
As a senior vice-president at ST Telemedia,
Mr Roland Tay was a high-flying head
honcho.

Then in late 2008, he turned his back on
million-dollar deals and moved into some-
thing smaller – much, much smaller.

Together with his wife, Member of
Parliament Denise Phua, the 55-year-old
opened Professor Brawn Cafe at Novena
Square last October, a cosy eatery that hires
autistic children to give them a shot at the
working world.

The couple have an autistic son, Jun-Yi,
14, who is attending Pathlight, an
autism-focused school started by Madam
Phua. She now serves as its supervisor.

Mr Tay’s decision to leave the corporate
world, a move which sees him earning just
10 per cent of what he used to, was a re-
sponse to what he calls a “stirring in my
heart”.

He says: “I was envious of the meaning
that my wife found in following her heart’s
desire and serving full-time in the autism
community.”

Wanting to do something similar, he
began looking around for possible business
ventures that would allow him to serve the
special-needs community.

By a stroke of luck, he came across a

newspaper advertisement of a cafe in
Novena Square for sale. He bought it over
by September last year and proceeded to
renovate and rebrand the place – a tall
order for someone with little entrepreneuri-
al experience.

He recalls good-naturedly: “I had to take
care of everything. It was unlike in my cor-
porate days when there were many people
to execute my ideas. I was indeed the ‘chief
executive officer’ as I had to chiefly execute
almost everything.”

The name Professor Brawn, incidentally,
was inspired by the artistically talented
Jun-Yi, who had once etched a drawing of a
scholarly superhero.

The boy described the figure as “strong,
smart and kind”, values worth champion-
ing through the business, says Mr Tay.

His initial outlay was $200,000 but the
money has gone a long way. “We have
already broken even operationally. Our
cash takings can now sustain the daily oper-
ations.”

Explaining the cafe’s aim, Madam Phua,
50, says: “International research has shown
that many adults with disabilities stay
home due to poor education and lack of
employer support.

“We want to beat this trend in Singa-

pore and help as many of them lead mean-
ingful adult lives by creating jobs in the
marketplace.”

Despite being a high-profile advocate of
the cause herself, it is now her husband
who runs the show: “It is my turn to sup-
port him. Sure, he earns loads less now, but
money is not everything.”

Of the cafe’s total staff strength of 13,

three are autistic. They are paid market
rates – equivalent to what they would earn
at Starbucks, says Mr Tay, adding that
special-needs employees should ideally
make up 30 per cent of his workforce.

The unusual work environment comes
with its challenges. Work processes, for
example, have to be broken down into
manageable steps for these employees.

They might also have run-ins with less
tolerant customers, says Mr Tay.

But six months on, Professor Brawn has
already left a positive imprint on
19-year-old autistic teen Huang Kai Song,
who first started working in the kitchen
but has since gained the confidence to wait
on customers.

He says: “It is a privilege to work here so
I just want to get the job done.”

M
ost people see laksa, that
sinful concoction of curry,
noodles and cockles, as a
quick meal fix. But Ms Sim
Sin Sin, chief executive of

the Secret Recipe chain of eateries, sees the
dish as a way to fix lives.

Laksania, her new venture that opened
early this month, is a laksa stall in Geylang
Serai Broadway foodcourt that creates
employment for the mentally ill. They are
hired to prepare laksa ingredients such as
fish, chicken and spicy rempah in a central
kitchen located at the Institute of Mental
Health (IMH) psychiatric hospital.

Since the 1,800 sq ft kitchen began oper-
ations late last year, six mentally ill staff
have already been roped in, with plans to
hire more when Laksania’s flagship outlet
in suburban mall Nex opens in Serangoon
Central later this year.

They are paid between $4 and $5 an
hour, earnings that go some way in building
independence and self-confidence among
an otherwise marginalised group of people.

In 2007, Ms Sim visited the now-defunct
Barista Express – a socially-conscious coffee
joint in Clifford Centre that hired mental
patients to make coffee – and saw a boy who
looked all of 13 working the bar.

Recalls the 48-year-old: “Something
struck me then because I have four chil-
dren and he was also so young.

“But the occupational therapist told me
that it was important to help these people
and capture their problems from young,
rather than leave it to when they are older
and they might suffer from a massive men-
tal breakdown.”

Coincidentally, Barista Express, then
also running the IMH kitchen, had fallen
on hard times. Ms Sim eventually took over
its kitchen and began thinking about how
to keep its good intentions afloat.

Laksania, she says, was the result.
But amid the cut-throat world of busi-

ness, is there room for social conscience?
A niche but growing group of social

entrepreneurs here such as Ms Sim seem to
think so, and are proving it by marrying
commercial businesses and social concerns
with a healthy dose of gung-ho idealism.

The Ministry of Community Develop-
ment, Youth and Sports says there are now
more than 80 social enterprises here,
excluding 86 co-operatives (what some see
as the original social enterprises) that are re-
gistered with the Registry of Co-operatives.

Its ComCare Enterprise Fund, first start-
ed as the Social Enterprise Fund in 2003,
provides seed funding to 39 social enterpris-
es.

Previous figures do not make a distinc-
tion between the two types of enterprises,
but anecdotal evidence points to a burgeon-
ing number of social enterprises.

A LifeStyle check found at least 10 such
businesses have popped up over the past
year, such as a clothing-alteration shop
hiring single mums and a cafe providing em-
ployment for autistic teens (see other stories).

And there are further signs of more
enlightened times: Last October, a Social
Enterprise Association was formed with
board members comprising Members of
Parliament Seah Kian Peng and Penny
Low, voluntary welfare organisation Per-
tapis’ chairman Alfie Othman and research
fellow Gillian Koh.

Among its aims are to foster a culture of
social entrepreneurship and to advise and
support such businesses.

A new generation of social entrepreneurs
is taking shape at schools such as Ngee Ann
Polytechnic, where about 80 students are
taking a three-year diploma in social entre-
preneurship that was introduced in 2008.

Singapore Management University’s busi-
ness school offers a module in social entre-
preneurship. When it was introduced in
2007, 19 students signed up. A year later,
the number doubled, says course instructor
Associate Professor Tan Wee Liang.

Despite social enterprise being much
more to the fore these days, the idea of
doing business with a cause dates back to
earlier days of co-operatives.

A second wave caught on around 2003
when the MCYS fund was launched and for-
ward-thinking charities began to explore
social enterprise as a way to decrease their
dependence on the donation dollar.

The latest crop of social entrepreneurs
are likely to have more personal motiva-
tions, such as corporate high-fliers search-
ing for meaning in life or socially conscious
students buoyed by the latest we-are-
the-world movements.

It all begs some thorny questions: Might
such set-ups be run by people with their
hearts in the right place but who have little
business acumen?

A high-profile flop was Chinese eatery
Goshen, employing ex-offenders and run
by charity Highpoint Community Services
Association, which closed in 2006 after a

year. Highpoint’s executive director Daniel
Jesudason declines to reveal how much was
lost but says it was an “ambitious” project
let down by poor marketing and a lack of
vocational training among its staff.

These doubts over sustainability under-
line the impetus behind the formation of
the Social Enterprise Association, the indus-
try beacon whose role is to guide social
entrepreneurs through potential minefields.

Executive director Teo Mee Hong says:
“The people who are the forerunners of
social enterprise, many in charity sectors,
may need help in marketing or how to en-
ter the market. They might be business-
men, but businessmen who have ready
access to other funding options such as
fund-raising. Hence, they are less aggres-
sive in making the business work.”

She points out that if normal commer-
cial enterprises often have a failure rate of
nine out of 10, then social entrepreneurs
who may lack business know-how and
have to deal with “second and third bot-
tom lines” arising from their chosen causes
would find it “very tough”.

However, she adds, it is worth carrying
on because “one life saved is so much social
benefit accrued”.

Certainly, it can be done. Enterprises
such as Bridge Learning, a centre for
children with learning disabilities, and Sine-
ma Old School, an incubator for film-
makers, have been ear-
marked by the group as
business models that
have worked because
of their marketing
savvy and ability to
reap profits.

At Bizlink Centre in
Chai Chee, a charity
that helps disabled peo-
ple find employment,
chief executive Alvin
Lim began looking into
social enterprise four
years ago.

The division now
hires about 20 people
who take on well-
paying administrative projects such as the
sorting of air tickets for Singapore Airlines.
The work then trickles down to another
130 beneficiaries in Bizlink’s sheltered
workshop.

His social enterprise division now
accounts for one-third of Bizlink’s total
revenue, a hefty $1.5 million last financial
year. “My commercial business will not be
run by social workers,” he says.

A social worker, he explains, would be
happy to immediately channel any profits
back to the needy whereas an entrepreneur

would think about putting aside some of it
for future ventures.

Despite the Goshen failure, Highpoint,
too, is another success story. It runs social
enterprises such as a moving service to
provide employment for work therapy for
the ex-offenders it rehabilitates. Last year,
its businesses had a combined turnover of
over $320,000.

Its premises have also been turned into a
social enterprise hub, with 10 start-ups
committed to helping ex-offenders based
there.

The consensus among social enterprises
which have gone the
distance is that any
business must first be
able to stand on its
own before it can
think of helping oth-
ers. “Go into entrepre-
neurship, not social en-
trepreneurship first,”
says Mr Lim.

The rewards will
come with time. Social
enterpr i ses , for
instance, have given a
new lease of life to
p e o p l e s u c h a s
Mr Chris Yeo, 49.

A bad fall about five
years ago left him with a musculoskeletal
disability but he has since found work with
Bizlink as a data operator. He earns about
$500 a month.

He says in Mandarin: “I have a psycho-
logical barrier against finding work with a
normal company because I know there’s a
stigma against disabled people and if it
were to retrench, I would be first to go.

“Now, I am happy and can support
myself. It’s like a big family here.”

sandral@sph.com.sg

Run by Mr
Alvin Lim
(far left),
Bizlink
Centre is a
charity that
helps
disabled
people
such as Ms
Rohani
Abas, who
is half-
paralysed,
find work.

Business with a cause

It is not easy to run a social
enterprise, but those who
have gone the distance say
it is all worth the effort
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Laksania, opened by Secret Recipe chief executive Sim Sin Sin (right), has a central kitchen in the Institute of Mental Health that employs mentally ill patients to prepare its ingredients.
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Professor Brawn Cafe
Hires autistic teens as kitchen and wait staff

“It is a
privilege to
work here so
I just want to
get the job
done.”
HUANG KAI SONG
(far right), one of
three autistic staff
members at Professor
Brawn Cafe, opened
by Mr Roland Tay
(in striped shirt).
With them are cafe
staff Matthew Harris
and Low Quan Jin

Sandra Leong

“I have a psychological
barrier against finding
work with a normal
company, because I know
there’s a stigma against
disabled people... Now,
I am happy and can
support myself. It’s like
a big family here.”
MR CHRIS YEO, a data operator at Bizlink
who has a musculoskeletal disability
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