main body region. With a significant 
reduc on of heat, infantry troopers will experience less 
stress from their environment and keep their bodies 
cooler than usual. A similar device is also used in the Air 
Force, whereby heat can easily be dissipated from the 
chest region during flights.

Second, behavioural aspects such as proper 
exercises, cogni ve training, and mindfulness are all 
cri cal skills that contribute to one’s performance. For 
instance, research has shown that exercising regularly 
modulates and induces structural and func onal 
changes in the brain, bringing about enormous benefit 
to both cogni ve func oning and wellbeing.9 

Accordingly, the CESP’s efforts in the Soldier Strong 
Programme for the schoolhouses in the Army (i.e. 
BMTC, Officer Cadet School [OCS], and Specialist Cadet 
School [SCS]) focus on mul ple facets in the behavioural 
domain, for example, incorpora ng a change in fitness 
programmes so that soldiers train more effec vely, and 
equipping trainees with psychological resilience skills to 
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help soldiers perform be er and remain resilient 
despite setbacks.  

As for cogni ve and mindfulness training, it is 
undeniable that cogni ve func on tends to decline with 
age. However, studies related to cogni ve training have 
shown that keeping mentally ac ve can help to 
maintain healthy cogni ve func oning. This works on 
the premise that mental s mula on can improve 
neuroplas city, which is the brain’s ability to form and 
reorganise connec ons between brain cells in response 
to new tasks. Nouchi and colleagues found that young 
adults who par cipated in brain training games 
demonstrated an improved speed in processing, higher 
execu ve func ons and increased working memory at 
the end of the trial.10 In addi on, mindfulness trials have 
been shown to reduce the primary stress appraisal in 
individuals, and allow for be er uncertainty 
management in the military.11 In the RSAF, mindfulness 
tools have been integrated into the daily training 
processes and procedures to aid Operators in 
maintaining vigilance and alertness, in both cri cal and 
rou ne phases of opera ons. These tools include cues 
to prolong and improve alertness on the tasks at hand. 

To put it into context, let us imagine a day in the 
life of a sports psychologist for a soccer team. A sports 
psychologist is someone who works, in synergy 
alongside the trainers, with the athletes throughout 
their journey as a professional player. John is a sports 
psychologist for the youth soccer team in Singapore. He 
comes in, and finds that as a result of a post-defeat in a 
friendly match with another neighboring country, all of 
his team members are feeling deflated and showing 
signs of a loss in morale. They are lazing around, and 
through their facial expressions of misery, lamen ng 
about their loss. One of the basic goals of John as a 
sports psychologist is to work on the athletes’ 
mo va onal goals. Sensing this issue, he rounds them 
up and decides to pause typical training to bring them 
to a nearby canteen for a break. This brings the boys out 
of their usual training ground, and sets up a  new 
environment without any prior feelings of nega vity 
(due to the loss—some mes seeing the soccer field 
reminds them of it) for a brand new place to talk about 
mo va onal and anxiety issues. At the canteen, he buys 
all of them drinks and food, and begins to casually talk 

about the last game. While he allows the boys to lead 
the discussion, he slowly steers it into the management 
of anxiety and stress. During their talk, John will use 
psychological interven ons to improve the management 
of anxiety and the various emo ons and stress of 
performance in order to enhance a en on, percep on 
and concentra on skills of the individual. Once he has 
talked it all through, and no other ma ers are being 
flagged up, he brings them all back to the field and 
restarts their training in tandem with their trainer.

From this example, we can see that one aspect of 
care that sports psychologists focus on is suppor ng the 
emo onal well-being of players and coaching staff. A lot 
of pressure can be placed on athletes and teams to win, 
and this pressure can cause stress-related responses in 
everyone associated with a sport or sports organisa on. 
Sports psychologists assist in the care and support for 
this stress. Aggression, confidence, anger, and lack of an 
ability to operate in a team-oriented posi on are also 
issues that might be targeted in these sessions.

CONCLUSION AND OTHER RISING 
TRENDS

Finally, there are some emerging trends that the 
SAF can adopt to improve our soldiers’ performance.

The first is using technology such as wearables to 
enhance training and iden fy the op mum training 
zone. Psychologists Pa erson and colleagues have 
shown that technology can be used to build resilience in 
individuals, specifically those at risk of exposure to 
trauma c experiences and developing mental issues as 
a result.12 Virtual Reality (VR) – based interven ons 
have shown that it helps curb an individual’s anxiety 
disorders. In one of such examples, military personnel 
with Post Trauma c Stress Disorders (PTSD) of the 
ba lefield have been slowly exposed to VR that 
simulates ba lefields and other trauma c, triggering 
events systema cally. This helped the afflicted 
personnel to slowly unlearn their anxiety response. This 
breaks up the classically paired condi oning of s mulus 
(ba lefield trauma) and response (feeling anxious, 
swea ng, heart racing) slowly, by the use of VR. For 
example, Mallak highlighted that a stress resilience 
training system is useful for the military se ng. This is 
similar to the inocula on concept outlined above, but 
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takes it further in that these controlled environments 
could be simulated via virtual reality or through 
different types of games similar to a warfare se ng.13

A second area of poten al research by 
psychologists in the SAF entails decoding physical and 
mental differences between men and women, so as to 
enhance women’s role in SAF opera ons. O en mes, it 
has been found that gender is not the problem for 
women being ‘op mised’ for warfare and military 
opera ons. However, we must acknowledge that there 
are biological differences between males and females. 
For example, Dr Heather MacDonald argued that 
physiologically, there is already a difference in the way a 
man’s body can handle more weight than a woman’s. 
While physical hardships may be the primary challenge 
faced by most combatants, the mind (resilience) and 
body (physical) are in fact correlated.14 Preliminary 
research done by Zarulli and colleagues found that 
women are more likely to survive in long-term famine, 

with bodies that are designed to have higher mortality 
survivability as compared to men.15

In summary, this essay has showcased how one 
can gain resilience, and provides an insight into how 
resilience training is conducted in the SAF. Through it 
all, it is impera ve to note the important partnership 
that commanders and trainers have with psychologists 
in the SAF, which is key in promo ng performance 
enhancement in our soldiers, airmen, and sailors. 
Psychology, when applied well in the military context, 
can bring about great gains in our personnel’s poten al 
and wellbeing over me. Any psychological interven on 
would be most effec ve when led and driven by our SAF 
commanders, who remain at the forefront of ba les 
with their soldiers, airmen and sailors. With 
commanders and psychologists con nuing to build and 
strengthen their close partnership, there is a promising 
future for the further applica on of psychology in 
performance enhancement and maximisa on.
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PSYCHOTHERAPY AT A DISTANCE: THE 
ALLURE OF TELETHERAPY

By Ms Dorothy Teo, Ms Annabel Koh, Ms Tina Tin & Ms Joanna Ng   

INTRODUCTION

The current pandemic and the adjustment to new 
norms of physical distancing have posed challenges for 
the mental healthcare sector which has tradi onally 
delivered services via a face-to-face format. Other 
factors may also limit access to mental health 
treatment. In this essay, we explore the use of 
teletherapy as one viable treatment op on and examine 
the plethora of advantages associated with it. 

MENTAL HEALTH DISORDERS & THEIR 
PREVALENCE

The burden of mental illness con nues to grow, 
with significant impact on health and social 
consequences worldwide, including decreased 
produc vity and increased government welfare 
expenditures. The Singapore Mental Health Study 
(SMHS) ini ated in 2016 and spearheaded by the 
Ins tute of Mental Health (IMH) found that one in 
seven persons in Singapore has experienced a mental 
disorder in their life me.2 A comparison of the results of 
the 2016 study with the previous 2010 SMHS findings 
reflect an increase in life me prevalence of mental 
illness from 12% in 2010 to 13.9% in 2016. More 
alarmingly, the 2016 study reported that the majority 
(more than three-quarters) of people with a mental 
disorder in their life me did not seek any professional 
help.

Such figures weigh heavily on the SAF, who is 
responsible for the maintenance of good physical and 
mental health of its servicemen and women. Moreover, 
for reasons of safety, it is vital to ensure that personnel 
handling arms and other poten ally dangerous 

equipment are psychologically healthy. Singapore 
depends on the military for defence and ac on in crisis 
situa ons, and the assurance that soldiers are mentally 
well-adjusted is vital in maintaining the trust of 
Singapore ci zens.

PSYCHOLOGICAL INTERVENTIONS

There are 157 diagnosable mental health 
disorders.3 While differing in presenta on, these are 
generally characterised by a combina on of abnormal 
thoughts, emo ons, percep ons, behavior, and 
rela onships with others. Common mental disorders 
include depression, anxiety, adjustment disorders, 
alcohol use disorders, trauma-related disorders, 
obsessive compulsive disorders, and developmental 
disorders such as au sm.

Psychotherapy or psychosocial interven ons, 
broadly defined as non-pharmacological treatments 
targe ng psychological or social factors, can improve 
symptoms, func oning, and quality of life when used in 
the treatment of persons with mental disorders.4 One 
dominant model of treatment delivery focuses on 
individual psychotherapy, administered typically within 
a face-to-face se ng to one person at a me via a 
trained mental health professional such as a clinical or 
counselling psychologist at a health care facility or 
private office. Within a typical therapy se ng, the main 
focus is on open sharing and explora on across a 
number of sessions with a therapist who promotes 
insights into issues and offers possible solu ons or 
coping mechanisms.

MINDING THE TREATMENT GAP

A treatment gap is defined as the percentage of 
individuals who require care and yet do not receive 
treatment. In our local popula on, the high treatment 
gap is concerning as indicated by the 2016 SMHS 
indica ng that more than three-quarters of persons 
with a mental disorder in their life me did not seek any 
professional help. This significant treatment gap 

The crowd will see you now, the pa ent will see you 
now, Dr. Google will see you now, the robot will see you 
now, the avatar will see you now. Everyone will see you 

now. Everyone but the doctor.’

Dr. Eric Topol, Director,
Scripps Transla onal Science Ins tute1
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illuminates the necessity of promo ng treatment 
uptake. Yet, while key in reducing dysfunc on, 
tradi onal in-person psychotherapy to treat mental 
disorders has not always been easily accessible to many, 
a problem compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
With a slew of restric ons put in place in the na on’s 
efforts to combat rising infec ons, psychotherapy 
services soon became increasingly limited, as 
prac oners found themselves reducing the numbers of 
clients seen daily. Beyond the challenges imposed by 
the pandemic, the presence of several other barriers 
complicate access to one-to-one psychotherapy. These 
include me commitment, s gma, costs associated with 
psychotherapeu c interven ons, and discomfort talking 
about personal issues.5

Time Commitment

Time constraints are associated with poor 
u lisa on of face-to-face treatment, as psychotherapy 
is tradi onally delivered in weekly, hour-long 
appointments in fixed loca ons. Individuals with 
employment or childcare demands may lack the 
flexibility to a end such appointments on a consistent 
basis.

Stigma

Concerns regarding the s gma associated with 
mental illness is a common reason for treatment delay. 
Public s gma relates to the discriminatory or nega ve 
a tudes others hold about mental illness, while self 
s gma involves the nega ve a tudes that people with 
mental illness have about their own condi on. The 
s gma that many cultural groups have related to 
seeking mental health treatment is one of the largest 
barriers to embracing treatment resources. In many 
Asian cultures for example, seeking professional help 
may run counter to cultural values of the family as a 
unit, avoiding shame and exercising emo onal restraint.

Costs of Psychological Interventions

Given the long-term nature of mental health 
treatment and recovery, finances are a legi mate 
considera on in the decision about whether to seek 
help, par cularly during mes of economic hardship. 
Rates in private healthcare sectors easily go up to $250 
ne  or more an hour for psychotherapy, depending on 
the experience, training and specialisa on of the 
clinician. While fees are kept more affordable at 
restructured hospitals and IMH, and at no cost in SAF, 

Picture 1: Clinical psychologist from the SAF Military Medicine Ins tute’s Psychological Care Centre conduc ng in-person 
psychotherapy.
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some possess fears rela ng to privacy and the sharing of 
electronic medical records across public healthcare 
establishments and with employers. 

Discomfort Talking about Personal 
Issues

Discussing private topics with someone not 
known during in-person sessions can be perceived by 
some as threatening or embarrassing. Within the Asian 
context, even when people do seek therapy, there is 
some evidence that they are less likely to disclose their 
problems fully compared to those in European cultures, 
and this can be explained culturally. Asian cultures 
stress ‘saving face’ and relying on family as opposed to 
outsiders.

THE SOLUTION? TELETHERAPY TO THE 
RESCUE

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced a new reality 
on global labour markets, with many workers making 
the abrupt shi  to working remotely outside of 
tradi onal office spaces. This transi on to a remote 
model of working has likewise been witnessed in the 
area of mental healthcare. In the quest to avoid 
disrup on to essen al mental health services, the 
switch to telehealth therapy (or teletherapy) rapidly 
became the norm during the circuit breaker period in 
Singapore. Referring to the use of telecommunica on 
and informa on technologies to provide access to 
health services and informa on across a geographical 
distance, telehealth has risen to the challenge at a me 
when constraints imposed by a pandemic no longer 
make physical consulta ons an immediate go-to op on. 
Encompassing the use of tradi onal telephones, 
smartphones and therapy-related applica ons, internet 
video calls, or online computer-mediated treatment 
programmes, one popular medium of service delivery 
has been that of video conferencing technology across 
local mental health service providers. To date, virtual 
therapy sessions are s ll being offered to suitable 
clients across various public and private se ngs alike, in 
alignment with government guidelines that require 
implementa on of work-from-home when possible as 
the default arrangement.

Aside from video conferencing technologies, 
other models of delivery of psychological interven ons 
offer hope to persons in need of services who cannot or 

do not want to access help in-person. These alterna ves 
have in common the advantage of circumven ng the 
issues that beleaguer tradi onal in-person 
psychotherapy. The flexibility afforded by treatment 
approaches that do not demand face-to-face contact in 
a fixed se ng, the reassurance of not being recognised 
by others which may alleviate concerns about s gma 
related to mental health treatment, and the sense of 
safety created by the distance of teletherapy are just 
some of the benefits of leveraging on other mediums to 
communicate with clients. These possibili es are 
discussed in turn.6

Web-Based Interventions

Internet-based interven ons can be delivered to 
large popula ons in a primarily computer literate 
society, and can be u lised flexibly and accessed easily. 
They can be differen ated according to whether the 
internet is used to communicate and/or to deliver 
informa on. Internet-based therapies such as video 
conference-based therapies that have become more 
commonplace are used for purposes of communica on, 
as are emails or chats, differing in whether they involve 
real- me help or delayed interac on with clients. In 
terms of pure informa on delivery, web-based 
unguided self-help programmes that use the internet as 
a medium of delivery are readily available. A 
complementary approach, mee ng the objec ves of 
informa on delivery and communica on is also 
available, as in cases where web-based guided self-help 
programmes are combined with regular contact with a 
therapist.

Telephones

Telephone-based psychotherapy is similar to in 
person treatment and provides clients with a private 
window in which they can talk one-to-one with a 
therapist, while affording the increased convenience 
that comes with flexible appointment mings and 
loca ons. Individuals who can par cularly benefit from 
this form of treatment include older adults who may be 
unfamiliar with naviga ng web-based technologies as 
well as those who lack ready access to internet services 
and are thus unsuited for web-based interven ons. 
Interes ngly, telephone-administered psychotherapies 
have been found to have lower rates of a ri on than 
tradi onal face-to-face individual psychotherapy.
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Smartphones

With technological advances, the mobile 
telephone has ceased to be simply a portable telephone 
for the purpose of making and receiving calls. A 
common form of mobile phone interven on relies on 
the use of short message service or text messaging. 
Messages sent to clients can consist of standardised 
messages as well as personalised feedback. As part of a 
blended approach to therapy, smartphone applica ons 
provide a channel for therapists to deliver educa onal 
materials and interven ons. Mobile therapy 
applica ons generally use technologies for different 
purposes. Firstly, many mobile applica ons permit 
monitoring of emo onal states, thoughts, and 
behaviours at intervals, tracking pa erns in these data 
and providing avenues for interven ons which can be 
discussed with the therapist during subsequent in 
person sessions. Mobile applica ons also enable client 
therapist communica ons, allowing professionals to 
offer support and advice throughout the day even when 
clients are not within a physical therapy se ng. In some 
instances, these applica ons can connect the user to an 
online support community so clients can receive advice 

or chat with group members when encountering 
psychological distress. Lastly, mobile applica ons can be 
used to promote self-paced learning, encompassing a 
combina on of mul media, text, and digital ac vi es 
such as surveys to assist clients in learning new 
psychological frameworks and prac sing helpful 
interven ons.

WHAT’S TRENDING NOW

We take a look at some of the popular 
technologies used in this digital era.

Smartphone Applications

Smartphone applica ons have shown to be a 
valuable adjunct to psychotherapy for some condi ons 
like Post-Trauma c Stress Disorder (PTSD) and sleep 
difficul es.7 They provide psychoeduca onal 
informa on about the condi on, self-assessment tools 
that allows users to track their symptoms over me, 
coping tools to address acute symptoms when they 
arise, and contact numbers for emergency and crisis 
support. These features help pa ents to manage their 
symptoms be er in between clinical sessions, with 
some studies showing that they can contribute to the 
reduc on of symptom severity while the pa ent is 
awai ng treatment.8

Beyond helping pa ents to manage their 
symptoms, some applica ons allow pa ents to stay 
connected to their providers in between sessions and 
assist in feedback-informed care. Feedback-informed 
care is a model of treatment designed to encourage 
pa ents to assess their well-being outside of clinical 
sessions and provide feedback on care progress to their 
treatment providers. It has been shown to improve 
psychotherapy compliance and outcomes.9 Digital tools 
that support this approach consist of two primary 
components: (1) a pa ent-facing mobile applica on and 
(2) a clinician-facing web-based dashboard. Pa ents can 
use the applica on for real- me mood tracking, clinical 
surveys, and daily journaling. Clinicians can then access 
a web-based dashboard to obtain summarised data 
entered by the pa ent and check on their pa ent’s 
mental health status between clinical visits. This data 
driven approach can bolster the therapeu c alliance and 
help providers build individually tailored therapies.10

Picture 2: Internet video calls and video conferencing may be 
useful for teletherapy.
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Web-Based Psychotherapy

Internet-based psychotherapy programmes have 
been developed and tested in several psychiatric 
disorders and in some physical condi ons as well, 
including chronic pain, and irritable bowel syndrome.11 

Most internet-based treatments available currently are 
based on Cogni ve Behavioural Therapy (CBT), although 
there are a few programmes based on other therapeu c 
modali es such as Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT), interpersonal psychotherapy, 
mindfulness, and psychodynamic psychotherapy.12 
Treatments that tap on CBT are par cularly suited to 
technology pla orms, including web and smartphone, 
because CBT typically includes educa onal content and 
instruc on in prac cal coping skills.

Internet-based psychotherapy programmes based 
on CBT are commonly known as Computer-assisted 
Cogni ve Behavioral Therapy (CCBT) and may be 
delivered with or without clinician support. Typically 
with clinician involvement, the programmes could be 
implemented with fewer and briefer sessions.13 Mul ple 
meta-analyses have confirmed that CCBT is as effec ve 
as standard face-to-face CBT.14 However, other studies 
have also found that clinician-supported CCBT 
programmes resulted in greater improvement in 
depression, compared to unsupported CCBT.15

There are several CCBT programmes which are 
developed by researchers from different countries such 
as Australia and the United States.16 They are available 
in a variety of languages and formats, including the use 
of wri en informa on, mul media, s mula ng 
interac ve learning exercises and quizzes.17 Even though 
the number of sessions in each programme may vary, 
the content covered by the sessions is similar and 
includes the basic concepts and methods of CBT, such as 
iden fying and modifying automa c thoughts, ac vity 
scheduling, and revising maladap ve core beliefs.18

RELEVANCE TO THE SAF

Using remote forms of teletherapy can increase 
access and reach. Within a military se ng, face-to-face 
mental health care provision can be challenging during 
long deployments. Mobile health can be used to reach 
troops on such deployments. It can also reach out to 
those reluctant to seek face-to-face care due to fear of 

s gma and concerns about confiden ality or mental 
health treatment impeding career advancement.

Mobile health applica ons can expand health 
care treatment both in depth and breadth. Depth can be 
achieved through the use of structured homework 
ac vi es between face-to-face sessions. Breadth is 
achieved through targe ng those with milder condi ons 
or those who have stabilised and are more able to 
engage in self-help, thus freeing up clinicians to spend 
more face-to-face me with servicemen and women 
with more serious or acute mental health issues.

Cuijpers conducted a meta-analysis of mobile 
health applica ons and found that, compared to 
unguided self-help approaches, guided self-help was 
more effec ve (reaching sta s cal significance) 
compared to waitlist and care-as-usual.19 This suggests 
in cases where safety is paramount, guided approaches 
are preferable to unguided self-help for pa ents with 
diagnosed mental health issues. A human coach acts to 
assess mental stability on an ongoing basis, as well as to 
assess learning.

Challenges of Teletherapy within the 
SAF

Cuijpers has suggested that internet-based 
interven ons may be more suited for individuals who 
meet the criteria for manualised treatments 
(interven ons that are performed according to specific 
guidelines for administra on, maximising the probability 
of therapy being conducted consistently across se ngs, 
therapists, and clients), such as absence of personality 
or substance use problems, as well as complicated 
psychosocial issues that may require more intensive 
treatment with highly qualified psychotherapists.20 
Given that a propor on of full- me Na onal Servicemen 
(NSFs) seek psychiatric care within the military and are 
s ll in their adolescence, there is a need to conduct 
more research to assess the efficacy of such 
interven ons with younger popula ons.

Although some studies on clinical samples 
demonstrate posi ve treatment outcomes, more 
studies are needed using clinical samples. Internet 
based interven ons have also not been compared with 
pharmacotherapy nor combined treatments. There is 
currently insufficient knowledge about the effects on 
people who are less self-directed or mo vated. More 
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studies are also needed to assess cultural differences. A 
United States (US) military study by Bush & Wheeler 
found that the use of mobile health among military 
providers was lower than among service members.21 
Mental healthcare prac oners need to rely on the use 
of evidence-based treatments specific to the various 
mental health condi ons. Given that the first mobile 
health applica ons were publicly released around 2008, 
research has been unable to keep abreast of 
technological advances, considering the intensiveness of 
research methods such as Randomised Control Trials 
(RCT) which can take years to complete. Meta-analysis 
has also been fraught with limita ons due to the 
different variables and outcomes studied. Nonetheless, 
there remains a necessity to pursue robust research 
tes ng of the efficacy of teletherapy before its 
incorpora on into treatment protocols within the SAF.

As data security requirements in the military are 
more stringent than in civilian se ngs, integra ng data 
directly from mobile health or internet applica ons into 
medical records is not en rely without challenges, 
poten ally leading to loss of useful medical informa on 
that could be captured into a serviceman’s medical 
records. The internet offers many self-help applica ons 
in the market to choose from, which might be a more 
efficient route of implementa on as opposed to 
building SAF-specific applica ons. Yet, whilst desirable 
and more cost-efficient to harness health technologies 
from the open market, the issue of security and privacy 
may pose concerns within the SAF context. Many 
applica ons require access to personal informa on such 
as user iden ty and loca on, or require users to take 
photographs or upload media files within an applica on. 
Due to phone or mobile camera access restric ons, such 

applica ons cannot be readily u lised within camp 
se ngs. Nevertheless, from medical specialist reviews 
to online counselling sessions by the SAF Counselling 
Centre, the SAF has not been hesitant to jump on the 
telehealth bandwagon. Within its specialised psychiatric 
military clinic at Psychological Care Centre, efforts are 
well underway to conduct tele-psychiatric consults with 
pa ents based at various camp loca ons. The US Army 
has long adopted the use of telemedicine capabili es 
for both peace me and remote se ngs for augmen ng 
care in their military health system, empowering 
individuals to manage their own care through the use of 
mobile devices irrespec ve of geography or me 
constraints.22 It is a ma er of me that psychotherapy 
services within the SAF join the telehealth revolu on. 

CONCLUSION

Alterna ves to tradi onal in-person 
psychotherapy that have been reviewed in this essay 
are not en rely new, but the current pandemic has 
accelerated the uptake of at least some other models of 
treatment delivery. Such models can serve as the 
primary method of therapy delivery, or as an adjunc ve 
approach to in-person therapy. Most importantly, these 
other modes of therapy delivery may bridge the 
treatment gap by sidestepping the major hurdles that 
typically confront individuals in accessing appropriate 
mental health care. Within the SAF, while teletherapy 
offers much promise, its use must be approached with 
cau on, given its limited research. Privacy and data 
security concerns also restrict liberal use of many 
mobile or internet applica ons, thus invi ng 
considera ons on harnessing other forms of telehealth 
interven ons that may be more appropriate for the SAF.
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OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH 
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INTO OCCUPATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY

By LTC(NS) Koh Ta Chuia, Mr Kester Poon & Ms Elaine Soon

INTRODUCTION

In 2019, the World Health Organisa on (WHO) 
recognised burn-out as an occupa onal phenomenon, 
arising as a result of ‘chronic workplace stress that has 
not been successfully managed.’1 According to research 
conducted by two Stanford University professors in 
2015, excessive workplace stress and burn-out caused a 
staggering 120,000 deaths and resulted in almost $190 
billion in health care costs each year in the US alone.2 

When employees experience burn-out, they have 
‘feelings of energy deple on or exhaus on’, thus 
affec ng produc vity. Furthermore, they also 
experience ‘increased mental distance from one’s job, 
or feelings of nega vism or cynicism related to one's 
job’, thus leading to disengagement and ‘reduced 
professional efficacy’, which can nega vely impact the 
quan ty and quality of work.

Fast forward to today, as we con nually combat 
the current COVID-19 situa on, the default na onal 
direc ve to Work-From-Home (WFH) has increased the 
stress level of the workforce and has a detrimental 
impact on the workers’ mental health and well-being.3 

Against this climate, how do we ensure work-life 
balance and suppression of the ‘always on’ mentality? 
How do we also focus on work amid distrac ons from 
family, while mi ga ng the effects of isola on? These 
are some of the many workplace phenomena that 
Occupa onal Health Psychology (OHP) seeks to 
understand and address.

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT IN OHP

OHP is an interdisciplinary area of psychology 
which focuses on the health and safety of employees at 
the workplace. Its primary concern is on workplace 
phenomena such as physical and mental health issues 
arising from occupa onal stressors, work-life balance, 

workplace violence and harassment, and interven ons 
to enhance employees’ psychological health and 
wellbeing.4 As a rela vely new field, OHP emerged as a 
result of inadequate a en on paid to occupa onal 
stress and employee health within other disciplines of 
psychology, namely health psychology and industrial 
and organisa onal psychology.5

The interest in examining and improving 
employees’ psychological health and well-being is not a 
recent endeavour. Since the 20th century, various 
a empts have been made in understanding how 
organisa onal prac ces, polices, management and 
leadership affect employees’ psychological health and 
well-being. While other disciplines such as sociology, 
philosophy and poli cs were beginning to make 
headway in this emerging area of concern, psychology, 
being a rela vely young discipline then, was unable to 
make substan al contribu on.

Throughout the 20th century, much effort in this 

area of work were mostly posi ve. However, one of the 

earliest developments in the US was arguably not—the 

establishment of Frederick Taylor’s Principles of 
Scien fic Management. Taylor posited that produc vity 

was related to how aware the management was of the 

working procedures and processes. If the management 

was ignorant, workers would keep their supervisors in 
the dark and control these such that they dictated the 

amount of work to be done and at the speed they 

choose. Taylor advocated for work tasks to be carefully 

analysed, standardised and compartmentalised so that 
supervisors can exert control over their workers’ 

behaviours.6 While Taylor’s principles appeared to make 

both produc ve and economic sense, they in effect 
reduced the workers from thinking to doing, depriving 

them of the sense of control over their work. In 
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addi on, scien fic management encouraged the 

elimina on of worker emo ons on the pretext that they 
were sources of interference. These two principles are 

exactly what occupa onal health psychologists wish to 

work against.

One of the earliest research that had a deep 
impact on the development of OHP was carried out at 
the Western Electric Company at Hawthorne in the 
1920s.7 Unlike Taylor’s work which took a man-as-
machine view, Elton Mayo set the individuals in a social 
context and argued that employees’ performance is 
influenced by their work environment and co-workers 
as much as their skills and abili es. Mayo and colleagues 
explored the associa ons between various working 
condi ons such as salary, ligh ng and rest, with 
produc vity. They found that whenever changes were 
introduced, produc vity improved.8 The researchers 
concluded that being observed and receiving a en on 
had posi ve effects on workers’ behaviours. This ran 
contrary to Taylor’s recommenda on of removing 
worker emo ons, as Mayo and colleagues 
demonstrated the importance of workers' percep ons 
and feelings about what was happening to them. This 
effect was later named the Hawthorne Effect, and its 
development helped recognise the importance of the 
psychological and social aspects of work.

Perhaps one of the most significant 
advancements in OHP in the 20th century was the 
development of job design theories. Frederick Herzberg 
ini ated the thinking about the impact of working 
condi ons on job performance and mental health.9 The 
author proposed that mo va on and job sa sfac on 
could be enhanced by improving people's work, through 
job enrichment such as increased skill use, and the 
provision of challenge and recogni on. These 
proposi ons remain relevant today, and such ideas have 
s mulated a considerable amount of research on this 
topic.

By the 1970s, the University of Michigan had 
conducted numerous ‘Quality of Employment Survey’, a 
na onal survey to inves gate the working condi ons in 
the US. Data from these surveys formed the backbone 
for ini al studies that linked work organisa on to the 
health of employees.10 In the same me period, 
mul ple influen al and interna onal conferences were 
also held on the topic of occupa onal stress by groups 

such as WHO and the Na onal Ins tute for 
Occupa onal Safety and Health (NIOSH). The 
imprac cality of following the Tayloris c framework 
was further reinforced following Karesek’s findings that 
factors such as job demands and job decisions, as well 
as mental health were important for cardiovascular 
health.11 These findings helped to set the stage for the 
huge amount of research that we see today, which 
focus on the psychological, social and cultural aspects of 
work that are important to both the physical and 
psychological health in workers.

Several more recent developments also 
posi oned OHP as an ins tu onalised and mature 
discipline. The European Academy of Occupa onal 
Health Psychology (EAOHP) was established in 1997 by 
Tom Cox and co-workers in the United Kingdom (UK), 
together with colleagues from Sweden and Denmark. Its 
purpose is to promote research, prac ce and educa on 
in the discipline. It hosted its first conference in Sweden 
in 1999 and this gathering of academics and 
prac oners con nues to this day. Across the Atlan c 
Ocean, the Society for Occupa onal Health Psychology 
(SOHP) was established in the US in 2005. In 2008, it 
joined the American Psychological Associa on (APA) 
and NIOSH in organising the Work, Stress and Health 
Conference, and has now become a biennial affair. 
Publica on of two journals specifically devoted to OHP 
also serves to advance the knowledge in this body of 
work and allows it to emerge as a dis nct discipline. 
Work and Stress saw its incep on in 1987, and is 
currently in its 34th year while the Journal of 
Occupa onal Health Psychology has been published by 
the APA since 1996.

OHP’S RELEVANCE TO MINDEF/SAF 
AND APPLICABLE MODELS

OHP’s relevance to MINDEF/SAF relates to how 
service personnel in SAF are confronted with arduous 
job natures and challenging work environments, from 
deployments in a range of fluid opera onal situa ons, 
many of them overseas, to shi  du es in Jurong Island 
which disrupt the natural circadian rhythms, to training 
exercises such as the Army Training Evalua on Centre 
(ATEC) evalua on. There is already a huge body of 
literature on stress which examine how excessive 
amounts of stress can nega vely impact performance 
and well-being. OHP researchers have inves gated 
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whether there are certain occupa onal groups that are 
more at risk and thus prone to suffer from poorer 
mental health and well-being. For example, a study by 
Thomas Kalliath and colleagues revealed that jobs which 
require regular contact with other individuals and jobs 
with threats of physical a ack are deemed as ‘high-risk’ 
occupa ons.12 These occupa ons include but are not 
limited to the military, law enforcement and civil 
emergency services. Among many reasons why these 
occupa ons are deemed as ‘high-risk’, one is related to 
the concept of emo onal labour, which is the regula on 
of one’s emo ons to meet the occupa onal demands.13 
When actual emo ons and feelings of employees are 
different from those needed to be displayed, employees 
will experience stress and uneasiness. Displaying false 
emo ons or inten onally suppressing one’s real 
emo ons also requires effort, which may result in 
chronic stress. Consider the soldiers in open who have 
to charge up a knoll to overcome the enemies in 
deliberate defence. It is natural to be fearful in the face 
of such adversity, yet the soldiers must display courage 
and determina on to accomplish the objec ve. More so 
for the commanders of these soldiers, who must show 
that they are brave and will not hesitate to move 
forward, so that they inspire those they lead to do 
likewise. As we seek to apply OHP in MINDEF/SAF, the 
following models could be useful.

Person-Environment Fit

This simple model suggests that the fit between 
an individual and the environment determines how 
much stress the individual will experience.14 Stress 
arises when there is a mismatch between an 
employee’s capaci es and the work demands and 
environment. On one hand, a good fit occurs when an 
employee’s abili es match the job requirements and 
work environment. On the other hand, a poor fit creates 
stress and strain, and can eventually lead to undesirable 
consequences such as anxiety, depression and other 
psychological health issues. This model facilitates the 
understanding that individuals may experience stress 
differently depending on individual differences such as 
abili es, values, a tudes and beliefs. More recently, 
researchers have been evalua ng the person-
environment fit model within a contextual framework 
by taking into account other factors such as 
organisa onal condi ons, which include culture and 
climate, to allow for a more mul dimensional way of 

studying work-related stress.

Demand-Control Model

Robert Karasek argued that there are two factors 
that lead to the experience of job stress—job demands 
and job control.15 On one hand, job demands refer to 
the requirements of a given job such as workload, 
condi on of the work environment and interpersonal 
interac ons. On the other hand, job control refers to a 
combina on of job autonomy such as authority to make 
job-related decisions and liberty to use different skills. 
The author suggested that although job demands 
contribute to stress, the eventual amount of stress an 
individual experiences will depend on whether the 
individual has any control over these demands. For 
example, a combina on of high job demands with low 
control may result in the job being considered highly 
stressful, leading to psychological strain. However, 
employees with high job demands and high control may 
s ll be able to maintain good psychological and mental 
health, and achieve high job sa sfac on.

Job Demands-Resources Model

The model posits that two processes explain the 
phenomenon of burn-out, namely job demands and job 
resources.16 Job demands refer to the physical, social 
and organisa onal aspects of a job that require physical 
and mental effort. Job resources refer to aspects of a 
job that allow employees to accomplish work tasks 
while reducing stress caused by job demands. These job 
resources can include but are not limited to suppor ve 
workplace culture, superior and co-worker support and 
being able to make job-related decisions. For job 
demands, if they are perceived to be excessively high, 
the employees will experience exhaus on, health 
problem and burn-out. Addi onally, when job resources 
are lacking at the same me, employees will become 
frustrated, which could lead them to becoming 
disengaged with their work. Such disengagement is 
argued to be a protec ve mechanism that protects the 
employees from further strain when they are unable to 
complete the assigned work. The model thus assumes 
that a job with high demands and low resources will 
result in feelings of exhaus on and disengagement, 
which are causal factors that will eventually lead to 
burn-out.
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MINDEF/SAF MENTAL HEALTH 
FRAMEWORK

The Defence Psychology Department (DPD) 
recently developed the MINDEF/SAF Mental Health 
Framework (see Figure 1). The framework was 
developed to aid us in managing the psychological and 
mental health and well-being of service personnel in a 
more pro-ac ve and holis c fashion. It is meant to be a 
dynamic framework that takes into considera on the 
desired outcomes we want to achieve and the specific 
context. For example, the desired outcomes can be that 
‘uniformed personnel are psychologically resilient to 
carry out military du es’, ‘Full- me Na onal Servicemen 
are psychologically safe to perform Na onal Service 
(NS), or ‘all MINDEF employees are psychologically well 
to work’. The framework also allows us to specify the 
exact target audience. In this example, we want to 
address those who are unwell or distressed, while 
working with those who are well to prevent them from 
becoming unwell. Based on the target audience 
selected, the framework then delves into four 
strategies, each with different focuses and efforts.

Tradi onally, psychological and mental health 
support tend to focus on interven on. This can come in 
the form of counselling, clinical treatment and therapy, 

which remain important ways to facilitate recovery. 
However, a more proac ve approach will require us to 
prevent and be er detect psychological and mental 
health issues. Preven on work compels us to build up 
an inclusive and posi ve culture that dispels s gma 
while encouraging care for self and others, to create 
awareness about the prevalence of psychological and 
mental health issues, and to enhance the psychological 
resilience of our people. Most importantly, we must 
have leadership emphasis. To detect, we need our 
people to have more self-awareness about their own 
states, and to be willing to raise issues through the 
command chain. In addi on, we need to have robust 
systems and processes that facilitate iden fica on and 
feedback. Finally, to stay ahead of the curve, we must 
invest in research that examines interna onal, na onal 
and organisa onal data, trends and phenomena, and 
learn and adopt best prac ces. The founda on of the 
framework is built on a serviceman-centric approach 
that requires different stakeholders to collaborate to 
contribute to the overall effort.

SAF WELL-BEING CAMPAIGN

By now, we would have been well underway in 
our mul -year inaugural SAF Well-being Campaign (see 
Figure 2). This effort was ini ated to help us mi gate 

Figure 1: Mental Health Framework.
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against the nega ve impact of the COVID-19 stressors 
and to specifically address the psychological and mental 
health needs of our service personnel.

A 2017 survey conducted by the Na onal Council 
of Social Service (NCSS) revealed that more than half of 
the respondents indicated unwillingness to live with/
nearby or work with an individual with a mental health 
condi on. They also a ributed mental health condi ons 
to a lack of self-discipline and believed that people with 
such condi ons should not be given any responsibility. 
The study indicates that the s gma surrounding mental 
health condi ons is prevalent, and it discourages help-
seeking behaviours.

A 2016 study by the Ins tute of Mental Health 
(IMH) also found that there was poor recogni on of 
mental health condi ons and the need for treatment 

among the general popula on, and most prefer talking 
to family or friends instead of seeking help from mental 
health professionals.17 Older respondents (ages 35-65) 
were less likely to recommend seeing a psychologist. 
These inaccurate percep ons and beliefs are barriers to 
help-seeking behaviours, referrals of others, and 
receiving treatment from professionals.

The military culture of strength creates the 
expecta on that personnel should be mission-focused, 
physically and mentally strong, and self-sufficient. 
Admission of mental health issues could be perceived as 
weakness, shirking responsibili es, and cause a loss of 
confidence in the individual’s abili es and leadership. 
Hence, disclosure of mental health challenges is likely to 
be viewed as embarrassing, due to the perceived 
detrimental implica ons on one’s career. This may 

Figure 2: SAF Well-being Campaign.



Occupational Health Psychology — Putting Health Into Occupational Psychology

 53

further perpetuate the refusal or delay in seeking help.

Using the MINDEF/SAF Mental Health 
Framework, we designed the SAF Well- being Campaign 
and developed various ini a ves to address the issues 
raised above. To capitalise on leadership emphasis, we 
launched the campaign with a message from Chief of 
Defence Force (CDF), to encourage service personnel to 
pay as much a en on to their psychological well-being 
as they would with their physical fitness to ensure 
opera onal readiness. Various longer-term 
enhancements to training and immediate-term 
ini a ves will be introduced. These include 
psychological resilience and psychological first aid 
training to be included into various Route of 
Advancement (ROA) courses, well-being self-check via 
mindline.sg, department work well-being pulse check, 
Division/Forma on (Div/Fmn) well-being day, private 
counselling service provided by an external vendor, 
lunch- me talk and many more.

FUTURE DIRECTION

Amongst many gaps in knowledge and prac ce 
that must be bridged, two pertain to the implica ons of 
technological advancement and increase in remote 
working. Advances in technology have enabled digital 
work, and the COVID-19 situa on has normalised WFH. 
Many of us have to monitor and respond to informa on 
arriving from mul ple electronic pla orms on a daily 
basis, which could be a source of stress. These include 
emails sent through several MINDEF systems and 
devices, as well as text messages on various messaging 
pla orms like WhatsApp and Telegram. The use of new 
technology can also lead to challenges. For example, it is 
commendable that the organisa on responded quickly 
to the WFH modality and used remote devices to reduce 
disrup on to work. If done poorly, however, it may 
impact working hours and work-life balance, which 
could possibly lead to burn-out. WFH has its challenges 
too, with the blurring of work-life boundaries leading to 

longer working hours, increased work-family conflict as 
personal and family commitments interfere with work 
commitments, and workplace isola on resul ng in 
perceived lack of superior and co-work support.

MINDEF/SAF currently does not have an agency 
to look at the impact of work on service personnel. 
While there is a medical direc ve on occupa onal 
health and safety, the psychological aspect is not well 
addressed. MINDEF/SAF stood up its psychological 
health capability in 2015 with the crea on of Div/Fmn 
Defence Psychologist (Psychological Health) [DP(PH)] 
establishments. The ini al focus was on suppor ng 
service personnel with mental health issues and those 
who are in distress. Psychological Health Group (PHG) 
was later created in DPD to oversee the work of the DP
(PH)s. Going forward, PHG and the DP(PH)s will anchor 
OHP and iden fy relevant stakeholders in MINDEF/SAF 
to collaborate with. This will extend the reach beyond 
those who have mental health issues or are distressed, 
to also include service personnel who are well, to 
prevent them from becoming unwell and to also 
enhance their performance in the workplace.

CONCLUSION

While our organisa on has started to pay more 
a en on to our service personnel’s psychological health 
and well-being especially during the current COVID- 19 
situa on, more could be done to ensure that this focus 
con nues well a er the end of the pandemic. To ensure 
that our people stay psychologically well to carry out 
their du es and perform at the op mal level, we need 
to invest effort to build up our OHP capability. In the 
longer term, we need to establish a be er 
understanding of occupa onal stress and its impact on 
employees’ psychological health, well-being and 
performance, and extend our awareness by examining 
other OHP areas such as organisa onal culture and 
climate, workplace characteris cs and psychosocial 
factors, workplace harassment and bullying.
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INTRODUCTION

Military training and opera ons in the SAF is 
conducted largely in a peace me climate and is heavily 
dependent on a conscript force. In return, the SAF has a 
responsibility to care for the well-being of our 
servicemen and ensure the safety of all personnel. 
Unfortunately, a spate of training incidents occurred 
from 2017 to 2019, leading to the inser on of Safety as 
a mission outcome, a review of the SAF’s safety 
processes, and the set-up of the Inspector-General’s 
Office (IGO), to oversee the emphasis and alignment of 
safety management across the SAF.

RISKS AND SAFETY ATTITUDES IN THE 
MILITARY

In the military, taking calculated risks is essen al 
to effec vely manage poten al threats and achieve 
mission success. Research has shown that 
management’s commitment to safety influences 
individuals’ safety knowledge and training, which in turn 
influences their risk behaviour (see Figure 1).2 Risk 
behaviour is defined here as the extent to which 
personnel ignore safety regula ons to get a job done.3 

By understanding the factors influencing risk behaviour, 
the propensity for servicemen to engage in unhelpful 
risks can be allayed.

Management Commitment and 
Supervisors’ Involvement in Safety

The management makes decisions pertaining to 
the organisa on’s safety systems and the provision of 

safety training.4 In the SAF, the Commanding Officers 
(COs) and members of the ba alion headquarters may 
be perceived as the management, and those in the 
appointments of Officer Commanding, Platoon 
Commanders, Platoon Sergeants and trainers fulfil the 
supervisory role. These commanders are directly in 
contact with soldiers and convey safety prac ces from 
the management to the soldiers.5

Both management and supervisor’s commitment 
to safety may increase a soldiers’ safety knowledge and 
training, through emphasis and demonstra on of safe 
prac ces. With greater awareness of the nega ve 
consequences of certain risks, the likelihood of engaging 
in risk behaviours decreases.6 Addi onally, when 
commanders priori se safety, soldiers may interpret 
that safe behaviour is vital and follow suit, reinforcing 
these prac ces.7

Prac cally, commitment to safety can be 
demonstrated through commanders’ words and 
ac ons.8     For example, adherence to safety rules even in 
high-stress condi ons and openness to hearing about 
safety concerns may indicate safety emphasis and care 
for soldiers’ safety.9

Individual’s Safety Knowledge, 
Accountability and Responsibility

As compared to commanders, soldiers may feel 
that they have less power to make an impact, and in a 
conscript army like the SAF, soldiers are less likely to be 
as mo vated as compared to voluntary militaries. Such 
a tudes may lead to beliefs that commanders should 
shoulder the responsibility of safety and be 
accountable for the safety of the team. This may result 
in fatalis c beliefs, which refer to percep ons that 
individual safety prac ces have li le influence on 
accidents, increasing risk behaviour.10

‘Our SAF commanders know that precious sons are 
entrusted to us when they train during NS. Our 

commanders take this seriously, and never take this 
trust for granted’.

Minister for Defence, Dr Ng Eng Hen, 20181
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However, this can be alleviated through knowledge 
and training.12 When commanders adopt a par cipa ve 
approach, delega ng tasks to team members and 
responding to their concerns, soldiers will grow in their 
safety knowledge, while feeling a greater sense of 
responsibility for workplace safety and accountability to 
their team.

Teamwork

Soldiers o en operate in teams and are 
dependent on one another to fulfil the mission 
objec ves. Not only must soldiers comply with safety 
regula ons individually, it is vital that they par cipate in 
behaviours that encourage safety among their 
teammates.13 In cohesive teams and units, soldiers are 
more likely to be mo vated to engage in safety 
behaviours, for example, sharing lessons learnt from 
their mistakes to benefit their teammates. This will 
subsequently encourage the team to reciprocate and 
engage in safety behaviours, as priori sing safety is 
seen as a team norm.14

Thus, balancing safety in a high-risk military 

environment requires concerted effort from all soldiers, 
at all levels. As Defence Minister, Dr Ng Eng Hen, said in 

2019, ‘Ul mately, safety is both a command and 

individual responsibility and everyone needs to play their 

part because precious lives depend on it. It is not true 
that we cannot train safely if we want to train 

realis cally.’15

ROLE OF PSYCHOLOGY IN 
STRENGTHENING SAFETY

Psychologists in MINDEF/SAF partner 
commanders and soldiers to strengthen safety in the 
SAF. Over the years, psychologists have contributed 
towards efforts to enhance safety, in the areas of 
educa on and training, data analysis and research, and 
as a source of human factors exper se in the 
development of safety frameworks and in 
inves ga ons.

PSYCHOLOGY IN SAFETY EDUCATION 
AND TRAINING

There is consensus in safety literature that 
effec ve training and competency assurance is essen al 
to influence safety a tudes and reduce accidents.16 For 
example, safety knowledge can influence compliance to 
safety policies and procedures, with a lack of skills and 
knowledge iden fied as one of the main causes of unsafe 
behaviours.17 Hence, it is unsurprising that most of our 
safety educa on and training focuses on impar ng 
knowledge and skills related to safety management 
systems.18
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Figure 1: Associa ons between Managers’ Commitment to Safety and Risk.11
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Grounding Safety Education and 
Training with Research and 
Psychological Science

Safety educa on and training can be further 
enhanced by adop ng recommenda ons based on 
empirical research. This will allow a more holis c 
approach to safety system gap analyses. For example, a 
balance between qualita ve and quan ta ve research 
can be struck to: (1) iden fy systemic gaps; (2) iden fy 
human factors contribu ng to safety incidents; and (3) 
propose recommenda ons to improve the exis ng 
safety system. By examining research findings in totality 
with other sources of informa on (e.g., safety audits, 
safety surveys, focus group discussions, interviews), the 
provision of key feedback for commanders to make 
informed decisions about the con nuous improvement 
of safety and health management is enabled.

Following the iden fica on of systemic gaps and 
human factors that contribute to accidents, empirically 
based recommenda ons could be proposed for the 

training of soldier fundamentals, formal and informal 
training programmes and forma ve and summa ve 
assessments on safety-related ma ers.

Application of Psychological Science in 
Safety Education and Training

Contrary to popular belief, safety is not intui ve 
as humans are innately suscep ble to many cogni ve 
biases (e.g., overconfidence bias and confirma on 
bias).20 Soldiers are also not immune to other 
considera ons arising from human interac ons. For 
instance, in our military context, ‘power distance’ and 
‘missioni s’ o en influence decisions. These cogni ve 
biases and social pressures influence safety a tudes 
and may guide a en on and efforts in the wrong 
direc on.21 Hence, cogni ve biases should be examined 
to promote safe behaviours.

As people are largely unaware of their cogni ve 
biases and social influences, one of the most important 
interven ons is to bring these to awareness through 
educa on and training. In the SAF, examples of safety 
educa on and training programmes that help with self 
awareness and self-management include Behavioural 
Based Safety, Crew Resource Management, and using 
Mindfulness in Safety. These programmes are based on 
psychological and human factor research, with the 

Figure 2: Army Safety Culture Framework.

‘Safety and health management is very much a 
movement and journey—the more you can iden fy 

gaps, the faster you can improve.’ 

Chairman, Second External Review Panel on SAF 
Safety , Mr Heng Chiang Gnee, 202019
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Services adap ng these programmes to fit the needs of 
their servicemen. For instance, as part of Crew Resource 
Management, commanders learn to perform role-task 
analysis, where they iden fy the physical and cogni ve 
constraints of their work, to prevent safety incidents.

Addi onally, counterac ons to overcome 
cogni ve biases and other human factors have been 
included in safety educa onal materials such as videos, 
infographics and posters for dissemina on to our 
commanders and soldiers, enabling a greater reach to 
our servicemen.

PSYCHOLOGY IN SAFETY DATA 
ANALYSIS

In quan ta ve research on safety, Safety Culture 
is o en an area of interest. A unit’s safety culture refers 
to the safety beliefs and a tudes that soldiers and 
commanders may adopt. This is o en measured and 
analysed through the Safety Climate, which refers to 
soldiers’ percep ons of their unit’s safety policies, 
processes, and priori sa on of safety in the 
workplace.22

Psychologists conduct Safety Climate Surveys for 
their Services and support IGO in the conduct and 
analysis of safety surveys. Findings of different aspects 
of Safety Climate are used as a developmental tool for 
COs to understand their unit culture, spanning a range of 
themes such as percep ons of the leadership’s emphasis 
of safety prac ces and individual safety a tudes.

Refining and Validating Surveys to 
ensure Accurate Findings

To accurately inform commanders of possible 
areas for improvement, surveys need to be reliable and 
valid.23  This is achieved by reviewing safety literature 
and contextualising it for the SAF. Established safety 
guidelines such as the Ministry of Manpower’s 
Workplace Safety and Health CultureSAFE Model, the 
United Kingdom’s Health and Safety Execu ve 
Workplace Safety and Health Surveys as well as safety 
surveys used in other militaries are referenced, ensuring 
that the SAF’s safety research remains benchmarked 
with industrial best prac ces.24

A er sufficient data is collected, survey 
ques onnaires are validated, verifying that survey items 
are indeed measuring what they were intended to 

measure. Addi onal analyses are conducted to assess if 
the hypothesised drivers predict safety performance, 
enabling the deriva on of safety culture frameworks in 
the SAF. For example, the Army’s safety climate survey 
findings have been validated against the Army Safety 
Inspectorate’s framework (see Figure 2) to ensure that 
the drivers and outcomes measured are valid.

Guarding against Survey Bias to 
encourage Honest Reporting

In safety literature, researchers are cognisant of 
the need to guard against impression management as a 
method bias in workplace safety surveys.25 When 
organisa ons in high-risk industries place strong 
emphasis on safety, employees may feel compelled to 
provide socially desirable responses on safety measures, 
regardless of their true opinions.

This has also been evident in the SAF, where 
findings from safety surveys revealed that soldiers may 
be hesitant to make open reports as they perceive that 
commanders prefer reports to be made through the 
internal chain of command, and because of a lack of 
confidence in their reports. As safety surveys adopt a 
self-report format and collect feedback on unit safety 
prac ces, soldiers may at mes also feel afraid to be 
honest in their responses, in fear of possible 
punishments they may face.

To encourage the sharing of honest opinions and 
build an open culture, commanders should view safety 
surveys as a developmental tool, to iden fy areas of 
safety culture that can be improved. The consequences 
of a soldier self-repor ng a safety error should be 
reasonable—not too light (to avoid seeming nonchalant 
towards safety), and not too heavy (to avoid inculca ng 
a culture of fear).26 Similarly, when commanders 
commit a mistake or iden fy safety lapses in their unit, 
the ac ons taken against them should be fair. Having a 
just culture is not only important in facilita ng the 
provision of honest survey responses in safety analysis, 
but is also crucial in safety inves ga ons.

PSYCHOLOGY IN SAFETY 
INVESTIGATIONS

Despite technological advances in machinery and 
efforts to enhance safety, most safety incidents and 

accidents are a ributed to the human more than 70% of 
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the me.27 While failure to follow procedures is 

common in incidents and accidents related to both flight 

opera ons and maintenance procedures, there could 

also be systema c layers of defence that break down. 
Hence, a human factors-based framework is necessary 

for these organisa onal factors to be uncovered.

Diagnosing Incidents and Intentions as 
part of a Just Culture

Psychologists with human factors exper se will 
examine the cogni ve and a tudinal aspects that could 
have impacted an individual’s and/or team’s percep on, 
which may have subsequently influenced decision 
making and behaviour. Following a safety incident, 
psychologists, together with opera onal, logis cs and 
medical experts, provide specialist insights into the 
cri cal factors that led to the incident or accident.

One of the key challenges in managing 
inves ga ons is ensuring that a just culture is applied to 
those who commit errors, in order to encourage open 
repor ng and sharing. To err is human, hence, human 
error must be accepted within the organisa on, so as to 
learn the right lessons and prevent the next big accident 
from happening. The key is therefore error 
management.

Using the Human Factors Accidents Classifica on 
System (HFACS), incidents and accidents can be clearly 

categorised and easily diagnosed. The human factors 
specialist o en leads the inves ga on interview using 
the HFACS framework, to guide ques ons and uncover 
the causal and contributory factors. In the SAF, the 
5M4L classifica on has been adopted (see Figure 3). 
This allows for a simple, yet common language for all, to 
encourage easy diagnosis of an incident or accident and 
facilitate an open repor ng culture.

Acknowledging that soldiers should take 
calculated risks and the possibility that even the best 
soldier can commit an error, it is unwise to charge or 
dismiss all soldiers who commit a safety lapse. Instead, 
frameworks such as the 5M4L take into account 
mul ple factors, such as the inten ons of personnel, the 
func onality of the machine, and organisa on 
management. For example, assessments of whether the 
incident was caused by negligence, a breakdown of 
communica ons of certain informa on/ policies, 
machinery failure or environmental factors (e.g. heat or 
night vision) are made, so that outcomes are just.

Administering Rewards and Punishments 
as a Response to Safety Behaviours

Following a safety inves ga on, ac ons may be 
meted out against individuals, to encourage or 
discourage the observed behaviour. A study on rewards 
and punishment in the workplace found that rewards 
are most effec ve when provided shortly a er a 
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Figure 3: RSAF’s 5M4L Model.
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desirable behaviour is demonstrated, while 
punishments administered a er a long period may not 
deter undesirable behaviours (see Figure 4).28 Despite 
the nega ve effects of punishments, it is also 
important in the safety context to consider that 
personnel who inten onally and recklessly breach 
safety rules should not get away with it.29

This suggests that rewards for desirable safety 
behaviours in response to a poten al hazard or accident 
should be given shortly a er they are observed. For 
example, verbal commenda ons can be given to soldiers 
during Post-Ac on Reviews, and follow-up ac ons to 
address near misses should be swi ly taken, to 
communicate that commanders priori se safety and 
listen to their soldiers. Commanders should also 
encourage personnel to open report and commend 
those who do so. This way, even the last man on the 
ground will be encouraged to report errors and may 
even spot failed latent defences in the organisa on.

As for punishments, delayed punishments tend to 
s r up feelings of resentment, possibly as these 
individuals spend me rumina ng about the poten al 
consequences and harbour impa ence and fear. 
Immediate punishments on the other hand, may raise 
doubts about the thoroughness of inves ga ons, and 
there remains uncertainty over its effect. Thus, safety 
inves ga ons need to be thorough to jus fy the 
punishment, yet punishments should not be 
administered too long a er the incident.    

These efforts will communicate that the SAF has a 

just culture and is not unforgiving of errors. Instead, the 
situa onal and individual factors are considered before 

conclusions are drawn, and the impact of rewards and 

punishments are op mised.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Given the enduring risks of military training and 
opera ons, coupled with the ubiqui es of human error, 
safety must con nue to be the goal each day. There 
remain vast possibili es for Psychology to be applied in 
the SAF, to further strengthen safety.

Extending Safety Education to Safety 
Leadership and Safety Coaching

Safety coaching within an organisa on entails 
having someone to observe behaviours and work closely 
with the workforce to modify behaviours through 
coaching and training.31 Safety leadership modules can 
focus on improving situa on awareness, decision 
making, and asser veness of the management and 
supervisory levels through training and drills.32  
Equipping our commanders with effec ve coaching and 
asser on skills will also enable greater confidence to 
lead safety and change cultures. Hence, psychologists 
can educate commanders on safety coaching and safety 
leadership techniques, to equip them with the skills to 
promote safety behaviours among their soldiers.

Examination of Behaviour Scripts as a 
Measure of Safety Performance

Accurate measures of safety remain elusive, as 
accident repor ng and injury data may not always be 
sensi ve nor reflec ve of dangerous behaviour.33 An 
alterna ve outcome measure would be the examina on 
of behaviour scripts, which are cogni ve shortcuts that 
indicate the automa c and appropriate ac ons to take 
in high-stress environments.

In a study with the Israeli Defence Force, platoon 
commanders were presented with a list of events 
involving compe ng safety and mission demands and 
asked if they would proceed with the mission or 
priori se safety and abort it (see Figure 5 for a sample 
item). Respondents who chose to proceed would then 
be presented with a new con ngency, with higher risk, 

Figure 4: Effects of Rewards and Punishment in the 
Workplace.30
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and asked again if they would proceed. This reflected 
whether soldiers tended to be mission oriented or 
safety-oriented and was    associated with safety 
climate.35

Similar items can be presented to soldiers in 
ou ield condi ons, to train servicemen to think through 
their ac ons when faced with actual mission objec ves. 
Scores can subsequently be compared with safety 
climate findings, as a measure of safety performance.

Exploring the Fields of Engineering 
Psychology and Cognitive Ergonomics, 
in Safety Warning Signs and Monitoring 
Systems

O en, Psychology is viewed as a domain that 
works only in human-to-human interac ons. However, 
engineering psychology and cogni ve ergonomics 
actually look at human-machine interac ons to modify 
the design and/or opera ons of systems, to improve 

Figure 5: Sample Item from the Organiza onal Safety Events Index.34
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interface and user experience. Thus, MINDEF/SAF 
Psychologists could poten ally play a bigger role in 
improving safety by looking at the design of warning 
signs and monitoring systems with the knowledge of 
human behaviours. This may facilitate the assessment 
of ways to minimise human errors, reducing the 
occurrence of safety incidents.

CONCLUSION

The value-add of psychology in the SAF is akin to 
the value of mirrors in sport gyms. Mirrors are seen on 
the walls of gyms worldwide, serving as a tool to 
educate gym–goers on improving exercise form, 
reflec ng exercise performance and factors that may 

lead to accidents. However, research also cau ons that 
mirrors should not be used as a comparison tool with 
other gym-goers, as that may increase anxiety and 
affect performance.36

Similarly, psychology uncovers our blind-spots 

and biases, provides us with the opportunity to reflect 

honestly on our safety beliefs, and equips us with a 
bigger picture to make fair judgments. However, the 

knowledge gained must be used for developmental 

purposes, to avoid nega vely influencing soldiers’ safety 
a tudes. Together with the SAF’s safety efforts, this 

enables the conduct of realis c and safe training and 

opera ons for our soldiers.
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INTRODUCTION

Did you know that 73% of voters who consider 
wearing a face mask in public a personal choice voted 
for Donald Trump, while 64% of voters who consider it a 
public health responsibility voted for Joe Biden in the 
2020 US elec ons?1 This was one of the findings from 
the exit poll conducted with voters either face-to-face 
or over the telephone. You would probably have heard 
of such public polls being used during the US elec ons. 
Data collected in such polls has been used to predict 
and understand vo ng pa erns and winners. During the 
campaign period, such polls give candidates important 
informa on about the public’s opinion of them. In turn, 
campaign groups use such informa on to design and 
refine their communica on messages to be er reach 
out to voters and convince those who are less 
suppor ve of the benefits of their plans and agenda if 
they are elected. A er elec ons, the elected party can 
be er understand the profile of their supporters and 
non-supporters to be er communicate and reach out to 
the various segments.

The use of public polls goes beyond the scope of 
understanding vo ng pa erns and opinions about 
electoral candidates. Governments have always been 
concerned about their ci zens’ opinions and levels of 
confidence towards them. Hence, governments around 
the world use public polls to understand public 
percep ons towards the government and its policies. 
What underlies these opinions is the level of confidence, 
trust and support ci zens have towards the 
government, agencies, policies and decisions.

‘Public confidence’ and ‘public trust’ in 
government are o en used interchangeably. Essen ally, 
they both refer to the belief that the government is 
ac ng in the best interest of its people.2 Governments 
around the world have been increasingly interested to 
understand the changes in public confidence in public 
ins tu ons. A er all, ci zens’ trust and support for 
public ins tu ons and policies are the founda on of 

democracy, and are essen al for a country to remain 
effec ve, successful and well-func oning. If public 
ins tu ons are deemed as ineffec ve, economic and 
social problems will arise.3

Hence, conduc ng public opinion polls informs 
the government and policy makers about people’s 
percep ons of these decisions and policies, and what 
influences these percep ons. These are also the factors 
that are likely to influence percep ons of confidence in 
the government. The informa on will then allow 
governments to educate and nudge percep ons if 
necessary, by changing communica on strategies, or by 
improving systems and decisions. This helps to increase 
support and build trust in the system and the 
government, especially when the public feels that their 
concerns are addressed.

LESSON LEARNED: THE ‘CREDIBILITY 
GAP’ FROM THE VIETNAM WAR

Research polls, the earliest iden fied being the 
American Na onal Elec on Study in 1958, showed that 
America’s public mistrust in leaders and public 
ins tu ons started since the late 1960s, as the Vietnam 
War was escala ng.4 Poli cal analysts and journalists 
believe that the decisions and perceived lack of 
transparent communica on on US’s involvement and 
decisions in the Vietnam War resulted in a ‘credibility 
gap’—the difference between the president’s 
statements and the facts on the ground, and which they 
believed only grew wider over the years. Throughout 
the war, the Johnson Administra on had been assuring 
the public that the Vietnam War would be over soon. 
With broadcast television gaining popularity in the 
1950s, the Vietnam War became the first major conflict 
to be covered on television. This also meant that the 
public were able to see videos and images from the 
frontline, and they found that what was presented to 
them was far from what they had been assured. 
According to the researchers and the press, their 
opinion was that the public felt that they had not been 
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honestly told the purpose of sending troops to Vietnam 
at the beginning, and later the scale of this opera on. 
They felt that the seriousness of the situa on was 
underplayed, because more and more dead were being 
sent home. What was promised to be a six-month 
opera on to protect key landmarks became a three 
year war that resulted in almost 60,000 deaths, and 
many more injured who would later grapple with the 
dark psychological impact of what they had gone 
through.5 Moreover, for several years, the public 
assessed that the administra on con nued to downplay 
the cost spent on the war, which was in the region of 
billions of dollars.6

To these researchers, it was quite clear that the 
Johnson Administra on thought that it could get away 
with being vague and keeping important informa on 
from the public. What it seemed to have forgo en was 
that with the rising prevalence of television ownership 
in American homes, the masses had easy access to real 
life informa on and updates on the war. This perceived 
lack of transparency and credibility contributed to the 
lower public trust of the government in America. How 
the government managed the many other cri cal 
incidents in American history, such as the Iraq War, the 
Katrina disaster and financial crisis in 2007, have 
together led to Americans cas ng doubt on the 
government, which con nued to impact public trust. 
Polling results over this last decade have been at 
historical lows as the public con nues to doubt the 
government’s credibility, which researchers also 
a ribute to poor poli cal leadership in recent years.7

PUBLIC CONFIDENCE AND SUPPORT 
FOR THE MILITARY

Public confidence and trust in the military are 
especially important because these concern the survival 
of a country. Public confidence in the military provides 
important informa on on how much trust and faith the 
public has that the military will defend the country and 
protect her people in mes of crisis. The poll findings 
reflec ng the levels of public confidence are also a 
check and balance of the military’s ac ons, policies and 
decisions, versus what the public expects. It is important 
to gather and understand these sen ments even during 
peace me, so that policy makers can improve or 
intervene to improve credibility and gain public trust. 
Most importantly, these data points will also inform the 

government of the likelihood of receiving support for 
their decisions to call for ac on during a crisis.

Interes ngly, in research conducted to review 
public poll findings of numerous countries including the 
US, various countries in Europe and Canada, the 
militaries were found to be one of the most trusted 
public agencies, even more so than the rest of the 
government.8 Similarly in America, the military has 
gained much more public confidence since the Vietnam 
War. The US military is one of the most highly regarded 
public ins tu ons, with 78% of the public holding at 
least ‘quite a lot’ of confidence in the military.9 
However, Malesic had also pointed out that that high 
public trust and confidence in the military does not 
necessarily mean that the public or respondents are 
familiar or aware of what the armed forces are doing.10 
What they know of the military is largely based on what 
they read in the media, unless they have been through 
the system themselves. The reliance on media to inform 
the public of the role of a military is especially apparent 
now because for many countries, the military takes a 
different form and significance as compared to the past 
because of the reduc on in tradi onal military threats 
and war.

Tradi onally, public confidence in the military is 
earned through the military’s performance at war, 
which is generally about the professional competence 
of the military.11 However, many of the armed forces 
today are also involved in peacekeeping, humanitarian 
support and assistance, safekeeping, safeguarding and 
figh ng unseen wars such as ‘grey zone’ wars. Bringing 
these roles to the public’s awareness and helping them 
understand the importance of these du es would be 
helpful to earn their trust and confidence. These 
considera ons also apply to understanding percep ons 
towards the SAF, our defence related policy decisions 
and communica ons for MINDEF/SAF.

Understanding public opinion of our policies is 
also important. Singapore has a conscript military, and 
this requires every Singaporean male to serve Na onal 
Service (NS). It is difficult to compare the overall 
benefits and opportunity costs of NS as there are many 
intangibles, and some may focus on the cost over 
benefits. We thus cannot take support for NS as 
granted, and we have to con nually engage the public 
on conscrip on policy. To this effect, MINDEF/SAF must 
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understand public sen ments on defence, and 
especially NS and its implementa on, so that we are 
able to communicate our policies more effec vely, and 
to understand trends to be forward thinking in the 
implementa on of our systems and processes.

THE ‘WHAT’ AND ‘HOW’ OF OPINION 
SENSING

The Defence Psychology community (DPC) has a 

long history of conduc ng opinion sensing on both our 

internal staff and the public for MINDEF/SAF. We track 

mul ple indicators, such as percep ons on the need 
and importance of defence, as well as our policies, 

systems and processes. The main methodology that is 

used is through telephone and online polls to provide us 

with a dips ck of percep ons in a rela vely short me.

There may be doubts about whether the 
respondents were answering honestly or if they were 
being poli cally correct out of worry about 
repercussions, or to ‘fit in’. This could lead to ques ons 
about the validity of the survey findings. We as 
psychologists are cognisant of these very real 
challenges. Hence a lot of planning and prepara ons are 
done to ensure that we are able to collect sen ments 
that are as accurate and reflec ve of the general 
popula on as possible. 

The core element here is the survey 
methodology. This includes, but is not limited to, how 
we phrase and ask our survey ques ons, which should 
be simple, direct and neutral as much as possible. We 
also reach out to a large enough sample that is 
randomly selected but representa ve, based on key 
demographic breakdowns, so that the aggregated 
responses can be generalised to the Singapore 
popula on. The next step is the actual calling when we 
do telephone polls, which has been our main mode of 
data collec on. Standardised call scripts are used to 
ensure that every respondent receives the same 
informa on. Having interviewers from an independent 
company to conduct the phone interviews provides a 
higher level of psychological safety since they are 
neutral par es. Lastly, during data analysis, besides 
looking at the current state based on current data, we 
also look at long-term trends and triangulate findings 
with other objec ve hard indicators to look at how 
sen ments change over me. 

Public polling is not the only way to get public 
opinion. While public telephone and online polls 
provide a general sense of how people think and feel 
about certain issues, it may not always be the best way 
to do so. Some mes, issues can be very sensi ve and 
may be misinterpreted easily if asked as a short 
ques on over the phone, or perhaps, findings from 

Picture 1: With a conscript military in Singapore, it is important to have public support for NS.
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public polls may tell us that we should focus on certain 
areas and go deeper to understand the sen ments of 
specific groups of people. Doing a public poll in these 
circumstances would be insufficient and perhaps even 
costly, since polls are meant to be rela vely quick 
dips cks to pick up sen ments at a more general level. 
We may therefore choose to employ different 
methodologies depending on the subject ma er. For 
example, we may conduct focus group discussions with 
groups of a specific profile to understand what they 
think about certain issues that may affect them directly. 
We have conducted such focus group discussions with 
women, who are not conscripted and whom MINDEF/
SAF has fewer touchpoints with, and hence need to 
ac vely engage to understand their opinions on NS. 
Some mes, we may also conduct face-to-face 
interviews with individuals who can share their personal 
experiences and provide rich anecdotal examples, 
especially on sensi ve or complicated topics, to help us 
to be er understand the situa on and percep ons.

WE HAVE THE DATA NOW, SO WHAT?

Gathering such informa on has provided 
stakeholders with a rich amount of data to work on 
improving our NS systems and communica on efforts. 
Polls provide a feedback channel for us to monitor and 
bolster public confidence in our policies and systems 
during peace me, building up a strong founda on for 
confidence in the SAF during crises. In 2020, we 
conducted a series of polls amongst the public and 
MINDEF/SAF personnel to understand how they 
perceived COVID-19 to have impacted the organisa on. 
The findings informed us of their trust in MINDEF/SAF’s 
ability to adapt to unforeseen circumstances, and 
provided feedback on the effec veness of our efforts to 
profile MINDEF/SAF’s measures to remain resilient and 
ready in the face of adversity. 

Public polling also plays an essen al role in 
helping MINDEF/SAF navigate challenging incidents that 
are of public interest. One example was the issue of 
training safety, which garnered much a en on 
following the spate of training-related deaths between 
2017 and 2019. While MINDEF/SAF undertook measures 
to improve safety systems and processes, a series of 
telephone polls was conducted throughout the period 
to gauge public opinion towards how we had responded 

to the incidents, and public recep on towards our 
communica on of policy changes. The polls served as a 
feedback channel to MINDEF/SAF leadership and policy 
owners to help refine both policies and 
communica ons.

Regular and me-period specific polling enabled 
us to iden fy trends in public opinion towards the SAF’s 
management of training safety and other related 
indicators, and a ribute shi s in sen ments to specific 
events or announcements within the period. We 
observed that there was a decline in public opinions on 
the SAF’s training safety standards during that phase. 
The decrease was in part due to the four cases that 
occurred between 2017 and 2019, and in part due to 
the heightened public interest with the passing of local 
ar ste CFC(NS) Aloysius Pang. While the polls showed 
that percep ons towards the SAF’s management of 
training safety declined, broader views of defence were 
more resilient. This knowledge enabled us to focus our 
communica ons efforts to address the incidents 
themselves and the changes implemented to improve 
training safety, while being assured that Singaporeans 
remained suppor ve of NS and defence in general. 

Besides trend analyses that monitored overall 
shi s in percep ons, the data also allowed us to iden fy 
segments of the popula on that expressed greater 
concern. This enabled us to engage them more 
effec vely, by adjus ng our engagement modali es and 
introducing new outreach channels. One of the main 
groups of interest were the pre-enlistees. We reached 
out to them via the exis ng school engagement 
programmes, and disseminated content on social media 
to convey key safety messages such as how safety is a 
command and individual responsibility, and to increase 
awareness of the measures taken to improve our safety 
systems and processes. For example, the official 
MINDEF Instagram featured a video on the measures to 
improve training safety at every level of responsibility, 
in line with the announcements at the Commi ee of 
Supply Debate 2019. Similarly, the official Army 
Instagram posted a video demonstra ng the SAF’s heat 
management system. Another group who expressed 
concerns were mothers of pre-enlistees. We engaged 
them during Enlistment Day and gradua on ceremonies 
by including new informa on sec ons on the safety 
systems and processes in place. These were 
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implemented alongside collaterals on training safety 
accessible via the CMPB website, as well as the 
introduc on of a dedicated le er on training safety to 
pre-enlistees’ families. These efforts helped to provide 
mothers with an understanding of the SAF’s safety 
mechanisms, and assure them of MINDEF/SAF’s safety 
culture.

In addi on to polls, focus group discussions were 
conducted to gather feedback on the SAF’s 
management of training safety. Through conversa ons 
with the public and internal tribe, we be er understood 
respondents’ percep ons towards training safety and 
the protocols in place. Respondents also openly shared 
their opinions on the new safety policies that had been 
introduced. These discussions were a valuable channel 
for the organisa on to gather sugges ons from the 
public and servicemen across ranks, enabling us to take 
a more holis c perspec ve in enhancing and 
communica ng our safety policies.

While public percep ons can swi ly take a 
nega ve turn, improving them requires a sustained 
endeavour. Policy and process changes do not result in 
immediate changes in percep ons towards the SAF’s 
management of training safety. They have to be 
consciously and carefully communicated to shi  public 
percep ons over me. While training safety has always 
been a topic that we monitored, we have increased the 
intensity and thoroughness of our polls since 2018, to 
ensure that mely feedback is gathered as we increased 
the momentum of our communica ons efforts. We 
con nue to gather data on MINDEF/SAF’s management 
of training safety to date, to ensure that we keep our 
eye on this cri cal issue.

OUR SERVICEMEN’S AND 
SERVICEWOMEN’S SENTIMENTS ARE 
JUST AS IMPORTANT

The same principles and effort are used to 
understand sen ments of our internal tribe as well— 

Picture 2: An example of an infographic released by MINDEF on social media to share about heat management and training 
safety.
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namely Regulars, DXOs, NSFs and NS men. These are the 
people who keep our policies, systems and processes 
well-oiled and running. Hence, it is important that their 
opinions towards our defence policies and systems are 
heard. What the public has an opinion of, our internal 
tribe would have too. Their opinions are even more 
important as they have contextual awareness, a livid 
experience that brings deeper understanding of our 
policies and what the organisa on stands for. For 
example, their opinions on the con nuing of opera ons 
and training during the COVID-19 pandemic inform 
stakeholders of the confidence they have that work can 
be executed well and safely during this period.

Addi onally, the internal tribe can further enrich 
our understanding of MINDEF/SAF by sharing with us 
their personal experiences interac ng with the system. 
For example, our NS men at the end of their In-Camp 
Training (ICT) would be asked to complete a Post-ICT 
Survey. This survey seeks to understand their opinions 
on the administra ve and logis cal aspects of their ICT 
and training, all of which are also important data points 
on confidence in MINDEF/SAF and its systems and 
processes.

Beyond that, feedback regarding their sen ments 
towards the work they do, the environment they are in, 
and the training that they receive are all important as 
well. The Organisa onal Climate Survey (OCS) is 
conducted once every two years to understand 
employees’ engagement and percep ons towards their 
work, leaders and the organisa on. During the height of 
COVID-19, we also rolled out a few pulse surveys to 
understand how employees were coping during this 
unprecedented period. Knowing employees’ opinions 
on these issues helps the organisa on to be er 
understand how it can be er support personnel. This 
informa on can influence reviews and policy changes, 
and even how we communicate those policies, which 
would eventually help with personnel well-being, 
engagement and reten on.

TO BETTER SENSE IN AN EVER-
CHANGING WORLD

While many methodologies are available in 
collec ng public opinion, researchers con nue to refine 
these methods, or explore new methodologies that 
u lise technology. Some mes, this need for review and 

improvement is due to changes in the environment and 
society, which leads to certain methodologies becoming 
less effec ve. Our public opinion sensing system has 
worked well thus far; yet con nual adjustments are 
necessary to ensure that it remains relevant in the face 
of an ever-changing world. The informa on cycle will 
con nue to accelerate due to the round-the-clock 
nature of digital and social media. Social media has also 
enabled any individual to share their varied and 
personal views online, allowing fringe groups and 
malicious actors to propagate misinforma on and 
disinforma on. Recommenda on algorithms lead to 
further polarisa on of ideas and groups, as people are 
presented with belief-congruent informa on that 
reinforce their opinions and beliefs. This leads to the 
informa on space becoming increasingly fragmented 
and contested, as disparate actors can take to social 
media to propagate narra ves and further their agenda. 
Public discourse is consequently vola le. Thus, we must 
evolve in the way we do opinion sensing to iden fy 
emergent issues and stay in touch with the changing 
dynamics of public opinion.

We must also stay abreast of changes in industry 
prac ces. The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the 
shi  towards a digital means of public opinion sensing, 
through methods such as online polls and focus groups 
held via video calls. Prac oners acknowledge that the 
online poll has its inherent limita ons, mainly issues 
pertaining to representa veness and response bias. Its 
speediness and rela ve resource-effec veness, 
however, provide for a responsive and flexible source of 
informa on for cri cal topics that require short 
turnarounds. When used correctly, it is an invaluable 
partner to more representa ve but inherently slower 
sensing methods.

The shi  towards online and digital means of 
communica on has occurred in parallel with the decline 
of landlines and telephone calls. Correspondingly, 
response rates for telephone polls have long been 
waning. This is unsurprising, as calls are seen as more 
disrup ve as compared to online polls, which can be 
done at the respondent’s own convenience. In addi on, 
with phone scams on the rise, rising scep cism towards 
calls from unknown numbers has contributed to 
difficul es in achieving representa ve response rates in 
short periods of me.
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EXPANDING OUR RANGE OF SENSING 
TOOLS

To tackle these challenges more effec vely, we 
are reviewing our poll capability to use online polls and 
reintroduce face-to-face interviews (online or 
otherwise) to augment our current arsenal of telephone 
polls and focus group discussions for public sensing. 
Beyond tradi onal survey methods, we are also 
exploring social media and other digital means of 
sensing. A mainstay in marketers’ toolkits, social media 
analy cs leverage the real- me flow of informa on to 
monitor trending topics and trac on on their 
campaigns. Messaging applica ons also present an 
opportunity for us to host discussions online, 
establishing direct channels with respondents to 
understand their opinions. They allow us to move from 
passive listeners to ac ve encouragers of discourse to 
garner in-depth, qualita ve insights from audiences 
with rela ve swi ness vis-a-vis tradi onal qualita ve 
methods. 

Each method has its own merits and limita ons, 
be it speed, representa veness, depth of insights, or 
targe ng. Telephone polls, while slow, can provide a 
more representa ve measure for long-term strategic 
outcomes when compared to online polls. Other 
qualita ve measures such as focus group discussions 
and interviews can allow us to deep-dive into 
sen ments on specific topics for specific audience 
segments and facilitate discussions on sensi ve or 
complicated topics, but they are significantly more 
resource-intensive and less suited for me-pressed 
topics. 

There have also been developments in sensing 
technologies to enhance visitor experience at in-person 
events and exhibi ons. Beyond self-reported measures 
like the feedback form, crowd analy cs technologies 
u lise head pose and gaze es ma ons to track how 
a en ve and engaged live audiences are. If this 
technology matures, it would provide useful informa on 
for curators and event organisers to tailor their 
strategies to op mise learning and engagement at our 
exhibi ons, museums and events. 

	IT ALL COMES BACK TO HAVING A 
CLEAR BUSINESS CASE

Ul mately, the usefulness of each sensing 
methodology depends on whether it fulfils the 
contextual requirements of policymakers and key 
decision holders. By expanding the range of 
methodologies available for use, we have greater 
flexibility to cater to different requirements. When used 
in tandem, findings gathered across methodologies can 
be triangulated to balance out the limita ons and paint 
a more comprehensive picture of opinions towards 
MINDEF/SAF, especially for topics that are more 
complex and mul faceted. However, beyond using 
mul ple sensing methods, it is crucial to ensure data 
quality. To borrow the computer science expression, 
‘garbage in, garbage out.’ The data must be accurate as 
well as relevant to the use-case. A clear understanding 
of our stakeholders’ business case is crucial for us to 
recommend sensing methods that can best address the 
ques ons at hand, and to effec vely harness the data to 
derive ac onable insights.



Behind the Scenes of Understanding Percep ons of the Military 

 75

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Cowell, R. Downe, J. Mar n, S. and Chen, A. (2012). Public Confidence and Public Services: It Ma ers What You 
Measure. Policy & Poli cs, 40(1), 123-143.

Malesic, M. (2012). The contemporary military: Between public indifference and trust. Innova ve Issues and 
Approaches in Social Sciences, 5(3), 21-40.

Mathew, M., Teo, K. K., Tay, M., and Wang, A. (2012). A tudes towards Ins tu ons, Poli cs, and Policies: Key 
Findings from the World Value Survey. IPS Exchange, 17.

McKenny, S. (2012). Public Confidence and the U.S. Military. United States Army War College.

Public Trust in Government: 1958 – 2021, 17 May 2021, Pew Research Centre. h ps://www.pewresearch.org/
poli cs/2021/05/17/public-trust-in-government-1958-2021/

McGrath, M. (2017). Beyond Distrust: When the Public Loses Faith in American Ins tu ons. Na onal Civic Review.

Americans’ Confidence in Ins tu ons Stays Low, 13 June 2016, Gallup News. h ps://news.gallup.com/poll/192581/
americans-confidence-ins tu ons-stays-low.aspx

Americans’ Trust in Government Remains Low, 30 September 2021, Gallup News. h ps://news.gallup.com/
poll/355124/americans-trust-government-remains-low.aspx

How Americans Lost Faith in Government, 30 January 2018, Washington Post. h ps://www.washingtonpost.com/
news/made-by-history/wp/2018/01/30/how-americans-lost-faith-in-government/

ENDNOTES

1. These results were quoted from The Elec ons Exit Poll 2020 in the New York Times. The exit poll was 
conducted by Edison Research for the Na onal Elec on Pool. Results were from interviews (either face to 
face or telephone) with 15,590 voters.

2. Cowell, R. Downe, J. Mar n, S. and Chen, A. (2012). Public Confidence and Public Services: It Ma ers What 
You Measure. Policy & Poli cs, 40(1), 123-143.

3. Mathew, M., Teo, K. K., Tay, M., and Wang, A. (2012). A tudes towards Ins tu ons, Poli cs, and Policies: 
Key Findings from the World Value Survey. IPS Exchange, 17.

4. Public Trust in Government: 1958 – 2021, 17 May 2021, Pew Research Centre. h ps://
www.pewresearch.org/poli cs/2021/05/17/public-trust-in-government-1958-2021/

McGrath, M. (2017). Beyond Distrust: When the Public Loses Faith in American Ins tu ons. Na onal Civic 
Review.

The Long Decline of Trust in Government, and Why That Can Be Patrio c, 3 July 2015, Lynn Vavreck, The New 
York Times. h ps://www.ny mes.com/2015/07/04/upshot/the-long-decline-of-trust-in-government-and-
why-that-can-be-patrio c.html

5. The Legacy of the Vietnam War Con nues to Undermine Trust and Confidence in the Federal Government 
and Other Ins tu ons, July 21, 2017, Erik Devereux, PA mes.org by the American Society for Public 
Administra on. h ps://pa mes.org/legacy-vietnam-war-con nues-undermine-trust-confidence-federal-
government-ins tu ons/

6. Cowell, R. Downe, J. Mar n, S. and Chen, A. (2012). Public Confidence and Public Services: It Ma ers What 
You Measure. Policy & Poli cs, 40(1), 123-143.

7. Public Trust in Government: 1958 – 2021, 17 May 2021, Pew Research Centre. h ps://
www.pewresearch.org/poli cs/2021/05/17/public-trust-in-government-1958-2021/

The Long Decline of Trust in Government, and Why That Can Be Patrio c, 3 July 2015, Lynn Vavreck, The New 
York Times. h ps://www.ny mes.com/2015/07/04/upshot/the-long-decline-of-trust-in-government-and-
why-that-can-be-patrio c.html

McGrath, M. (2017). Beyond Distrust: When the Public Loses Faith in American Ins tu ons. Na onal Civic 
Review.



Behind the Scenes of Understanding Percep ons of the Military 

 76

Americans’ Confidence in Ins tu ons Stays Low, 13 June 2016, Gallup News. h ps://news.gallup.com/
poll/192581/americans-confidence-ins tu ons-stays-low.aspx

Americans’ Trust in Government Remains Low, 30 September 2021, Gallup News. h ps://news.gallup.com/
poll/355124/americans-trust-government-remains-low.aspx

8. Malesic, M. (2012). The contemporary military: Between public indifference and trust. Innova ve Issues and 
Approaches in Social Sciences, 5(3), 21-40.

9. McKenny, S. (2012). Public Confidence and the U.S. Military. United States Army War College.

10. Malesic, M. (2012). The contemporary military: Between public indifference and trust. Innova ve Issues and 
Approaches in Social Sciences, 5(3), 21-40.

11. McKenny, S. (2012). Public Confidence and the U.S. Military. United States Army War College.

Ms Camy Chia is a psychologist with the Organisa onal Diagnosis Group at DPD. 
She graduated with a Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in Psychology from NTU in 2011 
and a Master of Science in Occupa onal and Organisa onal Psychology from the 
University of Surrey in 2018.

Ms Amelia Boey is a psychologist with the Communica ons Data Science and 
Analy cs department at the MINDEF Communica ons Organisa on. She 
graduated with a Bachelor of Social Sciences (Honours) in Psychology from NTU in 
2018. 



Applying Behavioural Insights In MINDEF/SAF

 77

APPLYING BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS IN 
MINDEF/SAF 

By Ms Chua Jia Rong & Ms Sophia Chua

INTRODUCTION

The no on of a simple, low-cost and freedom 
preserving solu on is appealing. The reported success 
of nudges in various domains, ranging from increasing 
tax compliance to encouraging healthier food choices 

has elevated its posi on as a complement to 
conven onal policy tools such as legisla ons, 
regula ons, and economic levers.1 More importantly, 
nudges have contributed to greater emphasis on 
evidence-based methodologies in policy making and 
paved the way for other forms of behavioural change 
interven ons such as ‘boost’ and ‘think.’2 Valuable 
insights have also been gleaned from what did not 
work.3

Over the last decade, the term ‘nudge’ has 
become synonymous with behavioural change 
interven on that draws on insights from the social 
sciences, behavioural economics and neurosciences. 
Thaler and Sunstein defined a nudge as ‘any aspect of 
the choice architecture that alters people’s behaviour in 
a predictable way without forbidding any op ons or 
significantly changing their economic consequences. To 
count as a mere nudge, the interven on must be easy 
and cheap to avoid. Nudges are not mandates.’4

In 2010, the UK Behavioural Insights Team (BIT), 
also known as the Nudge unit, was set up to enhance 
the efficacy of government and to improve policy 
making using insights from behavioural science.5 The 
term ‘behavioural insight’ was coined by the BIT to draw 

Figure 1: Behavioural Insights and Public Policy.6
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together ideas from different disciplines. Today, the BIT 
has established offices in Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand, Singapore and the United States. In Singapore, 
it has worked with government agencies such as the 
Public Service Division, Ministry of Manpower and 
Ministry of Home Affairs to apply behavioural insights. 
Behavioural insight is more than nudging—it entails 
understanding how people make decisions, to design 
be er policies or services and to help people make 
be er choices for themselves. While behavioural 
science is not new, the popularisa on of terms such as 
‘behavioural insight’ and ‘nudge’ over the last decade 
has significantly increased its prevalence in public 
policy. According to the Organisa on for Economic 
Coopera on and Development (OECD), more than 200 
en es around the world were applying behavioural 
insights to public policy by 2018 (see Figure 1).7

INFLUENCE OF PSYCHOLOGY

Neo-classical economics assume that people are 
ra onal in making decisions, that is, they always choose 
what is best for them based on perfect informa on.8 
However, psychology and behavioural economics have 

documented many situa ons in which people 
systema cally violate this assump on.9 Decades of 
research have been done to understand how people 
make decisions and psychological theories played a 
prominent role in contribu ng to this understanding.10 

Notably, Kahneman and Tversky’s work on the 
psychology of judgments and decision making provided 
a framework to explain why people do not always make 
ra onal decisions as assumed by standard economic 
theory.11 This framework became a key inspira on for 
the emergence of nudge theory and behavioural 
insights, to help people make be er choices for 
themselves.

Kahneman proposed two systems of thinking—
System 1 is intui ve and automa c, whereas System 2 is 
more deliberate and effor ul.12 System 1 employs 
heuris cs or simple rules of thumb to make judgements 
but can lead to biases that may not be corrected by 
System 2. There is a mul tude of heuris cs in the 
literature (see Figure 2). One well-known example is the 
availability heuris c, when people assess the probability 
of an event based on how easily the relevant instances 
come to mind.13 In one of the studies by Tversky and 

Figure 2: Cogni ve Bias.14
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Kahneman, par cipants were presented with five le ers 
(K, L, N, R, V) that appeared more o en in the third 
posi on of a word than the first.15 When asked whether 
each le er was more likely to appear in the first or third 
posi on, majority of the par cipants chose the first 
posi on because it is easier to think of words that begin 
with a par cular le er. The availability heuris c 
suggests that people tend to overes mate the 
probability of events that come more easily to one’s 
mind.

More importantly, Kahneman and Tversky had 
also proposed the prospect theory, as an alterna ve 
model to explain decision making under risk.16 They 
demonstrated that decisions can be systema cally 
influenced by the way in which choices are framed. 
According to the prospect theory, people make 
decisions in terms of losses and gains rela ve to a 
reference point (e.g., exis ng wealth), find it more 
painful to lose a given amount than pleasurable to gain 
the same amount. People also tend to respond to losses 
or gains differently under different probability 
condi ons (e.g., more willing to take risks to avoid a 
sure loss than to make a sure gain, but more willing to 
take risk to make an unlikely gain than to avoid an 
unlikely loss). 

EFFECTIVENESS OF BI INTERVENTIONS

There are many examples of successful BI 
interven ons and these are a few famous ones:

 Johnson and Goldstein showed that countries 
with a default opt-out system to donate one’s 
organs had higher rates of organ dona on and 
suggested that the use of defaults could help save 
lives.17

 The Amsterdam airport reported an 80% 
reduc on in spillage on its bathroom floor a er 
etching images of houseflies near the drains of 
bathroom urinals to improve aim.18

 Shu, Mazar, Gino, Ariely, and Bazerman found 

that customers of an insurance company who 
signed an honesty declara on ‘I promise that the 
informa on I am providing is true’ at the 
beginning were less likely to underreport their 
automobile mileage for policy review, as 

compared to those who signed at the end on an 
exis ng form.19

 Hallsworth, List, Metcalfe, and Vlaev showed that 
including social norm in an exis ng reminder 
le er could help to improve tax payment rates. 
For example, there was a 5%-point increase in 
payment rates when recipients were told that 
majority of people in their local area with a debt 
like theirs, have paid their tax on me.20  

However, BI is not a ‘silver bullet’ that solves all 

problems. It is more appropriate for use in the case of a 

cogni ve bias or behavioural problem. In the context of 
BI, a behavioural problem can be defined as a behaviour 

that, as a result of cogni ve biases, occurs even though 
people have good reason to act otherwise.21 Some 

policy issues may benefit more from tradi onal policy 
levers (e.g., financial incen ves or disincen ves, 

legisla ons, or awareness-raising approaches) or 

alterna ve non-tradi onal tools (e.g., design thinking or 
machine learning). For example, in a public health crisis 

like the COVID-19 pandemic where lives are at stake, 
people cannot merely be encouraged or nudged to 

engage in desired behaviours. Enforcements through 
legisla ons are required to ensure that ci zens comply 

with safety measures in the interest of themselves and 

others (e.g. manda ng mask wearing), while nudges can 
serve as a complement to mo vate compliance (e.g. 

offering free masks, making masks more affordable or 
easily available in retail stores). It may also be 

inappropriate to use BI to influence decisions that are 
likely a ma er of personal values rather than cogni ve 

bias, such as the number of children one chooses to 

have. 

In addi on, the success of BI interven ons is 
context-dependent. An interven on might be effec ve 
in one environment or at a point in me, but have no 
effect or even backfire when the context changes. Any 
effects could also possibly change for the be er or 
worse when people gain familiarity with nudges 
through direct (e.g., being nudged) or indirect (e.g., 
reading media reports) exposure over me. Moreover, 
there could poten ally be spillover effects on 
behaviours that are not nudged. For example, a nudge 
to encourage healthier food choice during lunch may 
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have an effect on one’s choice for dinner—maintain 
effort to eat healthily or feel permi ed to eat less 
healthily. While there may be demands for quick-fix 
solu ons, it remains important to have a good 
understanding of the problem situa on and behavioural 
drivers as well as to collect empirical evidence and make 
modifica ons, before embarking on large-scale 
implementa ons. Post implementa on, the effects of 
an interven on should con nue to be monitored. 

Finally, a successful BI interven on is also one 
that can withstand ethical scru ny. A key area of 
concern is the issue of transparency, or the lack thereof. 
Thaler and Sunstein referred to Rawls’ publicity 
condi on as a poten al guide to transparency.22 In line 
with the publicity condi on, ins tu ons should adopt 
interven ons that can withstand public disclosure. 
Specifically, ins tu ons should be open about what a 
new interven on entails and why it has been adopted.23 
Transparency also means that the interven on should 
be perceivable, by consis ng of s muli that are above 
the threshold of conscious awareness.24

USEFUL FRAMEWORKS FOR APPLYING 
BI 

Several frameworks have been developed to aid 
the applica on of BI: 

• MINDSPACE (Messenger, Incen ves, Norms, 
Defaults, Salience, Priming, Affect, Commitment, 
and Ego)

 MINDSPACE was the framework adopted by the 
UK BIT in its early years. It comprises nine key 
behaviour influences (e.g., people are influenced 
by norms, people’s a en on is drawn to what is 
more salient to them) from psychological and 
economic research that can be used by 
policymakers and prac oners.25

• EAST (Easy, A rac ve, Social, and Timely)

EAST is a simpler framework that was developed 
from MINDSPACE, and comprises four key 
concepts for influencing behaviours.26 The idea is 
that people are more likely to engage in a 
behaviour if it is made easy, a rac ve, social, and 

mely for them to do so.

• BASIC (Behaviours, Analysis, Strategies, 
Interven ons, and Change)

BASIC is a detailed toolkit developed by the OECD 

to help policymakers and prac oners apply BI 
more systema cally and responsibly.27 The toolkit 
comprises a suite of tools, methods, and 
guidelines to iden fy the policy problem, 
behavioural drivers of the problem, behavioural 
outcomes, interven ons, and plans. 

Both the MINDSPACE and EAST frameworks have 
been applied to BI projects in MINDEF/SAF (see next 
sec on), while the BASIC toolkit can serve as a guide 
through the process of a BI project from idea on to 
implementa on.
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BI PROJECTS IN MINDEF/SAF

Given the promising poten al of BI, several trials 
have been conducted to explore using BI principles to 
enhance efficiency within MINDEF/SAF. Here are two 
examples from projects conducted within MINDEF/SAF.

Improving Pre-Enlistee Administration 
Compliance Rates

One project sought to enhance the efficacy of the 
pre-enlistment administra on process. Pre-enlistees are 
scheduled to a end a medical check-up at CMPB. On 
the day of their check-up, they are required to bring 
along several documents, such as medical documents, 
educa onal cer ficates and photo ID. However, some 
pre-enlistees fail to bring these items with them, in 

which case they would have to make another trip to 
CMPB with the required documents. This incurs 
addi onal me and effort for the pre-enlistees and can 
also cause delays in the pre-enlistment administra on 
process.

To tackle this issue, the trial focused on the SMS 

reminder which CMPB sends to pre-enlistees three days 

before they are due to a end the medical check-up. The 
SMS reminder typically comprises basic informa on 

such as the date and me of repor ng. As part of the 

trial, three forms of BI-enhanced messages were 

developed, with changes made to the standard SMS 
based on different elements from the BI framework 

‘MINDSPACE’. See Figure 3 for the different SMSes. 

Figure 3: Standard vs. BI-Enhanced Messages (Pre-Enlistee Administra on Compliance). 
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Sta s cal analysis showed that the BI-enhanced 
messages significantly improved compliance. Among 
those who received the standard message, only 36% 
complied by bringing the required documents. This was 
increased to 52-67% among those who received the BI-
enhanced messages, almost doubling the rate of 
compliance. Among the three enhanced messages, the 
Salience as well as Salience + Messenger + Disincen ve 
messages were found to be especially effec ve, leading 
to higher rates of compliance (66-67%) compared to the 
Salience + Messenger message (52%). This was an 
interes ng finding, and suggested that for pre-enlistees 
who are not yet serving as full- me military servicemen, 
the direc ve tone of the Messenger element may have 
had a counterproduc ve effect. Following from the 
significant increase in compliance rate, we would expect 
for there to be a correspondingly significant 
downstream reduc on in the me delay and manpower 
costs in the administra ve follow-up process.

Improving NSmen IPPT Participation 
Rates

Another project targeted na onal servicemen at 
the other end of the NS life cycle, namely NSmen 
par cipa on in the Individual Physical Proficiency Test 
(IPPT).

NSmen are given a one-year window to a empt 
their IPPT. They typically receive a no fica on SMS 
message once a year, promp ng them to book an IPPT 
session, and up to two reminder SMS messages 
subsequently if they have yet to book or a empt their 
IPPT. However, these mass messages tend to be brief, 
impersonal and formal in tone.

A BI-enhanced SMS message was designed, which 

incorporated three elements from the BI framework 
‘EAST’: (1) A rac ve – whereby personalised elements 

were included, such as the specifica on of the sender as 

the recipient’s direct commander, (2) Social – by se ng 

a social norm with the percentage of their peers who 
had par cipated, and (3) Easy – by including the booking 

link directly within the message. See Figure 5 for the 

standard and new messages.

Two units were selected to take part in this trial, 
one being assigned as a test unit, and the other as a 
control unit. Commanders of the test unit sent the BI-
enhanced messages to their NSmen in August and 
December 2019, while the NSmen of the control unit 
received the standard message. IPPT par cipa on rates 
for both units were tracked for the months of August 
2019 to January 2020, and compared against three 
benchmarks: (a) the par cipa on rate of the other unit, 
(b) par cipa on rates in the same me period in the 
previous year, and (c) the average par cipa on rates in 
the division.

The results were promising. The IPPT par cipa on 
rate in the test unit was higher than all three 
benchmarks: (a) it was 4-5%-point above that of the 
control unit, (b) it represented an approximately 7%-
point increase from the previous year’s par cipa on in 
the same unit, and (c) it was approximately 4%-point 
higher than the division average par cipa on rate. 
While the comparisons fell short of sta s cal 
significance, the observed par cipa on rates showed 
percentage-point differences in the expected direc ons. 
It is an cipated that a more extended period of 
observa on might uncover a more pronounced effect of 
the BI interven on, given that the IPPT window varies 
across individuals. 

These two trials demonstrate how applying BI 
principles can lead to measurable behavioural change 

that benefits MINDEF/SAF. This was achieved without 

incurring addi onal costs or adding cumbersome steps 

in the work process, but through simple revisions in the 
content of SMS messages that were already being sent, 

thus represen ng a high return on investment at no 

addi onal cost. 

Figure 4: Compliance Rate Across Types of SMS Reminders.
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CONTEXTUALISATION

These trials are only a beginning. They point to 
the poten al of applying BI in a more wide-ranging way 
in MINDEF/SAF. As a large organisa on where many 
processes require human co-opera on to run smoothly, 
each interac on and touchpoint represents a poten al 
opportunity for BI principles to be applied, especially if 
the behaviour in ques on is influenced by cogni ve 
biases. Where interven ons are successful, this can lead 
to greater effec veness in policy design and 
interven on, service delivery, communica on strategies 

and change management. The change in behaviour for 
each individual would then be mul plied to reap great 
rewards for the organisa on. 

More trials are needed to expand the scope of BI 
applica on in MINDEF/SAF, and to iden fy the 
situa ons where BI would be most suitably u lised. 
Local trials by other public agencies illustrate the 
effec veness of BI across various domains, some of 
which could poten ally be contextualised for 
applica on within MINDEF/SAF:

Figure 5: Standard vs. BI-Enhanced Messages (IPPT Par cipa on).
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CONCLUSION

  Psychology has long shown that people are 
prone to cogni ve biases despite their best inten ons. 
With the applica on of BI principles, we can nudge 
individuals to make be er decisions that lead to more 

favourable outcomes for themselves and for society. 
There is much scope to explore the applica on BI more 
widely in MINDEF/SAF, and to u lise this data-driven 
approach in refining our policies and processes, and in 
overcoming challenges related to human behaviour.

Figure 6: Effec veness of BI in local trials by public agencies.



Applying Behavioural Insights In MINDEF/SAF

 86

ENDNOTES

1. Hallsworth, M. The use of field experiments to increase tax compliance. Oxford Review of Economic Policy, 3
(4), (2014). 658–679. doi: 10.1093/oxrep/gru034                                                                                                                                                 

Hallsworth, M., List, J. A., Metcalfe, R. D., Vlaev, I. The behavioralist as tax collector: Using natural field 
experiments to enhance tax compliance. (Journal of Public Economics, 148, 2017). 14-31. doi: 0.1016/
j.jpubeco.2017.02.003       

Schwartz, J., Riis, J., Elbel, B., & Ariely, D. Invi ng Consumers to Downsize Fast-Food Por ons Significantly 
Reduces Calorie Consump on. Health Affairs  (2012), 31(2), 399–407. doi: 10.1377/hlthaff.2011.0224                                                     

Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. R. Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness.  (London: 
Yale University Press. 2008).                                                                                                                                                                                   

Burgess, A. Nudging Healthy Lifestyles: The UK Experiments with the Behavioral Alterna ve to Regula on and 
the Market. (European Journal of Risk Regula on, 3, 2012), 3.                                                                                                                 

Lobel, O., & Amir, O. Stumble, predict, nudge: how behavioral economics informs law and policy. (Columbia 
Law Review, 108, 9–6. 2009). 

2. Sunstein, C. R. (The ethics of nudging. Yale Journal on Regula on, 32(2), 2015). 413-591.                                                        

Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. R. Libertarian Paternalism. (American Economic Review, 93(2), 2003). 175-179. 
doi: 10.1257/000282803321947001                                                                                                                                                        

Grüne-Yanoff, T., & Hertwig, R. Nudge versus boost: How coherent are policy and theory? (Minds and 
Machines, 26(1), 2016)., 149-183. doi: 10.1007/s11023-015-9367-9                                                                                                                      

John, P., Co erill, S., Richardson, L., Moseley, A., Stoker, G., Smith, G., … & Nomura, H. (2013). London: 
Bloomsbury Academic.

3. Blumenthal-Barby, J. S., & Burroughs, H. Nudge, nudge, think, think: Experimen ng with ways to change civic 
behaviour.  (Seeking Be er Health Care Outcomes: The Ethics of Using the ‘Nudge’. The American Journal of 
Bioethics, 12(2), 1–10. 2012). doi: 10.1080/15265161.2011.634481                                                                                                                                    

Hunter, R. F., Tully, M. A., Davis, M., Stevenson, M., & Kee, F. Physical ac vity loyalty cards for behavior 
change. (American Journal of Preven ve Medicine, 2013). 45(1), 56-63. doi:10.1016/j.amepre.2013.02.022

4. Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. R. Libertarian Paternalism. (American Economic Review, 93(2), 2003)., 175-179. 
doi: 10.1257/000282803321947001

5. Behavioural Insight Team. (n.d.). Retrieved from h p://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/

6. OECD Research (2018) h ps://www.oecd.org/gov/regulatory-policy/behavioural-insights.htm

7. OECD. Tools and Ethics for Applied Behavioural Insights: The BASIC Toolkit. (OECD Publishing, Paris. 2019). 
doi: 10.1787/9ea76a8f-en.

8. Becker, G. S. The economic approach to human behavior. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 1976). 

9. Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. R. Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness. (London: 
Yale University Press. 2008). 

10. Simon, H. A. Models of bounded ra onality. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 1982).                                                               

Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. Choices, values, and frames. (American Psychologist, 39(4), 1984). 341–350. doi: 
10.1037/0003-066X.39.4.341                                                                                                                                                             

Gilovich, T., Griffin, D., & Kahneman, D. (Eds.). Heuris cs and biases: The psychology of intui ve judgment. 
(Cambridge University Press. 2002). doi: 0.1017/CBO9780511808098                                                                                          

Loewenstein, G., Read, D., & Baumeister, R. (Eds.). Time and decision: Economic and psychological 
perspec ves on intertemporal choice. (Russell Sage Founda on. 2003). 



Applying Behavioural Insights In MINDEF/SAF

 87

11. Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. Judgment under uncertainty: Heuris cs and biases. (Science (New Series), 1974). 
185, 1124-1131. doi: 10.1126/science.185.4157.1124                                                                                                                             

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. The Framing of Decisions and the Psychology of Choice. (Science, 211 (4481), 
1981). 453-458. doi: 10.1126/science.7455683                                                                                                                                              

Kahneman, D. Maps of Bounded Ra onality: Psychology for Behavioral Economics. (American Economic 
Review, 93(5): 2003). 1449-1475. doi: 10.1257/000282803322655392

12. Kahneman, D. Thinking, fast and slow. (Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 2011). 

13. Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. Judgment under uncertainty: Heuris cs and biases. (Science (New Series),1974). 
185, 1124-1131. doi: 10.1126/science.185.4157.1124                                                                                                                                  

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. Availability: A heuris c for judging frequency and probability. (Cogni ve 
Psychology, 5(2), 1973). 207–232. doi: 10.1016/0010-0285(73)90033-9

14. Raconteur  h ps://www.raconteur.net/infographics/cogni ve-bias/

15. Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. Availability: A heuris c for judging frequency and probability. (Cogni ve 
Psychology, 5(2), 1973). 207–232. doi: 10.1016/0010-0285(73)90033-9

16. Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. The Framing of Decisions and the Psychology of Choice. (Science, 211 (4481) 
1981)., 453-458. doi: 10.1126/science.7455683                                                                                                            

Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk. (Econometric, 47 (2), 263–
91. 1979). doi: 10.2307/1914185

17. Johnson, E. J., & Goldstein, D. G. Do Defaults Save Lives? (Science, 302(5649), 2003). 1338-1339. doi: 
10.1126/science.1091721                                                                                                                                                                                       

Johnson, E. J., & Goldstein, D. G. Defaults and dona on decisions (Transplanta on, 78(12), 2004). 1713-1716. 
doi:10.1097/01.TP.0000149788.10382.B2

18. Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. R. Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness. (London: 
Yale University Press. 2008). 

19. Shu, L. L., Mazar, N., Gino, F., Ariely, D., & Bazerman, M. H. Signing at the beginning makes ethics salient and 
decreases dishonest self-reports in comparison to signing at the end. (Proceedings of the Na onal Academy 
of Sciences, 109(38), 2012). 15197-15200. doi:10.1073/pnas.1209746109

20. Hallsworth, M., List, J. A., Metcalfe, R. D., Vlaev, I. The behavioralist as tax collector: Using natural field 
experiments to enhance tax compliance. (Journal of Public Economics, 148, 2017). 14-31. doi: 0.1016/
j.jpubeco.2017.02.003

21. OECD. Tools and Ethics for Applied Behavioural Insights: The BASIC Toolkit. (OECD Publishing, Paris. 2019). 
doi: 10.1787/9ea76a8f-en.

22. Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. R. Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness.  (London: 
Yale University Press. 2008).                                                                                                                                             

Rawl, J. A theory of jus ce. (Bamforth N, Malik M and O’Cinneide C. 1971). 

23. Sunstein, C. R. The ethics of nudging. (Yale Journal on Regula on, 32(2), 2015). 413-591.

24. Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. R. Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness. (London: 
Yale University Press. 2008).                                                                                                                                                                                        

Bovens, L. The ethics of nudge. (In Grüne-Yanoff, T., & Hansson, S.O. (Eds), Preference change: Approaches 
from philosophy, economics and psychology. Berlin and New York: Springer. 2009). pp. 207–219. doi: 
10.1007/978-90-481-2593-7_10   

House of Lords, Science and Technology Select Commi ee. Behaviour Change: Report. (London: The 
Sta onery Office Limited. 2011) 



Applying Behavioural Insights In MINDEF/SAF

 88

Ms Sophia Chua graduated with a Bachelor of Social Sciences (Honours) in 
Psychology and a Master in Social Sciences (Psychology) from NUS. She has been a 
member of the Defence Psychology Community since gradua on and has held 
various roles in the community. She is currently a psychologist in the Plans and 
Research Branch of DPD.

Ms Chua Jia Rong graduated with a Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in Psychology 
from NTU and a Master in Behavioural and Economic Science (Science Track) from 
the University of Warwick. She has been a member of the Defence Psychology 
Community since gradua on and has held various roles in the community. She is 
currently a Defence Psychologist (Psychological Health) at 2PDF. 

25. Dolan, P., Hallsworth, M., Halpern, D., King, D., Metcalfe, R., Vlaev, I. (2010). MINDSPACE: Influencing 
behaviour through public policy. Ins tute for Government and Cabinet Office. Retrieved from: h ps://
www.bi.team/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/MINDSPACE.pdf

26. Behavioural Insights Team. EAST: Four simple ways to apply behavioural insights. (2014). Retrieved from 
h ps://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/BIT-Publica on-EAST_FA_WEB.pdf

27. OECD. Tools and Ethics for Applied Behavioural Insights: The BASIC Toolkit. (OECD Publishing, Paris. 2019). 
doi: 10.1787/9ea76a8f-en.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

(From left to right: LTC Darren Tan, Ms Sophia Chua, CPT Jack Tan, Ms Lim Yuhan, Ms

Emily Kwek)

DPC Editorial Team




	Cover Page 031221 Front
	MG - test
	MG
	A) MG Content Page
	B) MG Foreword
	C) MG Foreword
	D) MG Editorial
	MG
	1) MG PersDecisionsInMINDEF
	2) MG Suppporting SAF
	3) MG Leadership
	4) MG Psychological Resilience
	5) MG Psychotherapy
	6) MG OccupationalHealthPsyFinal
	7) MG InPursuitofSafetyFinal
	8) Mg Understanding Perceptions
	9) MG ApplyingBehavInsights


	E) MG Acknowledgement

	Cover Page 031221 Back



