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MAZON CEO JEFF BEZOS, CURRENTLY 
the world’s richest man, revealed 
in a 2016 interview with well-being 
and productivity platform, Thrive 

Global, that “If I’m happy at work, I’m better at 
home. And if I’m happy at home, I come into work 
more energised”. This universal piece of advice is 
particularly relevant in Singapore, where many of 
us struggle to achieve work-life harmony. 

Fortunately, local employers, not to mention 
the government itself, have been seeking ways 
to improve the work culture here in recent years. 
But we, too, should take the initiative to step back 
from overworking and spend more time with 
our families and on ourselves. In our cover story 
(page 8), four NHG staff open up on the challenges 
they face in juggling work, family and couple time, 
and how a positive outlook has helped them to 
overcome some obstacles. 

Having an optimistic attitude can also help 
to manage different aspects of our well-being. 
The Perfectionism Paradox (page 14) discusses 
how people on an ‘unhealthy quest for excellence’ 
can learn to be more accepting of themselves so 
as to not trigger health problems in the long run. 
In Taming the Silent Killer (page 16), read how a 
middle-aged stroke survivor has bounced back 
from her experience, and how she now leads a 
quality life by adopting the right mindset and 
healthy habits. On page 32, find out more about 
NHG’s partnership with Paya Lebar Methodist 
Girls’ School (Secondary) to advocate health 
literacy and drive behavioural change. When 
they start at an earlier age, youths will more likely 
be intrinsically motivated to live healthily; and 
grow up to be adults who prioritise physical and 
mental well-being. 

Similarly, we hope that you, too, will be inspired 
by this issue of Lifewise. Remember that the 
lifestyle choices we make today will determine  
the quality of our life outcomes tomorrow.
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Here are some 
tell-tale signs: 1   ARE YOU A  

 WORKAHOLIC? 

  You have virtually zero 
free time. Missed family time 
and social events become the 
norm, as work consumes almost 
every waking minute. 

  You de-prioritise leisure 
activities. Struggling to name 
a hobby you enjoy? It may be 
because you’re spending too 
much time at work. 

   You are in denial. Your 
loved ones repeatedly tell you to 
cut down on work, but you don’t 
heed their advice. You might go so 
far as to hide your workaholism 
from them — for example, by 
surreptitiously responding to 
emails in the bathroom. 

  Your health starts to suffer.  
Fatigue, constant headaches, 
insomnia, digestive problems and 
high blood pressure are common 
indicators that your job is taking a 
toll on your body. 

B

  Your mind is always on 
work. Even when on vacation, at 
home with family or hanging out 
with friends, you can’t stop thinking 
about work and feel compelled to 
regularly check your emails. 

‘HARMONY’, NOT 
‘BALANCE’  
Linguistically speaking, Associate 
Professor Daniel Fung, Chairman 
Medical Board, Institute of 
Mental Health (IMH), argues 
that the term ‘work-life balance’ 
is a bit of a misnomer. “The 
word ‘balance’ seems to imply a 
dichotomy between work and 
life, and that we need to find a 
50/50 split between the two. But 
in reality, work is a part of life, 
not separate from it,” he explains. 
Moreover, achieving optimal 
balance is a subjective, individual 
experience. A person who is 
passionate about his or her job 
and has a congenial relationship 
with colleagues might willingly 
sacrifice leisure time to spend it 
at work, whereas the same  
could not be said for someone 
who puts more value on  
non-work activities. 

“Perhaps a better term to 
use is work-life ‘harmony’ or 
‘integration’. As long as you can 
integrate work into your life in 
a way that makes you happy, 
that’s what matters,” he suggests.  
A/Prof Fung’s comments are 
borne out in a recent survey by 
recruitment portal Monster.com, 
which observed that working 
professionals have divergent views 
when it comes to defining work-life 
balance. Out of the Singaporeans 
surveyed, 73 per cent defined it 
as ‘not working on weekends’; and 
69 per cent, as ‘the ability to leave 
work on time, every day’. On the 
other hand, 54 per cent equated it 
to ‘flexible working hours that suit 
my life and my needs’. 

That said, no one should be 
engrossed in their work only. 
To do so would put a person at high 
risk of burnout and poor wellbeing, 
not to mention the increased 

likelihood of committing errors at 
work as well as lower productivity. 
Regardless of how busy our work 
schedules are, we must set aside 
time to engage in other pursuits, 
such as a personal hobby or quality 
time with family, in order to unwind 
and recharge. 

OVERCOMING OVERWORK   
Countries across the globe are 
experimenting with different 
strategies to improve work-life 
balance (or harmony) among their 
workforce. For example, an increasing 
number of companies in the United 
Kingdom are switching from a five-
day to a four-day work week. French 
employees have the legal ‘right to 
disconnect’ from work emails after 
office hours. South Korea and Japan, 
both notorious for their ‘overwork’ 
culture, have also begun taking 
steps to address the issue. Last year, 
South Korea cut its maximum weekly 

LEARN TO 
LET GO 

OF WORK 
WHEN YOU 

ARE ON 
HOLIDAY
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Having a strong 
work ethic is 

necessary for success, 
but there is a distinction 
between working hard and 
working too hard (or being 
a workaholic). To avoid the 
latter, follow these tips for 
‘working smart’: 

2  CLOCK OUT! 

  Create a schedule. Plan one 
that allots time outside of work for 
adequate physical exercise, social  
and leisure activities as well as  
sleep, and stick to it. 

  Set boundaries. Just because 
technology enables us to work 
anywhere or at any time doesn’t 
mean that we have to be ‘always 
switched on’. If you catch yourself 

÷

checking work emails after hours, 
put down your phone and do 
something else unless it is urgent. 

  Take regular breaks. Do this 
throughout the workday, whether 
during lunch or for a quick ‘water 
cooler chat’ with colleagues.  
Pencil in a holiday every once in  
a while. 

  Identify your priorities.  
Focus first on those tasks that are 
pressing or important (work-
related or otherwise), and tackle 
the other tasks later. 

  Don’t bite off more than 
you can chew.  It’s okay to 
say “no” to your boss if you feel 
overloaded with work. Delegate 
work responsibilities fairly to  
other team members, and learn 
to accept imperfection in yourself 
and in others. 

AS LONG AS 
YOU CAN 
INTEGRATE 
WORK INTO 
YOUR LIFE 
IN A WAY 
THAT MAKES 
YOU HAPPY, 
THAT’S WHAT 
MATTERS >>
Associate Professor Daniel Fung,  

Chairman Medical Board, 

Institute of Mental Health

work hours from 68 to 52, while 
Japan formally capped overtime 
work at 100 hours a month. 

Under Singapore’s Employment 
Act, employees are allowed to 
work up to 44 hours a week, which 
is within the 48-hour standard 
set by the International Labour 
Organization. They are also not 
allowed to work more than 12 
hours a day, or over 72 hours of 
overtime a month. Many companies 
are actually going beyond the 
statutory requirements and — 
facilitated by MOM’s Work-Life 
Grant — implementing flexible 
work arrangements (FWAs) such 
as telecommuting, staggered hours 
and job sharing. This is on top of 
corporate wellness programmes 
ranging from nutrition education 
and sports activities to yoga  
classes, all designed to promote 
work-life harmony. 

As stated in MOM’s latest 
Conditions of Employment Report 
released in January, the proportion 
of companies in Singapore offering 
at least one formal FWA grew from 
50 per cent in 2017 to 53 per cent 

in 2018. The proportion of firms 
offering at least one ad-hoc FWA also 
increased from 75 per cent to 84 per 
cent in the same period. 

Like other millennials, Ms Tjan 
Huimin, 31, is heartened by this 
development. “My current company 
allows us to ‘hot desk’ or work from 
home on certain days, which is one 

reason I was attracted to the job,” 
says Ms Tjan, who works in content 
marketing. “It gives me and my 
teammates the flexibility to manage 
our careers while maintaining 
fulfilling personal lives. It also shows 
that the company trusts us to get 
our work done on time, even if we 
aren’t bound to our desks.”  

‘WATER COOLER 
CHATS’ CAN 

HELP RELIEVE 
STRESS AT 

WORK



Health (IMH). “Unfortunately for young 
parents, this phase usually coincides with their 
own early careers, when they are working very 
hard to establish themselves professionally,” 
adds Prof Fung, who is also Senior Consultant, 
Department of Developmental Psychiatry, 
IMH, and President, International Association 
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and 
Allied Professions. 

There is no perfect solution as to how 
we can successfully juggle work and family 
commitments, while also looking after our 
own physical and mental health. However, 
as the saying goes, “Where there’s a will, 
there’s a way.”  Four National Healthcare 
Group (NHG) staff, including Dr Puah, reveal 
how they, in different ways, gain fulfilment 
professionally and on the home front — 
hence, achieving their respective versions of 
work-life harmony. 

     
PENCILLING IN ‘ME TIME’ 
With studying for his examination, helping 
his wife take care of their then three-year-
old son and focusing on his own well-being, 
Dr Puah felt pulled in all directions. At the 

BY WANDA TAN IN CONSULTATION WITH 

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR DANIEL FUNG  

CHAIRMAN MEDICAL BOARD // INSTITUTE OF MENTAL HEALTH 
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Four NHG staff share 
how they strive for 

harmony amid  
work-family conflict. 

TAKE

TIME TO

SPEND TIME

OF WORKING 
FATHERS AND 

MOTHERS 
WITH YOUNG 

CHILDREN 
 shared that their 

personal well-being 
would be better if they 

could manage their 
work and personal life 

more effectively.

ESPITE ONE’S BEST EFFORTS, attaining 
work-life harmony, in reality, can 
be a lofty goal. Four years ago, 
Dr Puah Ser Hon faced the most 
taxing period of his life when he was 
preparing for his exit examination 
as a registrar.  “I had already failed 
the examination once, so there 

was more pressure to pass it the second time 
around. Otherwise, I could not move forward in 
my career,” says Dr Puah, 39, now a Consultant 
at Tan Tock Seng Hospital (TTSH)’s Respiratory 
and Critical Care Medicine Department. He also 
had to grapple with the teething problems of 
parenthood. “My firstborn had severe multiple 
food allergies that required constant vigilance 
and attention to his medical needs then.” 

While specific circumstances may vary, 
Dr Puah’s story of colliding personal and 
professional worlds is one working parents of 
young children can relate to. “Children in the 0 
to 6 age group need to have the nurturance of at 
least one consistent adult caregiver to facilitate 
their physical, emotional, and intellectual 
growth,” says Associate Professor Daniel Fung, 
Chairman Medical Board, Institute of Mental 

D

2019 survey by Tripartite Alliance for Fair 
and Progressive Employment Practices

%96



time, passing his exit examination was 
the top priority, and so other things had 
to ‘give’. 

It helped that he had a strong 
support network. Dr Puah’s wife 
Joanne, who is currently a regulatory 
specialist at pharmaceutical company 
Roche, took on the bulk of childcare 
duties while he caught up on his 
lessons at home. Likewise, his TTSH 
colleagues helped to cover his clinical 
responsibilities on the odd occasion, 
such as when he had to rush his son 
to hospital because of a sudden 
severe allergic reaction. “The lack of 
sleep and exercise led to tiredness 
but I just trudged on,” says Dr Puah. 

 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise 

Drawing helps me to relax. Having time for 
myself also gives me a chance to reflect on 
what I need to do to disentangle the knots 
of the daily grind. This allows me to be 
mentally present when I am with my family. 
Dr Puah Ser Hon, Consultant, Respiratory and Critical Care  

Medicine Department, Tan Tock Seng Hospital

Dr Puah, his 
wife Joanne, 
and their two 
children Isaac 
and Isaiah.
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That discipline paid off as he passed 
his examination on his second attempt. 

Today, things are more 
manageable for Dr Puah, who has 
since progressed further within his 
specialty and has taken on a teaching 
role. He is also Programme Director 
of the NHG Respiratory Medicine 
Residency. He is usually at TTSH from 
7.30am to 5.30pm on weekdays, and 
in the morning on weekends. Outside 
of work, the father of two — Dr Puah’s 
sons, Isaac and Isaiah, are aged seven 
and three respectively — fills his time 
with family activities such as playing 
in the park, having dinner, and helping 
the children with homework. 

Artworks by 
Dr Puah, who 
draws in his 
free time.
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of sketching. “Initially, it was just a way of keeping 
my elder son occupied; he was into colouring, 
so I drew things for him to colour. Now I draw for 
my own enjoyment. I do it whenever I have free 
time at night,” he discloses. His graphite pencil 
drawings range from animal sketches to comic-book 
characters, as well as even organs of the human 
body, such as the heart and lung.  

Dr Puah believes that everyone should engage 
in hobbies, even if sporadically, as part of a well-
balanced life. “Drawing helps me to relax. Having 
time for myself also gives me a chance to reflect on 
what I need to do to disentangle the knots of the 
daily grind. This allows me to be mentally present 
when I am with my family, and thus be a better 
husband and father.” 

     
MELDING BOTH WORLDS 
Why go back and forth between the competing 
demands of work and family, when one can blend 
them together? This is the solution Ms Fiona Foo, 
35, has adopted to achieve work-life harmony — in 
her job as a Corporate Communications Manager 
at IMH, as well as in her relationships with her 
husband Benson, an IT programme manager at the 
Singapore Police Force, and their daughters Leanne, 
five, and Lauren, nine. 

WAYS TO SPEND 
MEANINGFUL  
TIME TOGETHER: 

The key factor in choosing an 
activity is to make sure that 
it is something your child 
enjoys, A/Prof Fung advises. 
That way, your child will be 
more motivated to engage 
in it, and there will be more 
opportunities to bring your 

family closer together.

Above: Have a ball of 
a time with Kin-Ball. 
Left: Improve flexibility 
and build strength with 
Aerial Yoga.

After they have put the kids to bed, Dr Puah and 
his wife have one-on-one catch-up sessions and 
finish remaining work-related tasks, if any.

“We don’t have a television at home — 
partly because Joanne and I want to prevent 
our boys from being glued to the screen, and 
partly to ensure that we are fully present with 
them,” says Dr Puah. “Not having a TV can get 
tiring at times, as we have to think of ways to 
entertain the kids. But it has helped to make 
our family time together really count. Instead 
of physically being in the same room and not 
interacting at all, we are having conversations 
with each other.” 

Dr Puah squeezes in time for his personal 
interests as well. Three times a week, he wakes 
up a little earlier and hits the gym before work. 
He recently rediscovered his childhood hobby 

“No matter how much 
your career means to you, 
and even if you have a 
good surrogate caregiver, 
make time for your family.” 
Associate Professor Daniel Fung, 

Chairman Medical Board, Institute of Mental Health

FA M I LY 
A F FA I R

 VOLUNTEER FOR A CAUSE THE FAMILY IS 
PASSIONATE ABOUT, BE IT HELPING OUT AT A SOUP 
KITCHEN OR SAVING ENDANGERED ANIMALS.

 HAVE SOME OUTDOOR FUN, SUCH AS CYCLING 
OR WALKING ALONG NATURE TRAILS, VISITING THE 
BEACH, OR GOING ON A CAMPING OR FISHING TRIP. 

SUGGEST AN UNUSUAL SPORTING ACTIVITY TO 
PIQUE YOUR CHILD’S INTEREST AND CURIOSITY. 
EXAMPLES INCLUDE KIN-BALL (A THREE-SIDED 
TEAM SPORT PLAYED WITH A GIANT BALL), 
COMBAT SABER (THINK FENCING, BUT 
WITH STAR WARS LIGHTSABERS) AND 
AERIAL YOGA (PERFORMING YOGA 
POSES WHILE SUSPENDED IN MID-AIR 
BY A HAMMOCK).



 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise 

Work-life harmony is not 
always about the amount of 
time spent on work vis-à-vis 
play. At the end of the day, 
I gauge it from the quality of 
my relationships within and 
beyond the workplace. 
Ms Fiona Foo, Corporate Communications Manager, 

Institute of Mental Health

Ms Foo with her 
husband Benson and 
daughters Leanne 
and Lauren.

Ms Foo calls her approach “play-at-work and 
work-at-play”, and she does this in a variety of 
ways. For one, she checks work emails on family 
vacations — not because she is a workaholic, but 
to clear her inbox so that her workload will be 
lightened when she returns to the office. To get 
some exercise, as well as to bond with colleagues, 
she goes for monthly outdoor jogs with them. 
She involves her family in work-related activities 
wherever possible, especially if it allows them 
to indulge in their shared love for creative and 
performing arts. 

The work of putting together a charity concert 
in conjunction with IMH’s 90th anniversary last 
year presented such an opportunity. Ms Foo, who 
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was in charge of designing the concert programme, 
had to analyse music trends and think about how 
best to attract a wide audience — an activity that 
suited her family. 

“I took my family out at least once a month to 
watch shows or concerts at places like the Esplanade 
and Victoria Concert Hall. Besides exposing my kids 
to different music and show genres, I would observe 
the audience behaviour to gain insights, which 
proved useful in planning the concert,” says Ms Foo. 
Her team eventually decided on a jazz-getai 
fusion theme for the concert and, to her surprise, 
her daughters embraced getai music despite the 
language barrier. “We had getai songs on our playlist 
during family karaoke sessions, and my kids and I 
even designed getai fashion costumes,” she lets on.

Regular family pastimes include painting and 
playing video games. Lauren takes tap dancing 
and piano classes, and Ms Foo enjoys practising 
the dance steps and playing piano duets with 
her daughter. 

Ms Foo appreciates the office hours at IMH, and 
rarely has to work late or on weekends. However, 
she notes, “Work-life harmony is not always about 
the amount of time spent on work vis-à-vis play. 
At the end of the day, I gauge it from the quality of 
my relationships within and beyond the workplace. 
Everyone has different ways of coping with stress, 
but I’m certain we share a common goal — to stay 
in good physical and mental health, and maintain a 
positive state of mind.” 
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ON THE SAME PAGE 
Married for almost four years, Dr Norman Lin, 32, 
and Dr Olivia Zhu, 29, candidly admit that work-
life harmony is an ongoing work-in-progress 
for them. Not only do the couple pull long shifts 
at TTSH — Dr Lin in the NHG General Surgery 
Residency Programme, and Dr Zhu in the NHG 
Anaesthesiology Residency Programme — they 
are also in the throes of early parenthood, with 
two young sons, two-year-old Noah and eight-
month-old Ansel. 

“Raising young children is always trying on 
familial relationships. Norman and I are still 
adjusting to parenthood, which is exhausting, and 
it can cause us to react in a way that can upset 
the other person,” says Dr Zhu. It was particularly 
trying for her the first time she returned to work 
after maternity leave, when Noah was an infant. 
“I love my job and I wanted to go back to work 
full-time, but at the same time I felt the need 
to devote more time to Noah. It’s an internal 
struggle all new working mothers face.” 

It took a while, but eventually Dr Zhu was 
able to let go of her guilt about not being the 
primary caregiver to her children. The couple 
have engaged a domestic helper to take care of 
their kids, together with Dr Lin’s mother, while 

they are at work. “Having help, and learning to 
accept that help, is priceless. It means that I am 
able to give my best at work and still be a good 
mother,” says Dr Zhu. 

Disagreements are part and parcel of 
married life, and the pair are no exception. 
“When Olivia and I argue, it weighs on my 
mind a lot. I can’t sleep peacefully, and it 
leaves me physically and emotionally drained,” 
says Dr Lin. Yet he knows how critical the 
relationship between spouses is for children’s 
development and behaviour. “Children are very 
perceptive and they learn from observing the 
world around them. A strong, loving marriage 
lays the foundation for the child’s relationships 
with others to flourish.” 

This is a point that A/Prof Fung also 
emphasises. “Having a good relationship with 
your spouse is very important. This is your 
child’s first experience of what a relationship 
between adults looks like, and it sets the basis 
for all future relationships the child will have. 
Model the kind of relationship you want your 
child to have one day,” he advises. To this end, 
setting aside ‘couple time’, away from the 
children, to nurture the marriage — and not just 
time alone to reflect and recharge — is a must. 

Below: Dr Lin and 
Dr Zhu with their 
two young sons 
Noah and Ansel.

“Having help, and 
learning to accept 
that help, is priceless.
It means that I am 
able to give my best 
at work and still be 
a good mother.” 
Dr Olivia Zhu, NHG 

Anaesthesiology 

Residency Programme, 

Tan Tock Seng Hospital
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In spite of their busy schedules, Dr Lin 
and Dr Zhu do try to find time to focus 
on each other. Weekly date nights are 
sometimes missed, but they make the most 
of whatever time they have, including the 
car rides to TTSH in the mornings or late 
dinners at home when their children are 
asleep. “If we’ve had an argument, we will 
talk things through and try to resolve it 
before going to bed,” says Dr Lin. He adds 
that their shared passion for medicine 
helps to keep their bond intact. “We both 
understand the difficulties and privileges 
of being a doctor, and we spend a fair bit 
of our conversations discussing cases that 
we encounter.” 

NO TURNING BACK THE CLOCK 
Negotiating the work-life interface is tricky. 
Young parents may be tempted to think, “I’ll 
work very hard now and once I’ve achieved 
a certain level of success, I’ll kick back and 
make up for lost time with my children.” 
However, this rationalisation will likely 
backfire. A/Prof Fung, himself a father of 
five adult children, sounds a warning note 
about thinking this way. “By the time you 
reach your hoped-for career heights, your 
kids might already be teenagers. This is the 
period when children start to individuate 
from their parents and establish their own 
identities. They would rather hang out with 
friends, for instance, than engage in 
family activities.” 

The bottom line, he says, is this: 
“Children grow up very quickly. If you 
miss their formative years, there’s no 
getting that back later on. No matter 
how much your career means to you, 
and even if you have a good surrogate 
caregiver, make time for your family. 
People often say it is the quality of 
time that matters and not the quantity, 
but the truth is there is no quality 
without quantity.”  

 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise 

NHG AND  
WORKPLACE WELLNESS 

All NHG institutions offer 
workplace wellness 
programmes to improve the 
physical, social, and emotional 
well-being of staff — which in 
turn enables them to provide 
better patient care. 

Activities such as monthly 
outdoor runs are part of 
IMH’s efforts to promote 
work-life harmony among 
employees. “We believe that a 
fit and healthy workforce will 
generate reliable and effective 
outcomes. Staff will find joy in 
work when they are healthy 
and happy,” says Mr Tony Lum, 
Human Resource Manager 
(Employee Relations/Staff 
Wellness) at IMH.

Corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) initiatives 
also promote employee 
engagement and bonding. 
For example, staff at NHG HQ 
regularly visit the Society for 
the Aged Sick, where they 
interact with elderly residents 

A strong, loving 
marriage lays the 
foundation for the 
child’s relationships 
with others to flourish. 
Dr Norman Lin, NHG General Surgery 

Residency Programme, Tan Tock Seng Hospital

Left: A mass 
workout at TTSH 
Active Day 2018. 
Far left: NHG HQ 
staff volunteer 
regularly at 
the Society for 
Aged Sick.

in the nursing home. NHG HQ 
also donates proceeds from 
its annual Charity Carnival 
to charities.

In the same vein, the 
National Skin Centre organises 
an annual “Food & Jumble” 
sale to raise money for the 
less-fortunate.

Woodlands Health 
Campus (WHC) has a 
Wellness, Care, Resilience 
and Engagement (WellCARE) 
programme, where staff are 
trained in Mental Health First 
Aid, and Crisis Intervention 
and Stress Management. The 
campus also offers a Joy in 
Work programme, where team-
level conversations are held to 
explore aspects of work that 
bring meaning and purpose, 
as well as seek solutions to 
frustrating aspects of work. 

Similarly, NHG HQ initiated 
its Joy in Work workgroup in 
January 2018, which aims to 
assess system-wide institutional 
issues and identify elements 
that help staff find joy in work.  
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IMH organises monthly 
outdoor runs for staff. 
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HEN LILY* WAS RETRENCHED 
from her publishing  
job a few years ago,  
her worst fears were 
confirmed. The familiar 
feelings of not being  
‘up to scratch’ resurfaced. 

“To me, being retrenched was a  
sign of failure. Ever since I was 16,  
I have been constantly stressed out 
trying to do well in life,” says the 
47-year-old, who remembers she 
felt like throwing up at one of her 
GCE O-Level examinations.

At various points in her life,  
Lily has suffered from panic 
attacks, insomnia, gastric 
problems, and irritable bowel 
syndrome — all of which her 
doctor attributed to stress. Her first 
panic attack occurred while she was  
editing a story in 2000. “It has 
happened many times since, 
especially whenever I felt pressured 
to do a good job.” 

Research has shown that the 
relentless pursuit of perfection  
can be damaging to one’s health.  
Perfectionistic tendencies have been 
linked to a wide range of clinical 
issues, such as insomnia, chronic 
headaches, anxiety, depression, 
eating disorders, self-harm, and even 
early mortality and suicide. 

WHEN PERFECTIONISM 
BECOMES IMPERFECT
Perfectionism is described as “an 
irrational desire for flawlessness, 
combined with harsh self-criticism” 
by British researchers Thomas 
Curran and Andrew P. Hill. Yet, 
perfectionism is not necessarily a 
problem. Striving for excellence 
and setting high standards can be 
positive traits. 

Consider the cases of elite 
sports professionals who go all out 
to win, for instance. In cases of well-
adjusted or healthy perfectionism, 
even when one does not clinch 
top honours, he or she is able to 
move on from the setback. Tennis 
superstar and 23-time Grand Slam 
champion Serena Williams admits 
to being a perfectionist but has 
learnt to manage that unforgiving 

W

* Not her real name

side of herself. She told Teen Vogue 
in December 2018: “I think it’s 
really important to realise that 
no day is going to be perfect. For 
me, that’s really hard because I 
strive for perfection, and I feel like 
everything I do has to be great 
and perfect. But that’s impossible. 
That’s not reasonable. Now I think, 
‘Okay, I had a rough day today, 
but let’s do something to make it 
better tomorrow’.”

 However, in unhealthy or 
maladaptive perfectionism, a person’s 
best effort is never good enough. 
“Perfectionism becomes unhealthy 
when a person’s high, unrelenting 
standards lead to dysfunction in,  
or adversely affects multiple domains 
of his or her life,” explains Ms Jemie 
Wang, a clinical psychologist at  
the Institute of Mental Health (IMH). 

Unhealthy perfectionism can 
lead to higher levels of stress, 
resulting in poor work or school 
performance, Ms Wang says. 

Interpersonal relationships may 
break down due to conflicts over 
high standards and unfulfilled 
expectations. It can also take a toll on 
mental and physical health, setting 
a person up for depression, anxiety, 
insomnia, and even suicidal thoughts.  

Maladaptive perfectionism is 
not listed as a mental disorder and, 
hence, cannot be clinically diagnosed. 
(See sidebar on page 15 for unhealthy 
perfectionism traits.) 

AFFECTING THE YOUNG  
The prevalence of maladaptive 
perfectionism appears to be rising 
and is hitting young people hard. In 
a 2017 study, Curran and Hill found 
that between 1989 and 2016, the 
rate of perfectionistic tendencies 
rose by up to 33 per cent in more  
than 40,000 American, British  
and Canadian university students. 
The researchers explain that young 
people feel increasing social pressure 
to demonstrate their worth and 

BY DENYSE YEO IN CONSULTATION WITH MS JEMIE WANG CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST // INSTITUTE OF MENTAL HEALTH

PERFECTIONISM 

Society commonly lauds those who 
quest to be the best. But can an 

obsession with exacting standards 
be harmful to your health? 

THE  
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Maladaptive perfectionism 
is not a mental or clinical 
disorder, but such tendencies 
may also be observed in 
people with mental health 
conditions such as obsessive-
compulsive disorder (OCD) 
and depression.

OCD sufferers may 
experience an obsessional 
need to be “perfect” in how 
they carry out a compulsion, 
for instance, if an individual  
is obsessed with symmetry, 
he or she may be very focused 
on the exact positioning of 
personal items.

The difference is that 
OCD is often driven by 
extremely high levels 
of anxiety and distress, 
which may be significantly 
higher than those with 
perfectionism. 

Like people with 
tendencies of toxic 
perfectionism, those with 
clinical depression may also 
have high standards and 
negative self-perception, 
although these signs are 
not considered to be 
diagnostic criteria, Ms Wang 
says. Instead, people with 

depression typically suffer 
from distressing clinical 
symptoms, such as a 
persistent loss of interest 
or pleasure in activities 
previously enjoyed. 

 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise  

mistakes with constructive criticism. 
“Ask yourself what you would say 
to a friend who made the same 
mistake and tell that to yourself,” 
suggests Ms Wang. Reframing our 
all-or-nothing outlook can help too. 
“Learn to relax and recognise that 
the consequences are usually not 
so dire,” she adds. 

Those who are constantly 
affected by what they read or see 
on social media should reduce the 
time spent on such platforms, post 
content less frequently, or even 
delete the relevant apps from their 
mobile device. 

If these measures do not work, 
Ms Wang’s advice is to seek 
professional help. Lily, who now 
works as a freelance editor, 
can attest to this approach. 
After she was retrenched, 
Lily sought the help of a 
counsellor and has now 
learnt to manage her negative 
thoughts. “As a freelancer, 
clients may stop hiring me for new 
assignments at any time, but that’s 
fine. What’s the worst that can 
happen? There will always be other 
projects,” she says.

That said, Lily admits that she 
still slips into her old self sometimes. 
However, she now recognises that 
there are more important things in 
life than the quest for perfection. 

Being kinder to, and more 
accepting of, one’s self can 
help those suffering from 
maladaptive perfectionism. A 
recent Australian study of more 
than 1,000 teenagers and adults 
showed that self-compassion is 
effective in managing the negative 
effects of perfectionism. The 
researchers from the Australian 
Catholic University found 
that those with maladaptive 
perfectionism but high levels of 
self-compassion were less at risk 
of depression. 

Self-compassion can turn the 
tide on negativity because it helps 
put a stop to self-criticism and 
the fear of making mistakes. We 
should tell ourselves that failure is 
not a weakness; it is part of being 
human and we can learn from our 

compare themselves to others,  
in school or on social media. 

Singapore does not track statistics 
on maladaptive perfectionism. But 
psychology researchers from the 
National University of Singapore 
(NUS) did complete a five-year study 
from 2010 to 2014 examining how 
maladaptive perfectionism develops 
in local primary school children.  
These children were excessively 
fearful about making mistakes and 
unwilling to admit mistakes and 
inadequacies. The researchers 
found that parental interference, 
high expectations, and criticism can 
lead to maladaptive perfectionism 
in children. In turn, these children 
learn to internalise their parents’ 
expectations and become self-critical 
of their own abilities. 

WITH A LITTLE HELP  
FROM YOURSELF  
The good news is that maladaptive 
perfectionism can be tackled. 
“Parents and loved ones of those with 
unhealthy perfectionistic traits can 
help by demonstrating that it is okay 
to be imperfect. They can also  
actively promote a ‘good enough’ 
mindset”, says Ms Wang. For instance, 
they can say, ‘Regardless of how you 
do at school or work, I fully accept 
and love you.’ 

BY DENYSE YEO IN CONSULTATION WITH MS JEMIE WANG CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST // INSTITUTE OF MENTAL HEALTH
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IS PERFECTIONISM THE SAME AS OCD?

 SIGNS THAT YOU MAY BE 
 SUFFERING FROM UNHEALTHY PERFECTIONISM 

    You procrastinate and struggle with getting things done on time.

     You think that people will like you more if you are perfect. 

     You are overly defensive when someone criticises you.

     You see an examination, a deadline, or a business pitch as an opportunity to fail.

      You prefer to stick with what you know, instead of taking on challenges that 
may result in failure. 

     You find it difficult to bounce back after making a perceived or actual mistake.

     You believe you could have done a better job even after achieving your goal.

     You think you are a failure for not meeting other people’s expectations. 

If you exhibit any of the following behaviours, you may have a problem 
with perfectionism. To be sure, speak to a counsellor. 



HIGH-POWERED BANKING EXECUTIVE, 
San Francisco-based Lilian 
Tsi Stielstra worked in a fast-
paced sales job that suited 
her gregarious nature. But 
everything changed in 2010 
when the Singaporean woke up 
with numbness in her left leg. 

As the numbness spread, Ms Tsi called for 
her husband, who rushed her to a hospital. 
There, doctors informed her that she had 
suffered a stroke. Though Ms Tsi was just 
46 years old at the time, the long hours, 
stress and sedentary lifestyle had taken a 
toll on her health. 

The underlying cause of stroke are very 
similar to that of heart disease, with risk 
factors being obesity, high blood pressure, 
diabetes, high cholesterol, and smoking. This 
explains why stroke has often been labelled 
an “old people’s” disease, as cardiovascular 
disease incidences increase with age. 

While less common, stroke can also 
stem from hereditary causes. For women, 
the use of oral contraceptives is associated 
with a two- to five-fold increased risk of 
stroke due to the blood-clotting oestrogen 
content found in such products. 

YOUNG STROKE ON THE RISE
According to the National Registry of 
Diseases Office, the median age of stroke 
patients admitted to hospitals in Singapore 
is 67 years old, but recent statistics reveal 
a disturbing trend — it is afflicting more 
young people, with one in 10 stroke 
patients under 50 years old.  

These numbers may actually be higher, 
as some people suffer minor strokes that 
they are not aware of. A transient ischemic 
attack or “mini stroke” is caused by a 
temporary blockage of blood flow to the 
brain, with symptoms disappearing after a 

A
few minutes. A “mini stroke” is a warning sign 
that a person is at risk of a major stroke.

“In young people, there is a tendency of 
misdiagnosing minor strokes as a migraine, 
seizure, Bell’s palsy (a condition that causes 
temporary facial paralysis), low blood sugar or 
vertigo from ear imbalance,” says Dr Jasmyn 
De Leon, Resident Physician at the Acute 
Stroke Unit, General Medicine, Khoo Teck 
Puat Hospital (KTPH).  

WHEN STROKE STRIKES 
Stroke is a debilitating disease that 
compromises the quality of life of patients, but 
it is particularly devastating among the young. 
Career development and family planning 
grind to a halt when individuals are left 
disabled during their most productive years. 
“I encountered a young patient who went into 
depression because of significant physical 
disability due to stroke,” recalls Dr De Leon. 
“He lost his skills to perform his job, which 
eventually led to a broken marriage, as well 
as emotional and spiritual turmoil.” 

The long-term health effects of a 
stroke can range from the physical to 
cognitive to psychological. Physical 
effects include weakness, poor 
coordination, and speech and 
swallowing difficulties. Cognitive 
effects include the inability 
to perform higher mental 
functions*. Psychologically, 
depression, anxiety, and 
anger are common post-
stroke conditions. 

To add to the uphill 
journey of recovery, 
studies show that four 
out of five stroke 
survivors may 
experience some 
form of stigma. 

BY YONG YUNG SHIN  

IN CONSULTATION WITH  

DR JASMYN DE LEON  

 RESIDENT PHYSICIAN  // ACUTE 

STROKE UNIT // GENERAL MEDICINE// 

KHOO TECK PUAT HOSPITAL

CAUSES  
OF  

STROKE

S T R O K E  I N  Y O U N G  A D U L T S

SILENT KILLER 
Stroke is increasing among younger adults. 

But with rehabilitation and lifestyle changes, 
such individuals can still have quality of life.
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HAEMORRHAGIC 
STROKE

➔

Leaking or bursting 
of a blood vessel in 

the brain 

ISCHEMIC 
STROKE

➔

Blood clot/ 
blocked artery 

This results in 
lack of oxygen to 
the brain, which 

can cause up 
to two million 

brain cells to die 
every minute. If 
the stroke is not 
treated quickly, 

further damage to 
the brain may lead 

to death. 

TAMING THE  



a recurring stroke, as statistics 
have shown that three to four per 
cent of patients who had a stroke 
will suffer it a second time. 

Today, Ms Tsi is retired but 
continues to maintain an active 
lifestyle. She ensures she has 
a healthy diet, spends time 
hiking and running, and takes on 
motivational speaking and writing 
engagements. “I was an example 
of poor lifestyle behaviours — I led 
a highly-stressed life, coupled 
with bad eating habits and little 
exercise. The stroke was a wake-
up call that I needed to make a 
change,” she says. 

 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise 

situations after an injury or disease. 
“Diligence towards rehabilitation 
is a key factor for optimal recovery 
of functions, as well as preventing a 
recurrent stroke,” says Dr De Leon.

Rehabilitation involves  
re-learning daily tasks such as eating 
and dressing, as well as movements 
and speech that may have been lost 
due to stroke. Rehabilitation can last 
for months or years, depending on 
the severity of the stroke. As such, 
stroke patients need continuous 
support, be it from their families or 
support groups such as the Singapore 
National Stroke Association and 
Stroke Support Station. Lifestyle 
changes are also needed to prevent  

LINE OF DEFENCE
Preventative measures 
can significantly reduce 
one’s risk of stroke. 
They include:

   Getting sufficient physical 
exercise (at least 150 
minutes a week)

   Having regular 
health screenings

   Eating a balanced diet rich 
in fruit and vegetables 
while watching sugar and 
salt intake

   Avoiding smoking and 
excessive alcohol
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*  Higher  mental  funct ions are cognit ive processes  acquired through 
learning and teaching.  They inc lude thought,  reason,  emotion and memory.

Dr Jasmyn De Leon, Resident Physician,  

Acute Stroke Unit, General Medicine,  

Khoo Teck Puat Hospital

  IN YOUNG PEOPLE, 
THERE IS A TENDENCY OF 

MISDIAGNOSING MINOR 
STROKES AS A MIGRAINE, 

SEIZURE, BELL’S PALSY, 
LOW BLOOD SUGAR 
OR VERTIGO FROM 
EAR IMBALANCE.

 EVERY 

 SECOND COUNTS 

Prompt medical attention can make the 
difference between death, disability and 
strong recovery. Here is the “F.A.S.T” way to 
remember the early signs of stroke:

F 

 F A C E 
Does one side 

of the person’s 
face droop? 

A 

 A R M S 
Ask the person to 
raise both arms. 

Does one arm appear 
weak and slumping 

downward?

S 

 S P E E C H 
Ask the person to 

repeat a simple 
phrase. Is his or her 

speech slurred or 
strange?

T 

 T I M E 
If the answer is 

“yes” to the first 
three items, call 995 

immediately.

“Many survivors find that people 
question their judgement, insight, 
and capabilities, as they don’t fully 
understand the recovery process of 
the condition. Those who experience 
moderate levels of stigma are more 
likely to be depressed or have lower 
quality of life,” shares Dr De Leon. 

TO SURVIVE AND THRIVE
This being said, the outcome of stroke 
does not necessarily spell a ‘dead end’. 
The prognosis for younger patients is 
generally considered more optimistic 
than that for older patients due to 
“neuroplasticity” — the ability of the 
brain to change and rewire itself in 
response to new environments or 



wake up in the morning, thinking about the latest data we 
have, and what we can pursue next. I am driven by ideas, 
data, scientific enquiry, and the latest findings. I find it 
exciting to work on unknowns. To be at the forefront of 
discovery is exhilarating — even better if said discovery 
has an impact on human wellness and well-being.

What are your pursuits outside of work? 
Much of my free time is spent on community work,  
raising awareness about diabetes. As a member of 
the Malay Activity Executive Committee at Bedok 
Community Centre, I conduct talks and educate patients 
on the need for prescribed medications, and why they 
shouldn’t buy into any remedy that promises to be a 
cure-all panacea. It’s important to be exposed to what 
is happening on the ground, and to know the needs of 
the population. Their well-being is, after all, the impetus 
behind the work that we do. 

Do you think you have work-life harmony? 
I always strive to find that balance but have still much to 
learn. Juggling both work and parenting is not easy and, 
sometimes, sacrifices will have to be made. However, I 
trust in my decisions; that each one made is always for the 
better. My work has taught me how to take a step back 
to enjoy parenting, as well as how to exercise patience, 
especially with managing the expectations of others. 

O N  T H E  J O B

OTH ASSISTANT PROFESSOR YUSUF ALI AND 
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR WANG XIAOMENG  
are in their early 40s, and established 
researchers at the Lee Kong Chian 
School of Medicine (LKCMedicine). 
With National Healthcare Group 

(NHG) as its primary clinical training partner, 
LKCMedicine not only offers undergraduate and 
graduate programmes, but also serves as a centre 
for transformative research. Each a parent to young 
children, Asst Prof Yusuf and Assoc Prof Wang tell 
Lifewise about the ups and downs they experience — 
be it at the laboratory or at home.  

ASST PROF YUSUF ALI, 41
Tell us about the research you’ve working on right now. 
My team members and I are zooming in on identifying 
the elements that drive changes in insulin levels 
during pre-diabetes and diabetes. We want to make 
sure pancreatic islets (the portion of the pancreas 
that contains insulin-secreting beta cells) in people 
with pre-diabetes or diabetes can function better and 
produce more insulin. We are also developing novel 
drug compounds that slow the conversion of starch into 
simple sugars. This would limit the amount of glucose 
being absorbed into the bloodstream and give beta cells 
time to rest, thus preserving pancreatic islet function.

Why did you choose to study diabetes? 
Diabetes has fascinated me for a long time. It was the 
focus of my PhD programme 15 years ago and is also a 
condition that hits close to home. My family — including 
my grandparents, uncles, aunties, and father — has a 
history of diabetes. That has spurred me even harder 
to help patients better manage the condition, and to 
perhaps discover a way to prevent it one day. 

Do you find your work challenging?
It can be stressful, but I do not dread what my work 
entails because I’m very passionate about it. I often 

It may be a challenge 
juggling work and 
family, but the thrill 
of being at the forefront of 
new discoveries in healthcare 
makes everything worthwhile. BY JIMMY YAP  PHOTO KELVIN CHIA
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these diseases. There is a chance that our research 
can benefit healthcare treatment strategies of  
the future.

Have you always wanted to be a researcher? 
For as long as I can remember, yes. I find the 
research process extremely interesting. I am 
intrigued by the challenges and surprises we get 
in the laboratory. The fact that we are discovering 
new knowledge that contributes to healthcare is 
even more fulfilling for me. 

What is the downside to being a researcher? 
Like most jobs, there are ups and downs. About 
80 per cent of our work is never published, so that 
can be frustrating. However, negative data may 
sometimes lead to something more interesting. 

How do you manage work and family life? 
Research work is extremely demanding and it is 
indeed challenging to maintain a healthy balance 
between career and family life. I try to get home by 
6pm so I can spend at least three hours with my 
kids. If I can’t, I make sure to put them to bed 
before continuing with my work. We make 
time to go on holidays as a family. We love 
skiing and try to plan a ski trip every year. We 
also enjoy outdoor activities, such as hiking 
and camping. Those moments are restorative 
for me.  

Any advice on how to achieve a better balance 
between work and ‘me’ time? 
Having good time-management skills helps. I try to 
find pockets of free time in between parenting. For 
example, I read while my daughter is in ballet class. 
Making time to do what you love is important. 
A successful career should not be attained at the 
expense of interests and hobbies. I’ve been skiing 
for 20 years now, and I don’t plan on stopping, 
however consuming work can be. 

Research has shown that 
employees who enjoy 
their work are able to 
perform their tasks more 
effectively. The study by 
the University of Warwick 
in the UK discovered that 
feeling happy led to a  
12 per cent increase 
in productivity. On the 
flipside, unhappy workers 
were 10 per cent less 
productive.

HAPPINESS = PRODUCTIVITY

 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise 
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ASSOC PROF WANG XIAOMENG, 41 
What is your current research work about?  
We want to understand the molecular and cellular 
mechanism of abnormal blood vessel formation, 
which is a key feature shared by over 70 major 
health conditions affecting more than one 
billion people worldwide. The goal is to develop 
novel therapeutic approaches to control the 
development and progression of 

ASSOCIATE 
PROFESSOR 

WANG XIAOMENG,
Lee Kong Chian  

School of Medicine 

Assistant Professor Yusuf Ali,  

Lee Kong Chian School of Medicine

 IT CAN BE 
STRESSFUL, BUT 
I DO NOT DREAD 
WHAT MY WORK 

ENTAILS BECAUSE 
I’M VERY PASSIONATE 

ABOUT IT.
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attack at a younger age is 20 times 
that of a normal individual,” says 
Associate Professor Tavintharan 
Subramaniam, a Senior Consultant in 
Internal Medicine and Endocrinology 
at Khoo Teck Puat Hospital (KTPH) 
and Director of the Diabetes Centre 
at Admiralty Medical Centre.  
It is critical that people with FH  
be treated early and intensively. 
“Early treatment can reduce the  
risk of heart attack by 70 per cent,” 
says A/Prof Tavintharan. 

UNDER THE RADAR
Despite the seriousness of the 
condition, FH is still under-treated 
and under-diagnosed in Singapore. 

A/Prof Tavintharan points 
out that some doctors may 
underestimate the intensity of LDL 
cholesterol lowering required to 
treat FH. To lower LDL cholesterol 
levels, a person with FH will need 
to go on statins. However, if a 
person’s LDL cholesterol levels are 
exceptionally high, as in the case of 

EART ATTACK IS A LEADING CAUSE  
of death in Singapore. 
According to the Singapore 
Heart Foundation, about 
17 people succumb to 
cardiovascular diseases  

(heart disease and stroke) in Singapore 
each day. One of the reasons behind  
the occurrence of heart attacks is  
the narrowing of arteries that supply 
blood to the heart, often caused 
by the build-up of low-density 
lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol (also 
known as ‘bad cholesterol’). 

To reduce their risk of a heart 
attack, most people who have high 
levels of LDL cholesterol are often 
advised by healthcare experts to make 
changes to their lifestyle. This includes 
quitting smoking, cutting down on 
alcohol, eating healthily and exercising 
regularly. If these measures prove 
inadequate, the next course of action 
is the use of statins, an oral medication 
that lowers LDL cholesterol levels.

However, for one group of people, 
lifestyle changes on their own do 
not have major impact on their LDL 
cholesterol levels. These people have 
familial hypercholesterolemia (FH),  
an inherited genetic disorder that 
results in a reduced ability of the body 
to remove LDL cholesterol. This causes 
very high levels of LDL cholesterol 
in the blood. “For people with this 
condition, their risk of having a heart 

H
HEART T H E

O FT H E
T O

G E T T I N G

Source: Khoo Teck Puat Hospital

1 in 300 people in Singapore has FH.

Men with FH have  
50% risk of having heart 
disease by the age of 50.

Women with FH have 
30% risk of having heart 
attack by the age of 60.

If one parent 
has FH, there 
is a 50% 
chance of 
their child 
getting FH.

T H E  N U M B E R S



To diagnose FH, A/Prof 
Tavintharan recommends using 
the Dutch Lipid Clinic network 
criteria (DLCN) scoring system. The 
latter looks at cholesterol levels, 
personal and family history, and 
relies on clinical symptoms and the 
presence of signs of high cholesterol 
to determine the probability that 
someone could have FH.  

TACKLING THE ISSUE
Another reason why FH is under-
diagnosed is that up until recently, 
the genetic test for FH was 
not available locally. However, 
researchers at KTPH obtained 
grants from the Alexandra Health 
Endowment Fund and Singapore 
Heart Foundation in 2015 and 
2018 respectively to study the 
condition, after which the hospital 
began offering the test as part of a 
research study in Singapore.

From the test results of people 
with FH, the researchers uncovered 
15 novel mutations in the gene that 

is associated with the condition. In 
2017, A/Prof Tavintharan and other 
researchers published their findings 
in the journal Atherosclerosis. In the 
future, the team plans to study how 
these mutations relate to high LDL 
cholesterol levels, as well as affect 
the way people with FH respond 
to treatment. 

With this increasing interest in FH, 
doctors and researchers in Singapore 
have formed a group called FHCARE, 
which aims to help identify people with 
FH and refer them for further testing. 
A set of protocols that can be uniformly 
used by doctors has been developed for 
managing patients with the disorder. 
Among other things, the protocols call 
for cascade screening, which means 
testing parents, children, and 
siblings if someone is diagnosed 
with FH.

Currently, there is a secured 
registry of people with FH, which 
allows researchers to track their 
patients and information, where 
necessary. The research team is 
currently assessing how to carry 
out the genetic testing in  
a cost-effective manner so that it can  
be a standard care protocol for people 
with high LDL cholesterol levels. 

For now, A/Prof Tavintharan 
hopes to raise general awareness of 
FH so that more lives can be saved. 
“Every person who has very high LDL 
cholesterol levels should be considered 
for evaluation of FH using the DLCN 
scoring system,” he says. “Detecting  
the disorder early gives the person  
a head-start in preventing premature 
potential fatal and disabling heart 
attack or stroke.” 

someone with FH, statins alone may 
not be enough. “Another drug known 
as Ezetimibe would often need to be 
added to the statin treatment,” says 
A/Prof Tavintharan. Typically, when 
a child is diagnosed with high LDL 
cholesterol levels, he or she would 
have to make lifestyle changes. But if 
the child has FH, he or she would also 
have to start on statins possibly even 
from as young as 10 years old.

As to why FH is under-treated, 
A/Prof Tavintharan thinks that it 
could be because a key tool used by 
doctors to assess the 10-year risk 
of getting a heart attack or stroke 
often underestimates the risk for 
people with FH. The 10-year risk 
assessment tool should not be used 
on persons with FH. Patients with 
FH, even without previous heart 
attacks, should have LDL-cholesterol 
levels lowered to targets similar to an 
individual without FH who has had  
a previous heart attack.

An inherited genetic disorder is 
known to increase the risk of  

heart attack by 20 times, but early 
detection can help save lives.  

MATTER
T H E

O F

BY  JIMMY YAP IN CONSULTATION WITH  

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR TAVINTHARAN SUBRAMANIAM SENIOR CONSULTANT // 

INTERNAL MEDICINE AND ENDOCRINOLOGY // KHOO TECK PUAT HOSPITAL // 

DIRECTOR // DIABETES CENTRE // ADMIRALTY MEDICAL CENTRE
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Associate Professor Tavintharan Subramaniam, Senior Consultant, Internal Medicine and Endocrinology, 

Khoo Teck Puat Hospital; and Director, Diabetes Centre, Admiralty Medical Centre

  DETECTING THE DISORDER EARLY GIVES 
THE PERSON A HEAD-START IN PREVENTING 

PREMATURE POTENTIAL FATAL AND  
DISABLING HEART ATTACK OR STROKE. 

 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise  



Eye specialist Associate 
Professor Wong Hon Tym’s 
responsibilities have 
extended beyond saving 
sight, but serendipitously, 
his various roles align and 
complement each other.

BY   FAIROZA MANSOR    PHOTOS  ALVIN TEO, GUIDE DOGS SINGAPORE AND TAN TOCK SENG HOSPITAL

F R O N T L I N E

SEEING FURTHER
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 WONG HON TYM, 51  
Medical Director, National 

Healthcare Group Eye Institute, 
and Clinical Director,  
Centre for Healthcare  

Innovation 



 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise  

Associate Professor Wong Hon Tym

I’ve been an eye specialist  
at Tan Tock Seng Hospital for  

19 years. A public institution such  
as this provides support and a 

safety net to innovate and try to 
change things for the better.

“AT MY CORE, I AM AN 
OPHTHALMOLOGIST.   
I consider it my base of 
reference, where my values are 
fundamentally founded on, and 
from which I draw inspiration 
in most things that I do. The 
Department of Ophthalmology at 
Tan Tock Seng Hospital (TTSH) is a 
well-oiled machine comprising like-
minded healthcare professionals, 
so I was apprehensive about 
taking on other roles. I’ve been an 
ophthalmologist for so long that it 
was initially difficult for me to go 
beyond its comfort and stability. 

WORK-LIFE HARMONY IS 
IMPORTANT TO ME. That’s one 
of the reasons why I specialised in 
ophthalmology. Surgeries, when 
needed, are fairly short. Few 
other specialties can offer the 
kind of instant gratification that 
comes with a patient being able 
to see again after just 20 minutes 
of surgery, for example. In a way, 
I feed off my patients’ happiness. 
But it was only when I got into 
ophthalmology that I realised 
how much it suited my meticulous 
personality.

GUIDE DOGS SINGAPORE 
(GDS) MERGED INTO MY 
OPHTHALMOLOGY WORLD  
when the organisation had a 
booth at an event organised by 
the department. I got to know 
the people behind GDS and they 

invited me to come on board in 
July 2013. I was appointed as 
its Chairman in January 2017. 
Working with GDS has opened 
my eyes to the plight of those 
whose vision cannot be saved. 
For them, it’s the beginning of a 
lifelong struggle. Many of them 
usually drop out of work and 
society. Those who soldier on 
and overcome their disabilities 
inspire me deeply.

GDS GAVE ME THE LENS 
TO LOOK INTO THE LIVES 
OF PATIENTS MORE 
HOLISTICALLY.  In the 
practice of ophthalmology, 
the successful outcome of any 
surgery or treatment can be 
easily measured. It can be as 
technical as a flat retina, or 6/6 
vision. Many ophthalmologists 
don’t ask their patients if they 
have been able to go back 
to their everyday lifestyle. 

Therefore, my TTSH peers 
and I are trying to change the 
way we view success — which 
is to expand beyond technical 
outcomes and focus more on 
the ability of our patients to 
lead a quality life. Achieving a 
6/6 vision is not the end of the 
story. Is the patient now able 
to engage in activities that he 
or she enjoys, and thus pursue 
goals and aspirations? This new 
person-centred approach will 
be harder to measure, but we 
have to start somewhere. 

IN PART DUE TO GDS, 
I’M ALSO SETTING UP 
A REHABILITATIVE 
OPHTHALMOLOGY TEAM  
to look after those with low 
vision. We have to learn, 
in partnership with our 
optometrists and occupational 
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A  F O O D I E ’ S  T R AV E L  G U I D E

 Pasta Puttanesca

 Spaghetti Carbonara

 Roast Vegetables  
(especially at Christmas)

 Rum banana (for dessert)

 Thai Red Curry 
Pumpkin Soup 

W H A T ’ S  C O O K I N G ?

A dab hand at the stove,  
A/Prof Wong lets on that the 
dishes he whips up often are:

A/Prof Wong is an avid 
traveller, and often plans 
his trips around cuisines.  
His three favourite 
destinations are:  
£ BHUTAN

£ JAPAN

£    THAILAND

A/Prof Wong is also Senior Consultant, Department of Ophthalmology, Tan Tock Seng Hospital.



therapy colleagues, to continue 
to look after those who have lost 
most, if not all, of their vision, 
and help them improve their 
quality of life. We will do more, 
such as putting them in touch 
with community resources like 
the Singapore Association of the 
Visually Handicapped, or GDS.  
We can’t just stop at trying to  
save vision. 

ONE OF THE BIGGEST 
PROJECTS I’VE UNDERTAKEN 
was streamlining TTSH’s 
cataract surgery procedure 
beginning in 2009, which is a 
very straightforward procedure 
80 per cent of the time. Previously, 
the surgeons developed their 
own preferred sequence, used 
their favourite instrument, 
machine, medication, implants 

F R O N T L I N E

EMPOWERING THE  
VISUALLY IMPAIRED
Guide Dogs Singapore (GDS) trains the blind  
or visually-impaired to navigate and move about more 
independently. They also pair suitable candidates  
with Guide Dogs. The pairing process, says  
A/Prof Wong, is a laborious one which can take up to 
six to 12 months. But the payoff — the ability to get 
around independently — is, for some visually-impaired 
individuals, unparalleled. GDS has successfully 
matched six Guide Dogs with their handlers. 

etc. Besides a wastage of 
resources, this arrangement 
also required the nurses 
to memorise the ‘unique 
ways’ of each surgeon.  So 
I gathered some surgeons 
and nurses together and we 
came to a consensus on what 
instruments and techniques 
to use. We have achieved 
better efficiency, patients 
are satisfied, and nurses are 
happy with the standardised 
operating procedures. Through 
this exercise, I realised what 
really drives surgeons to be 
the stubborn perfectionists we 
often are. And how important 
winning the heart is, more so 
than winning the mind.

MY VARIOUS ROLES DO 
OVERLAP AND THEY ARE 
CHALLENGING TO JUGGLE. 
There’s a fair bit of innovation in 
the ophthalmology department, 
not just in technology but also in 
roles within the department. The 
Centre for Healthcare Innovation 
(CHI) focuses on innovation in 
models of care. In both of these 
roles, I have to keep in mind that 
the landscape is always evolving 
— the focus has to be shifted 
to the community as well, to 
ensure that care extends beyond 
the hospital. That requires 
collaborating with different 
partners to collectively help 
deliver optimal outcomes to our 
patients and their loved ones.  

➜

 B E S T  G U I D E  D O G S  
Golden Retrievers and Labradors top  
the list for an ideal Guide Dog.  
“These dogs are not just intelligent, but they 
are also generally calm and independent,”  
says A/Prof Wong, himself a dog-owner.  
“They are able to lead their handlers away  
from danger. Dogs that are too playful, or too 
obedient and submissive towards a handler 
are not suitable for the job.”  
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HEALTH

WORKOUT   P29

Regular exercise is just 
as good for brain health 
as it is for improving 
physical fitness.

SILVERGLOW   26

Reading is a favourite 
pastime for many but it also 
offers health benefits as a 
person grows older.

EAT WELL   P30

The Japanese diet is 
considered to be one 
of the healthiest in the 
world. Find out why.

BOTTLE OF 
WINE could 
increase a 

woman’s risk of 
cancer as much 
as smoking 
10 cigarettes.

Keep a

A new Japanese research 
study has added to growing 
evidence that electromagnetic 
(EM) waves are harmful to 
human reproduction. For 
the study, sperm samples 
were placed near a pocket 
Wi-Fi router — similar 
to how someone carries 
a mobile phone in his 
trouser pocket. The 
results showed that the 
sperm had higher death 
rates the longer they were 
exposed to EM waves.
The findings were presented 
at the Asia Pacific Initiative 
on Reproduction Congress in 
May 2019.

S A F E  D I S T A N C E

IN  
THE 

KNOW
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 FUTURE OF FERTILITY 

The World Health Organization predicts that 
infertility among males and females will be the 
third-most serious condition — after cancer and 

cardiovascular diseases — in the 21st century.

1 



HEALTH 

Settling down 
to a good book 

can improve 
well-being in your 

senior years.
BY  EVELINE GAN IN CONSULTATION WITH 

DR THNG ZHENG XIAN  ASSOCIATE CONSULTANT // 

OPHTHALMOLOGY DEPARTMENT  // TAN TOCK SENG HOSPITAL

WITHOUT FAIL, MADAM SIAH GEK QUEE, 83,  starts and ends 
her day with her favourite activity — reading. In the day, 
she pores through newspapers to keep abreast of the 
latest happenings in Singapore and around the world. 
Before bedtime, she winds down with a book. 

“I enjoy reading as I find myself transported to a 
different world. I learn to appreciate the humour, story, 
and images used in the narrative,” says the retired 
English teacher, who recently finished reading The 
Remains of the Day by Kazuo Ishiguro. 

Beyond enjoyment, Mdm Siah’s voracious reading 
habits might have also given her a cognitive edge. 
“Besides exercising, reading has helped me to stay 
mentally sharp over the years,” she says. In fact, the 
ideas and skills Mdm Siah picked up from reading 
have translated to seeing her own work in print. Last 
year, the octogenarian published her first novel titled 
The Adventurous Streak, a family saga set in the pre-
World War II period to the 1960s. 

POWER OF READING
Just like how aerobic workouts benefit the 
cardiovascular system, reading puts your brain to 

HEALTH
YOUR WAY TO

SILVER 
GLOW READ 

work. A 2016 study by Yale University researchers, 
published in the journal Social Science and Medicine, 
concluded that book readers live almost two years 
longer than those who do not read.  

Another study, published in Neurology in 
2013, found that seniors who engaged in mentally-
stimulating activities such as reading had slower rates 
of memory decline compared to those who did not.  

Additionally, snuggling up with a book can help 
alleviate stress. A 2009 study carried out by the 
University of Sussex found that just six minutes of 
reading may reduce stress by as much as 68 per cent, 
compared to methods such as listening to music 
or going for a walk. Researchers believe that the 
concentration necessary for reading distracts the mind 
from everyday stress. 

FULLY FOCUSED 
While age-related visual impairment, such as age-
related macular degeneration (AMD), and other 
conditions including low vision, diabetic eye disease, 
and glaucoma, can make reading more challenging, it 
should not stop seniors from picking up a book.  

“The act of reading will not worsen pre-existing 
eye conditions,” says Dr Thng Zheng Xian, Associate 
Consultant at Tan Tock Seng Hospital’s Ophthalmology 
Department. Instead, seniors can practise good 
reading habits to read more comfortably for longer 
periods of time. “Consulting an ophthalmologist may 
also be beneficial, as he or she can prescribe reading 
aids such as magnifiers, if necessary,” advises Dr Thng. 
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N E U R O B I O L O G Y Researchers 
at the University of Bergen in 
Norway have produced DNA 
evidence that P. gingivalis can 
move from the mouth to the 
brain. Previous studies have 
shown that the bacteria, which 
causes gum disease (gingivitis), 
excretes a protein that can 
destroy nerve cells in the brain. 
This may lead to memory loss and 
eventually Alzheimer´s. 

The researchers suggest 
brushing and flossing daily, as well 
as visiting the dentist regularly, to 
maintain good oral health. 

The study was published in 
the journal Scientific Advances.

Brush for 
Better 
Memory 

BRUSHING 
YOUR TEETH 
TWICE A DAY 
NOT ONLY 
KEEPS THEM 
CLEAN, IT MAY 
ALSO HELP 
PREVENT 
ALZHEIMER’S 
DISEASE.

IN  
THE 

KNOW

GETTING STARTED
For seniors who have yet to discover the joys of 
reading or wish to get started, caregivers can play 
a part by introducing them to books of different 
genres. Consider making a trip to the library a 
weekly routine. 

The National Library Board (NLB) offers a 
range of engagement activities to teach library 
users, aged 50 and above, how to use its services, 
such as the NLB Mobile app and NLB eResources. 
(Visit www.nlb.gov.sg/golibrary or any of the 
libraries to learn more.) 

Audiobooks, electronic books and news 
apps are other alternatives to cultivate a reading 
habit — not only do they let seniors enjoy reading 
just about anywhere, they are also a good way to 
introduce technology to them.

 READ ALOUD 

STUDIES SUGGEST THAT THE ACTION OF 
SPEAKING AND HEARING ONE’S SELF CAN  

enhance long-
term memory.
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E P I D E M I O L O G Y 
Comic-book superheroes are either 
too fat  or  too skinny,  a  study by 
Binghamton Univers ity  and State 
Univers ity  of  New York Oswego in  the 
US concluded.  The study focused on the 
body mass index (BMI)  of  comic-book 
depict ions and found that,  on average, 
male superheroes are obese,  whi le  the 
females  are c lose to being underweight.

S U P E R H E R O E S :  
BAD HEALTH ROLE MODELS?

3,700

MORE THAN

MARVEL 
COMICS 

CHARACTERS 
WERE 

ANALYSED 

£	 Have your eyes checked at 
least once a year and update 
the prescription of your 
reading glasses if needed.

£	 Consider a separate 
prescription of glasses if you 
read on a computer screen. 
These glasses are adjusted 

READ HEALTHILY 
GOOD READING HABITS WILL HELP 
SENIORS READ MORE COMFORTABLY 
FOR LONGER PERIODS OF TIME.  
HERE ARE SIX TIPS FROM DR THNG:

for slightly longer 
reading distances  
from the screen.

£	 Lighting used for 
reading should be 
brighter than ambient 
lighting to reduce 
eye strain.

£	 Take frequent breaks 
after every 30 to 40 
minutes of continuous 
reading.

£	 When reading from a 
mobile device, enlarge the 
font size and set screen 
brightness and contrast 
to a comfortable level. 

£	 Use lubricating eye drops 
to prevent dry eyes and 
when reading for longer 
periods of time. 
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HEALTH 

Museums and art galleries are increasingly 
being used as venues for healing.

IF YOU ARE SEATED WHILE reading 
this, stand up and move around. 
Not only is a sedentary lifestyle 
bad for cardiovascular health, 
growing evidence have shown that 
prolonged periods of sitting harms 
your brain, too. 

In a 2018 study published in 
Plos One, researchers from the 
University of California found that 
middle-aged and older adults who 
spent more time sitting during the 
day experienced greater thinning 
of the medial temporal lobe (an 
area of the brain essential for 
making memories).

Fortunately, ongoing research 
has also discovered how to counter 
the ill-effects — by exercising 
regularly. For example, a 2016 study 
published in Current Biology found 
that exercising four hours after 
a memory task helped people to 
better retain information, compared 
to those who did not work out. Being 
moderately active could also lead to 
healthier brain functions in people 
at risk of developing Alzheimer’s, 
according to another study in the 
Journal of Alzheimer’s Disease 
in 2017.

Ms Huang Shan, Senior 
Clinical Psychologist, and Ms 
Khoo Sue Anne, Principal Clinical 
Psychologist, both from Psychology 
Service at Khoo Teck Puat Hospital 
(KTPH) add that it is never too late 
to start exercising. “In a longitudinal 
study of ageing in healthy older 
adults in the UK, for instance, data 
showed that engaging in physical 
activities in older age is associated 
with improved overall health,” they 
say. The study also revealed that 
even those who became physically 
active later in life were able to reap 
significant health benefits.

A GROUP OF CANADIAN DOCTORS 
have started prescribing free 
museum visits as treatment for 
a range of ailments, including 
mental illnesses and diseases 
such as cancer. 

Medical association 
Médecins francophones du 
Canada’s vice president Dr 
Hélène Boyer explained in an 
interview with The Montreal 
Gazette that looking at art and 
artefacts have been shown to 
raise levels of serotonin — a 
mood-boosting hormone that 
can help with chronic pain, 
as well as depression, stress, 
and anxiety. 

G E T  A C T I V E

F O R  Y O U R

N O T  J U S T 
F O R  S H O W
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WORKOUT

➔  The National Museum of Singapore’s 
QUIET ROOM  serves as a retreat for special 
needs children, while its QUIET MORNINGS 
programme prioritises group visits from 
Special Education schools, the special 
needs community and seniors. SENSORY 
BAGS  are also given out to families with 
children with autism. Each bag includes 
ear defenders, sensory maps, sensory toys, 
and a visual schedule. 

➔  The TELEPRESENCE ROBOT  by the 
National Heritage Board (NHB) helps 
seniors with dementia and people with 
disabilities experience museums without 

LIFE 
SPACES

The Singapore way 
Several local museums have introduced various initiatives to help 
meet the needs of vulnerable seniors and those with special needs.

having to be there. To go on the virtual 
tour, visitors require a mobile device 
with a video camera, microphone, and 
Wi-Fi connectivity. The tours are held 
at the Sun Yat Sen Nanyang Memorial 
Hall, Malay Heritage Centre, and Indian 
Heritage Centre. 

➔  The Singapore Art Museum (SAM) and 
the Singapore Association for Mental 
Health organises ART AND MENTAL 
WELLNESS WORKSHOPS  to encourage 
self-expression, as well as develop self-
awareness and empathy.  
w w w. s i n g a p o r e a r t m u s e u m . s g / a r t -
e v e n t s /e v e n t s / a r t - w e l l n e s s - w o r k s h o p 

➔  The NHB and SAGE Counselling 
Centre started REMINISCENCE WALKS 
(left) in December 2018. The guided 
tours, featuring traditional trades in 
historic precincts, aim to enhance the 
psychological and social well-being 
of seniors. 

Photo: National Heritage Board 



Educational Research cited in ScienceDaily. 
Physically-fit children also tend to have 
faster and stronger brain responses, which 
are linked to better language skills and 
higher academic achievements, than those 
who were less fit, a 2014 study published 
in Brain and Cognition showed. 

3 MIND-BODY EXERCISES   
Put on your dancing shoes 

and waltz your way to a healthier 
brain. Alternatively, join a tai chi or yoga 
class. A new meta-analysis published last 
year in the Journal of American Geriatrics 
Society confirms the brain-boosting 
benefits of such pursuits. Older adults 
who engage in tai chi and dance show 
improvement in several important aspects 
of brain function, such as memory, verbal 
fluency, and learning. “Activities that 
require focus on controlled breathing and 
movements, can also help to distract the 
mind from daily stresses,” says Dr Teh Kong 
Chuan, Senior Consultant, Sports Medicine 
Centre at KTPH. Social interaction is often 
present in these physical activities, which 
in turn leads to a positive effect on mood 
and well-being. 

4 STRENGTH-TRAINING 
EXERCISES Such exercises, 

or resistance training that 
involves body weight or dumbbells, 
might improve memory and reasoning in 
people with mild cognitive impairment, 
a stage which often precedes dementia. 
According to a 2016 study published in 
the Journal of the American Geriatrics 
Society, people who did weight training 
twice a week for six months scored better 
in cognitive tests compared to those who 
only did stretching exercises. 

Don’t sit on it — 
regular physical 
exercises can improve 
brain health at any age. 

G E T  A C T I V E

F O R  Y O U R
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All physical 
activities do 

help improve 
physical health,  

which would 
then impact 

brain health. 
DR TEH KONG CHUAN, SENIOR 

CONSULTANT, SPORTS MEDICINE CENTRE, 

KHOO TECK PUAT HOSPITAL
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B R A I N

1 GOOD OLD-FASHIONED WALKING  
Walking is one of the most 

well-studied physical activities known 
to improve brain health. Findings from four 
experiments published in the Journal of 
Experimental Psychology in 2014 found that 
walking boosts creativity and opens up free 
flow of ideas. Daily walks have also been 
proven to improve memory. 

2 HIGHER-INTENSITY AEROBIC 
EXERCISES Aerobic exercises, 

which increase heart rate and 
boost blood flow to the brain, help 
improve memory, mood, and focus. Such 
activities include high-intensity interval 
training (HIIT), swimming, running, and 
stair-climbing. Even household chores such 
as mopping the floor also count as aerobic 
exercise. The benefits extend to children, 
too. Kids who learn to swim at a young 
age reach many physical and cognitive 
developmental milestones earlier, according 
to a 2012 study by the Griffith Institute for 

150 
minutes 

 OF  MODERATE  
EXERCISE A WEEK 

CAN PROVIDE 
SUBSTANTIAL HEALTH 

BENEFITS. 

 RECOMMENDED 
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BY  EVELINE GAN IN CONSULTATION WITH  

DR TEH KONG CHUAN SENIOR CONSULTANT // SPORTS MEDICINE CENTRE // KHOO TECK PUAT HOSPITAL

MS HUANG SHAN SENIOR CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST // PSYCHOLOGY SERVICE // KHOO TECK PUAT HOSPITAL

MS KHOO SUE ANNE PRINCIPAL CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST // PSYCHOLOGY SERVICE // KHOO TECK PUAT HOSPITAL

WHICH EXERCISES WORK BEST? 
While the jury is still out on which exercise is better for the 
brain, the main aim is to get off the couch and get started. 
Here are some exercises that your brain will thank you for.  



EAT 
WELL

HEALTH 

BY JOYCE LIM
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Eat your way to a longer, 
healthier life by emulating 

the Japanese.  

OIS H I I ! 

JAPAN HAS CONSISTENTLY TOPPED 
the World Health Organization’s 
annual ranking for average life 
expectancy. The country also has 
one of the lowest obesity rates. 

Genetics, lifestyle, and other 
social and environmental influences 
are factors that lead to longevity 
but various studies point to the 
Japanese diet playing a significant 
role. A population study tracking 
the dietary habits of nearly 80,000 

Japanese adults over 15 years 
found that those who adhered 
closely to the Japanese Food 
Guide Spinning Top (JFGST) had 
a lower risk of dying from heart 
disease and stroke. The JFGST is a 
set of dining guidelines introduced 
in 2005 and updated in 2010 by 
the Ministry of Health, Labour 
and Welfare, and the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries of Japan. 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY WATER OR TEA

G R A I N  D I S H E S  
(Rice,	bread,	noodles	and	pasta)

F I S H  A N D  M E AT  D I S H E S  
(Meat,	fish,	egg	and	soybean	dishes)

M I L K  A N D  DA I RY  

P R O D U C T S  /  F RU I T S  

V EG E TA B L E  D I S H E S 

*SV is an abbreviation of “Serving”, which is a countable number describing 
the approximated amount of each dish or food served to one person. 

Oishii is a word in Japanese that translates to ‘delicious’ or ‘tasty’.

ENJOY	SNACKS,	
CONFECTIONS	AND	

BEVERAGES	MODERATELY

Japanese Food Guide 
Spinning Top (JFGST) 

DO YOU HAVE  A  WELL-BALANCED D IET?

5 ~ 7 S V

3 ~ 5 S V

2 S V

5 ~ 6 S V

DECODING THE JFGST
The JFGST is an inverted pyramid with 
different bands representing food 
categories, and with the recommended 
number of servings per day. This 
approach to a well-balanced diet focuses 
on dishes that make up a meal rather 
than individual ingredients. 

CARB WORKS. Though	high-carb	diets	
receive	flak,	rice	and	noodles	in	the	Japanese	diet	
are	complemented	by	fibre-rich	vegetables	and	
seafood	that	is	high	in	omega-3	fats.	Compared	to	
other	starches,	rice	is	a	complex	carb,	which	keeps	
you	feeling	satisfied	longer.	

VEG OUT. 	There	is	significant	emphasis	
on	vegetables	in	the	Japanese	diet,	and	they	
feature	in	stir-fried,	steamed	or	simmered	dishes	
and	soups.	

PROTEIN-PACKED. The	Japanese	eat	about	
58kg	of	fish	annually,	compared	to	the	global	
average	of	22.3kg,	according	to	a	report	by	the	
European	Commission’s	Joint	Research	Centre.	



 N H G  I S  A  R E G I O N A L  H E A L T H  S Y S T E M  F O R  S I N G A P O R E  ·  Lifewise 

VISIT www.nhg.com.sg 
FOR OUR FREE ARCHIVE OF PAST 

ISSUES, COPYRIGHTS OF THE 
NATIONAL HEALTHCARE GROUP.

LEARN ABOUT HEALTH WITH ADVICE FROM EXPERTS, 
AND INTRODUCE LIFEWISE TO YOUR FRIENDS. 

online!Read Lifewise 
‘Like’ our 

Facebook page to 
stay informed of the 
latest health news 

and features.

FACEBOOK.COM/
NATIONALHEALTHCAREGROUP

N U T R I T I O N Obesity rates are 
much lower in countries that 
eat rice as a staple food, a new study has 
found. The Japanese researchers, who 
presented the findings at the European 
Congress on Obesity in Glasgow, 
Scotland, attributed the reasons to 
fibre, nutrients, and compounds found in 
whole grains that may increase feelings 
of fullness and prevent overeating. 
The study did not take into account the 
type of rice consumed. For example, 
brown rice is a healthier 
alternative to white rice.

Fight Obesity 
with Rice

AN INCREASE OF A 
1/4-CUP (50 GM) OF 
RICE PER DAY COULD 

REDUCE GLOBAL 
OBESITY BY 1%. 

and	fibre	from	vegetables	(good	for	
those	watching	their	weight	and	
sugar	intake).	

TEA TIME. 	Tea,	not	coffee,	is	the	
beverage	of	choice.	In	particular,	
green	tea	has	anti-oxidative	and	anti-
carcinogenic	properties.	

SNACK LESS. 	Limiting	the	amount	
of	processed	foods,	confections,	
and	sweetened	beverages	all	help	
reduce	your	intake	of	preservatives,	
trans	fat,	and	sugar.	

IN  
THE 

KNOW

As	they	eat	more	fish	than	red	meat,	
Japanese	consume	less	saturated	fat	and	
more	heart-healthy	fats	like	omega-3.	
Egg	and	soy	products,	such	as	miso	and	
tofu,	are	good	sources	of	protein,	too.	 	

LESS MILK AND FRUITS. 
Although	milk	and	fruits	are	often	
considered	essential	to	a	balanced	diet,	
they	are	not	core	to	the	Japanese	diet.	
The	Japanese	get	their	calcium	from	
non-dairy	sources	such	as	tofu	(ideal	
for	those	with	lactose	intolerance);	

 Serve Smaller 
Portions

SERVING ON A VARIETY OF 
SMALL DISHES AND BOWLS 

TRICKS THE MIND INTO 
THINKING YOU ARE ENJOYING 

A LAVISH MEAL WHILE 
ALLOWING YOU TO CONTROL 

THE PORTIONS.

Stop When 
You Are 
80% Full

THE FEELING OF SATIETY 
TAKES UP TO 20 MINUTES 
TO REGISTER.  STOPPING 

AT THIS  JUNCTURE 
PREVENTS OVEREATING. 

 MORE JAPANESE EATING HABITS 

Eat With 
Your Eyes

PRESENTATION IS  IMPORTANT 
IN JAPANESE DINING CULTURE. 

WHEN YOU TAKE TIME TO 
SAVOUR THE AESTHETICS AND 

FLAVOURS,  IT  HELPS YOU TO BE 
MORE MINDFUL OF WHAT AND 

HOW MUCH YOU CONSUME.
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S C H O O L  H E A L T H

Dr Audrey Tan, Senior Consultant, Population Health, NHG 
(extreme right), and Health Ambassadors of PLMGS(S) 
sharing health tips with students. 

SCHOOLED
HEALTHNHG promotes health  

literacy and empowers 
students to take charge of 
their own well-being through 
joint campaigns with schools.   
BY  FAIROZA MANSOR IN CONSULTATION WITH  

MR CLIFFORD GOH DIRECTOR // LIVING WELL OFFICE // 

NATIONAL HEALTHCARE GROUP

I N

STUDENTS OF PAYA LEBAR METHODIST GIRLS’ SCHOOL (SECONDARY) 
[PLMGS (S)] have been inspired to ‘get off the couch’ and 
get active — and it is all thanks to a cheery potato mascot. 
Named P.E.Z. — which stands for Passionate, Energetic 
and  Zealous — it is featured in the school’s recent health 
campaign posters and videos across various media 
platforms to encourage all 1,300 students, teachers, and 
staff to adopt healthy habits. More importantly, P.E.Z. 
appeals to the students because it was designed by  
the students. 

The campaign is the result of the National Healthcare 
Group (NHG)’s initiative in partnering schools to 
promote health literacy and awareness. At PLMGS(S), 
students — between 11 to 13 per cent of whom are 
overweight — have pledged to reduce their sugar intake 
and to increase physical activity. They also participated 
in a cooking competition where sugar-free recipes were 
created, and took part in an Inter-House Drinks Challenge, 
where they were encouraged to choose reduced-sugar 
beverages that contain less than 5.5 grams (g) of sugar per 
100 millilitres (ml). 



Consultant, Population Health, NHG. Parents will 
also be activated to be part of this campaign, with 
educational talks and workshops conducted by 
healthcare professionals for parents of students 
in participating schools already in the pipeline. 
“Embracing healthy habits from birth is important. 
Firstly, it reduces the risk of health problems later 
on in life. Also, it is harder to modify behaviours 
once youths develop negative lifestyle habits when 
they grow older,” says Dr Tan. “A healthier and 
fitter lifestyle translates into higher energy levels, 
which will help students perform better in school.” 
Emphasising the holistic approach that the campaign 
takes, Director of NHG’s Living Well Office, Mr 
Clifford Goh adds, “It is equally important for us to 
raise parents’ health literacy and competency so 
they can in turn support their children’s physical and 
mental well-being, and emotional needs.”   

NHG has also worked with non-profit 
organisation Children-At-Risk Empowerment 
Association (CARE Singapore) to train young 
Health Ambassadors. These students are taught 
communication skills to help them initiate meaningful 
dialogues about good health with their peers.  
To-date, CARE Singapore has trained about 30 
Health Ambassadors from PLMGS(S). “In these early 
stages, NHG will work closely with the school to build 
a health system that promotes total well-being.  
Once this system is in place, the schools can take full 
ownership and continue with the health advocacy,” 
says Mr Goh. Mrs Quek concurs, “The campaign 
rallies together the school community, staff, students, 
and parents, and encourages all to make modifiable 
lifestyle changes in our everyday living.”  
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P.E.Z, the potato mascot 
of the health campaign 
at PLMGS(S), posing  
with students.

Teachers at PLMGS (S) share that many students have 
been receptive to the health messages; many have turned 
up for health events organised as part of the campaign 
even though these were not compulsory for them to 
attend. The school’s drinks vendor has observed two or 
three students switching to low- or no-sugar beverages 
each week. Some also request for more ice to dilute their 
drinks with, so that these are ‘less sweet’. The sales of low- 
or reduced-sugar beverages — including bottled water 
and beverages containing less than 6g of sugar per 100ml 
— have also increased by 10 per cent between February  
and April 2019, compared to the same period in 2018.

The school’s Principal Mrs Quek Li Gek is greatly 
heartened by the fact that the students are being 
“both hands-on and ‘minds-on’ to modify behaviours 
and promote health”. “The students involved in the 
development of the campaigns see themselves as change-
makers,” says Mrs Quek. “It has been a privilege to partner 
NHG in this effort. [The campaign] has strengthened 
the commitment in PLMGS(S) to want to lead healthy 
lifestyles and being influencers in this area.”

CHANGE THROUGH COLLABORATION 
PLMGS (S) is one of some 20 schools that NHG is 
collaborating with for this ongoing health promotion 
campaign, which was launched in January 2019. It aims 
to raise awareness on sugar levels in food and beverages 
sold in school canteens. It also advocates the importance 
of physical activity. Through these partnerships with 
schools, NHG is able to co-create a health campaign 
that is relevant for students and staff. This way, there is 
better integration into the school’s existing initiatives to 
promote health education, says Dr Audrey Tan, Senior 

 A HEALTHIER AND 
FITTER LIFESTYLE 
TRANSLATES INTO 
HIGHER ENERGY 
LEVELS, WHICH WILL 
HELP STUDENTS 
PERFORM BETTER 
IN SCHOOL.
Dr Audrey Tan, Senior Consultant,  

Population Health, National Healthcare Group



OOKING AFTER THE MEALS 
of thousands of hospital 
patients every day is no 
mean feat. At the Institute 
of Mental Health (IMH), 
its kitchen — managed by 
the Dietetics and Catering 
Services (DCS) Department 

— has to cater to around 1,900 
to 1,950 patients per meal. From 
washing and chopping to mixing, 
cooking, and portioning, DCS staff 
have to prepare over 3,800 meals 
and handle more than 1 tonne 
(1,000kg) of raw food daily. 

Due to its ageing workforce, the 
department anticipated the need 
to introduce measures to reduce 
labour-intensive tasks. As such, it 
has embarked on a revamp of the 
kitchen to improve on its operational 
efficiency via streamlining processes 
and leveraging technology. DCS also 
renovated the kitchen to enhance 
its compliance with food safety 

L
regulations and MUIS requirements. 
The renovation is expected to be 
completed in early 2020.

As part of its efforts, DCS 
worked closely with a kitchen 
specialist consultant and applied 
“Lean 2P” (Preparation and Process) 
improvement techniques to 
streamline the food preparation and 
cooking workflows. Various proposals 
were evaluated, prototypes of work 

stations were tested, and a time study 
was conducted for every food 
preparation and cooking process. The 
appropriate site layout and automated 
equipment were then subsequently 
recommended by the consultant. 

One machine to be introduced is 
an auto-rice cooker that weighs, loads, 
washes, and cooks rice with the press 
of a button, resulting in both cost and 
time savings. Currently, at least three 
staff are required to manually cook 
about 225kg of rice per day. Using the 
machine, only one person is needed.

A revolving cooker and tilting 
braising pan will make cooking 
of some 420kg of raw meats 
and vegetables per meal easier, 
needing only two people to do the 
job instead of the current four. 
“The kitchen renovation, as well 
as the simplification of processes 
and implementation of automated 
equipment, will allow a safer and more 

Automated equipment at IMH improve cooking processes. 
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meals a day.
3,800
The kitchen at IMH 

prepares over

To help reduce 
fatigue among older 

staff, TTSH uses 
machines to wash 

vegetables.

P R O D U C T I V I T Y

Tan Tock Seng 
Hospital and 
the Institute of 
Mental Health 
are leveraging 
on automation 
to improve work 
processes in 
their kitchens.

EFFICIENCY

S E R V I N G  U P  A  D O S E  O F 

GOODNESS A N D 

BY FRANCIS KAN IN CONSULTATION WITH  MS ONG LAY SEE MANAGER // DIETETICS AND CATERING SERVICES // INSTITUTE OF 

MENTAL HEALTH MR LEO YUIN THIM SENIOR PRODUCTION CHEF // FOOD AND BEVERAGE SERVICES // TAN TOCK SENG HOSPITAL  

PHOTOS AIK CHEN, BRYAN TAN, AND CNA INSIDER 
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Mr Leo Yuin Thim, Senior Production Chef,  

Food And Beverage Services, Tan Tock Seng Hospital

OUR RECYCLING SYSTEM  
REDUCES THE DISPOSED  

SOLID FOOD WASTE BY OVER  
80 PER CENT.

F O ST E R I N G  I N N O VAT I O N 

conducive work environment for the 
staff,” says Ms Ong Lay See, Manager 
of DCS at IMH. Space utilisation will 
also become more efficient. 

Jobs will be redesigned as staff 
learn to handle the automated 
equipment. Employees benefit as 
injury risks and physically heavy 
workloads are reduced. 

ROBOTIC ASSISTANTS
The kitchen crew at Tan Tock Seng 
Hospital (TTSH) faces similar 
challenges. The team, which also has 
a number of elderly staff, prepares 
some 4,000 meals a day, catering to 
40 diet types for some 1,000 patients. 

Previously, staff had to wash up to 
270kg of rice and vegetables by hand 
daily, which was physically exhausting 
and incurred significant water 
wastage. To address the issue, TTSH 
purchased machines that could wash 
rice and vegetables more efficiently, 
saving water and manpower in the 
process. “In the past, we had to 
wash vegetables like clothes were 
hand-washed, to remove worms and 
snails. The machines we use now are 
powerful enough to get rid of even 
stones,” says Mr Leo Yuin Thim, Senior 
Production Chef, Food And Beverage 
Services, TTSH. 

TTSH also has a team of  
20 robots, known as Automatic 
Guided Vehicles’ (AGVs), which 
deliver food to wards and transport 
dirty dishes back to the kitchen.  
Each robot can lift about 15 trays 
of food and is programmed to serve 
designated areas. 

In 2017, TTSH introduced the 
‘Eco Digester’, a food waste recycling 
system to manage the estimated 
497 tonnes of food waste generated 
annually at the hospital’s kitchen. 
The recycling system uses bacterial 
microbes to convert waste such as 
meat trimmings, fruit and vegetable 

peels, as well as leftovers, into sludge 
and water. “This reduces the disposed 
solid food waste by more than 80 per 
cent,” explains Mr Leo.

While the reduced solid waste 
is disposed conventionally, the 
reclaimed water is used to wash the 
system and clean the bins. Some 
219,000 litres of water have been 
saved annually by using recycled 
water. Fewer trash bags were used 
too — about 10,000 less — as food 
waste is stored directly in the food 
waste bins before being recycled. The 
Eco Digester has saved TTSH more 
than $40,000 a year. 

CHANGE OF MINDSET
When the idea of introducing 
automated technology into hospital 

kitchens was first brought up, staff 
at both hospitals were initially 
resistant to the idea. Their main 
concerns included losing their jobs 
and being unsure of how to operate 
the new equipment. 

However, the management 
assured staff that having automated 
equipment would be beneficial to 
both patients and themselves, and 
would not lead to retrenchment. 
Patients would get to consistently 
enjoy quality food, while staff would 
have a safer work environment, less 
laborious tasks, and the opportunity 
to learn new skills.      

The ‘Eco Digester’ at TTSH converts food waste into 
sludge and water.

with the National 
Healthcare Group (NHG)’s 
and the Ministry of Health 
(MOH)’s overall direction. 

TTSH takes a 
systems-based approach 
through its Innovation 
Cycle, starting with care 
redesign to optimise 
outcomes and value 
for patients; then 
applying technologies 
to enable the process; 

Represented by different 
departments within IMH, 
the IMH Productivity and 
Innovation Committee 
(PIC)’s responsibilities 
include designing  
a roadmap aimed at 
deploying resources and 
manpower efficiently, 
reducing wastage, and 
redesigning care. The PIC 
also ensures that IMH 
initiatives are aligned 

Boosting productivity and 
innovation efforts in IMH 
and TTSH. 
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and redesigning jobs to 
transform its workforce. 
Its staff have access 
to the Centre for 
Healthcare Innovation 
(CHI) Co-Learning 
Network that brings 
together healthcare 
professionals with local 
and overseas partners to 
co-create the future of 
healthcare, from ideation 
to implementation.

Above: Automatic guided 
vehicles deliver food to wards, 
as well as transport used dishes 
back to the TTSH kitchen.

Left: Hygiene is a top priority in 
the IMH and TTSH kitchens. 
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The Healthcare Humanity 
Awards (HHA) was held on 
25 April 2019, where 83 

healthcare professionals, caregivers, 
and volunteers were lauded for 
their compassion and commitment 
in serving the less-fortunate. Ten 
individuals received the ‘Honourable 
Mention’ Award, the HHA’s highest 
accolade. This was presented by 
Guest-of-Honour and Patron of The 
Courage Fund, Madam Halimah Yacob, 
President of the Republic of Singapore.

OUTSTANDING HHA AWARDEES  
FROM THE NATIONAL HEALTHCARE  
GROUP (NHG) INCLUDED:
• Ms Fiona Ke 

A Senior Staff Nurse at Tan Tock Seng 
Hospital (TTSH), Ms Ke is an active 
volunteer who continues to lend a hand 
in various causes, including helping 
out at the Willing Hearts Soup Kitchen 
and giving health talks to migrant 
workers through the medical initiative 
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Project Light. Ms Ke has also gone on 
mission trips, providing medical care to 
the leprosy-stricken in China, and daily 
necessities for HIV-positive children 
in Cambodia.

• Dr Melissa Guay 
A Dental Surgeon at Geylang Polyclinic, 
she advocates for patients with special 
needs. Her calling spurred Dr Guay to 
pursue a Master’s Degree in Special  
Care Dentistry so as to 
be able to provide holistic 
dental care to such 
patients. Dr Guay has also 
been part of numerous 
mission trips to countries 
where there is limited 
access to dental care.

“WHILE THE AWARD 
RECIPIENTS MAY COME 
FROM DIFFERENT WALKS 
OF LIFE, THEY ALL POSSESS 
A GENUINE HEART TO SERVE 
AND CARE FOR OTHERS 
WITH COMPASSION.”
Mdm Kay Kuok 
Chairman of NHG 
and The Courage Fund

The 10 recipients of this year’s HHA ‘Honourable Mention’ Award.

The 2019 Healthcare Humanity Awards honoured individuals 
who went the extra mile in caring for the vulnerable.

Clockwise from left: Ms Fiona 
Ke, Dr Melissa Guay, Ms Noor 
Aiyshah Binte Ab Raman, and 
Ms Serlina Eng accepting their 
awards from President Halimah 
Yacob and Health Minister Gan 
Kim Yong.

A HEART FOR OTHERS

• Ms Serlina Eng 
A Senior Case Manager at the 
Institute of Mental Health (IMH), 
Ms Eng endeavours to make her 
patients’ wishes come true. She set 
up ‘The Hut’ at IMH in 2017 after 
learning that many patients were 
seeking a safe and comforting space 
in which to seek respite when they 
felt troubled.

• Ms Noor Aiyshah Binte Ab Raman 
A Senior Assistant Nurse in the 
Isolation Ward of Khoo Teck Puat 
Hospital (KTPH), her compassion for 
others goes beyond hospital walls. 
When Ms Aiyshah found out that a 
family was finding it difficult to care 
for a bed-bound family member, 
Ms Aiyshah paid regular visits to 
their home, to help with the changing 
of the patient’s feeding tube and 
urinary catheter.

Information on the full list of 
HHA winners is available at 
www.nhg.com.sg. 
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All About the CHI
Singapore’s largest purpose-built healthcare 
innovation centre is now open at HealthCity Novena. 

Health Minister Gan Kim Yong officially opens the Ng Teng Fong Centre for 
Healthcare Innovation.

On 9 May 2019, Health 
Minister Gan Kim Yong 
officially opened the 

2.5-hectare Ng Teng Fong Centre 
for Healthcare Innovation (CHI),  
Singapore’s largest purpose-built 
healthcare innovation centre.

“The Ng Teng Fong CHI aims 
to be the place for healthcare 
professionals, and partners 
to bring their thoughts, ideas, 
and passion, and together turn 
possibilities into real-world 
solutions,” said Professor Eugene 
Fidelis Soh, Chairman, CHI  
Co-Learning Network, and CEO, 
TTSH and Central Health.

LOOKING AHEAD 
Held in conjunction with the 
opening was the two-day 
conference CHI Innovate 2019. 
At the conference, various 
game-changers to boost care 
transformation were introduced:

Smart Hospital: Command, 
Control & Communications 
(C3) System. The state-of-the-
art Command, Control and 
Communications (C3) system 
will be the “brain” of the Smart 
Hospital. Developed by TTSH and 
the Integrated Health Information 
Systems (IHiS) and supported by 
the Ministry of Health (MOH), 
C3 aims to transform healthcare 
operations for improved efficiency, 
flow, and responsiveness.

Knowledge Management  
— CHI Learning & Development 
(CHILD) System. CHI will host 
a knowledge repository of 
healthcare best practices, project 
reports, and learning experiences 
for better coordination and 
collaboration across organisations 
for healthcare innovation.  
The portal will go ‘live’ by  
end-2019.

LEARNING & 
EXPERIMENTAL 
ENABLING SPACES 
• The CHI Living Lab (CHILL) is an  

on-site facility that connects 
innovators with resources, facilitating 
the translation of ideas into 
prototypes for testing. 

• The CHI Innospace is a co-creation 
space with video technology, 
configurable walls and layouts, where 
new products and care solutions can 
be refined for test-bedding by users in 
simulated environments.

Above: NHG Chairman Mdm Kay Kuok, NHG Senior Management 
and distinguished guests.
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The National Healthcare Group 
(NHG) honoured 41 individuals 
and 13 teams across seven award 

categories at its annual  NHG Awards. 
Among the recipients was Professor 
Pang Weng Sun, Deputy Group Chief 
Executive Officer (Population Health), 
NHG, who received top honours with 
the Lee Foundation-NHG Lifetime 
Achievement Award. The award 
acknowledges clinicians who have 
contributed significantly to elevate  

Pioneer of Geriatric 
Medicine in Singapore and 
outstanding clinicians and 
staff recognised at the 
NHG Awards 2019.

Committed  
to healthcare

the quality of public healthcare and  
the lives of Singaporeans.

  Prof Pang has been playing a 
paramount role in Geriatric Medicine 
and Palliative Care in Singapore. His 
contributions include setting up the 
Society for Geriatric Medicine and 
developing the curriculum for these 
two fields in postgraduate medical 
education. He is currently a Senior 
Consultant in the Department of 
Geriatric Medicine at Khoo Teck 
Puat Hospital (KTPH) and Yishun 
Community Hospital, and Vice-Dean 
(Clinical Affairs) at the Lee Kong Chian 
School of Medicine (LKCMedicine).

“NHG continues to commit 
resources and efforts to develop 
and recognise its staff. Our NHG 
Award recipients exemplify People-
centredness, Integrity, Compassion, 
and Stewardship in their meaningful 
work, collaboration, and conduct 
with colleagues and partners in the 
community,” said NHG Chairman, 
Madam Kay Kuok at the NHG Awards 
2019 ceremony held on 24 May  
at KTPH.

NHG 
management 
and staff 
gathered for 
an evening of 
bonding and 
celebration. 

Prof Pang Weng Sun 
(right) receiving 

the Lee Foundation-
NHG Lifetime 
Achievement 

Award.
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More information on the winners is 
available at www.nhg.com.sg. 

The National Healthcare Group 
(NHG) got together for the 
NHG HQ Dinner & Dance 

2019 on 3 May 2019 at Marina 
Mandarin Singapore. Themed “Healthy 
Living, Happy Life”, the event saw 
management and staff bonding 
over carnival activities, dinner, and 
entertaining performances. Long 
Service Awards and Post-Retirement 
gifts were also presented to 67 staff. 
Guest-of-Honour, NHG Deputy 

Together 
as One
The NHG Family celebrated 
“Healthy Living, Happy Life” 
at the annual NHG HQ 
Dinner & Dance.

Group CEO (Education and Research) 
Professor Lim Tock Han, thanked the 
NHG family for their dedication and 
hard work, and encouraged all to stay 
healthy and happy.
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S 
ome 80 senior leaders 
from across the National 
Healthcare Group (NHG) 

convened for the bi-annual NHG 
Leadership Moments session 
on 23 April 2019. Organised by 
NHG College at the Ng Teng Fong 
Centre for Healthcare Innovation 
(CHI), the session was a collective 
conversation on how leadership can 
unlock barriers to learning in NHG.

LEADERS AS INFLUENCERS   
“Leadership has a huge influence 
over the learning habits of the 
organisation,” said guest speaker 
Mr Tong Yee, Director of social 
enterprise group, The Thought 
Collective. He stressed that leaders, 
in developing the awareness and 
ability to identify top barriers to 
learning, would help to build the 
learning culture of an organisation. 

UNLOCKING BARRIERS 
TO LEARNING

Mr Tong also introduced 
the concept of covert processes 
or behavioural dynamics within 
an organisation. “Sometimes 
(during a meeting) you agree to 
do something, but it never gets 
done… and something else will 
happen as opposed to what you 
agreed,” said Mr Tong. 

“If that phenomenon 
is happening, then you are 
dealing with covert processes,” 
Mr Tong explained. Leaders (or 
systems) will then only be able 
to intervene if covert processes 
are “brought to the table” for 
conversations. “The person 
who is unaware or unwilling to 
bring them onto the table for 
discussion, is not able to learn,” 
said Mr Tong. “The system is 
only as strong as what we can 
bring to the table.”

Senior NHG leaders discussed and exchanged ideas 
on how to improve learning within the Group.

Two changes in NHG 
Senior Leadership 
announced.

After eight years as Chairman 
Medical Board (CMB), Tan 
Tock Seng Hospital (TTSH) and 

Central Health, Associate Professor 
Thomas Lew has relinquished his 
position and taken on the new 
appointment of Group Chief Data 
and Strategy Officer (GCDSO), 
National Healthcare Group (NHG). 
In his new role as GCDSO, A/Prof 
Lew  will work to strengthen 
the capabilities of NHG’s 
Information Technology and 
Data Infrastructure. He will also 
helm the NHG Clinical Board as 
its Deputy Chair to synergise the IT 
and strategic clinical mission of  NHG.

In turn, Associate Professor Chin 
Jing Jih, who holds key leadership 
positions in TTSH and NHG, has taken 
over as the new CMB, TTSH, and 
Central Health. A/Prof Chin was also 
Director of the Institute of Geriatrics 
and Active Ageing (IGA), where he 
shaped the institute into one of the 
top centres in geriatrics research and 
technological innovation.

A/Prof Thomas Lew (left), GCDSO, NHG; and  
A/Prof Chin Jing Jih (right), CMB, TTSH and Central Health. 

Smooth
Transition

39



S P O T L I G H T

Left to right:  
Asst Prof Jimmy Lee;  
A/Prof Angela Chow; 
Asst Prof Rinkoo Dalan; 
Prof Leo Yee Sin, 
Executive Director, 
NCID; Prof James Best, 
Dean, LKCMedicine; 
Prof Lim Tock Han, 
Dy GCEO (Education 
& Research), NHG; 
Dr Benjamin Lam, 
Dr Michael Yam, and 
Dr Bryan Tan.
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E leven National 
Healthcare Group (NHG) 
Clinician-Scientists were 

recognised for their research 
work at the 25th annual National 
Medical Research Council 
(NMRC) Awards Ceremony and 
Research Symposium on 3 April 
2019. They will receive funding 
for further training, enabling 
them to pursue translational and 

clinical research in their  
respective fields of expertise.

To facilitate knowledge 
exchange among research 
scientists, clinical communities,  
and industry experts, the  
event also showcased 
research programmes and 
NMRC-funded projects. Health 
Minister Gan Kim Yong was the 
Guest-of-Honour for the event.

Boosting the 
future of
healthcare
The NMRC Awards 
acknowledged NHG 
researchers for their  
work to advance healthcare.
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