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What can the dying teach the liv-
ing? Quite a bit, it seems.

A small but growing number of
people spend their last days record-
ing their thoughts on life and how
they cope with impending death in
order to share them with others.

They hope to get people thinking
and talking about death early
enough to re-examine their priori-
ties in life, and take action on mat-
ters such as making wills or signing
advance medical directives.

Mr Stephen Giam, 51, for in-

stance, had advanced bile duct can-
cer. He died three weeks ago.

But before his death on Sept 26,
he spent five of his last 20 days film-
ing short videos of himself tackling
various topics from his hospital
bed. Titled “Stephen Says”, the se-
ries of 19 YouTube videos covers is-
sues such as: What’s it like to have
cancer? How do you make death
your “slave”? How do you leave a
legacy?

During his life, Mr Giam was a mo-
tivational coach. He told his doc-
tors that perhaps being a “death

Motivational coach Stephen Giam planned to write a book
titled I Am Dying, So Are You, but did not have the time
to do so before his death at the age of 51 from advanced
bile duct cancer three weeks ago. PHOTO: NATIONAL
UNIVERSITY CANCER INSTITUTE, SINGAPORE (NCIS)

More dying people are recording and sharing
their thoughts about life and death with others

STEPHEN SAYS

https://www.youtube.com/
channel/UCCD0xdb-
Dhi0nQ24QKy2G5bA

GOOD DEATH

http://www.gooddeath.org.sg

LIFE ASKED DEATH
http://lifeaskeddeath.com

Getting ready for death
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From seeing the Northern Lights to
writing a book, many Singaporeans
have laid down their plans for the
things they want to do during their
lifetimes.

Before I Die, a global art project,
was brought here last year by a
group of National University of Sin-
gapore medical and nursing stu-

dents last year, including Jonas Ho
and Zachus Tan, both 21.

Chalkboards with the tagline Be-
fore I Die: My Last Year are being
set up in shopping centres, hospi-
tals and universities this month for
people to put down their thoughts
on what they wish to do.

For some, it is just spending time

with family and friends, finding
peace within themselves and catch-
ing the sunrise and sunset every
day. Others plan to use up all the
money in their bank account.

For more information, visit the
Before I Die Sg page on Facebook.
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When Mr E. W. Lok dies, he
does not want a funeral. The
59-year-old has end-stage lung
cancer and only a few months to
live, but his family does not
know of his situation.

Mr Lok just wants to leave this
world quietly because he has
had enough of people being
“kua suay” (Hokkien for “look-
ing down” on him) .

However, he recently chose
to do the “Last Interview” with
social workers from charity
Monfort Care recently. It is part
of a project in which terminally-
ill clients give consent for the
last few verbal exchanges be-
tween them and their social
workers to be recorded and re-
leased online after they die.

“My social worker told me to
leave no regrets, so perhaps,
through the video, I can leave be-
hind my life story to encourage
the younger generation,” Mr
Lok told The Straits Times in
Mandarin.

The bachelor, who used to do
odd jobs, has been struggling
with low self-esteem and alco-
holism for many years.

He felt there was nothing in
his life to be proud of and turned
to the bottle.

But his drinking problem
ceased when he later started car-
ing for his mother, who has
schizophrenia and dementia.

Unfortunately, he had to give
up his caregiving role this year
when he found out he had can-
cer. Since then, he has started
drinking again.

Said Ms Annie Lee, his social
worker: “The Last Interview
was more for him to review his
life and for us to highlight his
strengths so that he is able to get
some form of closure.”
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coach” would be useful for others.
“People are afraid, but they also

want to learn from you. They are
curious: what is it like to be dy-
ing?” he said in one of his videos.

The videos have since garnered
about 70,000 views.

Mr Giam is not alone in his
quest to use his dying moments to
reduce the stigma associated with
death. Industry observers say
they see more of such projects
nowadays because of a maturing
consciousness among people who
want to explore what it means to
die well, and the availability of on-
line platforms to get the discus-
sion going.

“Our country is at a juncture
where people are starting to ques-
tion whether we should focus on
curative treatment to extend life
at all costs or whether it is about
quality of life and minimising suf-
fering,” said Mr Mark Lin, deputy
director of the charity Monfort
Care which started a project called
“Good Death” in April.

Mr Lee Poh Wah, chief execu-
tive of Lien Foundation, said: “In
our various projects involving the
terminally ill, we were never short
of people who wanted to speak up
and tell their stories.

“But perhaps the greater appeal
now stems from the fact that the
dying know that they have direct
access to a much larger audience in
our increasingly connected, online
world.”

The Good Death initiative, led
by Mr Lin, has a “Last Interview”
segment where those who are ter-
minally-ill consent to allow their
last few verbal exchanges with
their social workers to be record-
ed and released via videos on Face-
book and on a website.

“Benny”, for instance, had pan-
creatic cancer. In the interview,
he said his biggest regret was to di-
vorce his wife and the most impor-
tant thing he learnt, after know-
ing that he had little time left, was
to treasure his family.

Another video showed the di-
lemma that “Mr Tan”, who had
oesophageal cancer, faced when
he had to decide whether or not to
opt for a high-risk operation that
would extend his life for a while.

Both Benny and Mr Tan have
since died and their videos were
uploaded online a few weeks ago.

Lien Foundation and the Asia
Pacific Hospice Palliative Care
Network also released a documen-
tary called “Life Asked Death”
about a week ago.

The 26-minute online film
showed the challenges and tri-
umphs of bringing palliative care
to different parts of Asia, through
interviews done with people who
were dying and who were in pain
due to a lack of pain medication.

Beyond the online space, other
projects, such as “Before I Die”,
venture into the community to en-
gage heartlanders on the issue.

The people who were willing to
publicly share the very personal
journey of facing death do so for
various reasons.

For Mr Giam, it is not only about
helping others learn from his ex-
perience, but also a therapeutic
process for him to talk through
how he was feeling.

His last words on the video
were: “I hope the videos are inter-
esting and meaningful to you be-
cause these are the things I am al-
so struggling and working on on a
daily basis now.”

Although death remains a taboo
topic for many, the dying hope
their videos will get these impor-
tant conversations going long after
they die.

Said Dr Jamie Zhou, an associ-
ate consultant in the division of
palliative care at the National Uni-
versity Cancer Institute, who
helped edit Mr Giam’s videos:
“Nothing is more powerful than a
patient’s perspective and Stephen
kept it real by being authentic and
vulnerable. He believed very
strongly in what he was doing.”

jantai@sph.com.sg
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Seventy young people from around
the region who are deaf have been
in Singapore over the past two
weeks to attend a youth camp and a
major international conference on
deaf-related issues.

Their guest rooms had portable
lights, next to their beds or televi-
sion sets, that turned green or yel-
low when someone was at the door.

Ms Ho Ching, patron of the Singa-
pore Association for the Deaf 
(SADeaf), called this a “very
thoughtful touch” yesterday at the
closing dinner of the fifth World
Federation of the Deaf Asia Confer-
ence, held at Fort Canning.

Ms Ho, who is also Prime Minis-
ter Lee Hsien Loong’s wife and
chief executive of Temasek Hold-
ings, added that it was “among the
many important and meaningful
contributions” which had made for

a “memorable twin event”.
It was the first time the World

Federation of the Deaf, which
works closely with the United Na-
tions, had chosen to hold its Asia
conference in Singapore.

More than 500 delegates, some of
whom were from countries such as
Timor Leste and Myanmar, attended
the conference over the weekend.

Ms Ho noted that there have been
other significant developments re-
cently in the Republic’s bid to be-
come more inclusive.

The Ministry of Education, for in-
stance, recently announced that
from 2018, Singapore will have its
first primary school designated to
accept students who are deaf and
use sign language.

For the first time, a performer
who is deaf led 150 special-needs
participants and the 55,000-strong
crowd at this year’s National Day Pa-
rade in using sign language to
“song-sign” to the tunes of two pop-

ular songs. “I’m encouraged to see
SADeaf working with the Nanyang
Technological University to further
develop the Singapore Sign Lan-
guage,” said Ms Ho.

“I hope our visitors to Singapore
got the chance to try our local fa-

vourite foods like teh tarik or laksa,
and added teh tarik and laksa to
their sign language vocabulary.”

She said that Temasek will add
sign language to the list of language
learning choices that its staff can
choose to learn this year.

“One key support for the deaf
community is to bridge the commu-
nication gap between the hearing-
able and those who are deaf or are
hard of hearing.”

jantai@sph.com.sg

Some of the things people wrote for
the Before I Die project. ST PHOTOS:
NG SOR LUAN

Ms Ho, patron of the Singapore Association for the Deaf, with members of the organising committee on stage. With her is Mr Lim Chin Heng
(extreme right), chairman of the World Federation of the Deaf organising committee. PHOTO: TIFFANY GOH FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

Event sees more than 500 delegates from region and
marks the first time the Republic is picked as venue
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S’pore hosts Asia
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who are deaf

The final days

Sharing their
personal journeys
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