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Towkays

 DESIRE to make a difference in others’ lives can 
manifest in several ways. Some people pursue caring 
professions such as medicine and social work, while 
others devote time to non-profit organisations or social 
enterprises. Entrepreneurial ones may set up businesses 
that further their vision of impacting the world for good.

Elaine Kim has done all three. Her long list of current job roles includes 
palliative care doctor at HCA Hospice Care; co-founder and CEO of 
CRIB, a social enterprise focused on empowering female entrepreneurs; 
and co-founder and CEO of Trehaus, a co-working space in Funan Mall  
with preschool and childcare facilities to provide work-life balance for 
parents and quality education for the young ones.

“Trying to make a social impact is something that was instilled in me 
at a young age,” says Dr Kim, citing her parents, education and Christian 
faith as influences that moulded her passion for social causes. “What 
drives me is trying to make a positive difference in other people’s lives, 
trying to make other people’s lives better. That has been the driving force 
behind all of the different initiatives that I’ve launched.”

As a doctor, she cares for patients in their last days, ensuring that they 
are comfortable and supporting their families during this time. At CRIB, 
she has helped create a community of female entrepreneurs and investors 
who not only support one another, but also give back to society by raising 
funds for needy communities such as families recovering from the 2015 
Nepal earthquake.

Through Trehaus School’s preschool and childcare programmes, 
Dr Kim hopes to leave the biggest possible impact on the next generation 
with a specially designed curriculum based on Silicon Valley schools and 
the latest research in early childhood education.

BUSINESS WITH A VISION
Dr Kim co-founded Trehaus to help working parents like herself 
overcome the challenge of choosing between work and family. The 
preschool and childcare element provided an opportunity to implement 
a new brand of research-based education, rather than replicating 
traditional models.

“A lot of schools run the way they do because it’s just the way it’s been 
done for decades, even centuries,” she says. “But the world is changing so 
much, and education hasn’t changed.”

Some things different about Trehaus School are the mixed age learning 

A “IF WE CAN RAISE ONE PERSON UP, 
IT HAS IMPACT FOR GENERATIONS.”

– Elaine Kim, co-founder and CEO of CRIB,
co-founder and CEO of Trehaus

BUILDING 
A VILLAGE
Serial entrepreneur Elaine Kim juggles multiple businesses 
as she goes through seasons of life with different areas of 
focus. Currently, she is devoting her energy and passion to 
Trehaus – where a family can work, learn and play together.

BY LEILA LAI
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“WHAT DRIVES ME IS TRYING TO MAKE 
A POSITIVE DIFFERENCE IN OTHER 
PEOPLE’S LIVES, TRYING TO MAKE OTHER 
PEOPLE’S LIVES BETTER.”
– Dr Kim (left) with Trehaus co-founders Elizabeth Wu and Tjin Lee

approach, where younger children can learn from older ones; a teacher-
child ratio of 1:5; and how parents are strongly encouraged to get involved 
in the process. These and other aspects of the school were developed 
in consultation with experts from Stanford’s Bing Nursery and Silicon 
Valley’s Khan Lab School, as well as other experts trained in the Reggio 
Emilia approach.

Trehaus School’s programmes focus on building character and equipping 
children with skills that they will need for future challenges. The basics of 
language and mathematics remain an important part of the curriculum, but 
aside from knowledge-based learning, the lessons will encourage grit and 
empathy, creativity, adaptability, confidence and teamwork.

With the small student-to-teacher ratio, teachers become like second 
parents to the children. This, says Dr Kim, creates a sense of security 
that allows the students to learn better. Parents can drop by anytime to 
participate in the learning journey. This gives them more opportunities to 
bond with their children.

“This is something that I truly believe is going to make an impact – 
raising a generation of children who really think about the world, think 
about how they can make a difference, who are prepared for a very different 
world and can help find solutions for future problems,” Dr Kim says.

“Education is maybe one of the biggest impacts that you can make 
on children. And in the lives of every one of the parents who are able 
to spend that extra time with their kids, that is also a huge impact on a 
personal scale.”

It takes a village to raise a child, as the saying goes, and Dr Kim hopes 
that Trehaus will become the modern village for the next generation. She 

already sees signs of community forming among the parents who work 
there – when a parent falls sick, others make meals for them and offer to 
look after their children.

“There is beauty in the like-minded community. We have that in CRIB 
and Trehaus. As female entrepreneurs, we tend to be more social. It’s 
important to have those social networks, especially as a lot of business 
networks are male-dominated.”

HELPING WOMEN AND CHILDREN
While Dr Kim is careful to distinguish between Trehaus, a for-profit 
business, and CRIB, a social enterprise, the two overlap in their aim to 
help women and children. “They’re really quite separate, but because they 
are all (aimed) towards wanting to create impact, wanting to support 
other working parents and female entrepreneurs like myself, and wanting 
to raise the next generation of children like my own children, they tend to 
have similar like-minded communities,” Dr Kim explains.

Trehaus also would not exist without CRIB, as Dr Kim met her co-
founder and received funding for the business through the CRIB Match 
programme, which connects entrepreneurs with potential co-founders, 
employees and investors. “Trehaus will not be born today, if not for the 
magic that is made by bringing together like-minded people,” she says.

She drew on her experience as a female entrepreneur when she decided 
to found CRIB with three co-founders. She realised that achieving work-
family balance and building a support network was especially difficult 
for female entrepreneurs as working parents, and wanted to empower 
women with the right network, funding and skills to thrive and succeed.

Hitting on a sustainable model for CRIB was no easy task. CRIB 
members pay a small membership fee to keep the enterprise going, 
and most of its activities are run by a team of passionate volunteers. 
As a result, scaling CRIB’s work to help more women remains a major 
challenge, says Dr Kim. The success of a social enterprise is more 
intangible and harder to measure. But she knows that CRIB is having an 
impact when members are able to make their business dreams come true, 
and more successful businesses come out of the programmes.

CRIB also taps these members to give back to society through its 
charity arm CRIB Gives Back by raising funds and awareness for 
beneficiary charities through events such as its biennial CRIB Ball. 
Dr Kim shares that CRIB focuses on supporting women and children, 
saying: “If you can give a leg up to women and children in poverty, women 
who are being sex-trafficked, that’s hugely impactful. If we can raise one 
person up, it has impact for generations.”

It also prefers charities that are transparent and whose work can be 
clearly seen. For example, CRIB works with Operation Hope Foundation on 
a Holiday For Hope initiative that conducts trips to places such as Cambodia 
and Nepal to distribute necessities, build homes and support schools.

“Instead of giving a donation to someone anonymously, thousands of 
miles away, we’re actually going in to see what we built with the money. 
We actually see what has that led to, who are the people we helped, meet 
them and spend time with them.”

PERSONAL DRIVE
When it comes to personal interests, her daily work in palliative care 
remains a cause that is dear to her heart, allowing her to impact the lives 
of patients and their families by helping add life to the patients’ last days.

She is involved in multiple businesses – besides CRIB and Trehaus, she 
co-founded luxury bridal and evening gown business Trinity Bridal and 
Trinity Gallery, event planning company Milk and Honey Event Design 
and jewellery brand Atelier Solitaire – but says she goes through “seasons” 
of life with different areas of focus. In this current season, she is devoting 
her energy and passion to ensuring Trehaus flourishes.

When asked to share something she does not often get to talk 
about, she gives a shout-out to her husband John Kim, who is similarly 
passionate about creating impact. “As a venture capitalist, he creates 
impact by raising up businesses that he believes will make a positive 
difference in the world,” Dr Kim says. “He’s very driven, and that also 
inspires me to be better.”

She adds: “I have great co-founders and a great supportive husband. 
It’s the whole support network that makes this a reality, not a sole person 
that can get it done. It takes a village to succeed.” ■

Budding Entrepreneurs

AS TOLD TO DYLAN TAN

Johnson Soh, founder of SanCare Asia, shares how his company is using music to 
get socially withdrawn and physically inactive seniors find their groove again

STRIKING A NOTE
WITH SENIOR CITIZENS

country in the near term. In the mid to long term, we 
hope to be able to expand the company and bring our 
programmes across borders.

HAVE YOU TAPPED INTO ANY OF THE 
AVAILABLE GOVERNMENT GRANTS AND 
PROGRAMMES FOR SMES?
We have been self-sustaining since day one of our 
operations, so the short answer is no. However, we would 
definitely welcome any assistance from the government, 
either in terms of grants, programmes, mentorships or 
networking opportunities for companies like mine which 
offer programmes and services that may traditionally not 
conform to the current status quo.

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE TO AN 
ASPIRING SME OWNER?
Always start with a plan, but be prepared that things will 
not always go according to plan!

Perseverance and determination are key traits for any 
new start-up owner, especially when the product or service 
you are providing are new and untested in the market.

You must also have passion and belief in what you do. 
Do not be disheartened with rejections because there will 
be plenty in this journey as a SME owner. You will learn 
from these rejections and grow both as a person. Fine-
tune your business acumen. Keep the fire in your belly, be 
brave and see your company soar. ■

WHAT MADE YOU START SANCARE ASIA?
SanCare Asia started out as a company which creates 
personalised music playlists for seniors with dementia. 
I started the company in December 2016, after doing 
extensive research on how the use of reminisce music has a 
positive effect on people with dementia.

The reason for the research was borne by the fact that 
my father was diagnosed with the illness during that same 
period and I was keen to find non-conventional methods 
to actively engage him. I tried putting together a playlist 
based on my father’s life-story, and it worked wonderfully 
for him – which gave me the impetus and courage to start 
the programme for people who can benefit from it. The 
name of the programme is Strike A Note – which is a play 
on words for “recall” or “remember”.

WHAT HAS YOUR PERSONAL ENTREPRENEURIAL 
JOURNEY BEEN LIKE SO FAR?
There have been plenty of ups and downs. The initial year 
was especially challenging as people would generally lean 
towards traditional medicinal or clinical approaches for 
ailments or illnesses. Using non-conventional methods like 
reminisce music as a form of therapy – though there has 
been plenty of scientific research and papers written about 
its efficacy – is not the first port of call.

But there are also many believers whom I have met 
along my path, and these like-minded folks have since seen 
the benefits and power of music first-hand. Over time, 
the programme and the company have garnered more 
awareness and traction within the sector.

But the best personal satisfaction for me is being able 
to see the smiles and joy I bring to my clients. When I talk 
about my job, I always tell everyone that the programme 
not only brings positive outcomes to my clients and 
their loved ones, it is also uplifting for me when I see the 
reactions each and every time.

HOW UNIQUE IS YOUR BUSINESS?
SanCare Asia is the first company in Singapore and Asia 
which curates personalised music playlists for seniors. We 
work with nursing homes, senior activity centres, public and 
community hospitals as well as individual private clientele.

Apart from Strike A Note, we have most recently piloted 
a new reminisce music and dance programme which is 
based on the silent disco concept. The new programme, 
which has been rolled out at several dementia daycare 
centres, is called Return To The Tea Dance. It has seen 
overwhelming positive cognitive, social, emotional and 
physical outcomes among the participants.

Depending on the programmes which are being rolled 
out at nursing homes, daycare centres or home-based 
clients, we have a mix of trained professionals, nursing 
home staff, fitness facilitators and volunteers who will be 
on hand to assist.

WHAT WERE SOME OF THE CHALLENGES YOU 
FACED, AND HOW DID YOU OVERCOME THEM?
I am not medically trained nor am I from the social 
service sector. My entire career has been in the music and 
entertainment industry. The companies which I worked for 
were Warner Music, Universal Music and Gibson Brands.

So the biggest initial challenge was stepping into 
a brand new industry with no background or prior 
experience and attempting to convince policymakers 
and professors to trial a non-conventional medium for 
our pioneers. While there will always be naysayers to 
new methods in any industry, there will also be fellow 
trail-blazers who took the leap of faith with me and were 
impressed with the results thereafter.

The doors opened more readily from then on, and I am 
grateful to be able to help clients and loved ones reconnect 
with the programmes we run.

HOW MUCH HAS SANCARE ASIA GROWN SINCE?
What started out as an one-man operation has grown 
several times since. Though we currently still do not have 
any full-time staff on deck, we have a ready stream of part-
timers and volunteers who assist with the execution of the 
programmes that we run.

Revenue-wise, there has also been year-on-year increase 
as the credibility of the programmes grow as more interest 
and awareness of who we are and what we do are passed on 
via word-of-mouth and referrals.

WHAT ARE YOUR PLANS FOR EXPANDING 
YOUR BUSINESS?
We recently introduced the new programme, Return 
To The Tea Dance, which is a reminisce music and 
dance programme based on the silent disco concept. We 
have been very fortunate to partner with philanthropic 
organisation Lien Foundation on the project.

The pilot programme was rolled out at two dementia 
daycare centres, and the outcomes and reactions have 
been overwhelmingly positive. The programme has since 
generated plenty of interest from policymakers, care 
community administrators as well as the general public.

We hope to be able to scale this programme across the 
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