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FOREWORD

I first encountered Singapore Management University’s 
pioneering work on the growing collaborations 
across government, business, and civil society in 

2013, when I participated in an intensive round-table in 
Manila discussing how SMU should design a master’s 
degree programme, envisioned to be the first of its kind.  
SMU had come to Manila to seek advice from me and 
other leaders from the private sector, the government 
and non-government organisations. This was one of 
many consultations around the world that paved the 
way for what would become the Master of Tri-Sector 
Collaboration (MTSC). 

I immediately saw that this programme would fill a 
critical gap in human resource development in Asia, 
which is facing multiple pressures of globalisation, 
climate change impacts, natural disasters, and rapid 
urbanisation combined with a growing population. The 
region’s most pressing challenges can only be addressed 
if the traditionally disparate sectors – businesses, 
governments and civil society organisations – work 
together seamlessly, harnessing their distinct strengths 
to address the most pressing challenges of  society. 
SMU is in the forefront of initiating the research and 
providing the master’s-level training needed to ensure 
that the collaborations from all three sectors can flourish 
throughout Asia.

Through the stories in this publication, the inaugural Tri-
Sector, the first MTSC cohort of mid-career and senior 
professionals from all three sectors demonstrate how 
they bring their learnings and insights to planning and 
execution. 

I am confident you will enjoy this informative and engaging 
publication. 

Jaime Augusto Zobel de Ayala
Chairman and CEO, Ayala Corporation
Advisory Group Member,
SMU Master of Tri-Sector Collaboration
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CONTENTS PREFACE
In 2014, Singapore Management University launched 

the Master of Tri-Sector Collaboration (MTSC). This 
groundbreaking programme was designed from 

scratch at the School of Social Sciences and is the first 
of its kind in Asia. The MTSC was created to fulfil the 
compelling need for rigorous professional education 
enabling people from different sectors to work together 
to solve humanity’s challenges. 

The mid-career students of this programme actively 
seek to deploy the knowledge and skills they gained 
through the course in concrete partnerships solving 
real-world problems. 

The stories you are about to read are examples of 
partnerships already coming to life or are well-advanced 
in planning stages. Most of these stories are drawn 
directly from the challenges that students have chosen 
to analyse through their personal capstone submissions. 

Tri-Sector begins with a feature article authored by the 
MTSC’s pioneer cohort, on how their group project 
ultimately sparked strong industry interest in tackling 
food waste at the consumer end, known as “plate 
waste”. This is followed by seven stories developed after 
a thorough analysis of student papers, supported by 
interviews with the original writers. The topics covered 
in this issue include: 

• Addressing human traf ficking in Singapore

• Recycling in residential households

• Responsible use of industrial refrigerants

• Building trust in Singapore

• Inclusive employment of women in the tourism 
and hospitality industry

• Social -economic issues of Malay-Muslims in 
Singapore

• Equal access to early childhood education 

We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we have 
enjoyed putting these together.

Professor James T H Tang
Dean, School of Social Sciences;
Professor of Political Science,
Singapore Management University

Professor Ann Florini
Academic Director, Master of Tri-Sector Collaboration;
Professor of Public Policy, School of Social Sciences,
Singapore Management University
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Tackling food waste and the 
art of partnerships 
A Tri-Sector Approach: How the pioneer 
cohort of Singapore Management 
University’s Master of Tri-Sector 
Collaboration sparked joint efforts in 
tackling food waste.
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Authors:
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Christy Davis
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Song Hsi Ching, 

Georgie Passalaris

One third of all food produced 
globally is wasted. Singapore 
imports over 90% of food and  

with limited landmass, has restricted 
space to dispose its share of food waste. 
Singapore’s position as a net food 
importer coupled with the country’s 
aspiration to be a sustainable zero 
waste nation presents an opportunity 
for significant improvements to be 
made and leveraged not only in its food 
waste management practices, but also 
in influencing food safety and security 
in the ASEAN region. Singapore 
has a significant opportunity to be 
recognised worldwide as a leading 
proponent for reducing food waste –  
tapping new methods for unravelling 
this complex and ongoing problem.

Drawn to the complexity of food waste, 
23 students from the first cohort of 
Singapore Management University’s 
Master of Tri-Sector Collaboration 
explored partnership solutions to food 
waste. Launched in January 2014, 

this innovative programme provides 
working professionals with the skills 
necessary to build partnerships across 
the private, public and people sectors 
in order to jointly tackle society’s most 
complex issues. The diverse group 
of students, equally representing 
each of the three sectors, believed 
partnerships were the key to tackling 
the emerging food waste problem  
in Singapore.

The power to convene
Problems and solutions were already 
known among key stakeholders, with 
many already taking action.  However, 
there was insufficient collaboration to 
sustainably and effectively implement 
solutions. Most stakeholders saw the 
issue only from their own vantage point, 
and fragmented efforts undertaken 
resulted in a lack of scale of the 
existing collaborations, with almost 
none harnessing the strength of a tri-
sector approach. Given that the food 
waste problem is complex, with causes 
resulting from so many factors, ranging 
from policy to consumer habits, a new 
approach was needed to encourage 
stronger interaction and collaboration.

According to the National Environment 
Agency (NEA), Singapore’s food waste 
has risen 48% over the past 10 years. 
In 2014 alone, Singapore generated 
788,600 tonnes of food waste – 
equivalent to the weight of more than 
1,420 fully loaded double-decker 
buses, or two bowls of rice per person 

per day. In spite of the large volume, 
only 13% of food waste was recycled. 

The students organised themselves 
into a tri-sector task force, first 
conducting research on social, 
economic, technological and policy 
information related to food waste. This 
was followed by extensive stakeholder 
interviews to gain qualitative insights 
into current issues causing the 
generation of food waste.  In May 
2015, they convened a co-creation 
workshop “Let’s reduce plate waste 
in Singapore,” inviting a broad range 
of stakeholders such as hoteliers, 
restauranteurs, food bank and soup 
kitchen managers, consumers and 
government officials to attend – each 
having expressed a desire to reduce 
food waste. Designed to be a cross-
sectoral conversation, the workshop 
aimed to be a helpful starting point to 
bridge gaps and provide a safe space 
to explore the current food waste 
reality, focusing on “plate waste” – the 
food wasted during preparation and at 
the point of consumption. This priority 
was determined based on unanimous 
feedback from experts interviewed.

“It’s all about respect for food”
Singaporeans are renowned over the 
world for their passionate relationships 
with food and a culture centred around 
the enjoyment of food. In this spirit,  
the workshop participants were invited 
to a candid discussion on the symptoms 
and root causes of plate waste in 
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According to the National 
Environment Agency (NEA), 
Singapore’s food waste has risen 
48% over the past 10 years. In 
2014 alone, Singapore generated 
788,600 tonnes of food waste.

Singapore. A strongly held view by 
most of the participants, regardless 
of their sector, was that people have 
“no respect for food”; treating it as 
an entitlement with little “appreciation 
of the journey a tomato travels…from 
the tender care of the farmer to their 
plates in Singapore”. Because most 
of Singapore’s food is imported, the 
population has limited opportunity to 
experience or understand the farming 
and production process, resulting in 
behaviours which demonstrate a lack 
of respect and illustrate an overall  
lack of awareness of the food  
supply chain.  

Gaining consensus on the symptoms 
and root causes was a powerful way 
to get participants across the various 
sectors to agree on the core issues 
that lead to plate waste.

Working in a series of facilitated small 
group conversations, the discussions 
were animated and honest. One group 

facilitator observed, “I could see faces 
light up when they realised others so 
different from themselves agreed on the 
same problem, like a chef and a soup 
kitchen volunteer…their eyes opened 
wide to their shared experiences, 
and there was a clear eagerness 
and passion to pursue solutions.” 
So many of the different stakeholder 
groups had not had the opportunity to 
venture across boundaries and see the 
issues from another vantage point, nor 
considered working together.

Actions, not just words
Feedback from the participants reflected 
that a tri-sectoral approach to tackling 
this complex problem in Singapore 
is indeed the correct approach.  

As a result of this initiative, other concrete actions are in motion:

 • A non-profit association in Singapore has agreed to consider taking a  
 partnership initiative forward from this workshop. The association will 
 reach out to participants of this workshop with a proposal on making  
 this “plate waste” reduction initiative in Singapore a reality

 • A prominent food photographer started a movement to motivate 
 #noplatewaste in Singapore

 • A civil society organisation has agreed to reach out to various private 
 sector representatives to assist them in their efforts to reduce food waste 
 in their establishments

 • A prominent chef in a well-known hotel chain in Singapore has 
 negotiated with his management team to reduce the price of baked 
 goods towards the end of the day, which has been highly successful in  
 reducing food waste in the hotel

88% agreed that the workshop 
enabled them to think of alternative 
solutions which they had not 
considered before and 100% of 
the participants agreed that the 
workshop was useful in establishing 
new networks to reduce plate waste, 
and were interested to be part of  
future initiatives.

Singapore has yet to capitalise on 
its bounty of opportunity: well-
articulated sustainable aspirations, 
nascent and enthusiastic civic  
groups, and the capability to bring 
multiple stakeholders together to 
catalyse for impactful change. This 
first dialogue was a step in the  
right direction. 
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Becoming Combinatorial: 
The Practical Value of the MTSC Degree.

I graduated with the first cohort 
of the SMU Master of Tri-Sector 
Collaboration (MTSC) in July 2015.  

As a mid-career professional with 
experience in partnerships across the 
different sectors when I began the 
programme, I expected that it would 
add academic rigour to my existing 
skills, provide me with new networks, 
as well as sharpen my critical thinking 
ability about the complexities of cross- 
sector collaboration.  It did all that and 
more, leading directly to the creation 
of the AsiaP3Hub to be launched in 
July 2016 hosted by World Vision 
International’s (WVI) regional Singapore 
office, and supported by stakeholders 
across all three sectors. WVI provided 
an enabling atmosphere and a 
wide array of internal expertise and 
perspectives from which to draw, as 
well as the willingness to host a new (for 
us) operating model.  MTSC offered me 
an excellent learning environment with 
people who supported and challenged 
my thinking process.  

MTSC in the real world: The Asia P3 Hub
During the MTSC I began to develop 
a concept for a new type of operating 
model which my organisation would 
host: a regional cross-sector incubation 
hub for new solutions to development 
and humanitarian problems. The 
venture is the new Asia Pacific Private-
Public Partnerships (P3) Incubation 
Hub (AsiaP3Hub), visualised as a 
cross-sector incubator of partnerships, 
innovations and inclusive business 
models which will seek to achieve 
sustainable economic returns whilst 
creating measurable human development 
returns. It will create a safe space to 

share resources and strengths across 
the public and private sectors and civil 
society to encourage creative dialogue, 
spark new partnerships and alliances 
for shared value creation and project 
implementation.

The initial thematic offering of the 
AsiaP3Hub will be water, sanitation and 
hygiene. Hosted by my organisation  
WVI, the Hub will harness the 

competitive advantage, depth, 
breadth, energy and resources of 
not only WVI, but of the many 
stakeholders across the private and 
public sectors and civil society. We 
are well positioned to leverage the 
competitive advantage and convening 
power of Singapore as a geographic 
hub and leading hydrohub in Asia Pacific 
for shared value creation between  
the sectors.

Christy Davis
Regional Director, 

Partnerships Development 

South Asia and Pacific Region

World Vision International
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The AsiaP3Hub consists of three “zones”: 

 • Trading Zone: a safe space where multiple stakeholders from 
  different sectors and vantage points can establish new 
 relationships and source ideas

 • The Hatchery: ideas are explored, developed and prototyped 
 through research, development and field testing

 • Business Development: dif ferent business models and 
 investment solutions to scale out proven innovations in multiple 
 context are suggested here; including brokering of formal 
 private-private partnerships for competitive advantage
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It is an era of recognising the untapped 
potential of both traditional and 
non-traditional partnerships. The 
AsiaP3Hub will create space to take 
chances on new ideas with other 
players cooperatively so that risk is 
lowered and opportunities to pilot and 
scale become real.  

Becoming combinatorial
Sustainability expert and entrepreneur 
John Elkington wrote that innovations 
today are less and less likely to occur 
via dramatic leaps forward.  Rather, 
a shared workspace for co-creation, 
fuelled by ideals of openness, 
community and collaboration can 
create “combinatorial” breakthroughs.  
“Instead of breakthrough innovations 
flowing from individual ‘Eureka!’ 
moments or single giant leaps, most 
important innovations are combinatorial, 
pulling together existing ideas. Think 
of the jet engine, which combined 
a compressor with a combustion 

chamber and a turbine, none of which 
was new at the time.”1

I have an informal advisory team which 
has also walked with me in the design 
of the AsiaP3Hub. One of the team 
coined us “the Combinatorials!”  And 
indeed, combinatorial is exactly what 
the AsiaP3Hub will aspire to be.

It has become apparent that taking 
a strategic view on how different 
stakeholders working together can help 
everyone be more successful: a holistic, 
whole-of-value chain perspective and 
approach for well-researched, well 
thought-out, well-scoped opportunities 
for a vast array of stakeholders 
participating in the process and seeking 
great value creation. The speed of 
change is a furious one, and I benefited 
from the dynamic, multi-generational, 
diverse environment MTSC provided 
to better equip us for the uncharted 
territory it creates.

The AsiaP3Hub will create space 
to take chances on new ideas 
with other players cooperatively 
so that risk is lowered and 
opportunities to pilot and scale 
become real.

1John Elkington, The Elkington Report, in “Are we nearly there yet?” January 6, 2015
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Fighting the human trafficking 
network with a network 
Ethical recruitment could be a  
Tri-Sector Collaborative approach toward 
addressing human trafficking in Singapore.

In recent years, Singapore’s 
government has taken steadfast 
steps toward addressing human 

trafficking in the country. But it needs 
strong collaboration from businesses 
and civil society for meaningful results 
to be seen.

In 2010, nine dif ferent government 
entities came together to form 
Singapore’s Inter-Agency Taskforce 
on Trafficking in Persons. A National 
Plan of Action Against Trafficking in 
Persons was then developed in 2011, 
which contains 31 initiatives that form 
the country’s road map for concerted 
action for the period between 2012 
and 2015. More recently, in 2014, 
Singapore’s parliament passed its 
Prevention of Human Trafficking Bill.

Author:

Nadia El-Awady
Based on an essay by:

Jared Tham

These developments are significant. 
“The challenge is that the problem 
is much too complex for government 
alone to address,” says SMU master’s 
graduate Jared Tham.

“This is not a public policy problem,” 
he explains. “It is fundamentally a 
business problem because profits are 
what drive human traffickers to do 
what they do. It is also a human rights 
issue; one that needs to be addressed 
with the active cooperation of civil 
society,” he says.

A human trafficking lab
Singapore is home to some 1.35 
million foreign workers, comprising 
more than one third of the country’s 
total labour force. Many of these 
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Jared Tham is Senior Manager, 
Partnerships at the Lien Centre 
for Social Innovation, part of the 
Singapore Management University. 
Jared manages a  diverse range of 
partnerships at the Lien Centre, 
ranging from international development 
NGOs, to local government entities 
as well as multinational companies. 
His specialty includes tri-sector 
partnerships and social innovation.  As 
a connector and bridge builder, he is 
in his element working across various 
issues and fostering collaborations 
among different stakeholders in the  
social ecosystem.Jared Tham

“ I chose this topic because 
it is an area which although 

sensitive in nature, lends itself 
well to tri-sector collaboration. 

It is an area which concerns 
human rights, but which 

government also has a keen 
(albeit political) interest in, 

and which business is 
implicitly involved. ”

“ Also, a major issue of concern 
is that the handful of NGOs 
involved only focus their efforts 
on those who have already been 
exploited rather than providing 
clear-cut preventive options, ” 
says Tham. 

foreign workers, according to the 
U.S. Department of State’s 2015 
Trafficking in Persons Report, are 
vulnerable to human trafficking. 

Tham says a platform is needed that 
brings businesses and civil society 
together with government to enable 
collaboration for the development of 
efficient solutions for the country’s 
human trafficking problem. The 
collaborative platform, which Tham 
calls a “Human Trafficking Lab”, 
could be facilitated by questions 
raised to allow the three sectors to 
see the country’s human trafficking 
problem from a macro-perspective, 
identify the extent of the issue, and 
understand how it interrelates with 
other issues in society.

The issues
Currently, most companies do not 
see the business case in undertaking 
anti-trafficking initiatives. A handful 
of non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) involved in migrant and 
sex worker issues in Singapore, 
on the other hand, are engaging in 
initiatives to educate the business 
community on human trafficking. 
They are also involved in initiatives 
to hold the government accountable 
for implementing its National Plan of 
Action. The Singapore government has 
since acceded to the Palermo Protocol, 
an international agreement that 
aims to prevent human trafficking. 
Rarely do the initiatives of these 
NGOs extend to engage the general 
public, however. Also, a major issue 
of concern is that the handful of 
NGOs involved only focus their efforts 

on those who have already been 
exploited rather than providing clear-
cut preventive options, says Tham.

There is a need to form a public 
education platform that targets youth 
consumers, he says. Engaging this 
demographic in issues related to 
human trafficking and encouraging 
them to ask companies the right 
questions might provide impetus for 
businesses to show corporate social 
responsibility. Singapore’s Inter-
Agency Taskforce on Trafficking in 
Persons has a grant scheme for this 
sort of initiative. 

A large part of the human trafficking 
problem is that middlemen and 
recruitment agents in various Asian 
countries often charge large sums 
of money to arrange employment 
in Singapore. Foreign workers thus  
often assume large debts, making 
them vulnerable to forced labour. The 
only way out for victims of human  
trafficking right now is through NGOs, 
says Tham, but only after they’ve  
been exploited. 

Finding solutions in a business 
approach
“The human trafficking industry works 
on supply and demand,” says Tham. 
“Therefore a business approach is 
needed to address it.”

Tham says one solution is for 
government to fund the start-up costs 

and lend its branding to an “ethical 
recruitment agency”. This agency 
could be set up in one of Asia’s 
source countries for Singapore’s 
foreign workers. 

Tham envisages a recruitment agency 
that is scoped, designed and managed 
by entrepreneurs but run by NGO staff, 
who would help potential economic 
migrants understand the various issues 
involved in working in Singapore. This 
ethical recruitment agency would be 
able to provide credible employment 
to workers at a much lower rate than 
other local middlemen, putting them 
out of business.

“We could have a project that is 
civil society powered, government 
endorsed – to an extent – and 
supported by the private sector,” 
writes Tham in his thesis “Tri-Sector 
Collaboration to Address Human 
Trafficking in Singapore”.

“Only by fighting a human trafficking 
network with a network – through tri-
sector collaboration – will we be able 
to match the system’s complexity with 
that of our collective intervention,” 
says Tham. “The issue of human 
trafficking is one that all relevant 
stakeholders in Singapore must have 
ownership over: public, private and 
the people. To get to that end point, 
it is necessary for all three sectors to 
work hand in hand, with a collective 
purpose in mind,” he says.
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Recycling is coming home 
Despite measures to encourage recycling in 
Singapore, more can and should be done. A 
tri-sector partnership targeting residential 
areas could go a long way in further 
improving the country’s recycling rates.

Eight kilometres south of Singapore 
lies a tiny island that is home 
to the country’s only remaining 

landfill. The landfill is an impressive 
feat in terms of its construction, the 
technologies involved, and the marine 
conservation activities that accompanied 
its development. Continuous work is 
being done so it lasts until 2035 or 
perhaps beyond. Nevertheless, its life 
expectancy is limited and Singapore has 
no choice but to take recycling seriously.

In April 2001, the Government of 
Singapore launched its National  
Recycling Programme, which requires 
public waste collectors to provide 
recycling bins and services to Housing 
and Development Board (HDB) flats and 
private households registered under 
their scheme. Since then, the country 
has witnessed a steady increase in its 
overall recycling rate – which includes 
domestic and industrial recycling – 
until 2014 when the rate dropped 1%  
from 61%. 

To improve recycling rates in residential 
areas, as Belinda Pang has discovered, 
a wide range of stakeholders need to  
be brought together even at the most 
local level. 

In her capstone paper for SMU’s  
Master of Tri-Sector Collaboration, Pang 
identified four key partners for a pilot 
project covering one zone within a HDB 
precinct cluster: a residents’ committee 
and the town council representing 
the public sector, the government’s 
National Environment Agency, and waste 
collectors from the private sector. For the 
partnership to be successful, she says, 
each partner’s interests and expectations 
need to be clearly communicated. 

For example, one interest of the residents’ 
committee is to encourage interaction 
between neighbours in order to 
promote racial harmony and community 
cohesiveness. Engaging residents in 
awareness activities about the benefits 
of recycling could help to achieve 
this interest and to generally improve 
residents’ physical environment. A similar 
exercise for each partner is important to 
ensure an alignment of the partnership’s 
objectives.

“The programme highlighted the 
importance of looking at the issue from 
the perspective of the different sectors 
and how partnerships would be likely 
to achieve the end target if properly 
managed,” says Pang.

Using complexity for change
Pang drew on complexity theory, which 
she learnt about during her studies 
at SMU, to understand how partners’ 
different perspectives might lead to 
various scenarios as a result of different 
kinds of changes. Using a complexity 
frame, she found, for example, schools 
could be involved to drive behavioural 
change in students, who could then 

bring the recycling message home  
with them. 

She also sees a large role for data 
usage in improving recycling rates in 
Singapore’s residential areas. As the 
country progresses into a “smart” 
city, the government could update 
its recycling infrastructure so that 
technologies can be used to monitor 
and track recyclable waste, she says. 
These technologies could include smart 
pneumatic waste conveyance systems 
that monitor waste disposal patterns.

This data could be used by a volunteer 
task force from the residents’ committee, 
assigned to monitor the data and identify 
which blocks need to be targeted for lack 
of compliance.

Also, residents themselves could track 
their own recycling data and measure 
themselves against recycling benchmarks. 
The tri-sector partnership could establish 
a system that incentivises and recognises 
households that meet their benchmarks. 

Diversifying targets and agents of change
In addition to targeting youth through 
schools and campaigns, Pang emphasises 
the importance of also targeting domestic 
helpers due to their rising numbers in 
Singaporean households. “There is an 
increasing need to educate them 
on the importance of recycling,” she  
writes in her paper titled “Recycling in 
Residential Households”. 

Singapore’s rag and bone men 
traditionally played an important role in 
recycling unwanted items, such as old 
newspapers and electrical devices. Since 

Author:

Nadia El-Awady
Based on an essay by:

Belinda Pang
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the introduction of recycling bins, residents 
haven’t been selling things as much to 
the rag and bone men, who in turn have 
had to resort to rummaging through the 
bins to find sellable items. The mess 
they sometimes leave behind puts off 
residents from using the bins. Pang says 
rag and bone men could be important 
agents of change since they play a role in 
creating a demand for recyclable goods. 
There are many challenges, however, 
that need to be addressed for this to  
be feasible.

Pang stresses that the media have an 
important role to play in creating recycling 
awareness. “Much of the media’s attention 
is focused on the importance of recycling 
for industries, the largest generators of 
recyclable waste. More focus needs to be 
aimed at waste generated in residential 
areas,” says Pang, “for significant changes 
to occur. It’s important, however, for the 

Using a complexity frame, she 
found, for example, schools could 
be involved to drive behavioural 
change in students, who could 
then bring the recycling message 
home with them.

media’s message to be a balanced one,  
in order to avoid putting people off the 
idea.”

Along with the media, environmental 
non-governmental organisations and 
environmental bloggers can be brought 
on board to further influence the  
public. Their aim would be to make 
recycling a trend, eventually becoming 
a social norm.

Many HDB residents find it easier to 
put all their waste down the convenient 
disposal chutes in their building 
complexes than to take their recyclable 
waste to special bins. Pang says double 

chutes in residential buildings could 
solve this problem. Waste collection 
companies can also play an important role 
in providing the necessary containers for 
recyclables and for sharing best recycling 
practices with residents.

Pang says a constant review of emerging 
behaviours should be done to determine 
any necessary changes that need to be 
taken to improve the campaign.

“With frequent communication and 
accountability systems in place,” 
concludes Pang, “the partners could 
work together to achieve their common 
goal.”

    

Belinda Pang

One of the students in the pioneer 
cohort of the Master of Tri-Sector 
Collaboration, Belinda Pang is the 
Environment, Health and Safety 
Manager in City Developments Limited. 
Trained as an Environmental Engineer, 
she has almost 10 years of experience 
in the design and implementation of 
Environmental, Health and Safety 
Management Systems. 

“ I chose this topic because waste 
management is an issue that is 

often neglected. Since Singapore 
is land scarce and only has one 

functioning landfill, proper waste 
management, especially recycling, 
needs to be adequately addressed 

to prevent environmental health 
issues in future. ”
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Making business sense of 
protecting the environment 
Elaine Leung is taking lessons 
learnt from her Master of Tri-Sector 
Collaboration at SMU to benefit her 
family business and to play a role in 
developing a more environmentally 
conscious society.

T he air conditioning, heating 
and refrigeration industry  
is dependent on refrigerants. 

In Asia, the most commonly used 
refrigerants are fluorocarbons, which 
are also known to be ozone-depleting 
greenhouse gases. The “global warming 
potential” of hydrofluorocarbons is 100 
to 3,000 times that of carbon dioxide 
and they can persist in the environment 
for up to a century because of their  
high stability. 

“But common harmful and wasteful 
industry practices in disposing of 
refrigerants can be changed through 
tri-sector collaboration,” says Elaine 
Leung, “benefiting both the industry and  
the environment.”

Leung is a co-owner in a family business 
originally founded by her late father. Her 
company purchases bulk quantities 
of refrigerants and repacks them into 
cylinders of various sizes according 
to the needs of a large variety of 
businesses in Singapore and Malaysia. 

Leung’s father taught his daughters 
that, to truly know their product, they 
need to understand its entire supply 
chain. “As we learnt more about our 
upstream supply chain – what the raw 
materials were, how refrigerants were 
being made and the energy required 
to make them – we realised how much 
we were underutilising refrigerants if 
we only used them once,” says Leung.  
She also learnt how damaging 
they could be to the environment if 
improperly disposed.

The Leung sisters eventually built an 
in-house facility to reprocess used 
refrigerants and to conduct chemical 
analyses to ensure that reclaimed 
refrigerants were up to industry 
standards for reuse. Although costly, 
their facility has opened up their 
business to new opportunities while 
allowing them to be responsible towards 
the environment. 

How research benefits business
Leung’s studies at SMU on tri-sector 
collaboration have encouraged her 
to take her passion for responsible 
reclaiming of refrigerants several 
steps forward. 

In her capstone project titled 
“Collaborative actions to promote 
responsible and sustainable use of 
fluorocarbon refrigerants”, Leung found 
that causal layered analysis – a technique 

she learnt during her masters that is 
used in strategic planning – helped 
her understand the reasons behind 
refrigerants not being reclaimed or 
properly disposed. By conducting a large 
number of interviews, Leung discovered 
a general lack of awareness about the 
environmental impact of refrigerants, 
their potential to be reused, and what 
happens in the "end of life" stage. Even 
among industry professionals, the fact 
that fluorocarbons in their gaseous state 
have no smell or colour meant there 
was a general sense of complacency 
toward them. She also found there 
were insufficient or ineffective policies 
to regulate and monitor the use of 
refrigerants. 

Leung’s studies also made her realise 
the importance of developing her 
company’s networking strategies. “As a 
small-to-medium enterprise, we have a 
tendency to keep to ourselves. Through 
the course, I opened up our company to 
collaboration and knowledge-exchange 
with local universities and Japanese 
research firms and companies to 
discuss how to jumpstart the recovery 
and reclaim market of refrigerants in our 
region,” she says.

For example, her company’s Malaysia 
branch contributed technical expertise 
to a research study conducted by a local 
university on reuse of fluorocarbons. 
Leung and other members of her 
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company have also given presentations 
to businesses interested in reusing 
refrigerants. “This is all part of network 
capacity building,” she says.

By conducting a detailed stakeholder 
analysis in her capstone project, Leung 
was able to identify key stakeholders 
who could play a role in impacting the 
responsible use of refrigerants. She was 
also able to identify stakeholders she 
might not otherwise have considered. 
It made her realise, for example, that 
civil society and its organisations could 
be crucial stakeholders in this process. 
ASHRAE, an organisation of engineers 
working in the heating, refrigeration and 
air conditioning industry, has a student 
chapter that could play a role in creating 
awareness about refrigerants and their 
effects on the environment in local schools  
and universities.

Through her coursework and paper, 
Leung also learnt how to manage 
different stakeholders. “It has made me 
aware that we need to be more proactive 
with some stakeholders and continue to 
communicate with others even if there 
doesn’t seem to be immediate benefits,” 
she says.

As a small-to-medium enterprise, 
we have a tendency to keep to 
ourselves. Through the course, 
I opened up our company to 
collaboration and knowledge-
exchange with local universities 
and Japanese research firms and 
companies.

Leung’s company is now actively looking 
for contractors, especially large end-
users in Malaysia, to encourage them to 
safely recover refrigerants, send them to 
a reclaiming facility, and then reuse them. 
They are also contacting companies 
that deal with the disposal of refrigerant-
containing electrical equipment to 
explore opportunities for the safe 
recovery of refrigerants before disposal. 
And they are starting to get in touch with 
training centres that could play a role 
in making companies and technicians 
more aware of the importance of – and 
even the business sense in – reclaiming 
refrigerants.

Defining roles
“It would be great if the government, 
together with major industry 
associations, take the lead in bringing 
all the stakeholders along the supply 
chain together and create a safe 
environment for them to communicate, 
brainstorm and open up conversations,” 
says Leung. Currently, local industries 

in Singapore and Malaysia are not 
sustainably managing commonly used 
refrigerants, leading to their haphazard 
release into the environment. Even 
though there are industry guidelines 
and standards, the lack of active 
monitoring and enforcement by the 
government means refrigerants are 
not properly recovered, reclaimed, or 
treated for disposal. 

“Every stakeholder in the refrigerant 
supply chain play an important role in 
the responsible use of refrigerants,” 
says Leung. A multi-sector approach 
is needed to create complementary 
policies and programmes that can deal  
with the root causes and create more 
effective accountability.

“Without a collaborative approach,” 
writes Leung in her capstone study, 
“the problem of constantly wasting 
valuable resources – and the energy 
spent producing these resources – will 
continue to prevail.” 

    

Elaine Leung

Elaine Leung has been involved in 
refrigerant businesses in Singapore 
and Malaysia since 2004 and her 
organisations provide both new 
refrigerant and reclaim services 
for used refrigerants. Even though 
she does not consider herself an 
environmentalist, she is passionate 
about how refrigerants are being 
administered during and after its 

end of life. She believes strongly 
that correctly using and reclaiming 
refrigerants is the right thing to do. 
As a member of the industry, there 
is an urgent need to address the 
problem, to create more awareness 
and accountability in the way the 
industries manage refrigerants.

“ I chose this topic largely 
because I deal with it every 

day and it's part of our family 
business. But the more I 

comprehend, the more I believe 
our local industry has a 

long way to go. ”
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A nation built on trust
Singapore is moving from strength to 
strength but not without challenges. Sueanne 
Mocktar believes building social trust is 
essential for the country to move forward. 

Author:

Nadia El-Awady
Based on an essay by:

Sueanne Mocktar

Singapore has made signif icant 
progress s ince i t  ga ined 
independence in 1965. But 

with progress come chal lenges.

“For a society to be resilient and  
nimble enough to meet the ever-
changing global and local landscape, 
a high level of trust within and across 
different sectors is important,” says 
SMU Tri-Sector Collaboration graduate 
Sueanne Mocktar. 

Mocktar works in the 3P (people, public 
and private sectors) network division 
of Singapore’s National Environment 
Agency. Her work involves developing 
and integrating educational and publicity 
programmes for the three sectors with 
the aim of ensuring greater effectiveness 
of efforts to promote environmental 
sustainability.

It was this background that caused  
her to focus her master’s capstone 
project on “Building Trust in Singapore for 
Collective Action.” Her paper considers 
the potential solutions that could increase 
trust among Singaporeans  and thus 
influence positive collective action.

“Trust between people, institutions 
or across multiple sectors is built 
through positive regular interactions,” 
says Mocktar. “My capstone looked at 
building trust in the community – mainly 
across the three sectors – but also 
among the networks and catalysts within 
the community that affect the building 
of trust,” she says. “The tri-sector 
approach provides different frameworks 
and theories that help us look at the 
multiple facets of these relationships to 
understand community dynamics and 
identify different possible solutions.”
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Singapore depends on strong 
social trust and civic involvement 
to maintain stability and not just 
survive but continue to progress 
amidst the challenges posed 
by an increasingly complex world.

Dissecting a network
To consider ways to build social trust in 
government, Mocktar used tools from 
complexity science, a theoretical approach 
she encountered during her tri-sector 
collaboration studies. She considered the 
topography of networks in a community, 
compared solutions based on the 
complexity approach to those that could be 
developed by market-based or hierarchical 
control models, and considered ways of 
using technologies in building social trust. 

To understand how networks are built, 
how they interact, and what drives 
collective action on the ground, Mocktar 
conducted in-depth interviews with Mr  
and Mrs Khoo, a couple in their 50s living  
in a Housing and Development Board flat  
with their two older children.

“Mr and Mrs Khoo come from a middle 
income family and symbolise a typical 
family nucleus of local Singaporeans,” 
explains Mocktar. “The purpose was 
to use their network to map out an 
example of a network topography in 
the heartlands, identify the change 
agents, and understand how daily and 

regular interactions within the network 
strengthens trust and influences the people 
in that network to take action proactively or 
to participate in action taken by the wider 
network of people,” she says.

By deconstructing the Khoos’ networks, 
the intentions behind maintaining 
their networks and the activities that 
arose from them, Mocktar found that  
a small, core group would always initiate 
activities. An example was a block party 
organised by Mr Khoo and a small 
group of his neighbours. The block 
party brought other neighbours together,  
but also led him to be able to introduce 
one of them to a voluntary welfare 
organisation (VWO) he’s involved in.  That 
person in turn helped him organise an 
event for his VWO.

Mocktar’s localised topography exercise  
on the networks of two people could be  
done at a much larger scale, she says, 
in order to identify agents of change in  
a community.

Collective action by agents of change 
is more likely if certain factors and 
circumstances fall into place. They need 
reliable information about the immediate 
and long-term costs and benefits of 
their action. They need to be able to see 
a common resource, such as keeping  
a public place clean, as being important 
for their own fulfilment. They need to be 
able to communicate with others and to 
monitor their actions appropriately. And 
the change agents need to be credible 
and trustworthy, with a record of previous 
successes in solving joint problems.

Technology bringing communities 
together
Mocktar sees technology as playing a 
very important role in building social trust 
and maintaining networks. “Information 
technology seems to bring about a 
structure, logic and competence to social 
action,” she writes in her capstone paper. 

She says information technology can be used 
to maintain contact databases, to manage 
large groups of volunteers and maintain 
communication with and between them, 
to gather information for collective action 
and to monitoring activities.

Civic groups might not have the 
expertise to use information technologies 
appropriately, however. Mocktar says  
tri-sector collaborations can be formed  
to tap into the strengths and resources  
of the different partners involved,  
where as an example, governments 
could provide funding, corporations 
underutilised infrastructure, and non-
governmental organisations training 
and expertise to help change agents 
integrate technology in their collective 
activities.

“Singapore depends on strong social 
trust and civic involvement to maintain 
stability and, not just survive but continue 
to, progress amidst the challenges posed 
by an increasingly complex world,” writes 
Mocktar. By understanding how micro-
groups form, interact and act, we can 
develop a better understanding about 
how trust can methodically be built 
in a way that suits complex systems,  
she says.

    

Sueanne Mocktar

Sueanne Mocktar is the Director of 
the 3P Network Division (3PND) at 
the National Environment Agency, 
Singapore (NEA). 3PND develops and 
integrates educational and publicity 
programmes for the 3P (People, 
Public and Private) sectors, ensuring 
greater synergy and ef fectiveness 
in outreach ef forts to promote 
greater environmental sustainability. 
Sueanne is a marketing communications 
practitioner in integrated marketing 

communications, public relations and 
international marketing in B2C and 
B2B environments. She has led in 
strategy and brand development, 
campaign planning and management, 
communications management at the 
local, regional and international level, 
and partnership development. 

“ This topic of building trust in 
the community is essential for 
strengthening the resilience of 

our country and for progress 
amidst the challenges posed by 
an increasingly complex world. 

Effective tri-sector collaborations 
help to build trust, social capital 

and norms. ”
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Empowering women in 
tourism and hospitality
Singapore’s tourism and hospitality 
industry can address staff shortages 
head-on by creating appropriate and 
inclusive opportunities for women. 

The World Travel and Tourism 
Council forecasts that, by 2026, 
the travel and tourism sector 

will directly account for 136 million 
jobs around the world; almost 60% 
of which will be in the Asia Pacific. 
And although industry stakeholders 
in the region say one of their greatest 
challenges is attracting and retaining 
talent, Asia has the lowest average 
participation of women in the hotel and 
restaurant sector. Women are also paid, 
on average, 25% less than their male 
colleagues for the same work and are 
markedly under-represented in senior 
positions1. 

Georgie Passalaris is the skills and 
empowerment manager for sustainable 
development at a multinational 
alcoholic beverage company in 
Singapore. She has dedicated much of 
her career to giving people, particularly 
women, access to skills and resources 
that enable them to improve their 
livelihoods. Passalaris believes a tri-
sector partnership could help build 
Singapore’s talent pipeline in the 
hospitality industry by adopting more 
inclusive employment measures. 

Her capstone project for a master’s 
degree in tri-sector collaboration at 
Singapore Management University aims 

to provide practical examples, based on 
her studies and career experience, of 
how to address diversity in the tourism 
and hospitality workforce, for growth. 

“The aim was to form a loose  
collaboration with interested across 
business, community and government to 
showcase challenges and opportunities 
for women in the hospitality sector, 
articulate the business case for why this 
matters, share best practice examples, 
and inspire further collaboration  
across the industry and the sectors,”  
she explains. 

Building the business case
Passalaris says there is evidence that 
including women in the hospitality 
industry, especially in leadership 
positions, could improve business. 
According to a 2014 report by McKinsey 
& Company, there is a statistically 
significant relationship between a more 
diverse leadership and better financial 
performance. The companies in the top 
quartile for gender diversity are 15% 
more likely to have financial returns 
above their respective national industry 
medians. The report also says raising 
female employment to male levels could 
have a direct impact on GDP. 

The time is ripe for more inclusive 
policies for women. Within the last 
three years, Singapore's Ministry of 
Manpower reduced the maximum 
percentage of foreign workers that can 
be employed by companies in order 
to improve employment opportunities 
for locals. Also, the number of hotel 
rooms in the country is forecast to 

increase by 30% over the next four 
years. Nevertheless, the hospitality 
industry reports a severe shortage in 
staff as local workers have not filled the 
vacant positions, partially due to social 
norms, conventional perceptions and 
workplace cultures and expectations 
that disadvantage women balancing 
work and family responsibilities,  
which make working in the hospitality 
industry difficult.

Solutions through dialogue
A tri-sector group, formed of private 
companies, government agencies, 
and non-governmental organisations, 
could work together to develop 
strategies that would challenge these 
norms. This could be done by allowing 
more flexibility in working hours, for 
example, or by removing barriers to 
career progression and incentivising 
talent by paying higher wages for high-
performing staff. Companies could also 
offer better maternity and paternity 
leave. One report2, commissioned by 
a multinational telecommunications 
company, found that global businesses 
could save up to US$19 billion annually 
by providing sixteen weeks of fully paid 
maternity leave, Passalaris points out. 

Government and non-government 
organisations that typically focus 
activities on entry-level training and 
employment should start including 
women-in-leadership programmes, 
adds Passalaris. Also, a tri-sector group 
could take advantage of technology and 
develop an online recruitment tool that 
offers a job-matching service, digital 
payment and networking opportunities 

Author:
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By creating a more diverse and 
inclusive approach to talent 
attraction and management, 
organisations could become 
a more attractive and viable 
employer that meets the needs 
of a more diverse workforce and 
enables wider participation.

for jobseekers, and provides big data 
on industry trends.

Passalaris employed the complexity 
approach she learnt during her tri-
sector studies at SMU to identify 
the focal concern that needs to 
be addressed, the agents that can 
create change, and the resulting 
behavioural changes that could yield 
very different solutions. What stood 
out, she explains, was people’s need 
for employment and industry’s need for 
staff. “By creating a more diverse and 
inclusive approach to talent attraction 
and management, organisations could 
become a more attractive and viable 
employer that meets the needs of a 
more diverse workforce and enables 
wider participation while addressing 
staff shortages and potentially growing 
commercially,” she says. 

Turning words to action
Passalaris did not stop at writing 
her thesis, titled “Women: Inclusive 
Employment in the Tourism and 
Hospitality Industry.” Near the end 
of 2014 and through the company 
that employs her, she formed a 
coalition between six organisations 
in Singapore’s hospitality industry. 
The Hospitality Industry Pipeline 
Coalition met and discussed possible 
collaboration approaches. Its aim was 
to identify, share and promote best 
practice in recruitment, employment, 
diversity and inclusion to address 

    

Georgie Passalaris

Georgie Passalaris is the skills and 
empowerment manager, sustainable 
development at Diageo, the global 
leader in beverage alcohol. Georgie 
leads Diageo’s women’s empowerment 
community investment programme  
“Plan W”, which aims to empower 
women in Diageo’s value chain, 
through learning. Launched in 2012, 
the programme has empowered over 
164,000 women with skills to build a 
better future for themselves. She is 
a trustee of the Diageo Foundation, 

a UK registered charity funded by 
Diageo, a Board member of Touch 
Sala Baï, a Singapore based non-profit 
organisation, whose mission is to fight 
human trafficking through education 
and employment in hospitality, and 
she holds a Master of Tri-Sector 
Collaboration. She is committed to 
collaboration to increase diversity which 
improves business performance, grows 
individuals and benefits communities.

“ Despite the business and ethical 
case for equality, women continue 

to face barriers for equal rights 
and opportunity. I believe that 

addressing gender inequality will 
significantly support the growth 

of the hospitality industry. ”

3 http://diageoplanw.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/whitepaper_v2.pdf

shortages in the talent pipeline.

“The short term output of the 
collaboration was its ‘White Paper on 
Women in Tourism and Hospitality: 
Unlocking the Potential in the Talent  
Pool3’,  as a means of galvanising  
dialogue on effective measures  
to explore long term partnership 
opportunities,” says Passalaris. The 
white paper was launched at the 
Women in Tourism and Hospitality 
Forum organised in Hong Kong in early 
2015. Two multinational hotel chains 
signed the UN Women’s Empowerment 
Principles, in part due to the ongoing 
dialogue, she says.

Her company was also involved 
in engaging corporate and non-
governmental organisation leaders 
in a closed dialogue on diversity at  
the end of February 2016 to explore 
the issues and opportunities to 
advance the role of women in business, 
leadership and communities, aligned to 
the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Long-term success of a tri-sector 
collaboration could lead to changes in 
workplace culture in the tourism and 
hospitality industry, resulting in a robust 
and resilient talent pipeline with strong, 
diverse and inclusive leadership, an 
overall improvement in how the industry 
is perceived, and importantly, an 
improvement in business performance, 
Passalaris concludes.

2 Vodafone pioneers global maternity policy across 30 countries. 2015. http://www.vodafone. 
  com/content/index/media/vodafone-group-releases/2015/global-maternity-policy.html

1 Sinclair, M. Thea (Editor). Gender, Work and Tourism. London: Routledge, 1997. Print.



New perspectives needed for 
Malay-Muslim social mobility
A tri-sector partnership is much needed for 
Malay-Muslims’ socio-economic progress. 
Stakeholders must first acknowledge, 
however, that pinning down the problems 
to ethnic-based factors is detrimental to 
solving decades-long issues.  

Author:

Nadia El-Awady
Based on an essay by:

Abdul Shariff Aboo Kassim 

Clear economic, educational and 
social gaps exist between Malay-
Muslims and other communities 

in Singapore. Malay-Muslims are often 
thought to be lagging behind other 
communities due to ethnic and cultural 
factors. One often-posed argument, for 
example, is that Malay-Muslims lag in 
education due to an obedient upbringing, 
which results in uninquisitive minds. 

SMU’s Abdul Shariff Aboo Kassim 
argues that this ethnic framing 
obstructs the creation of cross-sector 
initiatives needed to tackle poverty 
and inequality for all communities  
in Singapore.  He contends that reframing 
socio-economic issues in Singapore 
as being historical and class-based 
rather than ethnic-based would allow 
government, businesses and civil society 
to re-examine their roles in addressing 
long-standing social disparities. 

Aboo Kassim works in the research arm 
of a civil society self-help organisation 
that targets Singapore’s Malay-Muslim 
community. “Singapore has a system 

of ethnic-based self-help groups that 
are set up to tackle their respective 
community’s pressing problems,” he 
explains. It is through this work that 
Aboo Kassim has come to question the 
efficacy of ethnic-based solutions to 
what he sees are much more complex 
and often class-based problems. 

“Singapore is growing increasingly 
diverse due to liberal immigration 
policies and other developments, such 
as the rise of cross-ethnic marriages,” 
he says. “This brings into question  
the relevance of the ethnic-based self-
help model.”

The role of civil society
In his capstone project for the Master 
of Tri-Sector Collaboration, Aboo 
Kassim says long-standing socio-
economic issues stand a better 
chance of being resolved if civil society 
organisations partner with government 
and businesses. 

There are many challenges, however, 
that hinder a tri-sector partnership. 
Civil society organisations in the form 
of ethnic-based self-help groups, 
although well-funded, often lack much 
needed independence, as many of 
them are led by government officials. 
Businesses, also heavily influenced 
by government, lack incentive to get 
involved with civil society issues unless 
it is through a top-down approach. 

Aboo Kassim proposes a leadership role 
taken by a civil society organisation such 
as the one he works in to spearhead a 
bottom-up approach to address the 
complex socio-economic issues in 
Singapore society. This would first require 
internal changes within the civil society 
organisation so that staff members 
share a clear and common vision of the 
importance of tri-sector collaboration. 
This will help the organisation build 
a strong partnership model that can 
leverage the strengths of the various 
sectors and stakeholders in the country. 

“The changes needed to realise the 
vision of tri-sector partnership require 
a long-term vision of the socio-
political landscape: a civil society 
and government that are willing to 
collaborate to achieve shared goals 
and apply bottom-up pressures on 
businesses to be socially involved and 
responsible,” writes Aboo Kassim in his 
paper titled “A Tri-Sector Approach to 
Addressing Socio-economic Issues: 
Creating Unique Space for Dialogue, 
Developing Capacity”.

Successful tri-sector collaboration 
requires acknowledgement that 
socio-economic problems are highly 
complex and span disciplines and 
institutions, explains Aboo Kassim. 
“At a fundamental level, complex 
problems require a multidisciplinary 
approach. This, in my opinion, can best 
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The three sectors engaging 
in a productive collaboration 
constitutes the best insurance for 
society against an increasingly 
volatile economic landscape 
that could seriously undermine 
the socio-economic progress 
of the lower half of the income 
distribution.

be facilitated by partnerships between 
institutions,” he says.

Singapore’s Deputy Prime Minister, Mr 
Tharman Shanmugaratnam, announced 
in his 2014 budget speech that  
government aspired to build a more 
inclusive society and highlighted social 
mobility as a key strategy. “This provides 
a basis for the partnership,” writes  
Aboo Kassim.

Incentivising business
Businesses, especially those working 
in the areas of IT, education and 
employment, need to be made aware 
why their engagement in such a 
partnership is important. “Given our 
ageing population, helping to improve 
IT literacy among older Singaporeans, 
for example, could create a win-
win situation for businesses, giving 
them a larger pool of talent to draw 
from in addition to creating a larger 
market for their products,” says Aboo 
Kassim. Businesses could also play 
a role in micro-business training and 
mentoring, providing seed capital  

for small and medium enterprises, 
applying fair employment practices, 
and exploring worksplace restructuring 
in ways that address their manpower 
needs while creating opportunities for 
the chronically unemployed to find jobs.

A tri-sector partnership could also  
play an important role in the 
education of chi ldren belonging 
to households with large families. 
Self-help organisations could tap into 
the expertise of national institutions  
that operate programmes addressing 
educational problems. Businesses 
could provide learning materials or 
could enhance Internet literacy. 

Civil society organisations have much 
to bring to the collaboration table due 
to their understanding of the various 
socio-economic issues facing society 
through years of research and working 
closely with beneficiary groups and 
members. They can also play a strong 

outreach and coordination role in the  
tri-sector partnership. 

Aboo Kassim says a complexity 
framework, rather than a narrower 
socio-economic one, needs to be 
applied to analyse the issues facing the 
Malay-Muslim community in Singapore. 
“The three sectors engaging in a 
productive collaboration constitutes the 
best insurance for society against an 
increasingly volatile economic landscape 
that could seriously undermine the 
socio-economic progress of the lower 
half of the income distribution,” writes  
Aboo Kassim. 

Now that he has obtained a master’s 
degree in tri-sector collaboration from 
SMU, Aboo Kassim plans to continue 
to create awareness about the potential 
of tri-sector partnership in resolving 
many of the long-standing issues 
facing the Malay-Muslim community  
in Singapore. 
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Abdul Shariff Aboo Kassim

Since graduating from university with 
an economics degree, Abdul Shariff 
Aboo Kassim has devoted his career 
to research on Malay and Muslim 
affairs and coordinates projects aimed 
at  contributing to the body of 
knowledge in this discipline.  Beyond 
his work hours, Shariff  volunteers 
with  a welfare  programme  and does 
regular  visits to needy households 
to  explore ways that  they could be 
assisted. His passion in this area was 
ignited by his personal experience: 

his post-school employment history 
includes working a number of menial 
jobs, which gave him the opportunity 
to experience and mingle with the 
low income − thus  insights into 
the struggles of the less privileged 
−  before entering university as a 
mature student.  Besides working 
and volunteering, he spends time 
with his beloved family: wife Diyan 
and children Danish and Jasmine.

“ I chose this topic because I 
observed that while there are 

many programmes and initiatives 
that address problems faced by 

those from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds, the outcomes would 

be better if the complexity of  
the problems are recognised and 

tackled through a partnership 
involving stakeholders in 

various sectors. ”
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Early childhood: investing 
in a brighter future
A focus on early childhood development in 
Singapore can improve intergenerational 
mobility, believes Cheryl Chen. A multi-sector 
national collaborative council could develop 
the strategies required to invest in the 
country’s most valuable resource. 

After graduating from university 
almost ten years ago, Cheryl 
Chen decided she wanted to 

pursue a career that can improve the 
lives of those who are low-income. The 
sentiment stemmed from growing up in 
a low-to-middle class family, she says. 

Ultimately, this led her to work at 
an international bank where much  
of her role focuses on financial literacy 
programmes. She completed the 
Singapore Management University’s 
Master of Tri-Sector Collaboration 
(MTSC) programme last year, which  
she said, added tremendous value  
to her work. 

In the choice of a topic for the MTSC 
capstone project, she chose to focus on 
early childhood education as it is “a social 
cause that is very worthwhile and close to 
my heart,” she revealed. She believes that 
the playing field could be better levelled by 
improving early childhood development in 
Singapore, building a strong foundation 
that has ripple effects through a lifetime 
for children from all socio-economic 
backgrounds in Singapore.

Why early childhood development 
is important
Chen’s capstone project for her master’s 
degree is innovatively written as a 
proposal to Singapore’s Early Childhood 
Development Agency (ECDA), the 
regulatory and developmental authority 
for early childhood development. 

“This topic excites me because the early 
childhood development (ECD) sector 
in Singapore still has a lot of room for 
improvement, though efforts in recent 
years have been very commendable,” 
she says. Early childhood represents 
children from birth to six years of age. 
Studies show a widening gap between 
the haves and the have-nots: a higher 
proportion of children from higher 
income families have a better grasp of 
languages and a higher level of cognitive 
skills and socio-emotional abilities.  
This gap can be partially attributed to  
the family environment and access 
to early childhood development 
opportunities.

“A growing body of research also 
suggests that increased government 
investment in early childhood education, 
if directed well, can result in annual 
returns ranging from 8% to 17%, which 
largely accrue to the wider society,” 
writes Chen in her proposal. This is 
particularly important in Singapore 
because human capital is its most 
valuable natural resource, she says.

Establishing a council and understanding 
the stakeholders
Due to the large number of stakeholder 
groups and the different entities within 
each stakeholder group, it may be 
useful to have each stakeholder group 
nominate one to two representatives 
to participate in the main council, while 
each stakeholder group meets separately 
to discuss the agenda items and prepare 
their representatives. Chen proposes 
the establishment of a National Council 
on Early Childhood, hosted by the 
ECDA, with a 20-person membership 
representing various stakeholders in ECD. 
These would include representatives 
from government (such as the Ministry 
of Education and the Ministry of Social 
and Family Development), for-profit  and 
non-profit early childhood education 
providers, teachers, training institutes, 
enrichment centres, social service offices, 
community development councils, self-
help groups, and advocacy groups.

“It’s paramount that the varied interests 
and concerns of the different stakeholders 
are frankly discussed during the initial 
process,” explains Chen. The ECDA 
might want to hold separate consultative 
discussions with stakeholders who could 
be negatively impacted by proposed 
initiatives to better understand their 
concerns and the potential repercussions. 
For example, nationalising the sector and 
offering free universal preschool education 
might help level the playing field and  
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the quality of early childhood education  
but it could be disadvantageous to  
for-profit providers. Establishing and 
enforcing a national baseline early 
childhood education curriculum may 
be a wiser development, she suggests. 
The curriculum would assure a common 
standard across all early childhood 
institutions including childcare centres 
and kindergartens, ensuring children of 
all income levels receive the same basic 
quality education. At the same time, private 
education providers could continue to 
deliver more than the baseline curriculum 
to charge a premium to parents who  
are seeking an even higher quality of  
early childhood education. 

The committee's consultative process 
must be supported by solid, evidence-
based data. The “gap” in terms of 
language mastery, cognitive skills 
and socio-emotional abilities between 
the children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and the ideal standard 
should be identified and quantified 
to inform policy making and serve as 
important data points for evaluation and 
impact assessment.

Reaching out to mothers and children
Chen proposes a variety of innovative 
ideas for these initiatives. She identifies 
several contact points for families 
and children where differences can  
be made.   

There are opportunities to leverage on 
the Values in Action (VIA) programmes 
at the secondary schools. The VIA 
programme encourages youth to engage 
in community service. Youth volunteers 
can provide free classes on abacus, 
music, art and sports at facilities located 
at resident committees or community 
clubs for children from families who may 
not be able to afford these enrichment 
activities. 

Also, playgrounds can host “edutainment” 
where volunteers can  read storybooks, 
teach simple  letters or mathematics,  
and play educational games.

Gynaecologists are good touch points 
for providing tips to expectant mothers 
to ensure their babies receive optimal 
nutrition and development during 
pregnancy. Hospitals can provide a 
“national birth pack” including an early 
childhood development booklet that 
tracks development milestones and 
contains science-based recommended 
parenting tips and activities to aid 
early learning and development. Chen 
also proposes to equip parents with 
knowledge of set of abilities or skills 
that is generally expected at every year 
of age, building up to what is expected 
in formal schooling at seven years 
old, to manage the risk of parents  
under-preparing or over-preparing their 
children. Leveraging on technology, 
bite-sized information in the early 
childhood development booklet can be 
disseminated to parents via a SMS 
service too.

Chen also proposes instituting a legal 
right to preschool and lowering the 
“compulsory school age” from the current 
seven years old to four years old. In the 
aspect of improving the quality of early 

Increased government 
investment in early childhood 
education, if directed well, can 
result in annual returns ranging 
from 8% to 17%, which largely 
accrue to the wider society.

childhood educators, she makes the bold 
recommendation that all early childhood 
educators should be part of the national 
teaching workforce that is recognised and 
salaried by the Ministry of Education. 
“Though there will be capacity and political 
issues to overcome, such a move can 
address the highlighted issues of “low 
prestige” and “low pay” commonly cited 
as the reasons for the unattractiveness of 
the profession, while increasing the pride 
and professionalism of the educators  
in the sector,” she commented.

“To maintain a spirit of meritocracy in 
Singapore and social mobility, I strongly 
believe that collaboration between the 
stakeholders across the three sectors 
with the right mix of policies, resources 
and engagement can ensure that early 
childhood education serves as the  
catalyst for intergenerational mobility,” 
says Chen. “Every child deserves a fair 
chance at success.”

Chen has recently shared the capstone 
project with the senior management  
of ECDA. “They have noted my interest 
and I was informed that quite a few of 
the initiatives [I proposed] are already  
in the pipeline,” she says. 

    

Cheryl Chen

Cheryl Chen completed the Master 
of Tri-Sector Collaboration in 
Singapore Management University 
(SMU) in July 2015. She joined the 
Management Associate Programme 
at Citi Singapore in 2007 after 
graduating from SMU with a Double 
Degree in Economics and Business 
Management. She currently serves 

as Vice President, Head of Corporate 
Citizenship at Citi Singapore. She is 
a council member of the National 
Youth Council and a district 
councillor of South East Community 
Development Council. She is married 
and lives with her husband and son 
in Singapore. 

“ I chose this topic so that I can 
apply and consolidate what I’ve 
learnt in MTSC to a social cause 

that is very worthwhile and 
close to my heart. ”







    

SMU School of Social Sciences
90 Stamford Road
Level 4
Singapore 178903

Printed in April 2016. Information correct at time of print.

Fax +(65) 6828 0423Tel +(65) 6808 5336www.smu.edu.sg/mtsc mtsc@smu.edu.sg


