
THERE is a spontaneous giv-
ing that rises to the occasion
when there is need. Then,
there is the kind of giving
that is more structured and

planned, and instead anticipates future
needs.

Both have their place in society but it is
the latter sort that drives the Lien Founda-
tion. “We’re all about radical philanthro-
py,” says Laurence Lien, who now chairs
the foundation his grandfather started 30
years ago.

Back then, banking tycoon and hotelier
Lien Ying Chow put almost half his wealth
into the foundation, long before Warren
Buffett and Bill Gates’ ongoing campaign
to get fellow billionaires to pledge half
their wealth to good causes.

Education remains one of Lien Founda-
tion’s key causes – the legacy of the late Dr
Lien’s passion for bringing education to
the disadvantaged. But over the years, it
has developed two other areas of focus:
eldercare and environmental sustainabili-
ty in water and sanitation.

“Our approach is innovation. We look
not just for areas that are under-invested
and under-funded, taboo topics like death
and toilets, but also areas which we think
will benefit from new ways of doing
things,” says Mr Lien.

While plugging hidden gaps with novel
ideas is central to the foundation’s “radi-
cal philanthropy”, going solo is not.

For instance, when it gave $2.5 million
last month to screen, diagnose and help
kids in mainstream kindergartens with
mild developmental needs, it did so with
trained paediatricians, psychologists and
therapists from KK Women’s and Chil-
dren’s Hospital and in preschools from
PAP Community Foundation’s network.
“We work in partnership with people to de-
velop solutions and most of the expertise
actually comes from our partners,” Mr
Lien says.

“Our value proposition is really to con-
vene and to catalyse. We don’t usually do
unsolicited grant making and we don’t
usually just write a cheque. If someone
has an interesting idea, we’ll sit down and
work out a project with them,” he adds.

The foundation also seeks to spot op-
portunities for social innovation. Mr Lien
says: “We have all these leading minds on
water and sanitation here in Singapore, so
why not get them to invest some time and
effort into looking at bottom-of-the-pyra-
mid issues?”

Which is why its regional development
arm, Lien Aid, brings people from universi-
ties, private enterprise and local govern-
ments together to harness technology to
solve the myriad water and sanitation
problems around Asia.

Back home, the most startling of the
foundation’s recent work has to be its un-
conventional approach to death, hospice
and palliative care issues in a rapidly age-
ing Singapore. Its “Life Before Death” cam-

paign, for instance, is all about “confront-
ing death as it cares for the living”, creat-
ing “die-logue instead of denial” and “ex-
huming taboos and endemic social prob-
lems”.

It has been a catalyst in eldercare too,
pioneering with the Salvation Army a new
concept of caring for early dementia pa-
tients – the creation of a hostel-style living
environment instead of a nursing home
one to help slow the deterioration of pa-
tients with the incurable illness.

To get the authorities’ approval, with-
out funding, took them six months. But
when the dementia patients showed a 30
per cent improvement in well-being, the
Hope RLA programme caught the health
ministry’s attention and is now eligible for
government funding. “To us that’s success
– when you can demonstrate that some-
thing works and you’re able to main-
stream it, get longer-term funding on
board,” Mr Lien says.

Success is not always clear though.
“Measurement in the social sector is diffi-
cult and very varied. It’s not like the busi-
ness sector where there’s a single metric:
your financial return on investment,” he
says.

The benefits of foundation philanthro-
py – clarity of purpose and structure –
help with evaluation too. “Having an insti-
tution that’s in it for the long-term pro-
vides focus and gives you the discipline to
build up a system of investing in solutions
for the long-term,” he adds.

Encouraging individual giving
That is not to discount the value of individ-
ual giving, or the giving of time and effort
rather than money, says Mr Lien, who is al-
so the chief executive of the National Vol-
unteer and Philanthropy Centre.

In fact, Singapore needs to “encourage
a culture of taking ownership of problems
in society, not waiting for other people or
the government to solve them,” he says.
He spent 14 years in the Administrative
Service, rotating through various minis-
tries, before joining NVPC and the social
sector in 2008.

“The government places big stones in-
to the container, but you still need smaller
pebbles to fill the gaps,” says Mr Lien. And
philanthropic dollars can do just that, he
says, spurring innovation and sending re-
sources into untested areas that govern-
ment money may be slow to go into.

He sees his role in the foundation as
one of being a good steward and separate
from his personal giving. But giving from
your own pocket brings much joy too, he
says, joy which should counter a tendency
in Singaporeans to think of philanthropy
as a post-retirement project.

“A lot of people say, ‘Ah, this is some-
thing I’ll do when I retire in my old age.’
But if it’s enjoyable, why should you put it
off? You should do it now!” says Mr Lien,
39, who first joined Lien Foundation in
2002.

“There’s always that bit of hesitation,
writing out that first large cheque, but af-
ter that it’s ‘phew.’ and your heart sudden-
ly feels so much lighter! I like to think that
that’s true for most people, that there’s in-
trinsic enjoyment in being able to give, in
being altruistic,” he says.

He thinks that non-profit organisa-
tions’ causes are not marketed well
enough and there is insufficient aware-
ness of the needs that do exist in Singa-
pore. And on the “supply-side”, those who
are giving need to find causes they feel for
to keep giving, too.

“It’s not just about what you want to
do, without regard to what needs there are
in the world, nor the other way around.
There are sufficient needs out there for
you to find something you’re passionate
about, too,” he says.

One way to find a cause that resonates
is to employ the help of professionals,
such as NVPC’s Community Foundation,
but another is to just get on the ground
and see the needs. “That’s why I also pro-
mote volunteering, even if some think
time could be better spent making more
money to give away,” says Mr Lien.

“It’s important to continually connect
with causes and their beneficiaries and
very human to use that as a source of per-
sonal inspiration, motivation and re-ener-
gising. It’s a reaffirmation of the work
you’re doing,” he says.
tshining@sph.com.sg

The Lien Foundation is not afraid of tackling taboo
issues and unpopular causes and coming up with
innovative solutions for them. By Teh Shi Ning
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SPIRIT OF ALTRUISM
There are benefits of foundation philanthropy and there is also joy in personal giving, says
Mr Lien, who is also chief executive of the National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre
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‘Many of our clients at
HSBC Private Bank ask
for our advice on how
to articulate a focus for
their family giving and
how to measure
outcomes and long-term
social impact. They are
more likely to engage in
a rigorous review
process of the charities
and social enterprises
they support and to
reach out to strategic
partners. Clients are
encouraged to give more
because they feel they
make a difference,
resulting in a more
vibrant and dynamic
social sector.’
Cynthia D' Anjou-Brown, Senior Advisor,
Philanthropy & Governance,
HSBC Private Bank
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