Singapore and the Art of Creative
Discipline
Bold at the strategic level. Boring at the tactical level. Relentless in learning.
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here is a familiar criticism about Singapore.
People say it is not creative.

They say it is too orderly, too rule-bound, too efficient, too engineered. A place where
systems work, but where imagination is restrained. A society that executes well, but
does not invent freely.

| have heard versions of this many times.

| also spent 25 years living in Singapore, so this criticism is not abstract to me. | have
seen the orderliness, the systems, the standards and the discipline up close. | have also
seen why some people mistake those qualities for a lack of creativity.

But the longer | lived there, the more | felt that Singapore’s creativity was not absent.
It was simply located somewhere else.

During a recent dialogue session with Ong Boon Hwee, titled Singapore: An Unnatural
Success, he framed the question in a way that stayed with me.

Perhaps the issue is not whether Singapore is creative or not.
Perhaps the real question is: where is the creativity placed?

At the tactical level, Singapore may indeed be less creative than some societies. It does
not generally celebrate improvisation for its own sake. It does not treat disorder as a
sign of originality. It does not confuse constant experimentation with progress. In many
areas of public life, Singapore prefers reliability, standards, process and consistency.

But at the strategic level, Singapore has been profoundly creative.

It had to be.
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In 1965, Singapore did not inherit the usual ingredients of nationhood. It had no natural
resources, no hinterland, no food security, no large domestic market, limited land and a
vulnerable water supply. Its independence was not the triumphant fulfilment of a
national dream. It was, in many ways, a forced beginning.

As Ong’s presentation reminded us, Singapore inherited “a heart without a body”. It was
a port without a hinterland. A city without resources. A country that many people did
not expect to survive.

And vet, over six decades, Singapore created advantage out of what looked
like disadvantage.

Smallness became speed.

Lack of resources became a reason to invest in people, institutions and infrastructure.

Water vulnerability became a national design challenge.

Limited land became a reason to master urban planning, housing, reclamation,
underground infrastructure and vertical density.

No oil became no excuse. Singapore built one of the world’s major refining, trading and
petrochemical hubs.

No natural tourism advantage did not prevent the creation of Changi, the Night Safari,
Marina Bay, Gardens by the Bay, Jewel and the F1 night race.

This is not the creativity of slogans.

It is not the creativity of artistic expression alone.

It is the creativity of strategic design.

That is the idea | have started to call Creative Discipline.

The placement of creativity

Creative Discipline is built on a simple loop:

Bold strategy. Boring execution. Relentless learning.
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The loop, clockwise: bold strateqy chooses a direction; boring execution
turns it into reliable delivery; relentless learning upgrades the next

cycle.

Bold strategy chooses a direction.

Boring execution turns that direction into reality.

Relentless learning improves the next cycle.

The order matters. So does the placement.

Creativity belongs most powerfully at the level of strategy, where a country, company or
institution decides what game it is playing, what constraints it will refuse to be defined
by, and what capabilities it must build.

Discipline belongs most powerfully at the level of execution, where the work must
become repeatable, reliable and trusted.

Learning belongs everywhere reality pushes back.

Singapore’s genius was not that it was wildly creative everywhere. It was that it was
creative where it mattered, disciplined where it mattered, and pragmatic when
circumstances changed.

That is a very different model of creativity from the one we often celebrate.
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We tend to associate creativity with freedom, improvisation and visible originality. But
nations are not built through brainstorming alone. Neither are institutions. At some
point, imagination must become housing, airports, schools, water systems, ports,
industrial policy, public service capability, financial trust and social cohesion.

The test of strategic creativity is not whether the idea sounds exciting.

The test is whether the idea can become a system.

Bold strategy: turning constraint into direction

Singapore’s early strategic creativity was constraint-led.

It did not begin by asking, “What do we have?”

It asked, “What must we become because of what we lack?”
That question changes everything.

If you have no hinterland, you cannot think like a conventional nation. You have to think
like a hub.

If you have no natural resources, you cannot depend on extraction. You have to build
human capital, trust, institutions and connectivity.

If you have limited land, you cannot allow every agency to fight separately for space.
You have to plan housing, transport, industry, defence, recreation, water and
environment as part of one integrated system.

If you have a fragile water supply, you cannot treat water as a utility issue alone. You
have to treat it as a sovereignty issue.

This is strategic creativity.

It is the ability to turn a constraint into an organising principle.
Singapore did this repeatedly.

Water became the Four Taps strategy.

Land scarcity became reclamation, vertical housing, underground infrastructure and
integrated urban planning.

Lack of oil became Jurong Island and a world-class petrochemical ecosystem.

Singapore and the Art of Creative Discipline - The Goodwill Ledger 4/9



Geographic location became Changi and PSA, but only because location was reinforced
by relentless investment in service, infrastructure and connectivity.

Smallness became agility.

None of these moves were obvious at the beginning. They look obvious only because
they worked.

That is one of the strange effects of successful strategy: once delivered, it starts to
look inevitable.

But it was not inevitable. It was chosen.

Boring execution: the dignity of reliable systems

The second part of Creative Discipline is the least glamorous.

Boring execution.

| use the word “boring” deliberately, not as an insult, but as a compliment.
Boring execution is what removes unnecessary drama from important work.

It is the quiet power of systems that function. The bus arrives. The airport works. The
water is safe. The housing programme scales. The port is efficient. The public agency
follows through. The policy does not change every time the mood changes.

This is where Singapore’s discipline became a form of national advantage.

Public housing is a powerful example. HDB was not merely a construction programme. It
was a nation-building system. It addressed shelter, affordability, social cohesion, ethnic
integration, asset ownership, urban planning and public trust at the same time.

Water tells the same story. The strategic decision was bold: Singapore would not allow
water vulnerability to define its future. But the advantage came from decades of
execution, reservoirs, desalination, NEWater, infrastructure, pricing, public education,
technology and trust.

The same is true of airports, ports, industrial estates, education and public service.

From the outside, people often admire the outcome. But the real lesson is hidden in the
operating system.

Standards. Cadence. Maintenance. Training. Inspection. Procurement. Accountability.
Institutional memory.
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None of this makes for dramatic storytelling. But it is what makes the story possible.

In many organisations and countries, strategy fails not because the strategy is bad, but
because execution remains theatrical. A new slogan is launched. A new plan is
announced. A new committee is formed. But the operating routines do not change.

Singapore’s lesson is uncomfortable because it tells us that execution is not
beneath strategy.

A LEDGER PRINCIPLE

Execution is what gives strategy the right to become bolder.

Every promise delivered expands trust.

Every promise missed reduces the mandate for the next bold move.

Relentless learning: pragmatism over ideology

The third part of the loop is relentless learning.

Singapore’s story is sometimes described as if it followed a fixed master plan from the
beginning. That is too simple.

The stronger lesson is that Singapore kept adapting.

It moved from labour-intensive manufacturing to capital-intensive industries, then to
skills-intensive and knowledge-intensive sectors. It studied what worked elsewhere. It
localised ideas. It built institutions around them. It upgraded when the old model
reached its limits.

This is not copying.
It is disciplined learning.

Ong'’s sharing captured this well through the idea of constantly finding or creating new
space. When one advantage starts to erode, you do not wait for decline to become
obvious. You reinvest. You restructure. You are willing to cannibalise your own position
before someone else does.
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That is a hard discipline.

Many countries and organisations become prisoners of their first success. They protect
the thing that made them strong until it becomes the thing that makes them slow.

Singapore’s better instinct has been to treat success as temporary.
This is where the phrase “unnatural success” becomes important.

Singapore’s success is unnatural not because it violates reality, but because it refuses
passivity. It does not assume that geography, history or size must determine destiny. It
keeps asking: what response is required now?

That response is never purely creative.
And it is never purely disciplined.

It is both.

What Creative Discipline is not

Creative Discipline is not bureaucracy.

It is not obedience dressed up as excellence.
It is not control for the sake of control.

And it is not the suppression of imagination.
It is also not creativity as chaos.

The danger in a highly disciplined system is that people may become too cautious. They
may wait for permission. They may avoid initiative. They may become excellent at
compliance but hesitant at challenge.

That is the shadow side of discipline.

So the answer is not to romanticise Singapore or copy it blindly. No country can copy
Singapore completely. No organisation should try to imitate the surface features of
another system without understanding its deeper logic.

The useful lesson is not the machinery.

The useful lesson is the placement.
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Be creative at the level of strategic choice.
Be disciplined at the level of delivery.
Be humble at the level of learning.

That is the balance.

The broader lesson

For nations, companies and institutions, Creative Discipline offers a practical question:
Where are we being creative, and where are we being disciplined?
Too often, we get it backwards.

We are creative at the tactical level, constantly changing campaigns, slogans,
structures and initiatives.

But we are not creative enough at the strategic level, where we need to rethink our
position, our constraints, our capabilities and our future sources of advantage.

Then, when strategy is finally chosen, we remain undisciplined in execution. We
tolerate drift. We confuse activity with progress. We celebrate announcements more
than delivery.

Singapore suggests another way.

Having lived there for 25 years, what stayed with me was not only the efficiency of the
system, but the seriousness with which the system treated the future. Singapore did
not leave tomorrow to chance. It planned for it, built for it, corrected for it, and kept
upgrading itself.

Be bold in the choice.
Be boring in the delivery.
Be relentless in the learning.

That is the loop.

A LEDGER PRINCIPLE
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Creative Discipline is not about being less creative. It is about being creative where
creativity compounds.

Closing

Listening to Ong Boon Hwee, | found myself thinking that Singapore’s story is often
misunderstood because we use the wrong definition of creativity.

If creativity means spontaneous expression, Singapore may not always look creative.

But if creativity means the ability to imagine a different future from harsh constraints,
then build the systems required to make that future real, Singapore may be one of the
most creative national projects of the modern era.

It imagined beyond its limits.

Then it executed within them.

Then it kept learning as the limits changed.
That is Creative Discipline.

And perhaps that is the deeper lesson for any country, company or institution trying to
create its next chapter.

The future is not built by creativity alone.

It is chosen with bold strategy, delivered through boring execution, and renewed by
relentless learning.
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