
The

Experiment:

Agile in government?





Agile Organisation Design in practice
Learnings from an experimental team on building a 
high-performing, nimble public sector organisation



OGP is experimental team of engineers, designers, data scientists, & product managers 

who build technology for the public good.
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Part 1: Identifying the Need





- “Digital to the core” → using technology and data to transform the way citizens and businesses 
are served, and how public officers work

- “Serves with heart” → automate work where possible in order to provide a personal touch to 

enrich citizen’s experience

Smart Nation aims to create a digital government:



However, many of our government’s digital products 
are sub-par compared to industry standards.

Security Reliability Usability

Images designed by Freepik



Security vulnerabilities and leaks compromise 
Singaporeans’ data



Government digital services are often unreliable



Users are often left frustrated when using these digital 
services

Sample of common government 
app ratings on the App Store



The rapidly evolving tech landscape poses both 
challenges and opportunities for Singapore 
government

Cloud software solutions 
and AI are used increasingly 
in all modern organisations

Global talent war to find, attract, 
hire, and retain top tech talent

Images designed by Freepik

To keep pace with innovation, 
tech companies are at the 

forefront of new organisation 
practices, processes and design



Virtually all organisations are using commercially 
available cloud software, and/or building software on the 
cloud
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High global demand (and impact) of Top Tech Talent

“I observed something fairly early on at Apple, which I didn’t know how to explain then, but 
have thought a lot about it since. Most things in life have a dynamic range in which average 
to best is at most 2:1 . For example if you go to New York City and get an average taxi cab 
driver versus the best taxi cab driver, you’ll probably get to your destination with the best 
taxi driver 30% faster. And an automobile; What’s the difference between the average car 
and the best? Maybe 20% ?  The best CD player versus the average CD player? Maybe 20% 
? So 2:1 is a big dynamic range for most things in life. Now, in software, and it used to be the 
case in hardware, the difference between the average software developer and the 
best is 50:1; Maybe even 100:1 . Very few things in life are like this, but what I was lucky 
enough to spend my life doing, which is software, is like this. So I’ve built a lot of my success 
on finding these truly gifted people, and not settling for ‘B’ and ‘C’ players, but really going 
for the ‘A’ players.” Steve Jobs
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High global demand (and impact) of Top Tech Talent
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Tech companies are reinventing how we think 
about running organisations

Silicon Valley start-ups are known for their agile decision making, rapid 

prototyping and flat structures. The process of digital transformation is 

inherently uncertain: changes need to be made provisionally and then 
adjusted; decisions need to be made quickly; and groups from all over the 
organization need to get involved . As a result, traditional hierarchies get in 

the way. It’s best to adopt a flat organizational structure  that’s kept 

somewhat separate from the rest of the organization.



Tech companies are reinventing how we think 
about running organisations



However, we have barriers limiting how the 
Singapore Government can address these problems 
and opportunities

Legacy government systems 
are not compatible with latest 

cloud technologies

Regulations on architecture, 
security, IT management, HR, 

Procurement stymie our 
modernisation efforts

Technical expertise is 
brought in too little and too 
late into strategic decision 

making for many 
digitalisation efforts



What if we built an organisation that 

operated like a modern tech company  

but worked on public sector problems  ?



Our 
Mission

EXPERIMENT
with new practices with the goal of 

delivering good tech products

EXEMPLIFY
these practices in our own operation and 

document them extensively

EVANGELISE
the adoption of the best of these practices 

to the rest of the public service



1. How to build good tech products: Using off-the-shelf cloud services, building products on 

the cloud, bringing modern production, engineering, design, and cybersecurity practices 

to bear

2. How to run good tech product teams: Finding people with the right capabilities, 

organising them into teams, and then pushing autonomy and decision-making down to 

them to make better tech product decisions

3. How to run a good tech organisation: Reshaping our people practices, ways of work, and 

how we design and run the organisation

We’re experimenting in three areas



Part 2: Designing the Organisation



People & Rewards
How do we identify, hire, 

develop, assess, and 
reward the right people?

Processes
How do we decision-make, 
ideate, problem-solve, and 

operate?

Structure
How do we organise 

authority and autonomy in 
the org?

Strategy
What is our overall 

direction?

Breaking down the elements of our organisation

Tools
How do we leverage 
technology to work 

effectively?

Resourcing
How do we secure and 

allocate money and 
people?

Modified from Jay Galbraith’s Star Model

EXPERIMENT
with new practices with the 

goal of delivering good tech 

products

EXEMPLIFY
these practices in our own 

operation and document 

them extensively

EVANGELISE
the adoption of the best of 

these practices to the rest of 

the public service

Our MissionOur Organisation



Mar 
2019

Jul
2019

Jul
 2020

Approval by DPM Teo Chee Hean to 
create

“An experimental and implementation unit is 
worth doing, to have a group of people try out 

things which are closer out on the edge.”

Open Government Products 
officially formed

1 year anniversary 
of the team’s 

formation

Team 
existed as a 
department 
within the 
Data Science 
Division in 
charge of 
building 
data.gov.sg

Official proposal paper 
submitted 

“Proposal for an Independent 
Sandbox Organization for 

Technology Transformation”

Jan
2019 

Jan 2020 
OGP Hackathon

Launch of 
Postman.gov.sg

Beta launch  of 
RedeemSG

Launch of 
Homer.gov.sg

New performance evaluation 
system and career scheme 

implemented

Initial drafts of 
proposal paper started 
for the formation of a 
experimental 
organization

Nov
2018 

Alpha launch of 
PaySG

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

Nov
2019



26© 2020 Open Government Products

Things we’ve done include:
● Targeted outreach and reputation-building by sharing OGP work with tech communities
● Rebuilt assessment process to ensure thorough technical assessment by engineer-interviewers
● Using structured interviewing, assessment metrics, and evaluation committees to make a decision on each hire across 

the team
● Streamlining hiring steps, e.g. reference checks, medical screening, administrative tasks, to move as quickly as possible

103 

days

36
 days

Time taken from candidate application to offer letter

Befo
re

Afte
r

Changes to OGP headcount since July 2019

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

We rebuilt the way we do hiring
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Twice-yearly transparent 
performance appraisal process 
based on multiple data points of 
demonstrated performance

Shifting to objective and transparent performance 
management

Career schemata

Perfo
rm

ance 

Evalu
atio

nLearning

Clear, objective, demonstrable 
descriptions of competencies for each 
job type

Learning culture focused 
on developing 
competencies, with 
feedback loop to keep 
career schemata updated 
with emerging needs

1

2

3

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing
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Validated with industry partners

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

We defined distinct technical career tracks (and 
salaries on par with industry to go along with it)



OGP’s performance appraisal approach focuses on being

1. Fair - making sure the system is consistent (uses the same standard), specific, and encourage honesty (since 

performance is normative, and requires describing)

2. Objective - a system that is able to be used for people to measure their performance against, rather than 

relatively to other people

3. Comprehensive - the system should use data from a variety of sources, to mitigate biases and blind spots as 

well as provide concrete feedback for improvement

We assess people based on their current level of performance (as opposed to potential), and reward their 

outperformance with commensurate bonuses and/or promotions immediately after assessment.

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

We overhauled the way we do performance 
management



PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL SEP 2020 CURRENT LEVEL D/OGP’S ASSESSMENT PROMOTION effective Oct 2020 FAQ

Jonathan has shown great engineering management 

skills on the Zapfire team. The team appreciates his 

clear communication and creation of an environment 

where team members feel able to express their ideas. 

Technically, he’s a strong individual contributor and 

has demonstrated he is able to design infrastructure 

for the complex needs of the project. His main area of 

improvement from here is in gaining more familiarity 

with different models of production architectures.

Jonathan Tan SWE 1 SWE 2 SWE 2

➔ Able to work very quickly, turning around features very quickly even in unfamiliar areas

◆ Generates multiple ideas on architecture  including planning and execution of Zapfire cloud 

infra to new VPC setup

◆ Demonstrated his ability to triage, diagnose, and resolve complex production issues by 

searching through logs to identify the problem, communicating to appropriate personnel, 

carrying out the appropriate fix, and then communicating incident response to the team

➔ Strong engineering management and leadership

◆ Able to communicate clearly and even facilitate collaboration and empathy between 

technical, non-technical, and user domains

◆ Works to onboard and mentor junior engineers, understand their interests, and 

communicate well

➔ Able to debug with fix esoteric bugs in production, demonstrating good understanding of the system

➔ Can continue to grow his experience in terms of different architectural design options. Current 

approaches across different projects are fairly similar, could consider wider breadth of designs.

➔ More proactive eng leadership of a team such as establishing coding conventions or standards

➔ Could better prioritize time spent on decision making. Know which decisions can be deep dived later, 

and which decisions might need more consideration of trade-offs before coming to conclusions

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT

MANAGER’S FEEDBACK

STRENGTHS

“ 

” 

I have worked with this peer extensively

I have observed this peer's work enough to get a reasonable sense

I have observed this peer's work on some occasions

I have had very few opportunities to observe this peer's work

go.gov.sg/ogp-peer-levelling

MANAGER ASSESSMENT

Current 
Level
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OGP Feedback on Sep 2020 Perf Appraisal 
exercise

Avg Score for Nov 
2019 perf 
appraisal exercise 
(/10)

Avg Score for Sep 2020 
perf appraisal exercise 
(/10)

Difference

What was your overall experience of the performance 
appraisal process?

7 7.6 +0.6

How fair do you feel the current performance appraisal 
process is?

6.6 7.1 +0.5

How effortful (time and effort taken) was the process of 
giving and collecting peer feedback? (10 = effortless)

4.7 6.2 +1.5

How was the quality of the feedback you received at 
the conclusion of the performance appraisal exercise?

7.2 7.4 +0.2

How was the quantity of the feedback you received at 
the conclusion of the performance appraisal exercise?

6.4 8.0 +1.6

How well do you understand the rationale for the 
level/bonus/promotion decision which you were given?

7.5 8.3 +0.8

How clear was the communication about the perf 
appraisal exercise (ie instructions, timelines, process)?

8.4 9.1 +0.7

Effort, quality and quantity 
of feedback improved 
through: 
1. design of new field in peer 
appraisal forms to share 
verbatim feedback with 
recipients
2. Design of ‘areas of 
improvement’ question to 
add ‘to get to next level’
3. Adjustment of number of 
peer feedback to ~10 per 
person (from ~25 in Nov 
2019)

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing



Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

We create a culture for  #OpenLearning  for Staff 
Development

Design Course

SWE Student Design Mentor

Ian Fiza

Nikhil Yi Xin

Yong Jie Fiza

Kaiwen Fiza

Jie Hao Sarah S

Shao Wei Sarah S

Shi Mei Pearly

Yuanruo Yi Xin

Preston Yi Xin

Azima Sarah S

We have dedicated time (every Friday, as well as the whole of 
December) for learning, with specific outcomes e.g. course 
completion

Focused on cross-functional learning, to build common language
(e.g. Engineers took Design courses)
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Product manager Designer Engineer

We work in lean, cross-functional product teams



Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

Product manager Designer Engineer Corporate TeamData Scientist

We keep the hierarchy flat and focus middle 
management responsibility on officer development (not 
decision-making)



Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

We push autonomy for direction-setting and 
decision-making down to the product teams

These teams have the right mix of capabilities as well as exposure to the day-to-day groundwork of 
product development to make the best decisions
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Failures are an inevitable part of innovation

They provide great data to make products, services, 

and organizations better

Postmortems capture and share the lessons of failure

Prevent repeat outages.

Post-mortem culture



Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

We run an annual hackathon for all OGP officers 
to work on grounds-up projects and prototypes



AnythingMapper
AskGov
Automated triage for patients
Ctrl Shift
eDOT
Find My Patient
Food Facts SG
Homer
KILL BILL
Medi-card
Mrt commuter simulator
Okay/Not
PaySG
Performance Appraisal Party
Plantree
PoOps - Porter Ops
Postman
qRSTU
qtpie - Polyclinic Queue Times
RedeemSG
Refactoring FormSG frontend
Return Your Trays
ScamShield
Sea without the sea
Send.go.gov.sg
Super staffer!
Touchpoint version 2
Traintraintrain Hawkers

28  hackathon projects

7 are now live products



Accountability to Snr Mgmt: OGP 

Supervisory Panel accountable for OGP 

governance and operations

HR: Rebuilt our policies and processes 

from grounds-up outside of existing 

Govtech practices

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

Creating regulatory space - redefining and 
updating governance standards

Branding & Outreach: Separate 

branding + governance of 

outreach and public comms Images designed by Freepik

IM8 (ICT&SS): Waiver from IM8 with 

separate governance for product 

engineering, architecture, and security

Procurement: Use of Direct Contracting 

for product and service purchases

Finance: Use of Corporate Credit cards for 

subscription service payments



How we run the organisation 
(People Ops, Operations, Marketing, and everything in between)

We document the way we do everything 

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

How we build and maintain good products



Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

AWS 
GuardDuty

LinkedIn

Google Jobs

PUBLICITY

Codility 

Recruitee

HIRING

Bamboo HR 

HR/FINANCE

Gmail

Slack

COMMUNICATION

Medium

Facebook

Twitter

SECURITY

1Password

Basecamp

Monday.com

Google Docs

Github

DockerhubTravisCI

Codepush

Zendesk

FEEDBACK

Cronitor

Pingdom

Opsgenie

CODEDEPLOYMENTMONITORINGALERTING

Zoom

Discord

Google 
Meet

Miro

Figma

DESIGN

Adobe

Zeplin

PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT

JIRA

We use off-the-shelf cloud software

Cloudflare



42© 2020 Open Government Products

We use SaaS tools to improve officer productivity and 
equip ourselves for remote/hybrid work

Slack: Messages and automated reminders 
across the organisation

Slack: Discussions in specific channels which are discoverable by all - 
even new officers

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

How Slack helps us work better:
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We use various digital tools to improve officer 
productivity and equip ourselves for remote/hybrid 
work

Discord: Impromptu video chats and always-on channels which anyone can drop 
into for quick check-ins and questions

Google Calendar: Searchable calendars 
for easy scheduling; central organisation 
calendar for regular team sync-ups which 
anyone can join
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Zoom: Daily team sync-ups to wind down the 
workday and share quick updates across the team 
on what’s going on

We use various digital tools to improve officer 
productivity and equip ourselves for remote/hybrid 
work

Updatebot (Slackbot): Weekly informal updates on work done 
across the team for info sharing and alignment
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Cost of Cloud Services

S$154  per month for the entire organisation

S$106  per month for the entire organisation

$11  per user per month

$8  per user per month

Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing



Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

OGP is run on Block Budget and Manpower

OGP was formed in Jul 2019, with a 3-year runway for experimentation

Block budget  and headcount  allocated for OGP (~2% of overall resources), rather than 
specific products

Majority of costs on EOM and subscriptions to cloud services
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Principles for resource allocation (budget)

Scale

Timeline Priority

•As usage increases, cost of cloud 
service and other SaaS solutions 
increase - when do clients pay?

• Use appropriate procurement 
approaches

•Emergent: Which products 
and features will result in 
the most public good?

• What do clients/users need 
most?

•Plan budgets (through 
AORs) for <1 year

• Track metrics and 
spending at least monthly
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Principles for resource allocation (manpower)

Org needs

Individual 
preferences

Individual 
needs

•Where do we need resources?

•What type of resources?

•For how long?

•What opportunities do 
people need to level up?

•How to balance longer 
term skill development 
with opportunistic events?

•What aspirations might 
people want to work 
towards?
- Types of roles
- Focus areas for 

products
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Resource allocation in practice: Board



Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

Our allocation board: e-version (Q3 2020)



Strategy People & Rewards Structure Processes Tools Resourcing

Our allocation board: e-version (Q4 2020)



People & Rewards
How do we identify, 

hire, develop, assess, 
and reward the right 

people?

Processes
How do we 

decision-make, ideate, 
problem-solve, and 

operate?

Structure
How do we organise 

authority and 
autonomy in the org?

Strategy
What is our overall 

direction?

Tools
How do we leverage 
technology to work 

effectively?

Resourcing
How do we secure 
and allocate money 

and people?

EXPERIMENT
with new practices with 

the goal of delivering good 

tech products

EXEMPLIFY
these practices in our own 

operation and document 

them extensively

EVANGELISE
the adoption of the best of 

these practices to the rest 

of the public service

So, how has our organisation design ... .. helped us achieve our 
mission?
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Usable & impactful 
digital products

Improved reliability 
& security

Built cheaper 
& faster
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Go.gov.sg
Official government link shortener to 
protect against phishing attacks
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74 000 
Links Created

76 million
Clicks on Links

Go.gov.sg  /   Metrics since launch
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FormSG
Secure self-service
digital form system
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40k public officers
have created forms

50 million
form submissions

FormSG  /   Metrics over past 12 months

41k forms
created
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Isomer
Standard website template and hosting system 
to build government websites that are fast, 
cheap and secure.
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Isomer  /   Key metrics

15 million
site visits

76 sites
launched on isomer



Usable & impactful 
digital products

Improved reliability 
& security

Built cheaper 
& faster
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100x  lower average 

downtime than 

non-isomer sites
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Uptime and downtime for OGP Products

Since Jan 2020 (Hours normalized to a full year equivalent), includes planned and unplanned downtime



Usable & impactful 
digital products

Improved reliability 
& security

Built cheaper 
& faster
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Cost Comparison with CDB Pipeline Projects

OGP projects in blue
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~$2500 
a month in infrastructure costs

~$840
a month in infrastructure costs 

for 74 websites

Service
Monthly in 

SGD
Yearly in 

SGD
Yearly cost per site 

in SGD

Netlify 420 5040 68

KeyCDN 140 1680 23

AWS 280 3360 45

Total 840 10080 136



68© 2020 Open Government Products

Isomer  /   Launch informational sites fast

3 
days

1.5 days7 
days

www.singaporetogether.gov.sgwww.sgunited.gov.sgcovid.gobusiness.gov.sg
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Time to 1st roll out to public

4 Weeks 

1 Week

1.5 Weeks

4 days

>4 MonthsTypical Product



Part 3: What’s Next?



What this meant for org design: 
Redefining boundary permeability - e.g. 
new way of work with agency verticals 
(business and/or policy owners); inward 
permeation e.g. embedding people 
within OGP for learning & collaboration

What this meant for org design: 
Being deliberate about how grounds-up 
innovation/product discovery fits (or not) 
the existing base; Creating specialised 
responsibilities and boundaries for key 
functions e.g. cybersecurity

What this meant for org design: 
Defining role and growing the middle 
management layer; better managing 
central control of some aspects of team 
functioning (e.g. communication, 
learning processes, resource allocation)

Organisation Design is NEVER done: OGP 
‘Settlers’Organisation design is not an intermittent nor once-off exercise, but an ongoing deliberate process - to 

ensure that we are always tuning the organisation to be fit for purpose, as well as for what we need to do 

next. 

Some things we thought about as we scaled from 50 to 180 people from 2021-2023:

Shoring up an expanded 
organisation with more product 

teams

The context: Team has doubled in size, 
with >10 product teams in a team of 50. 
How can we ensure that we can keep 
running well and sustainably?

Keep shipping good products for 
public good

The context: Product usage has scaled 
dramatically, and there is a suite of 
existing core products

Propagating our approach

The context: Tech and organisation 
practices have proven effective. How do 
we now thoughtfully share and scale 
these practices to uplift the public 
sector?



What this meant for org design: 
Performance cycles shifted to 12 monthly. 
Employees’ performance is a function both 
of their individual impact/competencies as 
well as their product performance -> 
Product performance review in parallel with 
individual performance review.

What this meant for org design: 
Beyond onboarding, deep engagement 
on what is the structure of government, 
what is important for civil servants, how 
to communicate in government. 

What this meant for org design: 
Placing more emphasis on value 
signals at the point of hiring: why do 
candidates want to work in the public 
service? What vision do they have?

Organisation Design is NEVER done: OGP ‘Town 
Planner’ 
Organisation design continues to be an ongoing deliberate process - to ensure that we are always tuning the 

organisation to be fit for purpose, as well as for what we need to do next. 

Some things OGP had to adjust in stabilisation + transformation phase from 2024 onwards:

Motivation to stick with 
transformation of large 

organisations

The context: Without clarity of internal 
motivations of employees, and 
alignment to public service goals, 
employees can get frustrated by a slow 
rate of change

Helping private sector transplants 
better understand the public sector

The context: Significant attrition from 
ex-FAANG employees due to a 
mismatch of expectations of speed of 
change / implementation

Tighter linkage of organisational 
outcomes to individual performance

The context: High pressure, fast paced 
6-monthly performance cycles focused on 
individual impact and outcomes, which 
didn’t always correlate to product / org 
outcomes.


