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51 The profile: Looking for new blue skies in
stormy weather

Entrepreneurs Huang Liang and Huang Chaoqun reflect on
the challenges of running a travel business in the age of Covid-19.

52 Special report: Are new immigrants kiasu too?

Those who come from other cultures have diverse perspectives
on the pros and cons of kiasu behaviour.
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The prefile

Looking for new blue skies
in stormy weather

Entrepreneurs Huang Liang and Huang Chaoqun reflect on
the challenges of running a travel business in the age of Covid-19.

Huang Liang, 38, was born in China’s
Shantou, and won a scholarship from the
Singapore Government to study at Catholic
High School in 1999. He went on to work
in the Infocomm Media Development
Authority and the Ministry of Communications
and Information, where he was involved
in developing blueprints for Singapore’s
technology and information sectors.

Fellow Shantou native Huang Chaoqun,
32, came to Singapore to pursue his studies
in 2008. He joined Teochew Poit Ip Huay
Kuan’'s A Home Away From Home student
association, and became very active in clan
association activities. Through these events,
he got to know many friends with common
interests, he says.

One of these new friends was Huang
Liang, and their common interest was
entrepreneurship. In 2013, Chaoqun started
a cable company. In 2015, the two decided to
launch an online travel platform, combining
their respective strengths in information
technology and business. “Singapore is one
of the most popular destinations for Chinese
tourists, and Southeast Asia has a wealth of
travel resources,” says Huang Liang. “l thought
this industry had great prospects.”

Their company, Comelabh, started by
targeting Chinese-speaking customers in
Singapore. Over time, it successfully attracted
customers from China, and became known for

offering tours to novel travel destinations such

Z@Translation: Hong Xinyi

as Malaysia's Sky Mirror, and Indonesia’s Mount
Bromo volcano and Komodo island.

By 2018, business was booming. The
company started to expand its range of
destinations beyond Southeast Asia and set

up an office in Guangzhou. By 2019, 80 percent

of ComeLah’s customers were from China. As the

Huang Liang

peak travel season of Chinese New Year approached, there was no
reason to believe that the future wasn’t bright.

Then Covid-19 struck. The travel restrictions that followed meant
that ComeLah transformed from a flourishing company to one which
had no revenue from January 2020 onwards. As the pandemic dragged
on, the founders found themselves unable to recover the deposits
they had made to partners, even as they had to issue refunds to their
own customers. Eventually, they had no choice but to retrench staff
and close the Guangzhou office.

For Huang Liang, the past year has been a period of self-adjustment,
to say the least. He has decided to move into a less active role at
Comelah, and take some time to reflect on the direction of his life
and career. He is considering moving into the area
of finance.

As for Chaoqun, he is attempting to pivot
the company in a new direction by helping
Singaporean brands enter the China market.

Many of these brands are very interested in

this market, he says, but are not sure how to

make inroads. Building on his experience in the

Huang Chaoqun

online space, he is helping them come up with sales
strategies.

The future for ComelLah is still uncertain, but Chaoqun says: “l hope
we can think more comprehensively about how to proceed after the
pandemic ends. At the moment, we have not made any firm decision.

But we definitely don't want to give up on this brand.”
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Special report

Are new immigrants kiasu too?

Those who come from other cultures have diverse perspectives

on the pros and cons of kiasu behaviour.

/2 Translation: Hong Xinyi

In the 2018 edition of the National Values Assessment survey,
being kiasu was the top-ranking value characterising Singapore
society — just as it was in the 2012 and 2015 editions.

The phrase kiasu originated in the 1970s and went mainstream
after comic book artist Johnny Lau created the popular character Mr
Kiasu. In 2017, it was even included in the Oxford English Dictionary,
where it was defined as being “governed by self-interest, typically
manifesting as a selfish, grasping attitude arising from a fear of missing
out on something”.

The kiasu mindset has negative connotations, including a fear
of taking risks. But it can also have positive elements, such as striving
to stay ahead of the curve. We find out how some new immigrants

view this Singaporean trait.

Jonni Zhang, 35, new citizen

Jonni, a native of China’s Chongqing
who works in human resource, moved to
Singapore in 2006 and found herself becoming
more kiasu when she was trying to secure a
spot for her child at a local primary school.
Just like many local-born parents, she tried
to become a volunteer, pinned her hopes on the balloting process,
and ultimately even moved to a new address.

That said, new immigrants can be even more kiasu than
Singaporeans, she says. Mothers who are new immigrants are
typically very strict parents who plan tightly packed schedules for
their children, and Jonni herself started to feel pressure when she
joined a community of such mothers.

People tend to become kiasu when they feel they cannot afford
to lose, she believes. “Singapore is small and afraid of falling behind,
so it is always working hard to maintain its competitive advantage,”
she says. “Similarly, mothers who are new immigrants want to create
a better future for themselves and their children.” For her, being kiasu
is not necessarily a bad thing. “It's just a way of aspiring to better

treatment and outcomes.”

Jessiee Yeong, 34,
new citizen

Originally from
Penang, Jessiee
admits she only
became kiasu when
she moved to fast-
paced Singapore 10 years ago. This mindset
stems from social pressure, she believes.
“Everybody is competing. If you don’t catch
up, you will lose out.”

A professional singer with more than 20
years of experience, she has found it tough
to find work during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Her version of being kiasu was to sign up for
government-subsidised courses and prepare
for pivoting to the beauty sector.

Without high-level academic qualifications,
she feels there are not many choices available
to her. Even if she does return to performing,
she plans to transition to mentoring newcomers
when the time is right. “Losing has scared me.
| feel that | should be more proactive, more

kiasu,” she adds.

Lloyd Luo, 62,
new citizen
Originally from
Taiwan, Lloyd feels
he has not yet truly
connected with
Singapore’s culture.
However, he has heard of the phrase kiasu. The

first time he heard it was during a meeting,



when a Singaporean colleague used the term
to describe the cautious attitude towards a
high-risk project.

Personally, he has a positive interpretation
of the kiasu mindset. “To me, it means thinking
things over more carefully. There is nothing
really wrong with that. Many of Singapore’s
early Chinese immigrants started out poor
and worked hard to make something of
themselves. If you were them, you would be
cautious too,” he says.

Furthermore, Singapore has no natural
resources and has to rely on external sources of
food and water. “That explains why everyone
from political leaders to the man in the street
goes about things very carefully. They know
they cannot afford to take a gamble,” he
speculates.

On the other hand, being overly cautious
can also mean lacking entrepreneurial spirit,
he points out. Xenophobia is also an ugly
manifestation of the kiasu mindset. “When a
crisis appears, there are many discussions about
foreigners taking away jobs and resources. But
many jobs here are not sought after by locals,
and local schools also have very stringent
criteria for foreign students. It is not really

possible to take anything away.”

Laurel Yang, 28,
Dependant’s Pass

-

Laurel works
in early childhood

education and is

originally from
Taiwan. “The phrase kiasu originates from the
Minnan dialect [which is spoken in Taiwan], so
I know that ‘kia” means afraid and ‘su’ means
lose. But | just couldnt understand the two
words as a phrase.” That's because in Taiwan,

this term doesn't exist.

Laurel first encountered the term when a teacher used it to
describe a parent who wanted to know the year’s syllabus in advance.
Later, she personally encountered a kiasu parent who wanted his
child to be the top-ranked student every year. “In Taiwan, academic
results are not given so much importance. There is more of a belief
that even if a child does not do well in school, he can still fulfil his
potential later on in life,” she says.

Nevertheless, she has started to show kiasu tendencies as well,
such as submitting reports extra early. “Honestly, | don’t think being
kiasu is bad,” she says. “It's a way of being proactive in trying to

achieve your goals.”

Don Gaoiran, 33, Employment Pass

Don works for a travel magazine as an
editor and copywriter, and is originally from
the Philippines. He has been in Singapore since
2018 and actually finds Singaporeans’ kiasu
behaviour quite endearing. For instance, he

recounts watching people queue up repeatedly

at a travel exhibition for free stuff.

The Government is also kiasu, he says, and that’s not a bad thing.
“During the pandemic, the Government’s messages about prevention
measures were very effectively communicated both online and offline.
In the Philippines, it's much more difficult to transmit such information

effectively, and that can lead to a lot of confusion.”

Ryu Marco, 32, Employment Pass
Originally from Tokyo, Ryu has been in

Singapore for eight years and is the owner of
two hair salons and one eyelash extension
salon. Even after all this time, he didn’t seem
to have an understanding of kiasuism, and

when we cited the example of people joining long queues to snap up

only started to comprehend its meaning

coveted items. “You see that in Japan, too, and that probably stems
from curiosity about new things,” he says. “That can be a good thing.”

However, when it comes to cleanliness, Singapore can afford to
be more kiasu. “In Southeast Asia, Singapore is considered the cleanest
country. But the level of cleanliness is still not considered world class.
So from that perspective, Singaporeans are not kiasu enough. They

should work harder!”
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