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She is not just an infectious dis-
eases doctor, but also the leader of 
one of the latest clinical trials of a 
Covid-19  antibody  to  treat  pa-
tients with the virus.

Dr Shirin Kalimuddin, a consul-
tant with the Department of Infec-
tious Diseases at Singapore Gen-
eral Hospital, is the principal in-
vestigator of a  clinical  trial  of  a 
monoclonal antibody.

The monoclonal  antibody will  
block the Sars-CoV-2 virus from 
gaining entry into cells.

Dr  Shirin  says:  “I  am  hopeful  
that this trial will be able to con-
tribute in some way to finding an 
effective treatment for Covid-19. 

“As there has been no effective 
treatment for the virus so far, this 

antibody could be used to treat pa-
tients with Covid-19 if proven to 
be effective.”

The  trial,  which  is  run  by  
SingHealth’s  Investigational  
Medicine Unit, began last month 
after around four months of prepa-
ration. The antibody is being tri-
alled on healthy volunteers, and 
the trial is  currently in the first 
phase of three.

As a  principal  investigator,  Dr  
Shirin, 39, oversees the entire re-
search process, from recruiting vol-
unteers to seeing patients to moni-
toring them and analysing data.

She also conducts research to 
study how one’s immune system 
responds to the Pfizer-BioNTech 
vaccine  and  saw  patients  with  
Covid-19 in the past year.

The demands of working on the 
front line have taken a toll on the 
mother of two daughters aged six 

and nine,  who worked up to 12  
hours a day during the peak of the 
pandemic. 

Dr Shirin, whose husband is an 
orthopaedic doctor, says: “When 
my  younger  daughter  was  in  
kindergarten  last  year,  I  wasn’t  
able to attend her school perfor-
mances, even the ones on Zoom.

“I felt a little guilty missing out, 
but for the ones I  can attend, I  
make sure that I  am fully there 
and present.”

She says her hope for Interna-
tional Women’s Day next Monday 
is for women to be given more op-
portunities to realise their full po-
tential.

“I hope people realise that in the 
workplace, women are not one-di-
mensional but multifaceted, so dif-
ferent women will have different 
talents and skills. 

“Their  opinions  carry  worth,  
and  should  be  valued  and  re-
spected.”

ssherlyn@sph.com.sg

Jolene Ang

Unequal payment for equal work, 
the lack of board diversity, and in-
sufficient help for stay-at-home 
mothers  to  transition  back  to  
work if they want to.

These are some of the concerns 
of women in the workplace that 
have been raised by females in 
corporate  leadership  positions  
here.

Their comments come as Singa-
pore embarks on a review of is-
sues  affecting  women  to  bring  
about a mindset change on values 
such as gender equality and re-
spect for women. 

GENDER STEREOTYPES AND
ROLES IN THE WORKPLACE

Female industry leaders and ob-
servers  told  Insight  that  a  key  
reason women may find it diffi-
cult to advance in their careers is 
that they tend to be perceived as 
“doers” and overlooked as lead-
ers. 

Ms Ang Sze Pheng, 43, World 
Wide  Technology’s  human  re-
sources director for the Asia-Pa-
cific region, says: “At home, moth-
ers are expected to do everything, 
like chores, while fathers take on 
the role of head of the family.

“This  perspective  has  been  
brought into the workplace... and 
it will take generations to change 
that mindset.” 

Big  Four  accounting  firm  
Deloitte’s Asia-Pacific chief exec-
utive Cindy Hook, 56,  says the 
challenge for women is the lack 
of equal opportunities as well as 
options,  stemming  from  these  
stereotypes.

For  instance,  multiple  de-
mands and expectations can pres-
sure women to put their careers 
on hold when they start a family, 
she says.

At Deloitte Singapore, the ratio 
of  female-to-male  fresh-gradu-
ate hires is about 60 to 40. 

But, at the partner level, a fairly 
senior role that requires about 12 
years of work experience, it tilts 
to about 30 to 70.

What helped in Ms Hook’s ca-
reer  were  “sponsors”.  “It’s  not  
just about mentors who give you 
good advice. It’s also about peo-
ple who look at you and say, ‘She 
has talent, she can do more’.” 

The American,  who has been 
based  in  Singapore  for  around  
three years, notes that men here 
are supportive of women in the 
corporate world.  “But  there’s  a  
difference between  giving  sup-
port and taking tangible actions 
to help.”

Ms Karen Teo, 47, Facebook’s 
vice-president  for  small  and  
medium  businesses  in  Asia-Pa-
cific,  says mentorship can go a 
long way in nurturing women to 
become leaders in the workplace.

“I hope the next generation re-
members  the  people  who  took  
time to mentor them and pays it 
forward,” she adds.

NEED FOR PAY TRANSPARENCY

From a human resource perspec-
tive,  the  issue  of  pay  trans-
parency often comes up in con-
versations  on  gender  equality,  
says Ms Ang. 

In Singapore, men tend to re-
ceive a higher starting salary as 
compared with their female coun-
terparts even if they are perform-
ing the same role, she notes, to 
compensate “lost years” given to 
national service.

“But pay should be constructed 
in a way that is balanced and gen-
der-neutral – based on productiv-
ity and results, and transparent 
to everyone so they know where 
they stand in the organisation.”

This  is  an  issue  she  feels  
strongly about and is working on 
in  her  company.  The  US-head-
quartered tech solutions firm has 
achieved about 50 per cent pay 
transparency  across  global  of-
fices. 

LACK OF BOARD DIVERSITY

Mrs Mildred Tan, who co-chairs 
the Council for Board Diversity, 
said women’s competing priori-
ties between work and home re-
sponsibilities can lead to a situa-
tion  where  women  in  senior  
management roles are in the mi-
nority. 

But  having  directors  with  a  
wider mix of genders, ages, skills, 
experiences  and  backgrounds  
“provides  a  broad-based  judg-
ment of risks and opportunities”, 
she emphasises.

She notes that women need to 
make concerted efforts to form 
networks  and  find  mentors  as  
they advance in their careers.

Yet many boards still  rely on 
personal networks for potential 
board directors, and it is impor-
tant that they be open to inviting 
new members, says Mrs Tan, 62.

“My hope is that (the review) 
will see an emergence of a frame-
work for the next generation of 
women in the workplace where 
women will take charge of their 
career development,” she adds.

“At  the  same  time,  men  and  
women leaders should give com-
petent and high-performing indi-
viduals  equal  opportunities,  
rather  than  imposing  assump-
tions that women with young chil-
dren will be less keen on postings 
or rotations.”

HELP FOR STAY-HOME MOTHERS 
TO TRANSITION BACK TO WORK

The  issue  of  board  diversity,  
while  important,  is  applicable  
only to a small group of women, 
Ms Ean Yeo points out. 

A larger and often overlooked 
group  is  stay-at-home  mothers  
who may wish to return to the 
workplace  after  their  children  
have grown up, says Ms Yeo, the 
founder  and  president  of  non-
profit organisation Women Em-
powered for Work And Mother-
ing.

Ms Yeo, 57, says many of these 
women “put aside their dreams 
and careers and the potential to 
build  up  financial  capabilities  
and retirement adequacies”. She 
hopes the review will look at do-
ing  more  to  help  them  transit  
back to work if they wish to.

“My hope for the next genera-
tion of women is that they will al-
ways  be  able  to  refresh  (their  
skills)  so  they  can  fulfil  their  
dreams, and that they can rede-
fine the success they want, rather 
than what the world wants,” says 
Ms Yeo.
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When the pandemic struck last year, Dr Ho Lai Peng 
encountered  an  anxious  Covid-19  patient  hospi-
talised at the National Centre for Infectious Diseases 
(NCID) who was separated from her young children.

The patient was worried about her children’s well-
being, as they were in another hospital with a relative 
who had been admitted for another infection.

Says Dr Ho, a principal medical social worker at 
NCID: “Her children were anxious as well, as they 
were away from their mother.

“It was important to work with the other hospital 
during this period to coordinate care until both pa-
tients were safely discharged.

“It was also important to provide a listening ear to 
the mother and talk to her, as this would help re-
duce anxiety.”

For the past 30 years, Dr Ho has been a medical so-
cial worker providing counselling and emotional 
support to patients – and their families – with diffi-
culties adjusting to medical conditions or who are 
in the hospital for emotional issues. 

She now leads a team of 20 medical social work-
ers and staff at NCID.

Dr Ho and her team help facilitate video calls be-
tween Covid-19 patients and their families, commu-
nicate a grave prognosis to the families if the pa-
tient’s  condition  worsens  and  provide  bereave-
ment support should the patient die.

She says: “The patients may be well one moment 
and become gravely ill the next. As the deteriora-
tion may be sudden for some, it’s difficult for the 
families to grapple with that. It’s hard when they 
can say their goodbyes only through the glass of the 
patient’s room or over the phone or via video call.”

Having to treat Covid-19 patients is not just physi-
cally taxing, but also emotionally exhausting.

But Dr Ho says: “I find my job meaningful as I sup-
port patients as they undergo change, and am part 
of the same journey with them. That in itself is a 
reward.”

She notes that the field of social work is domi-
nated by women as they are unafraid to face diffi-
cult emotions and life issues.

But, more broadly, she hopes to see equal treat-
ment and opportunities for women, especially in po-
sitions of authority, and for a more open discussion 
on gender equality in Singapore.

“It is important to address women’s issues be-
cause gender inequality is something that still ex-
ists to some degree in society,” she says. 

“Gender equality should be a given and not some-
thing which women have to fight for.”
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representation 
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DEMANDING WORK

When my younger 
daughter was in 
kindergarten last 
year, I wasn’t able to 
attend her school 
performances, even 
the ones on Zoom. 

’’DR SHIRIN KALIMUDDIN, on some 
of the challenges of working on the 
front line of the Covid-19 pandemic 
fight.

CHANGING MINDSETS

At home, mothers are 
expected to do 
everything, like 
chores, while fathers 
take on the role of 
head of the family. 
This perspective has 
been brought into 
the workplace... and 
it will take 
generations to 
change that mindset.

’’MS ANG SZE PHENG, World Wide 
Technology’s human resources 
director for the Asia-Pacific region, 
on how women’s roles are perceived.

The National Centre for Infectious Diseases’ Dr Ho Lai Peng says social work is dominated by 
women as they are unafraid to face difficult emotions and life issues. ST PHOTO: DESMOND WEE

Dr Shirin Kalimuddin, a consultant with the Department of Infectious Diseases at Singapore General Hospital, says she hopes people realise that at the 
workplace, women are not one-dimensional but multifaceted, with different talents and skills. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI
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