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DUCATION is about equipping a
growing generation with the nec-
essary skills to take on life’s chal-
lenges – through the sciences,
the arts, mathematics; even stay-
ing fit and healthy comes to
mind.

Education about money and
how it works does not seem to be an obvious
addition to the list, but it should and must be,
says Diana Crossan, retirement commission-
er of New Zealand’s Commission for Finan-
cial Literacy & Retirement Income.

“If we go back a little while, we didn’t have
health education. And we struggled with
health issues. But now we have health educa-
tion, we look after children’s health and the
parents learn that way as well,” she said at
the launch of Singapore’s first financial litera-
cy programme for young adults at the Singa-
pore Management University (SMU) last Mon-
day.

Her concern that the current generation is
already paying the price for low financial liter-
acy is echoed by Arnoud De Meyer, president
of the Singapore Management University, as
he referred to the US subprime crisis at the
event’s opening speech.

Money management

“It is heart wrenching to read about individu-
als losing their financial independence due to
the lack of understanding of basic financial
products and money management,” he said.

In Singapore, young adults between the ag-
es of 18 to 29 scored the third lowest in finan-
cial literacy out of eight population segments,
according to the most recent National Finan-
cial Literacy Survey prepared for the Money-
SENSE Financial Education Steering Commit-
tee. The two segments that fared worst were
unemployed persons and retirees.

Ms Crossan says that the reason as to why
the lack of financial literacy is so widespread

among young adults is that the rate of educa-
tion and curriculum development has not
been able to keep up with the breakneck
speed of economic and financial progress.

“The world has changed so fast and (pro-
gressed) so far that we’ve left people behind.
(Financial literacy) hasn’t been taught in
schools, the teachers in New Zealand and
America and other places didn’t have their
own training, so in a way it leaves a genera-
tion quite exposed,” Ms Crossan said.

The Citi-SMU Financial Literacy Pro-
gramme for Young Adults will seek to reach
out, through peer-to-peer sharing, to the
group most in need of financial knowledge –
young adults between 17 and 30.

“These are the years when you’re starting
to earn money. These are the years that per-
haps the demands on your financial resourc-
es are greater than your income,” said
Michael Zink, head of Asean, Citi country offic-
er, Singapore.

While those in the target age group are
among the most vulnerable, they are also per-
haps the toughest to appeal to, said Jeremy
Goh, associate professor of finance at SMU’s
Lee Kong Chian School of Business.

“When a grey-haired person tells a
dark-haired person, they’re not going to lis-
ten. So maybe we’ll try something else. Let
the young talk to the young,” he said.

Other financial literacy experts on the pan-
el discussing how to leverage on partnerships
to achieve financial literacy for Singaporeans
also stressed that the onus of becoming finan-
cially literate is on the individual. The individ-
ual should not “outsource” this by depending
on a financial adviser.

“At the end of the day, I am talking to the
adviser. It is my money. I understand my cir-
cumstances best. I understand my risk profile
best ... I would know if I understand how a
product works,” said Christina Tan, head,
MoneySENSE secretariat.

While becoming financially literate may ap-
pear daunting, it is not necessary to under-
stand “the rocket science of products”. Main-
taining a healthy scepticism and being willing
to ask probing questions to increase under-
standing is what is important, Ms Tan added.

Understanding choice

To break it down to its basics, financial litera-
cy is simply about understanding choice and
opportunity costs, said Koh Noi Keng, chair,
Citi-NIE financial literacy hub for teachers.
Seen that way, financial education can start
as early as the age of three.

“If we can start (the youth) with certain fi-
nancial habits from young, we’d be able to
see them asking more questions and once
we’ve developed that attitude towards asking
questions, they will carry that habit into their
working lives,” Dr Koh added.

While financial education is being ramped
up across all ages, young adults are showing
signs of interest in becoming financially sav-
vy.

Securities Investors Association (Singa-
pore) investment education trainer Sam Goh,
24, said that of the young adults that he has
given talks to about wealth management and
financial literacy, about half are proactively
seeking to learn more.

However, he also said that the other half
has little to no interest in financial matters
and do not acknowledge the need to save or
create wealth.

Undoubtedly, the road ahead is long for
those in the business of raising public finan-
cial literacy but Ms Crossan is optimistic
about progress.

She hopes that in several years’ time,
there will not be a need for this catch-up. It
will be a part of the everyday curriculum of
most of the developed and developing world.

I
NVESTING was never really at the top of
Calvin Yeo’s agenda, until he left Singa-
pore for his undergraduate studies in
America.

The initial “culture shock” for one who
had not given much thought to financial plan-
ning previously soon turned into wonderment
at the novelty of ideas propagated on campus.

“There were a lot of ideas being thrown
up. They were always about how to create val-
ue,” Mr Yeo said. And apart from academic
grades, the “ability to generate ideas” was
high on the agenda of students, he explained.

This kicked off his financial awareness
which, interestingly, was further fuelled by an
interest in motorcycles.

“I saw a big opportunity in motorcycle ac-
cessories of a certain brand, and eBay was a
good place to start with minimal amount of
capital,” said Mr Yeo. Importing machine
parts from China and storing inventory in his
home, he soon grew his initial sum of a few
hundred dollars by several fold.

In 2003, he started investing in stocks and
fixed income instruments, shifting his focus to
real estate and dividend investing for passive
income when he returned to Asia in 2008.

He is quick to dispel the notion that real es-
tate investment involves speculation. “For me
its about value investing. I invest in assets
which are undervalued at a specific point in
time.”

“Speculators don’t care about the value,
only whether price can go up in the future,”
says Mr Yeo. “They are betting on the future,
and borrowing a lot more than they are com-
fortable with.”

Last year, he started a blog (investinpas-
siveincome.com) to share how he acquired
over a million dollars in assets before the age
of 30. His posts on financial planning through
passive income assets now draw a monthly
readership of 15,000 to 18,000.

“There are a lot of people who don’t really
understand anything about financial plan-
ning or investing. Most of them are specula-
tors; whether in stocks or property, they all
have the speculative mindset,” he said. Hence
his interest to introduce investment in assets
that create passive income – dividends from
stocks, interest from bonds, rental from prop-
erties.

Beyond that, he aims to educate people on
how to plan astutely and set financial goals
with the broader perspective of making their
money work better.

Q: What kind of financial planning do you
have?
A: Now, my asset allocation is about 70 per
cent in property, 15 per cent in stocks, 5 per
cent in CPF, and about 10 per cent in cash. Ac-
tually property initially was 30 per cent, and
the majority was stocks and bonds. I calculate
asset value as market value minus debt, so
when property values shot up tremendously,

some more than doubled, they formed the
bulk of my assets. I have more than 10 proper-
ties in Malaysia and two in Singapore.

Q: Do you spend more or do you save more?
A: I save a lot more. To me, I’d rather have the
money growing at 10 to 20 per cent a year,
and when I’m all ready to spend the money I
don’t have any worries. I do take time to re-
lax, and take a holiday no more than once or
twice a year. Also, I try to get better quality
merchandise, like clothes and shoes that can
last me a long time. It’s a bit like value invest-
ing! You buy assets which retain their value.

Q: How would you describe your risk
appetite?
A: I would say conservative to moderate.
When the market is up, I’m usually more con-
servative. When the market is down, I be-
come more moderate to slightly aggressive.
To me, it’s about timing. When everything is
expensive I prefer not to chase, and just enjoy
passive income to build up my capital, but
when things are cheap I follow Warren Buf-
fet’s theory to be greedy when everybody else
is fearful.

Q: What has been your best investment so
far?
A: I bought two landed houses, each 2,500
square feet, in Mont Kiara, Kuala Lumpur,
which is an expatriate area. I bought them in
2009 during the crisis for less than a million
ringgit each. Now they have more than dou-
bled in value, to about RM1.8 million
(S$734,500) each. With RM200,000, I’ve
made about RM900,000. That’s about a 400
to 500 per cent return. I don’t think you can
get that from any asset cluster other than
property.

Q: What has been your worst investment so
far?
A: During my university days when I was still
trying to figure out my investment strategies,
I played around with forex trading, index trad-
ing, futures trading. I did technical analysis,
trying to time the market to buy and sell
shares and currencies within the same day.
That didn’t turn out very well. I lost a few
thousand dollars and that was it. I tried to
look at the charts and observe the trends, but
really, it’s speculative. I’m not a gambler, I
can’t take that kind of stress – sitting there
not knowing whether your price will go up or
down.

Q: Any tips to share from your experience in
investing?
A: I like income investing. I invest in assets
which produce income. I try to buy them
when they are cheap, when they are underval-
ued, so it’s like a combination of two strate-
gies. The reason why I choose income produc-
ing assets like properties, stocks and bonds is

that they produce cash flow. Without having
to sell the assets, you continue to make money
year after year. And that’s important, be-
cause you can compound the cash flow over
time – a very powerful tool. Over many years,
compounded returns can be a lot more than
the sum of returns.

Q: What are your long-term investment goals?
A: To continue investing in income producing
assets. I’m also running a business to help
people plan financially and invest their as-
sets, through private consultation as well as
my website. I educate them on investment, or
investment management.

Q: Any advice to aspiring young investors?
A: I see many overly ambitious young people,

dissatisfied with figures like 10 per cent re-
turns on their investment. You have to be real-
istic. You’re still young, you can still work. As
you work, you can slowly build up your capi-
tal; if you save $500 a month, after one year
you have $6,000, after two years you have
$12,000. And through investment it will
grow, and when the time is right you buy a
property. It’s a privilege given by the Singa-
pore government, everybody should make
use of it. Start young, start investing in in-
come assets even though it seems very little.
Over time, it builds up.

If you’re between the ages of 17-30 and
would like to share your investing or

entrepreneurship story with us, email
btyif@sph.com.sg now

Be a young investor

DO you aspire to be a successful young

investor? Are you keen on taking the

first step towards achieving that?

The BT-Citibank Young Investors’

Forum is no typical page extracted from

a financial textbook. This forum will

present step-by-step guides on how to

start investing, feature stories of peers

who have made some headway with

their investments, and provide answers

to your burning questions on investing.

First, we need you to invest – not

your money, but your time – in reading

The Business Times every Monday. You

need not be an armchair reader either –

take part in our contest or write in to

btyif@sph.com.sg now!

The Business Times-Citibank Young 
Investors’ Forum is published every 
Monday. It aims to raise the financial 
awareness of young adults, especially 
tertiary students, and empower them 
with the financial knowledge and 
skills vital to making investing and 
wealth management decisions. The 
forum is part of Citibank’s efforts to 
promote financial literacy.

Get started
now

S’pore’s first financial literacy programme for young adults was launched last week. EDWIN LOH looks at the need for such a programme

Calvin Yeo tells JOSHUA TAN why he picks income
producing assets like properties, stocks and bonds

Making a case for financial literacy: The Citi-SMU Financial Literacy Programme for Young Adults will seek to reach out, through
peer-to-peer sharing, to the group most in need of financial knowledge – young adults between 17 and 30

STARTING YOUNG

Value investing
the way to go,
not speculation

Start financial education early

ARTHUR LEE

‘To me, it’s about timing. When everything is
expensive I prefer not to chase, and just enjoy
passive income to build up my capital, but when
things are cheap I follow Warren Buffet’s theory
to be greedy when everybody else is fearful.

– Calvin Yeo
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