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Questions about the laws and
rules governing what civil ser-
vants can dowith information ob-
tained through their work have
surfaced recently.
These come after a study claim-

ing they and their relatives dis-
proportionately bought homes
near MRT stations that had not
yet been publicly announced.
The Public Service Division

(PSD) said in its initial response to
the paper that it is reviewing the
data and methodology and would
refer the matter to the Corrupt
Practices Investigation Bureau
(CPIB) if there is “material basis”
to do so.
Current rules include annual

declarations.
Civil servants have tomake dec-

larations of interests in invest-
ments and properties to their
head of agency every year, as well
as when they acquire significant
assets, according to a 2024 writ-
ten parliamentary reply by cur-
rent Coordinating Minister for
Public Services Chan Chun Sing.
The Sunday Times understands

that these declarations could in-
clude private residential property,
commercial property or any land
in Singapore or abroad. The rules
could also apply to properties ac-
quired by the public officer’s
spouse or financially dependent
children.
There are also rules stating that

officers are not allowed to use
privileged information, including
information that has not been
made public, when buying prop-
erty for personal gain.
In 2023, then senior minister

Teo Chee Hean told Parliament
that the Public Service Code of
Conduct requires all public offi-
cers to take an annual quiz and
make declarations including their
freedom from financial embar-
rassment, investments in non-
owner-occupied properties and
investments in private firms.
He said officers must also make

ad hoc declarations when they
buy private residential or com-
mercial properties or land.
National University of Singa-

pore corporate governance expert
Mak Yuen Teen said the Govern-
ment should recognise that there
are always risks.
Pointing to a recent court case

involving a former Housing Board
group director accused of breach-
ing the agency’s database, he said
the episode illustrated the need
for safeguards.
“Regardless of whether we be-

lieve the findings are accurate, we
should make sure we have safe-
guards tominimise such risks,” he
said.
Risks could include conflict of

interest and unauthorised access
to information, among others.

LEGISLATION, CODES OF
CONDUCT THAT MAY APPLY

Somehave assumed that themen-
tion of CPIB means that any po-
tential offence highlighted by the
study is corruption-related, but
lawyers told ST that the legal im-

plications depend heavily on the
circumstances of each case.
Noting that the study does not

provide any specific facts for any
individuals, lawyers suggested
several possible pieces of legisla-
tion that could be relevant beyond
the Prevention of Corruption Act,
as well as internal codes of con-
duct by which civil servants are
bound.
The CPIB is the only agency au-

thorised to investigate corruption
offences under the Prevention of
Corruption Act (PCA), which cov-
ers corrupt transactions involving
“gratification” – such as money,
property, services, favours or oth-
er advantages – given or received
to induce a person to do someth-
ing with corrupt intent.
But lawyers said the fact that a

civil servant may have used infor-
mation obtained through work to
make a profitable property pur-
chase does not, by itself, establish
a corruption offence.
Theworking paper, authored by

four academics based in the US
andHong Kong, claimed that civil
servants – in particular those in-
volved in rail planning – dispro-
portionately bought private prop-
erty near an MRT station, com-
pared with a control group with
similar demographics.
It was published by theNational

Bureau of Economic Research, a
US-based non-profit organisa-
tion, in September.
Lawyer Gino Singh of Abbots

Chambers said the PCA is not an
obvious fit based on these facts.
The conventional corruption of-

fences under the Act require cor-
rupt gratification operating as an
inducement or reward, he noted.
“Here, nobody has offered or giv-
en the officer anything. He has
simply acted upon information al-
ready in his possession,” he said.
Benjamin Joshua Ong, an assis-

tant professor of law at Singapore
Management University, said
merely misusing information for
personal gain is not necessarily an
offence that the CPIB has the
power to investigate.
“The CPIB’s main remit is to in-

vestigate corruption-related of-
fences. It does have the power to
investigate other offences, but on-
ly arrestable offences which are
disclosed in the course of investi-
gations into corruption-related
offences,” he told ST.
Professor Walter Woon, a for-

mer Attorney-General, said inves-
tigations can be conducted by any
agency, and CPIB investigations
often lead to Penal Code charges.
“What charge might be dis-

closed is an entirely separatemat-
ter. It may not be corruption, but
there could be other offences,” he
said.
Instead of the PCA, lawyers

flagged Section 169 of the Penal
Code and Section 7(3) of the Pub-
lic Sector (Governance) Act as
possibilities.
Section 169 of the Penal Code

states that it is an offence for a
public servant who is legally pro-
hibited frombuying or bidding for
certain property to nonetheless
do so. If convicted, a person can
be jailed for up to two years, fined,
or both, while the property, if pur-
chased, is liable to be confiscated.

Ong said whether this applies
depends on whether the civil ser-
vant in question was legally
bound not to purchase the prop-
erty, which could come under in-
ternal civil service rules that em-
ployees are contractually bound
to follow.
Section 7(3) states that it is an

offence for a relevant public offi-
cial to use information under the
control of a public sector agency
and, as a result of that use, obtain
a gain for himself or another per-
son, or cause harm or loss to an-
other person. A person can be
fined up to $5,000, jailed for up to
two years, or both, under this pro-
vision.
Lawyers ST spoke to said this

Act could be more directly rele-
vant to a scenario involving the
use of government information
for a private property gain.
ButOngnoted that there appear

to be no decided cases in which
the courts have had an occasion to
deal with or interpret Section
7(3), or any other part of the Pub-
lic Sector (Governance) Act.
Therein lies a possible defence

for the civil servant, which is to
prove that the information used
was “generally available informa-
tion”, he said.
Ong said this could cover a pos-

sibility raised in several online
comments so far – that future
MRT stations may be reasonably
inferred from the type of con-
struction works being carried out
in an area.
Singh said the Official Secrets

Act could come into play if an offi-
cer told relatives to buy property
based on internal knowledge of
where an MRT station is going to
be announced.
“That is no longer merely an of-

ficer privately acting upon infor-
mation. There has been a commu-
nication of official information to
another person,” he said.
There is a possibility that any

wrong behaviour flagged in the
study would not fall under the
purview of the law but under in-
ternal civil service rules, said law-
yers.
Singh said a breach of an em-

ployment or ethical obligation
should not automatically be equa-
ted with the commission of a
criminal offence.
Ong added that not all the stan-

dards explicitly list behaviours
that are forbidden. Some take the
form of principles and values,
which involve an element of judg-
ment.
For example, one of the core

principles outlined in the Public
Service Code of Conduct is for
public officers to be “fair and im-
partial in carrying out responsi-
bilities, andnot be corrupt or seen
to be so”.
They may also vary in stringen-

cy depending on the department.
Ong pointed to rules requiring

all public officers to declare visits
to local casinos if they visit more
than four times a month or pur-
chase an annual pass, while tight-
er restrictions apply to certain
groups of officers.
ST has contacted the PSD and

several government agencies in-
volved in transport and land-use
planning, including the Land
Transport Authority and the Ur-
ban Redevelopment Authority,
for more details on the rules go-
verning property purchases.
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What laws or rules
apply to civil
servants who make
use of work info?
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Experts say several laws beyond the
Prevention of Corruption Act could apply

Tan Yin Ling and her baby, eight-
month-old Raynera, are taking
part in an experiment at NUSMed-
icine, where their brain activities
are detected using the equipment
they wear on their heads.
They sit face to face at first, with

Tan smiling, making faces and
playing peek-a-boo with Raynera.
There is a beautiful rhythm to

their interaction, a back-and-forth
response that looks almost like a
dance.
Then, under the instructions of

clinician scientist EvelynLaw from
NUS Medicine, who is conducting
the experiment, Tan turns away
briefly.
When she faces her daughter

again, she is holding her phone,
head down and absorbed in read-
ing an e-mail on her phone.
She does not smile and does not

react to anything Raynera does.
What happens next ismost strik-

ing.
Within seconds, Raynera senses

a change in her mother, and seems
to seek assurance from her father.
But he is not around. With her
mother still unresponsive, she
cries, gets agitated and eventually
wails.
Adapted from a famous experi-

ment from the 1970s, similar ex-
periments are being replicated
around the world. The results are
similar – infants cry when their
parents and caregivers turn their
attention from the child to their
mobile phones.
This phenomenon is called

“technoference”. It is one of the is-
sues being studied byLaw, an asso-
ciate professor specialising in de-
velopmental and behavioural pae-
diatrics, and teams of researchers
at NUS Medicine and A*STAR, as
they examine the effects of
screens on children.
They are among researchers

worldwide looking into the impact
of screen exposure on growing
children – including their social,
emotional and cognitive develop-
ment at a young age and into their
teenage years.

BETA WAVES V THETA WAVES

One of the most impactful studies
to date by theNUS team led byLaw
looked inside the brains of babies
with varying levels of screen expo-
sure to investigate whether and
how it might affect them.
The study, published in 2023 in

the peer-reviewed medical journal
JAMAPediatrics, founddifferences
in the brains of toddlers as young
as 18 months of age.
Child A, who has had no screen

time, has more blue and green
brainwaves.
Child B, who has more than four

hours of screen time a day, has
more orange and red brainwaves.
The blue and green ones are beta

waves – faster brainwaves that are
associatedwith active thinking, fo-
cus and executive function.
Orange and red waves are theta

waves – slower brainwaves that,
when a child is awake, reflect a
more passive and unengaged state.
Law said the findings add to the

evidence that excessive screen
time is linked to differences in
brain development and learning in

children from a very young age.
Law specialises in developmen-

tal and behavioural paediatrics at
the NUS Yong Loo Lin School of
Medicine and National University
Hospital. She is also principal in-
vestigator at the A*STAR Institute
for Human Development and Po-
tential.
The children are part of the GUS-

TO (Growing Up in Singapore To-
wards Healthy Outcomes) study, a
long-term project that tracks
mothers and their children from
pregnancy to childhood and ado-
lescence.
When the 500 babies were 12

months old, researchers asked
their parents how much time their
babies spent with screens on
weekdays and weekends. The chil-
dren were then divided into four
groups according to their daily
screen exposure – less than one
hour, one to two hours, two to four

hours, and more than four hours.
Law explained that researchers

included TV viewing as part of
screen time because a television is
a digital display device that emits
light, motion and sound, capturing
a toddler’s attention just like a
phone or tablet.
In child development research,

any time spent watching a video
display counts as screen exposure
because it replaces active play, hu-
man interaction and hands-on
learning.
When the samegroupof children

were 18 months old, the research-
ers used electroencephalograms to
study the electrical activity in their
brains. The toddlerswore a flexible
cap or “net” equipped with elec-
trodes to detect electrical activity.
This revealed that infants with

high daily screen time had dispro-
portionately stronger theta waves
compared with beta waves, when

they were awake.

WHEN UP IS DOWN,
AND VICE VERSA

At age nine, the children in the
study were assessed again. The
aimwas to find outwhether screen
time and the changes observed in
their brain activity had impacted
them as they grew up.
This time, the researchers used a

neuropsychological test, the Nep-
sy-II, to assess executive function
abilities, such as the ability to focus
and pay attention, memory and
self-control.
Again, the pattern in the earlier

findings held. As screen exposure
increased, the greater the difficul-
ties with attention and executive
functioning.
In one part of the Nepsy test, a

child sees a series of black and
white arrows, which randomly
point up and down.
First, the child is asked to state

the direction of each arrow.
Then the rules change: An arrow

pointing upmust be called “down”,
and vice versa.
The next level is even harder:

The children are asked to state an
arrow’s correct directionwhen it is
black and the opposite direction
when it is white.
Lawexplained that this testmea-

sures attention, self-monitoring
and inhibitory control – how well
the brain can adapt when the rules
of a task change suddenly, and the
ability to override an automatic re-
sponse and do the opposite.
These are the same skills chil-

dren with executive function def-
icits struggle with when they have
to follow multi-step instructions,
control an impulse, persist in a dif-
ficult task or manage their impuls-
es or emotions, she said.
These are essential skills for

learning, Law added.

So what does screen time actual-
ly do to the brain?
According to the researchers,

one explanation is that the bom-
bardment of fast movements,
sounds and scene changes can
leave few resources for the brain to
build self-regulation skills. This
then leads to an inability to follow
multi-step instructions or persist
in challenging activities.
Law, who is amother of two chil-

dren, said the findings of the study
made her think of the times she
herself had resorted to using the
TV or iPad as a babysitting tool.
“I am a parent myself and I know

how hard it is to keep screens away
from kids. But as the brain scans
and Nepsy test results show, it is
important for all of us, parents and
caregivers, to keep screen time to a
minimum.”
The results of the Singapore

study are not isolated findings. Re-
search elsewhere in the world has
also found possible links between
more screen exposure and differ-
ences in brain development, cogni-
tion and behaviour.
Research carried out in the Cin-

cinnati Children’s Hospital in the
US using brain scans found that
higher screen usage among chil-
dren of pre-school age was asso-
ciated with “lower integrity” in
parts of the brain supporting lan-
guage and emergent literacy skills.
The US Adolescent Brain Cogni-

tive Development Study (ABCD
Study) has similarly found links
between high digital media use in
youth and structural differences in
brain regions tied to visual proc-
essing, attention and memory.
More behavioural problems were
also reported among the young-
sters by their parents.
ABCD Study, the largest long-

term study of brain development
and child health in the US, tracks
nearly 12,000 young people start-

ing at agesnine to10 till early adult-
hood.

HOW TO MITIGATE
SCREEN-TIME IMPACT

But all is not lost.
Law said that the effects of

screen time can be mitigated.
For children under five years of

age, Law said parents should seize
every opportunity to talk and play
with them.
A baby does not need to be able

to speak to benefit from conversa-
tion.
“Parent talk is one of the most

important things you can do with
your child to develop their brain,”
Law said.
In early child development re-

search, back-and-forth exchanges
between a young child and a caring
adult are called “serve and return”.
A glance, a pointed finger, a little

kick of the legs, making a sound or
a facial expression – these are a

child’s “serves”, said Law.
When a parent responds by nam-

ing what the child sees, does or ex-
presses, the exchange helps build
early language and social connec-
tions in a developing brain.
These serve as a foundation for

more complex cognitive abilities
that form later in life.
“Whether it is playing or reading

a book together, the best thing
about serve-and-return interac-
tions is that you don’t need any
special knowledge or training to do
it. It’s just you and your baby or
child having fun and responding to
each other,” Law said.
She also recommends reading

books aloud to babies.
When a father and his young son

play and read together, their brain
activity, heartbeats and breathing
often synchronise, she said, point-
ing to research done in her lab as
well as research led by Alan Men-
delsohn, a renowned developmen-
tal-behavioural paediatrician at

New York University.
This shared rhythm calms their

developing mind, while the read-
ing itself stimulates the child’s
frontal lobe and builds crucial neu-
ral pathways for language and
emotional safety.
Another study using some chil-

dren from GUSTO, headed by re-
searcher Tan Ai Peng at NUS and
A*STAR, showed that parent-child
reading at the age of three acts as a
critical buffer against the negative
neurological impacts of early
childhood screen time.
In a study published in Psycho-

logical Medicine in 2024, the team
found that infant screen time can
alter brain networks that govern
emotional regulation, but consis-
tent parent-child reading could
counteract some of these brain
changes.
The finding points to what

screens cannot easily replicate: the
back-and-forth of a shared experi-
ence, from language exposure and
responsive interaction to emotion-
al connection.
Given how crucial the bond be-

tween a parent and baby is to a
child’s healthy development, and
how building this bond requires
parents to respond appropriately
to their child’s cues, technoference
is a huge problem, Law said.
Observational research done by

the University of Washington in
theUShas found that 35per cent of
parents spend about one in every
fiveminutes of their time – or even
more – on their phone while at the
playground with their child.
Babies look to parents and care-

givers to learn how to calm down.
Occasional phone use by parents is
normal, said Law, and not harmful
to children, especially when par-
ents know how to re-engage with
the baby and repair the connec-
tion.
When Raynera got upset and

wailed, Tan softened her facial ex-
pression and started interacting
with her again, re-establishing and
repairing their connection.
But Law cautioned that if those

moments of connection between
parent and child are repeatedly in-
terrupted and for long periods of
time, there may be fewer opportu-
nities for this kind of co-regulation
and social-emotional learning.
“Constant inattentiveness can al-

so lead to higher anxiety or attach-
ment issues in children over time,”
she added.
What we have to ask ourselves is

this, she said: “Do we need to dis-
connect to reconnectwith our chil-
dren?”

More exposure to screens
linked to passive brain
activity in children: Study
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Findings add to evidence that device overuse
affects cognitive development and learning

Tan Yin Ling
smiles, makes
faces and plays
peek-a-boo with
her baby,
eight-month-old
Raynera, as they
take part in an
experiment at
NUS Medicine,
where their brain
activity is
detected using
the equipment
they wear on
their heads.
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Tan turns away briefly. When she faces her daughter again, she is absorbed in reading an e-mail on her phone. She does not
smile and does not react to anything that Raynera does. Within seconds, the baby senses the change.

Puzzled by her mother’s sudden unresponsiveness, Raynera looks around for her father, seeming to seek assurance from
someone else. Not seeing him, she cries, as if protesting that Tan is no longer available to her.

The study by an NUS team found differences in the brains of toddlers as
young as 18 months of age. Child A, who has had no screen time, has more
blue and green brainwaves, associated with active thinking and focus.
Child B, who has more than four hours of screen time a day, has more
orange and red brainwaves, reflecting a more passive and unengaged
state. PHOTO: NUS MEDICINE AND A*STAR

SCREEN
TIMEOUT

Evelyn Law, an associate professor and clinician scientist from NUS Medicine and
the National University Hospital, with the flexible cap or “net” used by Tan and
Raynera, which is equipped with electrodes to detect electrical activity.

KEY TO KEEP SCREEN TIME TO MINIMUM

I am a parent myself and I know how hard it is to keep
screens away from kids. But as the brain scans and
Nepsy test results show, it is important for all of us,
parents and caregivers, to keep screen time to a
minimum.

”EVELYN LAW, an associate professor specialising in developmental andbehavioural paediatrics and a mother of two. The study findings made her
think of the times she resorted to using the TV or iPad as a babysitting tool.
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