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Spore research: Key 1s access to info

It’s not true that research on our country is
not publishable; challenge lies in getting data

Ivan Png

For The Straits Times

Anoldsaw thatIstillhearin
university corridorsis that “we

Indeed, the National University
of Singapore (NUS) Faculty of Arts
and Social Sciencesis organising a
discussion on the veryissue. How
trueis the claim? And, if true, what
should be done about it?

First, some data. In 2015,

was about US$296 billion
(S$408 billion). The US state with

an economy closest in size toours is :
: and electronicroad pricing to

: manage traffic congestion, the

: dependencyratio andlevy to

. regulate the inflow of foreign

: workers, gifted education policy,

. and presumed consent to increase
: organdonations.

Missouri. Tounderstand how
difficult itis to publish research on
Singapore, I searched the Arts &
Humanities and Social Sciences
Citation Indexes.

Between 1975 and this year, there
were 9,009 publications on

: Singapore, compared with 2,892 on
. Missouri. Apparently, it was three

: times more difficult to publish

: researchonaUSstatewith an

: economy of similar size. So, it

: should be professors at Washington :
. University in St Louis and the

: University of Missouri complaining
cannot publish Singapore research”. :
: research on Missouri!

thatjournals discriminate against

My citation search suggests that

: the academic world is quite
: interested in Singapore. Thereason :
. isverylikely the willingness of our
: Government toexperimentand

: innovatein policy. Avery shortlist
Singapore’s gross domestic product :
¢ Provident Fund for retirement

: planning, Medisave for healthcare,

wouldinclude the Central

certificates of entitlement (COEs)

These policies bear on issues that

. areimportant throughout the

: world. Research on the policies

: would interest academic social

. scientists and policymakers

: everywhere. For instance, my

. citationsearch found 19 articleson
. the Central Provident Fund, 15 of

: which were published in

. international journals (the other

four were in the Singapore

: Economic Review). Similarly, my

. citationsearch found four articles

: oncertificate of entitlement, which
: isauniquely Singapore policy.

However, it could be argued that

: the numbers of publications do not

compare like for like. Perhaps,

: given the inherent innovativeness
: of our Government as compared

: with Missouri’s, there should be

: five or 10 times more publications

. onSingapore. But our Government
. istoo secretive. So the problemis

: notthatjournals donot wish to

: publishresearch about Singapore,

: butrather the challenge isaccess to
: information. There is certainly

: some truth to thisline of argument.
: Singaporeans do nothave any legal
: right to public-sector information.
: Evenasaforeigner, Iused the US

: Freedom of Information Act to

. compile a dataset that provided

: thebasis for three research papers
: intopjournals. But I cannot do that
: inmyown country.

Fortunately, the private sector

: hasbeen helpful. Amajor bank

. provided my colleague, Professor
: Sumit Agarwal, with detailed data
. onthebanking, debitand credit

. card transactions 0f180,000

. customers between 2010 and 2012.
: With this data, Prof Sumitand

: Associate Professor Qian Wenlan
: analysed the effect of the

. Growth Dividend announced in

: Budget2011. They found that it

. significantly increased household
¢ consumption,and published their
. researchin the American

: Economic Review.

A car dealer provided me with

. carswhen COE premiums were

. high tended to drive more - an

. unintended consequence of a

. policy intended to reduce traffic
. congestion. Our researchis

. published in the Management

. Sciencejournal.

Historically, the Government has

. tended not to share information

. withsocial science researchers. The
. goodnews is that the Governmentis :
. openingup. The portal, data.gov.sg,
. isamajor step forward. Inanother

. important step, the Government

. established the Social Science

. Research Council and committed

: $350 million to research in the

. humanities and social sciences.

The council will not only fund

: research but also work towards

. improving the data environment
: . forsocial science and humanities
: maintenance records ofall cars sold :
: between2000and 2013, during

: which period COE premiums first
. felland thenrose sharply. Together :
: with Professor Ho Teck Hua (NUS)
: and Assistant Professor Sadat Reza
¢ (Nanyang Technological

: University), Il compared the usage

: of cars bought in different years.

: Wefound that people who bought

research in Singapore. Thisis vital

. because state-of-the-artresearch  :
: dependsonrobust micro-data about :
: stopinion@sph.com.sg

individual people and businesses.
Even more promisingis the

. willingness of government

: agencies to collaborate with

. researchers in field experiments to
: betterunderstand human

: behaviour. For instance, my

: colleague Yang Nan and Land

: Transport Authority economist

: LimYong Long carried out an

. experimentat two MRT stations.

: Theyinvestigated the effect of

. freetraveland a 50-cent discount

: on commuter decisions to advance
. travel before the 8am peak hour.

: Theyfound a 5.5 per cent shift

: towards earlier travel, and the

effect persisted even after the end

: of the promotion. Their findings
: wererecently published in
: Management Science.

So the claim that Singapore

: researchis not publishable isnot

. true.Rather, the challenge isaccess
: toinformation. But on that front,

: there hasbeen clear progress. We

: canlook forward to more research

: on Singapore that willnot only

: inform the academic community

: but, hopefully, also help the

: Government to make better policies.

: ® lvanPngisdistinguished professor
: atthe NUSBusiness Schooland

: Departmentof Economics at NUS. He

: chairsthe Expert Panel on Humanities
: and Social Sciences at NUS.
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