
“THE MESSIAH COMPLEX” 
Volunteerism for all the Wrong Reasons 



• A very good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you very much for having me today. 

• I am Jin Yao, and allow me to introduce myself first, before I outline my sharing. 



A Decade of Volunteerism 

Social service researcher: 

• Social service research 

(the non-profit and 

philanthropy sector) in 

Singapore and in Asia. 

• NUS (LKYSPP) and 

UCLA (Luskin). 

Volunteer: 

• UNAS, “I Am Talented”, 

and research work with 

charities in Singapore. 

• CARE and AWARE. 

Blogger: 

• “guanyinmiao’s 

musings” and “The 

Middle Ground” 

(“Breakfast Network”). 

• “SALT” for the NVPC. 



• Within the context of the non-profit and philanthropy sector, I wear three different but complementary 
hats: 

– I am a social service researcher, in Singapore and in Asia. I am still starting out, so a few research areas are of 
interest. They can be needs analysis (finding out who are the people in need, and what their characteristics are), 
or programme evaluation (finding out whether a programme or project has been effective). I just finished my 
masters at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy in NUS, and will go on to do my PhD at UCLA in September. 

– I am also a volunteer. Right now, I am with the United Nations Association of Singapore, where I run model UN 
and model ASEAN programmes. With a few other friends, we run the “I Am Talented” initiative, through which we 
reach out to disadvantaged students and offer free workshops. In addition, I do research and consulting work 
with a few charities in Singapore, and previously I spent six or seven years each at CARE, Children-At-Risk 
Empowerment Association, and at AWARE, the Association of Women for Action and Research. 

– And finally, I am also a blogger. I have been writing about socio-political issues since 2009, focusing on education, 
community service, and National Service. I now write for the online news site “The Middle Ground” – previously 
known as the “Breakfast Network”, and also wrote for the National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre in the 
past, in 2014. 

• There are two parts to my sharing this evening. 

– The first is related to my title, “Volunteerism for all the Wrong Reasons”. I will talk more about how I started my 
journey, about a decade ago, and how I was motivated not by a desire to do good, but for my personal benefit. 

– The second, thereafter, would be the cumulative lessons from the past 10 years. These are lessons that have 
guided my work, and I hope they will be useful for you too. 





• So this is an old, pixelated photograph from 2007, when I did my very first service-learning project. 
Service-learning just means you initiate your own project which we did. 

– It was quite straightforward. We had “lessons” over four Saturdays, teaching them life-skills and the importance 
of school and education. And they were just two or three years younger than us. 

– And to round it off, we went to West Coast Park for an outing, and that was that. 

• I mean the project itself was simple, and there are many ways to problematise what we did: Our young 
age, our inexperience, our lack of knowledge. But the most problematic aspect was a personal one, in 
terms of how I got started. 

• At the start of 2007, I was in secondary four, and there was talk about all-round achievement awards at 
the end of the year. 

– You needed: Good grades, good conduct, student council achievement, performance in your CCA, and also 
“community involvement”. 

– So the 16-year-old me said: “You have to do, what you got to do”. Previously I did flag days, school duties, but a 
service-learning project was bigger. 

– We would get to organise our own project, and – more importantly – I could prove to everyone else that I was 
contributing to society. 



A Decade of Volunteerism 

• “A selfish, pragmatic 
endeavour, to appeal to 
universities and scholarship 
boards … I saw the non-profit 
and philanthropy sector as 
platforms to advance my 
personal interests”. 

 

• Children-At-Risk Empowerment 
(CARE) Singapore. 
– 2007: Service-learning project, to 

instil the “love for school”. 

– 2007 to 2008: Camp facilitator. 

– 2007 to 2013: Volunteer facilitator. 



• And this is how I would summarise it. That first project was “A selfish, pragmatic endeavour to appeal to 
universities and scholarship boards … I saw the non-profit and philanthropy sector as platforms to 
advance my personal interests”. 

• This very first project was with CARE Singapore, which works with at-risk youths. And I did go on to 
volunteer for more camps, facilitating camps, and training other volunteers. This is a photograph of my 
very first camp with CARE Singapore, in 2007. 

• But, for the next two or three years, my reasons for volunteerism continued to be very selfish and 
pragmatic. In essence, I was doing it for my own good, and not for others. 



A Decade of Volunteerism 

• Project WiTHIN, AWARE, and CmPS Singapore (2007 to present): 

Initial campaign to raise awareness of eating disorders, body image, 

and self-esteem issues in Singapore. 

• Heartware Network (2008 to 2009): Organising committee for 

“Connect Singapore” and the Chingay Parade. 

• Jelutung Grassroots (2008 to 2009): Youth Executive Committee. 

• REACH Singapore (2008 to 2009): Junior REACH Ambassador. 

 

• CARE Singapore (2007 to 2013). 

• UNAS (2011 to present). 



• So it should come as no surprise that my focus was on increasing the number of service hours, and on 
boosting my curriculum vitae or CV to present myself as an active Singaporean. I had to prove that I was 
doing good. 

• I joined all sorts of organisations and activities. It did not matter whether I had an interest in them. What 
was more important was whether I could make myself look better: 

– First, we started an awareness campaign for eating disorders in Singapore. But we were entering a national and 
an international competition, so it was about getting the numbers up and winning, and not necessarily about the 
beneficiaries. 

– Second, I joined grassroots and community organisations, to be part of large-scale events like the Chingay Parade. 
Did I have an interest? Maybe. But again, it was about pragmatism, to prove to anyone and everyone that I was 
doing good. 

– And it is not good enough to just do good. One has to shout about it. 

• There was some good to this, no doubt. With CARE Singapore, UNAS, and AWARE, I became a long-term 
volunteer, helping them over an extended period of time. 



A Decade of Volunteerism 

The “Messiah complex”: 

 

“Interaction with a revolving door of short-term volunteers can be 

psychologically very damaging. Volunteers are largely untrained, do not 

possess the complex skills necessary to work with traumatised children 

and would not be allowed to do so in the UK. Most volunteers also seek to 

form an emotional attachment to the children in their care, to feel they 

have made a difference through their work. Instead they are often simply 

reinforcing a never-ending cycle of abandonment.” 

 

Gay, John Allen (2014, August 6). White Messiah Complex. In The American Conservative. 



• Thus far, I have been talking about personal benefits. Yet, there is also another side to this equation, in 
terms of the benefits to the beneficiaries. 

– Throughout this period of time, I had the mind-set that I was “changing their lives”. “Doing work for the greater 
good”, that I was creating impact. 

– And it is very tempting to be lulled into such thinking. 

• There are psychological and religious definitions of the “messiah complex”, which is beyond the scope of 
the sharing today. Instead, what I want to do is to apply it to the context of volunteerism in Singapore. 

– Here is an excerpt, about overseas service. Let me give you about 30 seconds to read. 

– So two questions: first, based on what you have read, what do you think are the problems; and second, do you 
think they are applicable in Singapore too? 



A Decade of Volunteerism 

The “Messiah complex”: 

 

“Interaction with a revolving door of short-term volunteers can be 

psychologically very damaging. Volunteers are largely untrained, do not 

possess the complex skills necessary to work with traumatised children 

and would not be allowed to do so in the UK. Most volunteers also seek to 

form an emotional attachment to the children in their care, to feel they 

have made a difference through their work. Instead they are often simply 

reinforcing a never-ending cycle of abandonment.” 

 

Gay, John Allen (2014, August 6). White Messiah Complex. In The American Conservative. 



• [Interaction with audience]. 

• Thanks for the sharing. Three main points, some or all of which were mentioned: 

– “A revolving door of short-term volunteers”: Time-frame of volunteerism. What you will realise is that change or 
impact takes a very long time. 

– “Largely untrained”, “do not possess the complex skills”: Some form of training is necessary, to acquire the 
knowledge and skills for meaningful service. 

– “Form an emotional attachment”: This is a little more controversial, and of course this is in the context of a short, 
term overseas stint. This is connected to the previous two points, and it only ceases to be an issue when there is 
sustainability. 





• So up to this point, you know that I started as a volunteer in 2007, but: 

– I was selfish and pragmatic. 

– Volunteerism was a way to advance my own interests, not others. 

– And I was plagued by the Messiah complex. 

• I like this photograph a lot, because it contrasts with the very first photograph I shared with you, and 
reflects to some extent my transition and transformation. This was at a conference we organised, which 
attracts about 650 students from 50 schools every year. 

• An obvious follow-up question would be: How and when did this change? How did the transformation 
come about? 

– Importantly, the transformation was not overnight. It took years of service and interaction for the realisation to 
sink in. 

– In this vein, in the second half of this sharing, I thought I would share my cumulative thoughts, and four lessons 
which I hope you will find useful too. 



To Be A Volunteer – And More 

1. Awareness 

of news 

2. Reflection 

and writing 3. Diversity of 

volunteer experience 

4. A long-term view 



• Four things, I think, are important, to be a volunteer and more. A volunteer and more, because many of 
you here are already involved in the community, with the potential to do even more in the future. 

• First, is the awareness of news, in Singapore and around the world. 

• Second, the importance of constant reflection and writing. 

• Third, the diversity of volunteer experience, across different domains. 

• And finally, taking a long-term view of your involvement in the community. 



To Be A Volunteer – And More 

1. Awareness 

of news 

2. Reflection 

and writing 3. Diversity of 

volunteer experience 

4. A long-term view 



• First, is the awareness of news, in Singapore and around the world. 



1. Awareness of News 

• What is happening in Singapore? 

• What are the latest developments around the world? 

• What was the last book you read? 

 

• Where and how does your work fit in? In Singapore? And 

around the world? 



• [Interaction with audience]. 

• The reason why it is so important to be cognisant of what is happening in Singapore and around the 
world, boils down to these questions: “Where and how does your work fit in? In Singapore? And around 
the world?” 

• A very common observation, in my interactions with volunteers and even some social work 
professionals, is that they become very obsessed with their work and service delivery, and they develop 
deep expertise. Which is a great thing, because volunteers and social workers are of a different breed. 

– They make sacrifices, and they know a lot about their clients and their roles and responsibilities. 

– Yet, they are not necessarily aware of what is happening around them. 

• In other words, as a volunteer, it is important to be thinking about the big picture. Some of the 
questions I keep asking myself include: 

– What is our three-year plan? Our five-year plan? Who are we doing this for? 

– In the grand scheme of things, how do we place our organisation and our work? 



1. Awareness of News 



• But knowing about the news is one thing. Where you get your sources from is crucial too. 

• Where do you get your news from? How do you get information? 

• [Interaction with audience]. 

• Beyond the 24-hour news cycle, of a media and its consumers who are addicted to violence and conflict 
and sensationalism, there has been great socio-economic progress. 

– The late Swedish statistician Hans Rosling used to promote a “fact-based worldview”, and the numbers do not lie. 

– This chart, for instance, shows the global population, and the people who are living in absolute poverty, and 
those who are not living in poverty. 

– As you will see, since the spike in the 1970s, the number of people who live on less than $1.25 a day has gone 
down significantly. 

• And in many other areas, we have made great progress. The number of infant deaths has gone down, 
the overall literacy rate has gone up, and the life expectancies have increased. 



1. Awareness of News 

Some actionable tips: 

• Read widely and broadly. 

• Puncture “filter bubbles” on the Internet. 

• Verify. 

• Talk it out. 

• Pen down brief notes and observations. Write. 



• First, read widely and broadly. The choice of “widely” and “broadly” is quite deliberate. Widely, because 
it is important to consult a variety of sources. Broadly, because we should look at news stories beyond 
Singapore, and across periods of time too. 

• Second, puncture “filter bubbles”. [Interaction with audience]. 

– Writer Eli Pariser, published a book in 2011. It is the idea that algorithms generate personalised search returns or 
content on online platforms, based on collected details about a user. In other words, if the both of us were to use 
Google – while logged in – and search for “Donald Trump”, we will get very different results. 

– Three recent examples: Brexit, Trump, and the General Elections in Singapore 2015. If you scrolled through my 
Facebook news feed, you would think that the United Kingdom would remain in the European Union, that Hillary 
Clinton would win, and that the ruling party here would lose seats. 

– Doing something about this is difficult, but it is not impossible. Diversifying your news sources is a start, though 
the next three points would be applicable too. 

• Third, verify. This means checking your sources or provenance, understanding the motivations of the 
writers, and doing basic research on authenticity. 

• Fourth, as you read, do not get trapped within the Internet or social media. One good way to puncture 
the “filter bubble” or to ascertain whether you have understood issues is to talk it out, through real-life 
conversations and dialogues. 

• And finally, as a segue to my next point, you would also want to complement this reading with writing 
too. For me, writing is the best proof, as to whether you understood the source material, and whether 
you can form coherent arguments.  



To Be A Volunteer – And More 

1. Awareness 

of news 

2. Reflection 

and writing 3. Diversity of 

volunteer experience 

4. A long-term view 



• Second, the importance of constant reflection and writing. 



2. Reflection and Writing 

On writing: 

• Start writing (start a blog). 

• Focus on areas of interest. 

• Maximise platforms and opportunities. 

• “Every writer needs an editor”. 

• Read and be receptive to feedback. 



• To start writing, you can get your perspectives out on the Internet, to be part of a broader socio-political 
discourse, first in Singapore. 

• Thereafter, you want to get your perspectives from and through your personal experiences. Your 
experiences as a volunteer are personal, and can be very impactful. 

• Once you are on this journey, take advantage of platforms and opportunities. You could attend events, 
forums, and discussions like these, and even write letters to the editor. 

• And when you do get your perspectives out to a wider audience, get your perspectives reviewed and 
edited. As a start, I remember getting family and friends to proofread and to provide feedback, before 
articles were posted online. 

• Above all, feedback can come from everywhere. Readers can be blunt and harsh, but they give you a 
good sense of whether your views make sense, and if they can be improved. 



2. Reflection and Writing 



• Writing can have its impact. Here are two examples, from the past few years. 

• The first was about the CIP in schools, and the second was about the pay and benefit structure for social 
workers in Singapore.  



2. Reflection and Writing 

On reflection (some actionable tips): 

• The mirror: Focused on personal performance, 

contributions, strengths and weaknesses. 

• The microscope: A more detailed evaluation of the 

individual, together with an assessment of the project. 

• The binoculars: Looking ahead, charting future directions 

for both the individual and for the organisation.  



• And I like writing, because writing is often tied to reflection. 

• And when it comes to reflection, there are many ways to go about doing it, but I quite like this structure 
or framework. It is also easy to remember: 

– The mirror: So looking, first, at one’s personal reflection. What is it about the person that has been positive or 
negative? This, in the context of my projects, I think about aspects of my leadership which were lacking, or 
inadequate. 

– The microscope: In greater detail, what about the project went right or wrong? From my experience, this is best 
conducted in the context of an after action review, at the end of each project or event, even consulting different 
stakeholders. 

– And the binoculars: When sustainability is valued, the volunteer team must always be looking towards the future, 
in the context of Singapore and the broader world. What value is the project or the organisation to the 
community? 



To Be A Volunteer – And More 
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4. A long-term view 



• Third, the diversity of volunteer experience, across different domains. 



3. Diversity of Volunteer Experience 

• (A) Causes and beneficiaries; (B) Types of service; 

(C) Service-delivery and grant-making. 

 

(A) Causes and beneficiaries: 

• Education. 

• Religious and others. 

• Social and welfare. 

• Health; Arts and Heritage; Sports; Community. 



• This is quite straightforward to communicate, but it takes a fair amount of planning. For me, I stumbled 
into different sectors and different organisations, working on different projects and programmes. Yet 
that volunteer diversity has given me useful perspective. 

• When I speak about diversity, I refer to three main categories: 

– Causes and beneficiaries: Who do you help? What causes do you volunteer for? 

– Types of service: How can you help? What skills and expertise? 

– Service-delivery and grant-making: I will explore this later. 

• There are a variety of causes to choose from. The ones I have chosen here are from the annual report of 
the commissioner of charities, listing the sectors which get the most amount of money. You can also 
check out the Individual Giving Surveys by the National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre, which detail 
these too. 

• So the idea here is, you would want to try and be exposed to these different causes. 



3. Diversity of Volunteer Experience 

(B) Types of service: 

• Direct service. 

• Fundraising. 

• The raising of awareness. 

• Capacity-building. 



• In addition to causes and beneficiaries, the types of service matters too. It is also important to 
remember that the nature of the volunteerism runs along a spectrum from more basic or elementary 
tasks to more complex or time-consuming ones. 

• There are four broad categories which I always go back to: 

– Direct service: When a volunteer has direct interactions with the beneficiaries, rendering assistance or providing 
help in various ways. 

– Fundraising: This can range from flag days or the sale of merchandise on the streets, to the organising of gala 
dinners or concerts. The difference is in the scale and the amounts raised, and therefore experience matters. 

– The raising of awareness: With the advent of the Internet and social media, this has become easier, but also more 
challenging. Easier, because you can start a hashtag or a Facebook page for a cause, or post a photograph on 
Instagram, but also more challenging, because you are competing with so many others. There is this notion of 
“saturation”, and being so overwhelmed. 

– Capacity-building: This depends on the specific needs of the charity, and can include research, communications, 
and administrative practices. 

• Again, the idea is that you would want to try your hand at everything. 



3. Diversity of Volunteer Experience 

(C) Service-delivery and grant-making: 

• Government grants (S$7.0 billion). 

• Others (S$5.1 billion). 

• Donations (S$2.5 billion). 



• On grant-making. Again, this is data from the annual report of the commissioner of charities, and the 
essential point here is that knowing where funds come from is important, even for volunteers. It is good 
to be focused on the service-delivery, but knowing the sources and the flows of funding gives you a 
better picture of the social service sector. 

• We know in Singapore, that the government is the biggest funder. [Interaction with audience]. It is 
incumbent for us to hence know more about government policies, especially those relevant to our 
beneficiaries and organisations. 

– What are the recent policies to boost the sector? Can they be improved? 

– Is it necessary to start fundraising campaigns for an organisation? 
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• And finally, taking a long-term view of your involvement in the community. 



4. A Long-Term View 



• I quite enjoy this framework by American researchers Lynn and Wisely. Their framework states different 
forms of “philanthropy”, or contributions to the non-profit sector, and what I enjoy is that it is not 
supposed to be a linear progression. Instead, it emphasises the observation that philanthropy must be 
tagged to the needs of your community. 



4. A Long-Term View 

• Work-family-community balance. 

 

The four traditions (Lynn and Wisely, 2006): 

• Philanthropy as relief. 

• Philanthropy as improvement. 

• Philanthropy as social reform. 

• Philanthropy as civic engagement. 



• And for us as volunteers, it is productive to have a long-term and big-picture view of the work that we 
are doing, so that we do not lose sight of the desired outcomes. 

• In our personal lives, we often hear about the work-life balance, or the work-family balance. 
Increasingly, I think it is possible to add “community” to that too. Throughout our lives, to be able to 
serve and to help, I believe, is the greatest gift. 
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• So, if you have not been paying attention to this sharing, just remember these four things: 

– First, is the awareness of news, in Singapore and around the world. 

– Second, the importance of constant reflection and writing. 

– Third, the diversity of volunteer experience, across different domains. 

– And finally, taking a long-term view of your involvement in the community. 

• Doing all these, I am confident that all of you will continue to be volunteers – and more. 



“THE MESSIAH COMPLEX” 
Volunteerism for all the Wrong Reasons 



• Thank you very much, and I hope you have enjoyed this sharing. 


