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I
N THE early 1960s, when Austral-
ian author Donald Horne temporari-
ly set aside his trenchant criticisms
of the national psychology to re-
mark that Australia was “one of the

most evenly prosperous societies in the
world”, few citizens were inclined to dis-
agree. After all, Australians have long be-
lieved that they live in an egalitarian soci-
ety.

Today, however, many are not quite so
sure. The Occupy Wall Street protests
have struck a sympathetic chord in Aus-
tralia, with demonstrators following the
lead of their United States counterparts
by setting up temporary campsites in the
business districts of cities across the na-
tion. The development is particularly

striking, given that the Australian econo-
my has continued to grow well despite
the global economic downturn.

“The evidence is mounting of a grow-
ing divide, with more people hitting hard
times and falling into poverty,” Austral-
ian Council of Social Service chief execu-
tive Cassandra Goldie told the media late
last month.

According to the council, there are
now about 2.2 million Australians –
about 11 per cent of the population – liv-
ing in poverty. This compares to just 8
per cent of the population in 1994. The
richest 20 per cent hold 62 per cent of the
nation’s wealth – an average net worth of
A$2.2 million (S$2.9 million) – while the
poorest 20 per cent, with just 1 per cent
of national wealth, have an average net
worth of just A$32,000.

A lack of relevant statistics makes it
difficult to say exactly how income equali-
ty has changed over the course of Austral-
ian history. Even so, most economists be-
lieve that there was a substantial
long-term decline in inequality between
the 1940s and the 1970s.

After the Australian Bureau of Statis-
tics (ABS) began publishing the results of
its regular surveys on household income
in 1981, however, a different trend has
emerged. Take the Gini coefficient, a
widely accepted measure of income ine-
quality. ABS statistics show that Austral-
ia’s Gini rose to 0.33 from 2009 to last
year. This compares to just 0.27 from
1981 to 1982. In other words, income ine-
quality has grown worse during the peri-
od. A value of 0 represents absolute equal-
ity and 1 absolute inequality.

A rise in housing prices has added to
the public disquiet. “The great Australian
dream (of owning a home) is definitely on
the way out,” CEO John Edwards of hous-
ing information research provider Resi-
dex told the media last month. A recent
survey found that close to half of 20- to
49-year-olds believe that getting a foot
on the property ladder is now “some-
what” or “completely” unrealistic.

Decades of home price increases have
pushed the median dwelling price in Aus-
tralia to 12 times the median annual

household income, well above what is
considered affordable. According to Mac-
quarie Bank senior economist Brian Redi-
can, the average income in Australia is be-
tween A$55,000 to A$60,000. But the
median income, the mid-point in the
range, is about A$35,000. Home price re-
search group RP Data-Rismark says that
the national median home price was
A$450,000 at the beginning of this year.

Home rental costs are also rising. Ac-
cording to Australians for Affordable
Housing (AAH), about 100,000 house-
holds in Sydney are facing poverty be-
cause of the high cost of renting.

Meanwhile, job insecurity is adding to
the public disquiet. Trade union leaders
say that the number of casual workers,
who are not eligible for sick pay or guaran-
teed incomes, has almost doubled in the
last 25 years.

Recent developments have also begun
to exacerbate differences between the
states. Economists now talk about a
“two-speed” or “three-speed” economy,
as the mining boom boosts the West Aus-
tralian economy while growth in the east-

ern states slows. New South Wales, once
the strongest of all, now appears to be the
weakest.

The gap between industrial sectors is
also widening. High commodity prices
have driven up the exchange rate, eroding
the competitiveness of sectors such as
manufacturing, tourism and export-
oriented education. The retail sector is al-
so weak. Construction, on the other
hand, is going strong, thanks partly to the
mining boom and partly to rebuilding in
Queensland in the wake of the natural dis-
asters there earlier in the year.

How can this situation be changed?
Australian policymakers have little con-
trol over international economic trends,
but they may be able to find ways of
tweaking domestic policies.

A close look at the Gini coefficient
over the past 30 years shows that, despite
the long-term trend, there were brief peri-
ods when the degree of inequality actual-
ly fell. Studying these developments may
give policymakers some ideas about how
future policies might be formulated.

Meanwhile, the nation’s politicians
might like to draw on Singapore’s experi-
ence and focus on housing. AAH spokes-
man Sarah Toohey put it well: “A secure
home is a fundamental building block for
everything else we do in life.”
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P
EOPLE are sensitive to the fair-
ness of decisions made or the
treatment they receive. Re-
search in work contexts has
shown that it is important for

processes like personnel selection, per-
formance appraisal and compensation to
be perceived as fair, because fairness per-
ceptions influence how people react to sit-
uations and their leaders. This also ap-
plies to public policy implementation and
public engagement efforts.

Given how important the perception
of fairness is, we should learn from the re-
search on fairness in order to understand
how and why people think what is fair, or
unfair, in public policy.

First, fairness perception is multi-
dimensional. The research literature dis-
tinguishes between two major categories
of fairness: outcome fairness and process
fairness.

Outcome fairness refers to the extent
to which we perceive that the distribu-
tions of outcomes are fair. These out-
comes may be tangible, such as pay, bene-
fits and promotions, but may also refer to
less tangible outcomes such as praise.

How a person perceives the fairness of
an outcome is determined by his expecta-
tions of how the outcomes should be dis-
tributed, what he knows about the situa-
tion, and his prior experience with similar
situations.

People are not only concerned about
having fair outcomes, but also want the
process leading to the outcome to be fair.
Studies show that people are more likely
to consider a process or procedure fair if
it satisfies certain procedural rules.

The first is accuracy: Procedures are
based on accurate and valid information.
The second is absence of bias: Procedures
are not affected by personal bias, precon-
ception or self-interest. The third is con-
sistency: Procedures are consistently ap-
plied across people and time in similar sit-
uations. The fourth is voice: Procedures
allow people to have a voice or capacity
to influence but not necessarily deter-
mine the outcome, such as opportunities
to modify or reverse decisions like allow-
ing appeals and grievances to be consid-
ered. Finally, procedures are more likely
to be seen as fair if they are congruent
with the values and reflect the concerns
of the people involved.

People value process fairness as much
as, if not more than, outcome fairness.
People who perceive processes at their
workplaces to be fair express higher lev-
els of job satisfaction, are more commit-

ted to the organisation and more likely to
take part in activities like making sugges-
tions for improvement, independent of
the level of outcome fairness.

There is also evidence that process fair-
ness is a stronger predictor than outcome
fairness in people’s evaluation of the fair-
ness of their leaders. It is more impor-

tant, for example, that people agree with
the procedure used by their leader to de-
termine the outcome, than whether the
outcome is what they expected.

Another important form of fairness is
known as interactional fairness. This re-
fers to people’s expectation about how an
interaction should take place. They ex-

pect to be treated in a respectful, honest
and sensitive manner. This is interperson-
al fairness. They also expect to get ade-
quate information and explanation about
a process and the outcomes. This is infor-
mational fairness.

The two – informational and interper-
sonal fairness – are distinct concepts but

research shows they are highly correlat-
ed: A change in one affects the other sig-
nificantly. It is difficult to feel respected
if we do not receive adequate information
and explanation; conversely, it is difficult
to evaluate any information or explana-
tion provided if we feel that we are not be-
ing treated sincerely or with honesty.
Clearly, increasing both informational
and interpersonal fairness will enhance
the quality of the social interaction, and
people will have more positive percep-
tions of public service standards and polit-
ical leaders.

Three additional research findings in
fairness perception are noteworthy.

First, the negative effects of unfair-
ness are much stronger than the positive
effects of fairness. This asymmetry of im-
pact is consistent with the well-estab-
lished power of negativity bias in human
perception.

Second, our perceptions of fairness are
influenced by how we see or believe our
fellow employees or citizens are being
treated. Fairness perceptions are conta-
gious: An individual’s fairness perception
is likely to have multiplier effects on the
fairness perceptions of other individuals.

Third, fairness effects are stronger
when the decisions are perceived as dis-
cretionary rather than compelled. If a per-
son eventually gets an outcome he consid-
ers fair, but only after he had to go
through a grievance process or after he
had to appeal to higher authority, the pos-
itive effects of that fair outcome would
be reduced because it would be seen as
having come about only after compulsion
from a higher authority. It makes more
sense to behave fairly in the first place,
than to simply rely on an appeal process
to address unfair practices.

In sum, because fair processes are as
significant as fair outcomes, it is useful
for politicians and public officials to pay
more attention to how people see the pro-
cess by which policies are decided and im-
plemented, and the way administrative
decisions are carried out.

The good news is, whether addressing
policy issues of housing, transport, for-
eigners or costs of living, there is a robust
body of research to help policymakers
adopt evidence-based approaches to cre-
ate processes that enhance fairness per-
ception. Understanding fairness percep-
tions contributes to a principled adaptive
leadership and helps in practical actions
and solutions, be it in policy intent, con-
tent or implementation.

The writer is director of the Behavioural Sciences
Institute and professor of psychology at the
Singapore Management University. This article is
adapted from one published in Ethos, a journal of
the Singapore Public Service.
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T
HE tighter the casinos’ gaming con-
trols, the more devious habitual gam-
blers tend to be in trying to beat the sys-
tem. But never could one imagine that
business people who have had exclusion
orders served on them would send
work-permit holders on their payroll to
play on their behalf, with money they
provide. They load the dice, too. In
most cases, they keep 80 to 90 per cent
of the winnings. It seems reasonable.
But if the loss exceeds a set maximum,
it is recovered from the foreign work-
er’s pay. Heads or tails, bosses win. So
how could these men, who have come
mainly from South Asia to toil for mod-
est wages, be willing accomplices? Possi-
bly, they do not have a choice. Sadly,

many of them told The Straits Times
they rather enjoyed the experience, not
least the cool comfort and ambience of
the gaming halls.

It will be hard to beat this, unless pub-
lic revulsion develops into a stigma.
Careful crafting of regulations to mini-
mise social harm could not have fore-
seen unlikely breaches. Checks by ST
uncovered another unsettling fact: Not
all the businessmen who resorted to the
gambit were facing bans. The daily en-
trance fee levied on locals at the Marina
Bay and Sentosa casinos could have
been a factor. More likely, this was a
case of feeding an addiction that had
overwhelmed their lives.

There is one word to describe the ex-

ploitation: Contemptible. It is also amor-
al, as some businessmen spoken to did
not see that they had offended any mor-
al principles in corrupting defenceless
men who are here to make an honest
but hard living. Typical was one who
said he was giving his workers a chance
to get “rich” while teaching them “life
skills”. What are these? Reading trends
at gaming tables?

The Manpower Ministry should have
no hesitation in reading misbehaving
employers of foreign labour the riot act.
Their actions can be interpreted as de-
ploying permit holders for purposes oth-
er than what they were hired for. The
defence of workers exercising their use
of medical leave is laughable. Workers

too sick to work would be resting. If
they can go cavorting in a casino all
day, they are not sick. It is possible the
sponsors have been sending them on
these missions frequently, as work as-
signments. As for the practice of dock-
ing pay, it is illegal to do so without just
cause. The Manpower Minister has
faced enormous challenges dealing with
unscrupulous employers who withheld
foreign workers’ pay on flimsy excuses.
This newest instance just adds to the
headache. Since gambling almost never
brings a windfall, foreign workers
sucked into the racket could have their
incomes greatly reduced each month.
This is unconscionable. They need pro-
tection.

What research on fairness perception
tells us about policy and politics
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