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csr: doing well by doing good

Corporate philanthropy? CSR for SMEs – Think Beyond the Constraints

By Li Yen  |  Epoch Times Staff

Corporate giving, or corporate 
philanthropy, has been gaining 
momentum in the Republic over 
the past decade, said Minister for 

Culture, Community and Youth Lawrence 
Wong in parliament on Nov 3, 2014. Dona-
tions by corporations to Institutions of a 
Public Character (IPC) have increased two-
fold from S$325 million in 2004 to S$644.4 
million in 2013, he added. 

Looking back at Singapore’s history, 
charitable donations from corporations 
is not a recent trend. During the pivotal 
‘60s, the tenacity to rebuild Singapore had 
kindled the philanthropic spirit of some 
corporations. They offered monetary dona-
tions to aid the newly independent nation 
to battle its problems.

According to a research paper entitled 
‘Philanthropy on the Road to Nation-
hood in Singapore’ by Roshini Prakash 
and Pauline Tan, the Medical Progress 
Fund launched in 1965 collected a total of 
S$4.75 million, with donations from Sin-
gapore Turf Club (S$100,000), Singapore 
Tobacco Company (S$30,000) and The 
Straits Times (S$12,500).  

Other imperative fund-raising projects 
like the National Defence Fund raised 
S$8.29 million by 1969. Donations came 
from big corporations, namely Fraser and 
Neave (F & N) (S$20,000), F & N’s Board 
Chairman Tan Chin Tuan (S$50,000), 
Overseas United Bank (S$150,000), Chi-
nese Chamber of Commerce (S$63,325), 
and Sheng Huo Enterprise (S$25,000).

Why Should Companies Build a Cul-
ture of Giving Back? 
Let us take a closer look at corporate 
philanthropy and corporate social re-
sponsibility (CSR). The two concepts are 
closely linked, just that philanthropy is 
a portion of the bigger corporate social 
responsibility pie.

Typically, corporate philanthropy 
comprises monetary donations or 
resources such as facilities or volunteer 
time put in by the company’s employees.

Nonetheless, while the motive of 
corporate philanthropy is altruistic, 
corporations have begun to foresee the 
need to initiate philanthropic schemes 
as corporate investment, to gain a better 
positioning edge over their competitors. 

Corporate philanthropy denotes a 
company’s values. As Mr Lawrence Wong, 
Minister for Culture, Community and 
Youth, said at the NVPC Corporate Giving 
Practitioner Roundtable 2015: “Corporate 
Giving is a deeply important endeavour. 
When corporate organisations embark on 
volunteering or philanthropic efforts, it 
sends a strong message to all both inside 
and outside the company that they are 
more than just about bottom lines.” 

Corporate philanthropy can be inte-
grated into a corporation’s mission and 
corporate social responsibility to steer the 
company in the right direction. Not con-
tradictory to their business interests, the 
company itself and the employees can reap 
the benefits of doing good while benefit-
ting the communities it serves.

Catherine Loh, CEO of Community 
Foundation of Singapore (CFS), told Epoch 
Times: “Companies who do good and build 

a culture of giving back reap benefits like 
inspiring and engaging their staff, cus-
tomers, suppliers and other stakeholders. 
Companies are also more likely to grow a 
positive brand image and attract and re-
tain talent.” 

Community Foundation of Singapore 
(CFS) is a non-profit organisation founded 
in 2008 to encourage and enable philan-
thropy in Singapore by enabling donors to 
set up their own named charitable funds. 

CFS helps to bridge individual and corpo-
rate donors with charitable organisations 
to develop programmes and give out grants 
that support a wide range of needs in the 
community. Currently, CFS manages more 
than 80 donor funds, giving out S$10 mil-
lion every year to make a positive change 
in many ways.

Ms Loh added that there are numerous 
benefits for companies looking to partake 
in corporate philanthropy, such as:

1. Increasing staff morale and 
employee retention 

2. Attracting and retaining talent
3. Growing a positive reputation with 

the media and the public
4. Reinforcing corporate culture and 

identity
5. Generating business development 

opportunities 
6. Improving customer retention and 

brand recall
For instance, Douglas Conant, who was 

President and CEO of Campbell Soup Com-
pany until 2011, noted that the more Camp-
bell allocated their resources to developing 
philanthropic initiatives to serve the com-
munities, the more engaged and produc-
tive their employees were.  Their meaning-
ful mission of “building the world’s most 
extraordinary food company by nourish-
ing people’s lives everywhere, every day” 
laid the foundation for the firm’s success. [1]

In another example, American produc-
tion firm DreamWorks SKG joined hands 
with schools to devise training pro-
grammes that taught low-income students 
in Los Angeles essential skills in the enter-
tainment industry. This in turn contributes 
to a better education system that boosts 
the employability of these low-income stu-
dents. In addition, having more specially 
trained graduates helps to strengthen the 
entertainment industry that it relies on. 

However, companies engaging in corpo-
rate philanthropy should also comply with 
other ethical issues concerning environ-
ment, consumers, human rights, supply-
chain sustainability and transparency, or 
they cannot be said to be practising good 
CSR even if they make huge donations to 
charities. Doing otherwise is just sheer 
hypocrisy and falsehood, said Gerard Ee, 
Chairman of Charity Council.

“First and foremost, you got to believe 
you have a broader responsibility than just 
making money,” stressed Mr Lee Poh Wah, 
CEO of Lien Foundation.

how Corporations Can Start Giving
Corporations wishing to kick-start 
their philanthropy effectively can ap-
proach the Community Foundation of 
Singapore (CFS). 

“For companies that approach CFS, we 
help to kick-start their philanthropic jour-
ney by aligning their core values and intent 
with the needs of the local community,” 
said Ms Catherine Loh. “By setting a chari-
table fund with us, companies are actively 
involved in deciding how to make the most 
impact with their philanthropic money.”

CFS, which has a vision of growing a sus-
tained culture of giving for generations to 
come, has worked alongside a number of 
corporations in Singapore – for example, 
Changi Foundation, Ascendas-SingBridge, 
Estate Developers Association (REDAS) 
and UBS – on their corporate philanthropy, 

which involves grantmaking that supports 
community projects. 

A notable example is the Diversity in 
Abilities programme co-managed by the 
Community Foundation of Singapore with 
UBS, which aims to develop and showcase 
the artistic talents of children and youths 
with special needs. 

As there are more than 2,000 charities 
in Singapore, CFS can “narrow down and 
identify charities that are aligned with 
their philanthropic objectives, given their 
knowledge and expertise, and we can 
identify gaps and opportunities to enable 
companies to make more strategic and ef-
fective giving,” said Ms Loh.

To ensure full transparency and account-
ability, CFS also assists donors in keeping 
an eye on how their philanthropic money 
is impacting the beneficiaries, the output, 
and outcomes through a rigorous pro-
gramme evaluation and robust grantmak-
ing process, as well as concise reporting.

“Companies find our services useful as 
they often have to report back to the share-
holders on how their philanthropic money 
has been used.”

She added: “We can also help 
companies identify charities that can 
better accommodate their employees for 
volunteering activities. For example, we 
introduced a bank with many foreign 
employees to a charity that runs an 
English reading programme for children 
from low-income families. These native 
English-speaking employees could 
actively contribute by reading aloud to 
these children.”

“Companies can contribute time, 
treasure and/or talent. There is no one best 
way to give back,” she asserted.

CFS’s sister agency, the National 
Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre 
(NPVC), whose mantra is “Goodness is 
the Business of Every Organisation”, has a 
programme called the Company of Good 
that aims to help companies give better 
and holistically. For information, visit 
https://companyofgood.sg/

------------------------------------------
[1] Conant, Doug. “Why philanthropy is R&D for 
business.” McKinsey & Company. September 2013. 
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