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T HAS always been a tradition
in Asia and across the globe
that the very rich give substan-
tial sums as alms to the very
poor. The motivation varies,
but normally revolves around
the theme of social responsibil-
ity: “giving back”; remember-

ing roots and “appeasing the gods”
(as one philanthropist put it); or re-
paying a debt of gratitude for good for-
tune or assistance received – “paying
it forward”.

Among the most active companies
in this arena are family-controlled
businesses. It is a way for the families
to thank the communities that have al-
lowed their businesses to thrive, and
to build closer ties with employees as
owners who are engaged and in
touch with their responsibilities to the
community.

Family philanthropy takes on an
added significance for families who
have sold the family business. For
such families, the sale of the operat-
ing business results in the loss of the
most visible component of their identi-
ty. Family philanthropy has the oppor-
tunity to fill the void. Sitting together
to deliberate the family philanthropy
philosophy and strategy can be a way
of reconnecting with the values and vi-
sion of the patriarch or matriarch.

Increasingly, philanthropy has
been mooted as the “glue” that keeps
members of wealthy families connect-
ed to one another.

Family philanthropy is often asso-
ciated with legacy as gifts are made in
the name of the family foundation,
which, more often than not, bears the
name of the patriarch or matriarch.
Well-known examples of some struc-
tures funded by family philanthropy
are the Lee Kong Chian School of Busi-
ness at Singapore Management Uni-
versity, the Khoo Teck Puat Hospital,
and the Shaw Foundation Symphony
Stage at the Singapore Botanic Gar-
dens.

Perhaps family members feel
some degree of pride and belonging
when they encounter media publicity
about such gifts from the family foun-
dation. Perhaps the deliberations on
grant-making provides a platform for

them to reconnect with the vision and
values of their predecessors. Perhaps
the value is in the fact that, were it not
for such occasions, they would rarely
even meet each other.

The truth is that family philanthro-
py can be all those things and more.

It is clear that the effectiveness of
family philanthropy in reinforcing the
family legacy depends entirely on
how well the family’s philanthropy is
planned and executed.

A cleverly designed family philan-
thropy programme can be the action
learning theatre for nurturing values
and developing a culture of collabora-
tion among the younger generation of
future shareholders and leaders of
the clan and family business. It can
be crafted as a new focal point, not
just as an occasion to bring family
members together, but also as a
means of keeping the founder’s lega-
cy alive. In effect, the family’s philan-
thropic activities can become the
life-force that invigorates the family
identity, and ultimately the keystone
for the survival of the family dynasty.

At the most rudimentary level of
engagement, family members should
participate in the nomination and se-
lection of beneficiaries to receive sup-
port from the family foundation. Sub-
ject to applying common sense in en-
suring the level of participation and
decision making is age-appropriate,
involving young family members in
such an exercise has much merit.

The Myer family, founders of the
Myer Stores in Australia, have an in-
teresting approach to involving family
members in their family philanthro-
py. They have created a Family
Grants Program in which family mem-
bers’ personal donations to approved
charities will be matched by the Myer

Foundation. In addition, they have
created a separate platform for phil-
anthropic giving involving their
fourth generation. The G4 Program,
as it is called, has a family develop-
ment mission in addition to its philan-
thropic mission. The G4 program
seeks to create opportunities for
fourth-generation members of the My-
er Family to gain hands-on experi-
ence in philanthropy, and in this way
develop the G4 Committee as future
leaders of Myer philanthropy in the
21st century. Causes supported are
youth-related. With mentoring and
guidance, young family members
gain exposure to governance con-
cepts and project evaluation, and de-
velop an understanding of issues fac-
ing other young people.

Another edifying practice con-
cerns the giving of grants for causes
supported by young family members.
For young family members who have
no independent income, grants are
given in proportion to the amount of
volunteer time the young family mem-
ber has personally contributed to the
cause. This reinforces superbly the
link between effort and reward.

Involving a family’s young genera-
tion in site-visits and hands-on
projects puts them in touch with reali-
ty and could be an eye-opener that
helps reinforce good values and devel-
op character in young family mem-
bers. In addition, leaving them to dis-
cuss possibilities and come up with
proposals allows them practice in
working together as a team. Business
families can look upon this as a safe
ground for developing teamwork as
decisions will have no impact on –
and therefore pose no risk to – the op-
erating business.

In the best-case scenario, as young-
er-generation family members contin-
ue their interactions, a natural leader
could emerge from the cohort, who
could be nurtured and further devel-
oped into the next CEO for the family
business.

The Lien Foundation provides an
excellent case study in the evolution
of a family’s philanthropy and the
role it can play in igniting the family
passion to yield tangible results.

The Lien Foundation was founded

in 1980 by the late Lien Ying Chow, al-
so founder of Overseas Union Bank.
Dr Lien focused his energies on the
bank, while the foundation restricted
its activities to responding to requests
for grants in the area of education
and health.

In 2004, the foundation was re-
structured. Margaret Lien, widow of
the late Dr Lien, felt that the founda-

tion should not only honour the mem-
ory of his name, but also his spirit
and values. The board of governors
was expanded to include three family
members (one each from the first, the
second and the third generation of
Liens) and two independent gover-
nors; a professional manager with
substantial experience in the philan-
thropy arena was hired, and addition-
al funding priorities were added.

Instead of merely reviewing and
approving requests for grants, the
Lien Foundation began to engage in a
slew of activities ranging from aware-
ness raising to capacity building, to
conceiving of projects, their funding
and realisation. Their basic tenet was
that the activities must be impactful
and create change. The transforma-
tion of the foundation completed, Mrs
Lien stepped down from the chair to
make way for the younger generation
to take over at the helm. In June
2009, a new board of governors was
appointed. The two senior-genera-
tion Lien family members retired. In
their place, two more members from
the third generation of Liens were ap-
pointed.

Today, the Lien Foundation is rec-
ognised as a leader in the social
space, and family members take re-
newed pride in their origins and herit-
age.

Families taking their first steps on
their family philanthropy journey can
learn from these two exemplary fami-
lies to ignite family passions through
impactful family philanthropy, and to
use the opportunities it provides for
developing the next-generation team
of potential family leaders.

The writer is head of family
governance at UBS Wealth
Management in Singapore

[NEW YORK] Warren Buf-
fett and Bill and Melinda
Gates gave billionaires a
jolt of positive publicity two
weeks ago with the unveil-
ing of The Giving Pledge – a
promise by 40 individuals
and couples to donate at
least half of their fortunes
to charity. Their commit-
ments were outlined in indi-
vidual letters explaining
their reasons.

The group’s very public
pledge raised several ques-
tions, not least about its tim-
ing. This is an economic en-
vironment in which
wealthy donors have grown
leery of long-term philan-
thropic promises. You only
have to look at this week’s
stockmarket gyrations to
understand why someone
might not want to commit.

But here, The Giving
Pledge is not like typical
pledges. The group consists
of only the extremely
wealthy; it is focused on bil-
lionaires. And its website
says “it is a moral commit-
ment to give, not a legal con-
tract”, which would be a
tighter standard.

“That’s pretty different
than committing to your al-
ma mater’s capital cam-
paign, which some would
say creates a fiduciary re-
sponsibility to give by a cer-
tain time,” said Thomas
Tierney, chairman of the
Bridgespan Group, which
advises non-profit organisa-
tions. “With the Buffett-
Gates pledge, the timing
and scope is unclear.”

Outside of this group of
billionaires, pledging is
way down. Don Fellows,
president and chief execu-
tive of Marts & Lundy, a
consultant to non-profits,
said he had seen a sharp de-
cline in pledging over the
past year and a half, and he
did not believe this would
change any time soon.

“In the US$1-5 million
level, where the bulk of
large campaign gifts fall,
there have been a lot fewer
pledges made, mostly be-
cause of a lack of confi-
dence,” he said. “Now peo-
ple make a US$200,000
pledge, when five years ago
they would have made it as

the first part of a multi-year
US$1 million pledge.”

Given the depth of this
recession and how closely
multi-year gifts track the
stock market and overall
confidence, Mr Fellows
said he did not believe
pledging would return to
previous levels for at least
three years.

So, with such uncertain-
ty, what should we make of
The Giving Pledge? Should
anyone but the richest even
be thinking of pledging
money? And if they are
thinking about it, how
should they do it – and how
should institutions on the
receiving end treat these
pledges? Here are some
points to keep in mind.

Setting an example
Any announcement as visi-
ble as The Giving Pledge is
meant to do more than to
show what a small group of
very rich people is doing.
Its value is in the knock-on
effect, in getting other peo-
ple to pledge half or more
of their vast wealth to chari-
ty.

“I hope it will inspire oth-
er people to think about
their own philanthropy,”
said Timothy L Seiler, direc-
tor of the fundraising
school at the Center on Phi-
lanthropy at Indiana Uni-

versity.
And this is where, de-

spite the state of the econo-
my, the pledge could get po-
tential donors past the first
hurdle of charitable giving:
deciding to donate their
money.

“When people make that
decision to give their mon-
ey away and then make it
public, that has two signifi-
cant benefits to society,” Mr
Tierney said. “Those peo-
ple making the pledge will
start to be asked about the
timing of their philanthro-
py and the focus of their phi-
lanthropy, but it also makes
other people ask them-
selves, ‘Gee, what should
we do?’ That’s the real pow-
er.”

Looking ahead
For those who do make
commitments, said Bill Sut-
ton, head of philanthropy
for the Americas at UBS
Wealth Management, pledg-
es from even the wealthiest
are covering a shorter peri-
od.

“I’m not seeing as many
of those five- to 10-year
pledges – I’m seeing more
two- to three-year pledges,
e v e n i n t h e u l t r a -
high-net-worth segment,”
he said. “It’s been a chal-
lenging time, but our
non-profit clients get that.”

The good news is people
who made pledges in better
times are working to fulfil
them, even if it means rene-
gotiating the terms.

Mr Fellows said one ar-
ea where donors were still
making multi-year pledges
was to educational institu-
tions. On the other hand,
arts organisations are not
receiving them, while pledg-
ing in places like New York
and Michigan, with their
Wall Street and automotive
industry problems, are
down.

If you renege
The most serious thing to
consider before making
any pledge is your ability to
fulfil it; the recipient will be
counting on it. And not ful-
filling a pledge usually has
ramifications, whether or
not there is a legally en-
forceable contract.

Alberto W Vilar, who
made his fortune investing
in technology companies,
was once a major donor to
opera houses. But five
years ago he was charged
with securities fraud, and
when it became clear that
he no longer had the money
to fulfil his multimillion-dol-
lar pledges, the opera com-
panies that had once feted
him started scrubbing
clean all mention of his past
generosity.

Of course, if you are
broke, you probably have
more pressing things to
worry about than whether
your name is taken off a
building. But the impact on
the institution itself can
vary widely.

“Fifty bucks is 50 bucks
– if it falls through, it falls
through,” said Susan Wolf
Ditkoff, a partner at Bridg-
espan. “But with these
large-scale, multi-year
pledges, the stakes are
much higher.” She pointed
out that the loss of a US$1
million pledge could have a
very different outcome, de-
pending on the recipients.

“The institution could be
really counting on that
pledge,” she said.

And that is where failing
to honour a pledge has seri-
ous consequences. – NYT

Family philanthropy – beyond giving
It can become the life-force that invigorates the family identity and the keystone for the survival of the family dynasty

MONEY MATTERS

Pledging fortunes takes extra
effort in shaky recovery
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Super-givers: Among the 40 who have made the pledge
are (clockwise, from top left) Mr Buffett, Mr Gates, CNN
founder Ted Turner, film producer George Lucas, Larry
Ellison of Oracle & New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg

With
mentoring and
guidance,
young family
members gain
exposure to
governance
concepts and
project
evaluation in
philanthropy.
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Exemplary family: The late Lien Ying Chow and his wife Margaret. In
2004, Mrs Lien restructured the Lien Foundation set up by Dr Lien in 1980
and expanded its mandate. It is recognised as a leader in the social space.

The Business Times, Wednesday, August 18, 2010 EXECUTIVE MONEY 31

843492-1
843492-1
843492-3
chongchj
Rectangle


