
• A very good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. It’s a pleasure to be here with you 
today.

• My main focus is sharing about an ongoing research project, on the long-term 
outcomes of community service. In the context of this symposium, I thought I 
would also broaden the focus to include some personal perspectives on youth 
contribution and the context of social service research in Singapore.

1



• There are three parts to my presentation.
• First, I will share about my profile and my personal motivations, and in particular 

about my past volunteer experiences and my research agenda.
• Second, the long-term outcomes of community service in Singapore. I will talk 

about the background, the research questions, and the hypotheses. This is an 
ongoing study funded by the National Youth Council, and so we are still recruiting 
more interviewees.

• Third, I will end with some thoughts about social service research in Singapore, 
focusing on children and youth. 
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• First section: Personal Motivations.
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• I started my community service or volunteerism journey more than a decade ago 
in 2007, and I have been involved in a plethora of organisations and activities.

• I say that this is a community service journey characterised by pragmatism, 
because this was how I started:

• In 2007, when I was in secondary four, there was talk about all-round 
achievement awards. You needed: Good grades, good conduct, good CCA 
performance, student council achievement, and also “community 
involvement”.

• So the 16-year-old me said, I will do all these – go to Heartware Network, 
go to the grassroots, go to REACH Singapore – to increase the number of 
my service hours, so that I can boost my CV or portfolio. And then, I can get 
into a good college, win a scholarship, and show everyone that I am an 
active Singaporean.

• It wasn’t a singular turning point, and I think it took years of service and 
interaction – with the beneficiaries and with the social workers, in particular – for 
the realisation to sink in.

• Through blogging, I reflected on my experiences.
• Eventually too, I started writing for a wider audience and working on more 

long-term projects, especially at the United Nations Association of 
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Singapore where we started a Model United Nations preparatory 
conference. So I began to link my experiences to broader policy issues and 
considerations.
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• In the context of the non-profit and philanthropy sector, I wear three different but 
complementary hats.

• First, I am a social service researcher. I graduated from the Lee Kuan Yew School of 
Public Policy, and I am a second-year social welfare PhD student at the University 
of California, Los Angeles. Some of my research interests include children and 
adolescents, families, positive youth development, and civic engagement.

• Second, I am a volunteer (and again, a researcher). I am still involved in some of 
the aforementioned initiatives, though most of my volunteer stints right now 
involve research work with charities: Data analysis, research and grant proposals, 
or some consulting programmes.

• Third, I am a blogger and writer. I used to write for the Breakfast Network / The 
Middle Ground as well as the National Volunteer and Philanthropy Circle, all of 
which are defunct. I continue to write on my own website, and have been doing so 
since 2009, for almost a decade.
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• So, having walked you briefly through my personal motivations, the second section 
is on the ongoing study on community service in Singapore. In particular, school-
and community-based community service.
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• In Singapore, we have a strong tradition of community service. Community service 
was formally launched in 1997 and implemented in 1998 by the Ministry of 
Education with the introduction of the Community Involvement Programme, and 
the MOE has since introduced a new Values in Action programme. 

• We, however, don’t know three things:
• First, the extent to which such community service is related to long-term 

volunteerism.
• Second, the types of community service projects which will lead to the 

most effective and persistent volunteerism.
• And third, how community service is understood in the first place.

• The aim of this qualitative study, therefore, is to understand how community 
service is understood by young adults in Singapore, and the effect that such service 
has had on these individuals.
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• MP Louis Ng, in a parliamentary speech in May this year, coincidentally highlighted 
the need to review school-based volunteer programmes.

• He said, and I quote: “To further increase volunteerism and sustain it, perhaps we 
first need to take a step back and study the effectiveness of our school-based 
volunteer programmes? It is important as that lays the foundation in our youths 
for volunteerism.

• I wrote about the relationship between school-based community service and 
future volunteerism.
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• Another point was made about the intrinsic motivations of students, and the fact 
that community service is compulsory in schools.
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• Against that background, this research study is funded by the National Youth 
Council, and it is currently ongoing. What I will do, therefore, is to share the 
research questions and the hypotheses, alongside some of the initial findings and 
observations we have gathered so far.

• There are four research questions.
• First: How does school-based community service shape community-based 

community service, especially in terms of contribution in the future?
• The hypothesis: The more active and the more diverse the community 

service experiences, the more engaged the young student or adult is 
likely to be in the community and in the future.

• What we have found so far is that “active” is easer to measure. You can 
count the number of hours and the number of projects a person is 
involved. Doing so for “diversity” is much harder.

• By “diversity”, we can mean the variety of projects (direct service, 
fundraising, or awareness-raising), the types of organisations and 
causes (children and youth, the elderly, or the environment, for 
instance), and other factors such as the amount of time spent and the 
extent of involvement.

• Second: Why do young adults volunteer in the school and in the community?
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• The findings so far are consistent with the hypothesis, that the 
reasons are a mix of altruistic and pragmatic motivations. One of the 
additional questions which has emerged is, whether we are able to 
classify these motivations differently, beyond altruism and pragmatism. 
We also want to know how motivations shift over time.

• Also, we know that the family, the school, and the community matter. We 
know that now, but how do these environments interact to influence the 
individual?
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• Third: What is understood generally by “contribution”, and how might that change 
over time, as young adults move from school and into the community?

• The hypothesis: Community service in Singapore remains fairly structured, 
rather than more spontaneous activities.

• What we are finding, on the other hand, is that “contribution” and 
volunteerism are understood more broadly, and with some of our 
interviewees we have found that “contribution” could also encompass day-
to-day acts not limited to structured or predetermined configurations.

• And fourth: What are the different types of community service programmes that 
young adults were involved in, in school, and are involved in, in the community? 
And how have these preferences changed over their life course?

• The hypothesis: The young adults are careful to steer clear of socio-politics 
or what may be perceived as more sensitive issues or topics. In this vein, 
the outcomes of community service in Singapore will differ from other 
socio-cultural and political contexts.

• There is a broader literature about civic engagement and the degree to 
which socio-political involvement or activism may count as community 
service. How do we account for those, especially if they emerge 
spontaneously within schools.
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• We’re still working on the research study, and in fact you should get in touch if you 
are interested.

• We’re looking at young adults between 18 and 35 years old. There are no 
restrictions to the inclusion criteria.

• In terms of the formalities, we’ll request for documents which detail your history 
of community service, and upon completion of the 60- to 90-minute interview 
there will be a compensation of $50.

• If you are interested, please get in touch by dropping me an email. My email is up 
on the screen.
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• Third and final section: Social service research in Singapore.
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• Having spoken about the long-term outcomes of community service in the 
previous section, I thought I would speak to social service research in Singapore.

• I’ll do so by also talking about some of the other initiatives and research projects I 
am involved in, through which gaps will be identified.

• In general:
• Needs analysis refers to understanding the different groups and 

communities, and in particular their issues and challenges
• And programme evaluation refers to ascertaining the extent to which a 

programme or service has been effective.
• From a policy perspective, both these emphases can be strengthened 

through investments in manpower and resources, directed to the charities 
and the social service agencies.

• More specifically, three of our ongoing projects – besides the current one on 
community service – include:

• A study on the parenting and caregiving structures of adolescents from 
low-income families. We’re working with Care Corner, Mendaki, and 
TOUCH Singapore on this, and we’re just wrapping up the data collection.

• serve.sg is a volunteer-run volunteer matching platform, and I’m working 
with Dr. Justin Lee from the Institute of Policy Studies on this.
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• With Justin too, he started an open collaboration initiative called Social 
Collaborative, and I’m working to build the community focused on at-risk 
youths. Some of the agencies we’re looking at include the research units at 
SHINE Children and Youth Services as well as the Singapore Children’s 
Society.
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• And with that, thank you very much.
• I have my email address up on the screen. Feel free to reach out anytime if you 

have questions, and I’ll also hang around for the rest of the day.
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